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THE ROLE OF ARABIC AND [SLANIC
STUDIES IN A SECULAR SOCIETY

BY

IBRAHIM OLATUNDE UTHMAN

Introduction - '
Recently, many Nigerians have been clamouring tor Nideria 10 be

regarded as a purely secular society especizily in the wake ot ¢§tablishment or

Shari*ali Courts th Zamfara State to replace Area Courts. OnegafMhe arguments
i

put forward by the advocates of a secular Nigeria 1s that a segular society is nut

synonymous to a Godless society but rather sigmfed the neutruliny  of

Government on religious matters as well 23 its lack of Mighousm tonards am
particular religion. However, this paper submits that\Nigeria has alwayvs been
ruled as a secular society right from its conception_biwthe British colonialists and

that it is this secular nature of the country that “e¢onstitutes the major factor
militating against the effective teaching or AwaMic and lIslamic Studies m the

country. This paper is, therefore, an humblg dwginpt to unravel the secularny of

Nigeria and the role that the tcmhmw ot N\bic and Islamic Stadies cun play in
eforming secular society. :

The Secularity of Nigeria

A perusal at all contemporary secular societies such as Britain and United
States of America will reveal.that a secular society is indeed a Christian society
Secular societies like Brifain and United States according 1o contemporary
realities have one thing sn spmmon which is the incorporauon of Christian ideas
in all their socio-politiedl_and economic syvstem. Such incorporation of Christian

1deals which can alsodb® tound in the Nigerian socie ety imcludes observation of

Saturdays and Sugtdys as work-free days, use of cross in government hospitals as
a symbol of hegaling and Christian common law. According to Lord Summer.
“Britain has a]\\a\> been based on Christian ideals and the English law may well
be called a"Cheistian law™"

Anesher tfeature of these contemporary secular societies is the teaching of

Christian religious and Biblical studies in all public schools. For instance, in most
government owned schools in Nigeria including those built by Nushm
missionaries, Christian Religious Studies is taught  In Ikere-Eku for example.
there are eleven secondary schools and all of them have Chrisuan Religious
Studies teachers paid by the Government®™ On the other hand: Iskumic religious
studies is only taught in one sccondary school namely Ansar-Ud-Deen High
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School”  Infact there was the case of @ primary four Mushm pupil who was
beaten by an English teacher for not attending Bible Knowledge class in 1693~

Ironically, all the above happens in a country whose constitution
recognises the rights of every Nigerian to freedom of belief and worship as well
as 10 propagate and manifest his/her relizious observances’ Interestingly 100, the
national policy on education stipulates that no child shall be forced 10 accept any
religious instruction which is contrary to the wishes of his parents” In short as fur
as the Nigerian Constitution is concerned, the country 1s'a multi-religious and not
secular society. Many Muslim scholars have convincingly written to advance the
multi-religious nature of the country’. Yet, Nigeria has always deen® run as a
secular society nay a Christian society following the foot steps of the British who
built their society on Chniszian ideals and who fashioned the AN 1¥eria nationhood
afier their own.

The Problems of Teaching Arabic and Islamic Studies

Consequeént upon the deliberate disregard fordhe pfovisions for Arabic and
Islamic Studies by the Nigernan constitution and tli€mational policy on education,
there is today a gross decline in the number of students who enroll for Arabic and
Islamic Studies at all levels. Many students believe that the twin Subjects are
inferior because of the perceived non-rggegnition of them by their. school
authorities. For instance, many schools/<do not provide suitable classes for
teaching the two subjects. There are“e¥€n times when the two subjects are
deliberately omitted on the imetabl€ An fact there was the case of a principal who
asked the Arabic teacher posted fo Ws school o teach English Languaze because
the school was built by Christian mi$sionaries®.

There is also the problem of inadequate number of teachers for the two
subjects. This is mainly hécayse students who have not been taught these subjects
at both their elementary.and secondary levels of education can not have strong
motivation for studying ¢em at the tertiary level of their education. They usually
develop the errarfedus notion that the two subjects are too difficult to learn
especially those\ofgfem who did not attend local Qur’anic schools before. This is
:he case withyirany students who refuse to study the two subjects at the Colleges
of Educatienin " Western Nigeria”. ' _

Uifortunately, some of the few teachers available to teach Arabic and
Islamic “Studies cannot even teach them effectively'’. The major tactoi
responsible tor this is lack of mastery of the subjects. It is pathetic and outrageous
to mention that -there are some non-Mushms appouited -to teach Arabic and
slamic Studies even at University level who are grossly incompetent to teach

thcm”_ It is true that this writer is not unaware of some non-Mustims who huve.

| distinguished themselves in the field of Arabic vet. Bolaji [dovwu swid it all when
‘;\c explamed aptly that a person who does not cherish and believe in' the baauties
1 |



of African Tradiional” Religion cannot teach it competently “and  without
prejudice’™ The same can also be said of the two subjects in question especially
Islamic Studies. :

Unlike otlier subjects, Arabic and Islamic Studies must be viewed from a
moral or ethical perspective. Teachers of the two subjects must therefore be
embodiments of the Islamic ethical codes. They must not only tcach by precepts
but more importantly by examples. This is the best teaching aid_und in fact
methodology in this regard. Their conducts, modes of dressing apdleven personal
mannerism must be in line with what they teach. Accordingeto u statement of
Allah, those who are teachers and builders of virtues cannot attord o neglect their
own souls if they have truly understood:

Do ye enjoin right conduct on the people ghd 11n'\"m 1o
i

practise it yomsclves and yet ye study thewscripture” Will ye

not understand?'”.

The appointment of those who afe gither academically or morally
unqualified to teach Arabic and Islamic Studhes is no doubt a big disservice to
the teaching of the two subjects. It is clearly a direct consequence ol the secular
nature of'the Nigerian education system:

Moral Values in a Secular Society’

~There is no gainsaying the fact that a major feature of the contemporary
secular society is lack of proper ethical orientation or the loss of moral values
Most of the times, pareats‘are absent from homes due to their pre-occupation
with making ends meet_thereby denying their children the opportunity 10 receive
proper training and Mounitoring especially in their formative years. This failure to
provide childrenavithiadequate attention and care has been worséned by the total
breakdown of the.family system. The upsurge in broken homes and single
parenthood_*has~ subjected most  of the victims of such phenomenon 10
psychologieahtrauma and the haxsh realities of life at very tender ages =

C.onbequcntly, some of these victims grow up to become hardened
criminal$=vho perpetrate such atrocities as examination malpractices, culism,
abduction and even stark murder. They also engage in such unproductive
pursuits like drug-pushing, alcoholism and prostitution. By und large, they end
up adding to the tloatsam and jetsam of the society as symbolised by the 4rca-
hoys and Yan Daba syndromes in Nigeria today.

The px'epondcr;‘ch of moral license and decadence has also been
engendered by the advancement in science and technology. The use ol modemn
itelecommunication gadgets as agents of socialization, formation- ot ideas and
‘teaching of mlucs has been well auclmmcd but what has not yet been quantified
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1S the attendant moral decadence. Many a time, men and women are shown nude
at times in actual sexual acts on these gadgets. This has led to the increase in
moral laxity as characterised by the increase in rape, teenage sex and
pregnancies, abortions and confusion of paternity'”

The commercialization of religion is also a direct fallout of the loss of
moral values. Religion has been converted into a big money-making industry
where people are attracted by promises of miracles, better life, cood jobs,
husbands, wives or improved business ventures. Many people realising the
enormous influence of religion in people’s lives have become religious Teaders
overnight using religion to gather economic fortunes'®. A notable teatfee Ot these

- pseudo religious leaders is the currency they give to the potency of mtchcerafi
By this singular act, they have become plOpllLlS of doom who{lgsetell iH-will,
misfortunes and disasters. .

Dr. Olubunmi Okogie, :a one-time President of the Chiistian Association
of Nigeria once commented on this ugly development whem he observed that
some commercial minded people had been-hiding under Christianity to play on
people’s superstitions and haman sorrow by establishing run-away churches all
over the country'’. He also noted that 90% of~i€se commercial churches’
members are female who had one problem or_the gther like the desire to keep
their husbands and boy frineds'™

Despite the above outery by Dr. OKegig, it is these. (.OIHlele] chuuhes
that now dominate the Nigeria Media. They advertise their “powers” in
Newspapers, Television and Radio. InfaCt, the 91 printing and electronic media
in Nigeria have an outrageous quantity and varieties of these religious
programmes. According to Kilaii, one noticeable trait of these programmes is
that they are very Americanised~This is not surprising since most Christian
orgmlzatlons secure financial backing and support from "American evangelical
interest'” &

I’robabl_y, corrupfiofis the greatest vice that has reared its ugly head in
the Nigeria society An ayverage Nigerian has no doubt sold his conscience in this
recard. There is hardly/any public ofticer willing to discharge his responsibility
before his palmsTate greased. The orgy of corruption has been compounded
especially the.’dlite became notorious for their “Wetin you carry syndrome”. In
fact, after two'years in office and the enactiment into law of the anti-corruption
bill, the batde against corruption by the current civilian administration in Nigeria
is far from being won. Despite the present Federal Government policy on the
removal of all roadblocks, the corrupt policemen for instance are stitl scen once
in 2 while on the roads collecting illegal fees trom motorists This has only
shown how even those who are supposed to protect the civil society have tullen

s . 20
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It is therefore clear from the above that the problem of humanity today 15
the loss of the so vital and life-sustaining moral values in the name of sccularin
According to Eric Fromm, the problem of the 19" century was the declaration by
man that (md was dead while the problem of the last century was the death of
man himself’

The need for reformation and the role of Arabic and Islamic Studies

[t is apparent that all the problems associated with a secular society listed |
above have become matters of grave concern to the incumbdnt civilion
administration. In order to arrest these problems, GovernmentsdiAarious levels
in Nigeria have started to take laudable steps. For instance, thegPresident of the
Federal Republic of Nigeria has launched both the natipffyl Yebirth and anu-

corruption programmes. The Governor of Edo State hus ialSe launched an anu-
prostitution and women trafficking programme. The last Qut not the least is also
the attempt by all northern states Governors to re-establish the criminal aspect ot
the Shari*alr in their Courts following the Zamfara‘State initiative

All the above are no doubt attempts to bring about a much-desired change
~in the Nigerian environment. Undoubtedly,. the “twin subjects of” Arabic and.

Islamic Studies have significant roles to play jn the reibrmfnion of the country
and nay any secular society for that mattes Fhe acquisition of a deep and correct
knowledue df Islam and its socio-politicall economic, educational and religious
teachings through the study of Arabictaid Islamic Studies has the capabilities of
making a sizeable segment of thg’ Nigerian society God-conscious. righteous.
honest, law-abiding, incorruptible'and morally disciplined.

Going by the submission of Fromm quoted earlier, no sustainable
achievement and progresS=can be made by man without the consciousness of
God. The teaching of Arabic and Islamic Studies effectively at all levels of the
Nigerian educationalSystem will inculcate in Nigerians right from childhood the
consciousness of Allakl the Ominipotent and the Ominiscient. When a person
has this LOI]CCPHOH of God, he bears Him in mind at all ume and does not need to
be policed befoué he becomes .law-abiding and incorruptible A practical
manifestatidn=af this is the Ramaden fast in Islam. Reonackeir is the month of the
biggest anthinost invigorating fasting exercise. Through it humanity is trained o
resist N human passions, desires as well as whims and caprices and to submit o
the wall/ and wmnnndmem of Allah alone. This is a big exercise m selt
dlsuplme and control*? _

The teaching ot this and other practical observances in Islam such as
Sclaly (Prayer). Zakah (Annual due), Heuji (Pilgrimage) will enable students ot
Arabjc and Islamic Studies not only to grow up conscious ot Alluh. but whso o
move close to and commune with Him without any intermediary  For mstance

goodfknowledge of Islam will empower people on how 1o take decisions on such
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major events as choosing a job, husband or wife and this will reduce 1o the

bearest minimum f not ehminate completely the patronage off commercial
spiritualists. Through Arabic and Islamic Studies knowledee, they would have
casily learnt Sulal-Istikharah or the prayer for searching or blessings and
goodness on any important ev ent in their lives™ : '

Guidance on how to live a pure and morally upright lite can also be
cained from the learning of Arabic and Islamic Studies. For instance, many
people engage in illicit affairs of their ignorance of the simplicity of murriage in
Islam. They risk their lives through abortions and exposure to unprotected sex
even when they use condoms probably because they wunt to gggomplish
university ‘education before marrying or the fear of pregnancy whil€)in school
Many still require a lot of education on misconceptions about mugdafe such as a
lady getting married at the age of six or as soon-as she stiuts herinensiruation
These are topical issues in cur society with their attendant medical implications.
e ¢ damages on the private parts of the victims knowinas Vesico \’ugina
Fistula™

A good knowledge of Islam is also needed bywNigerians today to solve
their economic problems without necessarily resorting fo dubious and fraudulent
means. A good number of people today groaning under the yoke of debts due to
the conventional secular based economic systef, They live daily under the grips
of capitalist financial houses. Even the co-operative organisa wions are only a little
better than these shylock institutions. Thé knowledge of a non-interest banking
and financial system as put forward by Istam will go a long way in solving the
economic burden ot these people. Ithig noteworthy 1o mention here that many
members of the families of the deceased especially women sufter because of
various cultural practices that deny them full property rights and in fact even
regard them as properties to e shared. out among their husbands™ male relatives.
Perhaps this is because many Of these families cspecmll\ those _th at are Muslims
are unaware of any equitdble system of sharing estates in Islam” e

It must also b€ méntioned that the study of Arabic and Islamic studies
will make Muslimsdneparticular and Nigerians in general better in(bx'mc( on how
to live touether_peacefully in a multi religious society which Nigeria truly is
Most of the heinous crimes, manning and killing that have bwn OLthH ated 1
the name ofweheion like the recent Kaduna riots are therefore born out ol the
politics oRusing religious athliation 1o struggle tor state power :

No one who truly understands Islam will sanction the Killing of any living
being even an animal without a just cause The history ot Islam 1s rich with how
Muslims accommodated non-Muslims and guaranteed their inalienable rights 1o

worship and other basic human rights. The reception . given by Prophet
NMuhammad to the Christian delegation from Najran is a prominent illustration of
17
the Muslims attitudes 1o Cheistians™ . In the same vein, Umar the second Caliph
83




met an aged Jew begging for alms and declared thus: “By Allah, we will-fail to
do justice if we leave people unprovided for their old age.. b

Conclusion _

This paper has attempted to examine the role of Arabic and Islamic’
Studies ir: Nigeria. It has shown that despite the provisions of the Constitution of
the Federal Republic of Nigeria, the Country has always been run as a Secular
Society. It has also traced the preponderance of moral decadence in the country
to the secular features already entrenched in the running of the society. These
Secular features have also affected adversely the teaching of Arabi¢ and Islamic
Studies in Public Schools as seen by the loss of interest in theutwin subjects by
students. v

- Consequently, the papér argues that no meaningfulprOuress can be made
in arresting the prevailing decadence in Nigeria without the teaching of Arabic
and Islamic Studies as core subjects. It will also be inwrecognition of the country
as a multi-religious society as depicted in the Country’s Constitution.
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