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==========================================================      

     Al-Shafi`i, the eponymous founder of one of the four principle systems of Sunni law, 

was once presented with a slave-girl purchased for him by his students, to whom he paid 

no attention. Frustrated after vainly waiting for him throughout the night, she returned to 

the trader who had sold her, complaining that he had bound her to a "crazy man". The 

scholar, unfazed, responded simply and sincerely that "the crazy man is he who knows the 

value of knowledge, and then who squanders it, or hesitates so that it passes him by" (p.3). 

Berkey tells this fascinating story in his introduction to The Transmission of Knowledge in 

Medieval Cairo to show the high regard for knowledge among Muslims, in keeping with 

the Hadith : "Seek knowledge, even as far away as China". The illustration has a particular 

significance for Berkey since the actor, al-Shafi`i, has been an important figure in Sunni 

Cairo from the Middle Ages to the present. In this example, Berkey tries to to suggest that 

to highlight the history of Muslim education, it should be accompanied by understanding 

the innate motivation of the Muslim teaching-learning process throughout its history. As a 

matter of fact there was a strong linkage between the two aspects. The question here 

though is whether all medieval Muslims, especially in Cairo, felt the same attraction to 

knowledge and learning as al-Shafi`i. Berkey's book definitely answers "yes". 
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     The most interesting part of the book is probably Berkey's first chapter, in which he 

deals with the madrasa system in general, the Mamluk regime (1250-1517), and religious 

education in Mamluk Cairo. His thesis can also be found here, namely that in order to get a 

fresh and splendid picture of Muslim education in Medieval Cairo, examining the informal 

system of instruction and the personal relationship of the people is a must (p. 20). Berkey 

is consistent throughout in approaching and elaborating these educational issues in almost 

all the chapters. The result is, that he has presented the incredibly complex process of 

learning in medieval Cairo in a very broad but delightful picture.  

     The second chapter, "Instruction", introduces something "new". He tries to correct a 

common image that traditional Muslim education was inferior to that of the "West" 

because the former was static and sterile. Here Berkey shares that educators agreed that 

memorization alone was insufficient; to put his learning to use, a student must understand 

as well as memorize. "Memorizing two words is better than hearing two pages, but 

understanding two words is better than memorizing two pages" (p. 30). The habits of 

munazara, jadal, as well as diraya,,i.e. the ability to use the materials memorized critically 

and to apply them to particular academic and legal problems, among (future) scholars were 

considered important by Medieval scholars; therefore, Muslim education was quite 

dynamic in its approach.    

     The concept of Ijaza is also discussed in the second  chapter. The transmission of 

knowledge was regulated not by any formal system of institutional degrees, but by the 

license (ijaza) issued by a particular shaykh to a particular student. The issue of abusing 

ijaza, which  has been discussed by scholars such as Goldziher, is also considered here. 
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Berkey reminds us that an ijaza might be issued simply on the basis of a written request 

and the pupil's reputation (or that of his family) for scholarship. So common was the 

inflation of ijazas that even leading scholars of the Mamluk period, such as Ibn Hajar al-

`Asqalani, saw little shame in reporting having received ijazas from transmitters whom 

they had not met, or with whom they had had only the most fleeting contact. (p.32). 

    The variety of institutional types, the organization of schools of higher education, the 

range of institutional size and academic program, and the hierarchy of educational 

institutions are discussed in chapter three. In regards to types of institutions, Berkeys 

concludes, that a student's authority derived from that of his teacher and not from the 

venue in which his education took place, which implies that no institution, not even the 

madrasa, could ever establish a monopoly over the inculcation of the Muslim sciences. 

Any open space-- the floor of a mosque, a Sufi cell, a private living room, or a chamber in 

a madrasa-- offered a suitable site for instruction. But it also suggests that education in this 

society cannot be considered in isolation; rather, it must be seen as one element in the 

broader continuum  of Islamic piety and worship (p. 50).  

     Berkey also suggests in this chapter that the science of jurisprudence remained the 

jewel in the crown of the madrasas and other religious schools-- subjects such as exegesis, 

Hadith, and grammar seem often to have held a secondary place, or to have played a 

supportive role. (p.82). 

     The fourth chapter,"Professors and Patrons", presents the symbiotic connection between 

the ulama and the military elite. On one side, the ulama got protection from external 

enemies and income from bureaucratic and legal appointments, and on the other, the 



 

 

 
 4 

educated elite legitimized the Mamluk regime by enjoining obedience on the local 

population, mediating the government's needs for tax revenues, and performing a host of 

tangible and intangible services to the state. This mutual relationship, like the transmission 

of knowledge itself, depended at least as much on personal relationships as on corporate 

identities and interests (p. l0l). Scholars also held employment in several different 

institutions. Berkey uses Ibn Hajar al-`Asqalani (d.l449) as an example of someone who, at 

one time or another, held appointments in more than a dozen schools (p. 112), including 

the Jamaliyya khanaqa and madrasa of Sultan Hasan. 

     The subject of the endowment of madrasas and their proliferation under the Mamluks is 

considered in Chapter 5. Berkey considers the  political, financial, and pious dimensions of 

endowing schools and insists that it is misleading to search for an explanation of the 

remarkable proliferation of schools under the patronage of the Mamluks exclusively, or 

even primarily, in broad political terms. The Mamluks' efforts in education, he contends, 

reflect the intensely personal character of Egyptian politics during the Mamluk period, in 

which bitter and mutually hostile political factions merged principally around the leading 

personalities of the Mamluk Corps. The Mamluks  seem to have been eager to acquire the 

prestige within the community through the construction of schools devoted to religious 

learning. Also, the establishment of schools of higher education served an important 

commemorative function. By retaining the names of their founders, sultans, amirs and, in 

cases such as that of Jamal al-Din Yusuf, powerful civilian bureaucrats, religious 

establishments provided individual benefactors with a symbolic capital that redounded to 

their credit (pp.132-133). Considering the active involvement of the Mamluks in 
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educational field, Berkey concludes that  the acculturation of the Mamluks into 

mainstream Muslim society was by no means unsuccessful. 

     Berkey tries, in chapter six, to convince the reader that the validity of certain Prophetic 

traditions concerning the seeking of knowledge as the duty of every male and female 

Muslim was concreticized in Medieval Cairo. He uses the establishment of schools by 

female members of royal families such as by  Sultan al-Nasir's daughter, and the mother of 

Sultan al-Ashraf Sha'ban, Barakat, in l369-70 as examples of the role of women at the 

time. Female Hadith transmitters in Cairo were also abundant. 

      In his last section, Berkey emphasizes the elasticity of educational institutions 

attainable by common people. He hints that madrasas, khanaqas, and teaching mosques, 

while training a group of students who would go on to form the academic and judicial 

elite, fulfilled a secondary educational function of providing instruction at a variety of 

levels to the broader Muslim community (p.102). Moreover, the transmission of hadith 

took place in a very open world, one that drew no distinct boundaries between instruction 

and devotion. With no conclusion intended, Berkey suggests that the active participation of 

the common people of Cairo in the transmission of knowledge, if a distinct phenomenon, 

nonetheless parallels the ability of Mamluks and women, comparative outsiders, to acquire 

for themselves a niche within the educational system. All this indicates that Muslim 

society in the late Middle Ages was far less fragmented and divided than we might 

otherwise have thought. Education did bring groups together in the public sphere that 

might otherwise have remained separated in their private worlds.  
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     What makes  Berkey's book interesting is that it reminds us of other educational 

institutions in the East, Baghdad, Nishapur and their vicinities in preceding centuries. 

These traditional educational institutions appear to have been a typical sign of Sunni 

Muslims who glorified their triumph over the Mu'tazilites and Shi'ites on one hand, and  

reestablished their common identity, namely a society that dichotomized religious sciences 

and natural sciences, and considered the former as the best and ultimate alternative for 

their social and cultural form.  

     More significantly, Berkey, with his thesis, serves as an  arbitrator between A.L. Tibawi 

and George Makdisi : two experts on Muslim education in the Medieval period whose 

debate on the madrasa took place in the l960s and l970s. In his introduction, Berkey 

mentions  Tibawi a couple of times  and reminds us that Tibawi should be reconsidered. 

Tibawi's criticism of Makdisi, that the latter tends to "systematize and formalize 

educational institutions", inspires Berkey as a social historian to look beyond the 

institutional structure of higher education to the informal world of personal instructional 

relationships that guided the transmission of Muslim learning. To Berkey, such a warning, 

far from being restrictive, is fraught with promise. 

     The vividness of Berkey's work rest on his consistency in using suitable primary 

sources such as Burhan al-Din Zarnuji (whose book Ta`lim wa Muta`allim was translated 

by von Grunebaum in l947) and Ibn Khaldun, who are presumably regarded by Berkey as 

theorists; while Ibn Hajar al-Asqalani, Al-Subki, Al-Maqrizi, al-Sakhawi are possibly 

considered as history sources. His use of sources makes his book such a brilliant and 
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colorful social history that it is a deservedly comprehensive exposition of Muslim higher 

education in a specific place and time. 

     If there is any problem in his work it is due to his generalizations about the curriculum 

for female education,  with no direct and relevant sources ( p. 175). Also, his referrals to 

the Jewish tradition of education many times is disconcerting since its relevance is not 

made clear. However, Berkey's work will as important as that of George Makdisi in the 

field of Medieval Muslim Education.   
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