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The Mediated Qur’an
Religious Education and Recitation via Online Distance Learning 
in the Sultanate of Oman
Lauren E. Osborne

In 2016, the state of Oman—a small 
country in the Arab Gulf region on the 
southeast corner of the Arabian peninsula—
debuted its new online system for distance 
learning of Qur’an recitation—al-Barnāmaj 
al-Iliktrūnī li-Ta‘līm al-Qur’ān al-Karīm 
(Electronic Program for Learning the Holy 
Qur’an).1 Students of the Qur’an throughout 
Oman—and even throughout the world—
could then enroll in online courses on the 
memorization and recitation of the text, and 
even obtain a certificate in memorization 
(ḥifẓ) verified through Oman’s Ministry of 
Endowments and Religious Affairs.2 While 
listening, recitation, memorization, and 
oral transmission of the Qur’an have been 
central to the text since its genesis, it has 
most commonly been taught face-to-face, 
through live oral instruction from teacher to 
student. Historically, written materials about 
recitation have typically served as aids to live 
in-person instruction, rather than complete 
programs for individual study. And while 
the era of global media has provided both 
opportunities as well as challenges in terms 
of the Qur’an’s mediation, the preference for 
learning recitation has still tended toward 
in-person learning.

In this article, I focus on the online 
program as a central node for exploring 
issues of religious education, media, and 
orality. I consider the program within the 
context of Omani history, particularly the 
history of religious and political authority 
in Oman, as well as the history of religious 
education. The distance-learning program 
marks a new phase in the centralization of 

authority over both religious education and 
education in general in Oman as the state 
and its infrastructure have modernized, 
but it can also be connected to longer 
histories of mediation of the Qur’an and 
related concerns about access and ethical 
comportment. I explore the longstanding 
historic roots of religious education in Oman 
as it is grounded in both Omani history as 
well as traditional Islamic modes of learning. 
At the same time, religious education, and 
specifically the recitation of the Qur’an, 
can also be mediated via modern modes 
of technology. Oman’s online distance-
learning system for Qur’an recitation marks 
a key site in the mediation of the Qur’an 
and its recitation. Specifically, it serves as a 
useful site for considering the use of media 
in relation to managing religious education 
on the part of the Omani Ministry of 
Endowments and Religious Affairs.

Religious Education in Oman

The history of religious education in Oman 
is tied to the changes that took place in the 
country over the latter half of the twentieth 
century. Nineteen-seventy was a major 
turning point in Omani history, this being 
the year that Sultan Qaboos bin Said Al Said 
came to power. This moment marked the 
beginning of Oman’s rapid modernization 
of state infrastructure of all kinds, and the 
centralization of state power in the person 
of the sultan. Until his death in early 2020, 
Sultan Qaboos was the longest-serving ruler 
in the modern Middle East. Over the course 
of his thirty-year reign, he enacted dramatic 
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processes of modernization that impacted 
all sectors of government, infrastructure, 
and life in Oman. The locations and shapes 
of religion and education were reconfigured 
and remediated through these processes.

This period of rapid change was 
prompted in large part by the discovery of oil 
in Oman in the 1950s and 1960s. Prior to 
and at that time, the state was ruled through 
a bifurcated system of leadership, with 
an Ibadi Islamic imamate controlling the 
interior of the country through a system of 
religious leadership, and a sultanate acting 
as an “autocratic authority” in controlling 
the coastal region.3 The late 1950s 
witnessed a series of struggles between these 
two regions and powers, eventually ending 
in the breaking down of the imamate and 
the centralization of political power under 
a single authority, Sultan Said bin Taimur 
(the father of Sultan Qaboos). Around this 
same time, Omani rule of the African island 
of Zanzibar (off the coast of Tanzania) also 
came to an end in 1963, with 50,000–
70,000 Omanis who had lived there 
returning to Oman. Simultaneously, in 
the 1960s many Omanis who had traveled 
abroad for education (as formal education 
as such was not yet available in Oman) were 
also returning home. This period in Oman 
is characterized as having witnessed an 
explosion of ideologies becoming available—
communism, Ba‘thism, Arab nationalism, 
and religiopolitical movements such as the 
Muslim Brotherhood, to name a few—all 
of which represented different ideas about 
the proper places of and relationships 
between religion, the state, and education.4 
Prior to 1971, education in Oman was 
primarily religiously based, informal, and 
decentralized. Traditional Islamic education 
begins with and centers on the recitation 
and memorization of the Qur’an. Suleiman 

Salem Al Husseini describes education in 
Oman prior to 1971 as being “conducted 
sparsely, in traditional, religiously inspired 
settings,” focusing only on Qur’an recitation 
and some basic reading and writing.5 
Literacy rates in Oman prior to 1971 were 
quite low, but as a part of the reforms and the 
broader centralization of government in the 
1970s, the Omani state became responsible 
for administering education to the whole 
population. While religious education in 
pre-1971 Oman was theoretically open to 
all, as Dale Eickelman has noted, in practice 
it was most commonly the children of 
local elites who persisted in their religious 
studies.6 In the pre-1971 Oman of the 
imamate, “literacy implied some degree of 
religious learning and was consequently 
respected, but the practical uses of literacy 
and its value as a means to economic 
advancement were limited.”7 Education at 
a Qur’an school largely revolved around 
recitation and memorization, and did not 
necessarily imply literacy, and the quality of 
qur’anic education itself also varied a great 
deal.8 The reforms of the 1970s brought 
education more squarely under the control 
of a central state authority at the same time 
that the place and role of religion were 
transformed in that system. In 1971, the 
Ministry of Education was established. The 
system of state education was formalized as 
a “modern” one, analogous to those in other 
Arab countries at that time. Specifically, the 
Lebanese state curriculum was adopted 
until 1977, when the Omani Ministry of 
Education developed its own curriculum. 
Islamic studies is part of this curriculum, 
taught as one subject alongside the other 
topics of a modern curriculum. Abdulrahman 
al-Salimi describes the current approach 
to religion in this system as a “cultural 
approach,” which he contrasts with what 
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he calls a “religious approach,” meaning the 
ministry “shifted the focus from dogma and 
doctrine to Islamic culture and civilization. 
The expanded purview allows students 
to see their relation to the broader culture 
around them, and it precludes a myopic view 
of Islam’s relation to the rest of the world.”9 
The cultural approach was adopted in 2006, 
following the events of September 11, 
2001, and a few incidents in Oman (both 
after and prior to 9/11) that raised concerns 
about the role of religious education in 
possible radicalization.10 Eickelman has 
attested to the ways in which religious 
education within this system “enforce[s] 
current religious and cultural values,” with 
al-Salimi arguing further that this has long 
been the case in Omani education, given 
the strong tie of Islam to Omani cultural 
identity.11 While religion had previously 
been the main framework through which 
education had been conducted, in the post-
1971 “modern” curriculum, it became one 
subject alongside others. Moreover, the 

“cultural approach” presents a portrait of 
Islam that is ecumenical in nature—meaning 
nonsectarian. In Oman, Islam is the official 
religion of the state.12 And although the 
population includes both Sunni and Shi‘i 
Muslims, the country is home to one of the 
world’s few concentrations of Ibadi Muslims, 
a sect of Islam distinct from those two more 
commonly known traditions. The Ministry 
of Education has taken as part of its mission 
to educate all of Oman’s citizens, the diversity 
of varieties of Islam present among them.13 
This practice is in keeping with a general 
ethic of tolerance and antisectarianism 
that is also regulated by the Ministry of 
Endowments and Religious Affairs through 
its sites of official discourses, such as 
Friday sermons, official publications, and 
policies in schools and mosques preventing 

sectarian teachings.14 There is also a system 
of religious education, including the online 
Qur’an program, that runs parallel to the 
Ministry of Education system in Oman. The 
year 1971 also witnessed the founding of 
the Ministry of Endowments and Religious 
Affairs, which administers its own system of 
Qur’an schools and, since 2016, the online 
distance-learning system.15 As a part of the 
post-1970 reforms, religious education was 
also brought under the central management 
of the state in this way, so the Qur’an 
schools operate as a parallel system created 
out of the same gesture of centralization. 
The Qur’an schools continue to center 
recitation and memorization of the Qur’an, 
but now do so alongside basic instruction 
in reading and writing.16 Sheikh Hilal bin 
Hamud al-Riyami, the current director of 
Oman’s Qur’an schools, is also the designer 
of the online learning program as well as its 
pedagogy. Al-Riyami has also written a book 
that follows the same methodology through 
written instruction, Manhaj al-Qilā‘ al-Sab‘ 
li-Ḥifẓ al-Qur’ān al-Karīm, or The Seven-Fort 
Method for Memorizing the Holy Qur’an.17 The 
program is available to anyone, although its 
origins are associated with the Omani system 
of Qur’an schools and it is administered 
through same ministry, the Ministry of 
Endowments and Religious Affairs. All one 
has to do to get started is to answer a few 
questions and sign up for an account and 
they can choose from the different courses 
that are available and start attending and 
learning. The program is available anywhere 
in Oman where one has access to the internet, 
or indeed anywhere in the world, although 
there are some synchronous classes in the 
program. It is now also used by the national 
system of Qur’an schools in Senegal.18 The 
program does not merely provide media 
and a curriculum for students to follow on 
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their own, but rather is a complete online 
distance-learning system, meaning that 
students attend synchronous classes that are 
supplemented by asynchronous engagement 
(with limited asynchronous opportunities to 
“make up” any missed synchronous classes) 
and homework.

The program can be described as 
modern in two main respects: its use of 
media and its pedagogy. First, as an online 
distance-learning system, it is designed to 
transmit and facilitate the cultivation of 
religious knowledge and skills through the 
digital medium of the internet. Second, the 
pedagogy employed within the system is 
also modern in the sense that it presents 
a systematic and incentivized plan for 
memorization, and a simplified method of 
teaching the traditional rules of recitation 
(tajwīd). The program is designed to teach 
recitation and memorization in an entirely 
new way, with this pedagogy also developed 
by al-Riyami—the “seven-fort method.”19 
Al-Riyami describes the method at length 
in an August 2018 interview and article in 
Oman Daily, as well as in his book The Seven-
Fort Method.20 The objective of the program 
and its method is to facilitate and motivate 
the memorization of the entire Qur’an, 
while also teaching the rules governing 
proper recitation known as tajwīd.21 In 
brief, the rules of tajwīd govern the specifics 
of pronunciation of the text of the Qur’an 
when it is recited aloud, including specifics 
of elisions between certain combinations of 
letters, qualities of letters and their proper 
articulation, when a reciter may pause (or 
when a pause is forbidden, discouraged, or 
recommended, to name a few possibilities), 
the pacing and extension of a particular 
syllabus, as well as more general points 
about etiquette and common practice in 
reciting, such as saying the isti‘ādhah and 

the bismillāh before beginning to recite.22 
While the division of the Qur’an that is most 
visually apparent on a printed copy is that 
of the sura (of which there are 114 total, 
arranged largely by length, with the shortest 
suras in the back of a printed copy and the 
largest in the front, with the first shorter 
sura appended as a sort of introduction), 
the text is also divided into thirty sections 
of equal size. Each thirtieth is called a juz’, 
literally, a “part.” This division is the one 
most commonly used in oral learning and 
memorization of the text. It is also used in 
ritual practice, when one juz’ is recited for 
each of the thirty nights of the month of 
Ramadan, resulting in a complete reading 
of the text over the course of the holy 
month. Most commonly, those beginning 
studies in the Qur’an begin with the last juz’, 
known as juz’ ‘ammā because it begins with 
the word ‘ammā, and comprises the final 
thirtieth of the text. This is the section that 
is thought of as the easiest place to begin 
learning and memorizing, in that it contains 
the shortest suras, which also largely consist 
of the shortest verses, and is characterized 
by particularly pervasive patterns of rhyme 
and assonance.

Al-Riyami’s method relies on breaking 
large sections of text down into many 
smaller sections, and arranging these in a 
cycle of memorization and repetition across 
the course of the week. Each juz’ is divided 
into seven smaller parts, called “forts” in al-
Riyami’s system. Each fort is then divided 
into seven subsections. Each juz’ of the 
Qur’an is thereby broken up into forty-nine 
smaller subsections, breaking one relatively 
large section of text into many small parts. 
Each fort is rendered in the online system 
with an image that looks like a small castle 
(resembling the architecture of forts found 
in Oman). When a student has completed 
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a single fort, the next one appears before 
them on the screen. The program divides 
the task of memorization into three skills 
divided across the seven days of the week: 
memorization of new material, recitation 
performed for the teacher, and review. The 
weekly plan is as follows: “[first, there are] 
two days devoted to the new memorization, 
with the current plan being a half-page [of 
the printed Qur’an] each day. After that is 
the task of reciting for the Qur’an teacher 
on the third day, via the virtual live class on 
the day [the student] chose when he was 
registered in the program. This is followed 
by another two days for the task of the new 
memorization, then the skill of recitation by 
the teacher of the Qur’an on the sixth day. 
And at the end of the week a comprehensive 
review of what was memorized during the 
week takes place.”23 The pedagogy consists 
of breaking down a large task (memorizing 
and learning to recite aloud an entire book) 
into smaller constituent parts, and arranging 
a system such that a student regularly attends 
to the smaller tasks on a daily basis. This 
pedagogy makes the student accountable 
to an instructor, reinforces those pieces of 
knowledge already obtained, and takes a 
cumulative approach to building up these 
small tasks in service of achieving the larger 
goal of memorization. During the week 
while memorizing, the student focuses on 
one half-page of text at a time and pursues 
this in the program asynchronously, with 
access to recordings of popular reciters to 
listen to and imitate.

Recitation before the teacher is 
typically conducted synchronously, 
although if a student cannot attend the 
synchronous meeting, they may send a 
recording of themselves prior to the start 
of the meeting. The system does enforce 
synchronous learning on the designated 

days for the most part; a student is limited 
to three “free” absences, but after that 
point must use “jewels” that are acquired 
through regular attendance and complete 
portions of memorization to compensate 
for any further absences. In this way, the 
program allows for the learning process to 
be incentivized or gamified in a way that 
is meant to be motivational. The system 
of jewels and points provides rewards that 
have value in the context of the learning, but 
also serve as a mechanism of accountability 
such that students dedicate themselves 
appropriately and attend the virtual classes 
in real time. In the Oman Daily interview, 
al-Riyami notes that the gamification 
instills the students with the competitive 
spirit that can be motivational, all in service 
of the end of memorizing the text of the 
Qur’an.24 Al-Riyami’s book on the seven-
fort method follows the same methodology 
of breaking down the seemingly large 
task of memorizing the entire Qur’an into 
series and subseries of smaller tasks, under 
the same “fort” structure, and connects 
memorization to more general guidance on 
personal conduct and ethics.25 The book 
provides pages for students to check off 
the parts of their program as completed, 
and requires signatures and assessment 
at various points from a guardian and 
an appropriate Qur’an instructor. The 
emphasis in the book is primarily on 
memorization, and this occupies the bulk of 
the volume. The book concludes with a list 
of advice and the benefits of memorizing 
and reciting.26 These include both general 
guidelines (such as to work on the task 
every single day and to have an appropriate 
place set aside for memorization) as well 
as guidance specific to memorization. The 
work urges the student to avoid worrying 
excessively about the specific techniques 



79Yale Journal of Music & Religion Vol. 6, No. 2 (2020)

of recitation such as the rules of tajwīd, 
as this can be a distraction from the task 
of memorization and can “drive away 
humility.” Al-Riyami states that this does 
not mean the student should neglect 
tajwīd entirely, because it can be a means 
of strengthening the memorization, but 
the caution is about excess of attention in 
this regard in order to prioritize accruing 
and retaining portions of the text.27 
The volume also concludes with a page 
dedicated to an abbreviated presentation of 
some of the basic rules of tajwīd, including 
the names and symbols for various types 
of pauses, rules of elongation (madd), as 
well as some of the rules regarding elision 
between different combinations of letters.28 
In addition to the conclusion, the volume 
addresses ethics at several earlier points as 
well. Scattered throughout the work, pages 
labeled “Practical Application of Learning 
and Understanding the Holy Qur’an” 
are provided for students to indicate 
when they have performed certain acts 
or demonstrated certain values.29 These 
pages ask for each item to be checked off, 
and require signatures from the guardian 
and instructor. The required items consist 
of reciting the Qur’an, honoring parents, 
helping others, attending science lessons,30 
voluntary fasting, academic excellence, 
commitment to the obligatory prayer,31 
congregational prayer,32 good manners and 
honoring others, patience, charity, family 
kinship, behavior in the home, humility, 
and commitment to dhikr.33 In the book, 
ethical comportment is thus posed as part 
of the process of learning and memorizing 
the text, as well as a benefit or result. The 
list demonstrating “practical application 
and understanding” can also be seen as a 
portrait of the ideal modern qur’anic learner, 
in this case. While learning to memorize, 

the implication is that the learner should 
not neglect broader ethical alignment or 
concerns of morality at the expense of 
dedicating one’s energies to memorizing 
the text. The list notably contains a range 
of values and acts that run the gamut from 
those that appear to be most obviously 
categorized as religious (obligatory prayer, 
for example) to personal values and tasks, 
such as attending to one’s studies in school 
and behaving well at home. In sum, the list 
of practices in context in a manual on Qur’an 
memorization presents an ideal subject of 
embodied learning. To memorize the Qur’an 
in this way is to work to be formed into a 
modern Muslim Omani subject; embodied 
knowledge is both cultivated through these 
practices and results in them.

Since its launch in 2016, the online 
program has proved to be extremely 
popular. The August 2018 Oman Daily 
story quoted above states that at that time 
there were at least 9,300 learners registered 
in the system. At the date of that story, 
August 11, 2018, there were already over 
1,000 students signed up for the currently 
enrolling course, with registration open 
until August 25 of that year. This story also 
attests to aspirations to take the program 
international, to make live instruction in 
Qur’an recitation accessible to even more 
individuals who may not have access to it. 
It frames the achievement of numbers of 
students in terms of access as well, stating 
that the program has been successful in 
providing live Qur’an recitation instruction 
to those students who aren’t able to enroll 
in one of Oman’s Qur’an schools.34 The 
program has also achieved success on the 
international level, and was awarded a 
prize in Kuwait as the best website for the 
Holy Qur’an.35



80 Yale Journal of Music & Religion Vol. 6, No. 2 (2020)

Qur’an Recitation and Media

While the Omani distance-learning system 
is modern in its form of media as well as 
its pedagogy, it is also continuous with the 
long history of memorization and recitation 
of the Qur’an, which plays a central role in 
Islamic tradition. Orality and recitation are 
seen as essential qualities of the Qur’an in 
a number of ways. The context into which 
the Qur’an emerged—that of seventh-
century Arabia—was a highly oral milieu, 
with a rich tradition of orally composed and 
performed poetry, wherein the language of 
authority, power, and artistry was oral.36 
The Qur’an can also be seen as attesting 
to its orality. This point can be made with 
respect to certain of its rhetorical features, 
such as verses directing readers to “say” and 

“recite.” The words are also characterized 
by pervasive and persistent patterns of 
sonic features such as rhyme, rhythm, and 
assonance.37 Some have argued that the text 
may also contain features that attest to an 
oral method of composition, such as certain 
varieties of repetition.38 In the earliest 
development of Islamic tradition, the Qur’an 
was transmitted orally, and was not written 
in a fully codified version until well after the 
death of the Prophet Muhammad. Finally, 
recitation plays a central role in Islamic ritual 
life and traditional methods of education 
and ways of knowing worldwide.39 

Pedagogy and embodied knowledge 
play key roles in Islamic tradition, largely as 
an extension of this centrality of oral Qur’an 
learning. In his study of Qur’an schooling 
in Senegal, Rudolph Ware connects the oral 
transmission of knowledge to a broader 
theory of Islamic epistemology, leading 
him to argue: “Against the backdrop of this 
epistemology of embodying the Qur’an 
and core Islamic texts and a tradition that 
requires transmitting them through direct 

contact, we will see that perhaps Islam is best 
characterized not only as ‘discursive tradition,’ 
as anthropologist Talal Asad has suggested, 
but also as a dense web of fully embodied 
encounters.”40 As Ware demonstrates, the 
role of orality and memorization results 
in a strong prioritization of embodied 
knowledge and modes of learning in 
Islam: “Memorization of texts allowed 
for a personal possession of the Word in 
the body, without requiring recourse to 
a written source external to the self. The 
people were the books, just as the Prophet 
was the Walking Qur’an. Islamic knowledge 
was embodied knowledge.”41 On the surface, 
an online distance-learning system for 
Qur’an recitation and memorization would 
seem to present a stark departure from that 
tradition. But as I argue here, the system 
must be understood in the broader history 
of the central role played by recitation 
in Islamic life, practice, and education. 
The use of a modern form of media—the 
internet—in this case could be seen as 
introducing a new element or concern, but 
this too must be understood in a longer 
historical context. There have always been 
questions about the Qur’an’s relationship 
to the varied media to which it has been 
affixed.42 In some ways this concern begins 
with debates about the status and nature 
of the Qur’an as revelation, and as an oral 
revelation that is also felt via the heart. 
In this way, it does not easily affix to the 
category of scripture. New media—online 
media—pose new kinds of challenges as 
well, as Charles Hirschkind has articulated 
the key question asked of the mediation 
of the Qur’an: “how can the practical and 
institutional conditions that ensure an 
ethical response to divine revelation be 
upheld across new and rapidly changing 
media environments?”43 In the case of 
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the Omani system, we might understand 
this use of media as part of a greater effort 
to ensure proper ethical alignment to the 
text and religious ideologies more broadly. 
While the media may in and of itself raise the 
kinds of concerns and questions Hirschkind 
signals, it can also be seen as a response 
to concerns about providing “appropriate” 
religious education in an effort to counter 
the potentially open nature of authority 
in online spheres that may intersect with 
modern political concerns.

Beyond concerns of ethics and proper 
religious authority, further theorization of 
media in relation to religion can also help 
place the online learning portal in a longer 
history. The Qur’an exists in a long history 
of mediated forms—prior to the internet, 
recitation circulated widely on CDs, 
cassettes, and every other form of recorded 
media. And the Qur’an as a written text has 
also circulated via a wide range of materials—
from mass printing, to manuscripts, to 
slates, to notes written on parchment, or 
even leaves. A media studies approach to 
religion suggests that religion has been 
and is always mediated. Jeremy Stolow 
notes that the phrase “religion and media” 
is a “pleonasm,” explaining that “it is only 
through . . . media that it is at all possible to 
proclaim one’s faith, mark one’s affiliation, 
receive spiritual gifts, or participate in any 
of the countless local idioms for making 
the sacred present to mind and body. In 
other words, religion always encompasses 
techniques and technologies that we think 
of as ‘media.’”44 In these ways, the online 
learning portal can be understood as 
providing but one example of mediated 
religion (to repeat the pleonasm), but also 
as doing so in a specific way.

In this case, the medium of internet 
technology is being used as a tool in keeping 

with broader regulation and dissemination 
of religion via mass education, as well as a 
tool for spreading and making accessible 
learning that relies on oral transmission. 
The internet here is being harnessed by 
a central state authority in an effort to 
disseminate religious learning, one major 
result of which is that the state provides 
a platform for religious learning that can 
shape the religiosity of Omani youth into 
appropriately Omani subjects. In her 
dissertation on the modern construction of 
heritage industry in Oman, Amal Sachedina 
describes this type of religiosity in the 
following terms: “Religious knowledge 
as disseminated by mass education has 
promoted new forms of religiosity and 
public forms of discourse that espouse a 
generic form of Islam that is de-politicized 
even as it is rendered into private belief, 
moving in a liberal direction.”45 In this 
way, the use of the program may be seen 
as fitting into a broader conversation about 
the relationship of internet technology to 

“traditional” modes of religious authority.
While studies of online Islamic educa-

tion are limited, we may identify a parallel 
in the works on the (originally Pakistani) 
Islamic organization Al-Huda International, 
which also offers online learning of Qur’an 
recitation. While Al-Huda has its origins 
in Pakistan, its online portal now provides 
Qur’an lessons to women the world over.46 
Usha Sanyal points out that this context 
is essential in understanding its mission 
and method; it now provides lessons to 
women of wide-ranging backgrounds in 
various locations across the globe.47 Sanyal 
theorizes the use of internet technology 
for Qur’an study—as understood through 
the women studying online through Al-
Huda International—as a means through 
which the students are able to challenge 
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“traditional” modes of religious authority, 
providing the women with a sense of 
empowerment as well as challenging non-
Muslim Western assumptions about Muslim 
women. Sanyal observes that, although 
the lessons taught to the women are not 
properly understood as “feminist” (citing 
Saba Mahmood,48 Sanyal points out that 
understanding organizations like Al-Huda 
through the lens of modern Western liberal 
feminism would be a mischaracterization49), 
they are engaged in an activity that may be 
understood as new and political, in that they 
are learning the Qur’an and integrating into 
their daily lives without a male authority—
thereby cultivating new personal authority.50 
In the case of Al-Huda, Sanyal concludes 
that “technology is no more than a tool” 
in the overall structure of authority.51 The 
same cannot be said of the Omani Qur’an 
distance-learning program. In this case, 
as I have described, the technology is a 
key component of the methodology. The 
use of internet technology also fits into 
the broader framework of modernity and 
innovation that is integral to the program. 
While some of the methodology (the 
division of material into smaller units, 

“forts”) can also be conveyed in a book (as 
is done in al-Riyami’s parallel publication 
Manhaj al-Qilā‘ al-Sab‘ li-Ḥifẓ al-Qur’ān 
al-Karīm52), the system of live instruction 
and incentivization in the online program 
clearly brings the method and the means of 
presentation together in an integral way.

Modernity, Sound, and Tradition 		
in Omani Nationhood

Oman’s online Qur’an learning system 
can then be understood both as part of a 

longer history of mediation of the Qur’an 
and its recitation, and in relation to 
processes of modernization of Oman’s state 
infrastructure and mass education. The 
system teaches embodied knowledge that 
is to be enacted orally—memorization and 
recitation—through a distinctly modern 
means (the internet), using innovative 
modern methodology (the pedagogy). The 
system also parallels a broader program 
through which religion can be used to 
construct properly modern Omani Muslim 
subjects, and in this case is done so through 
a state-instituted apparatus. 

In describing the educational reforms of 
the 1970s, al-Salimi points out that, while 
the modern educational program can be 
described as reinforcing Omani religious 
and cultural values, this relationship is not 
unique to the post-1970s era. Rather, there 
was already a long history of education 
reflecting the broader cultural, political, and 
religious milieu of the state; in the modern 
reforms, the Ministry of Education “sought 
to preserve . . . positive aspects of the system” 
while updating methodologies.53 And even 
further, al-Riyami’s innovative pedagogy 
of the seven-fort method can be seen as a 
further extension of this modernization.

The online Qur’an learning program 
can certainly be understood within this 
longer trajectory of maintaining a strong tie 
between the religion of Islam and Omani 
national identity.54 We may also understand 
this reconfiguration of the relationship 
between religion and national identity within 
the broader framework of other values and 
practices that may be cast as “traditional.” 
Amal Sachedina points to a parallel set of 
issues in the broader historical literature on 
Oman, wherein “if modernity is associated 
with creativity, choice, and adaptability to 
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change, tradition is conceived as holding 
contrastive values characterized by a 
static repetition of habits handed down 
from the past and inflexible to conscious 
modification.”55 Sachedina explains that, 
in the case of the use of these categories 
in the historical literature on Oman, the 
problems of conceptualizing modernity 
and tradition within this dichotomous 
framework are manifold. Tradition may 
become the measure through which the 
validity of modern practices can be assessed. 
This logic has led to problematic assertions 
in much modern scholarship on Gulf 
states in suggesting that the modernities 
enacted therein are somehow incomplete 
or inauthentic.56 Correspondingly, material 
sites of Omani heritage are reconfigured 
as pedagogical models of tradition in the 
cultivation of new modern sensibilities and 
new forms of religiosity.57 The “seven-fort” 
methodology may be seen as a particularly 
clear example in this regard. Forts are a 
common symbol of Omani cultural heritage 
and are frequently invoked as a symbol of 
national tradition. As Sachedina considers, 
as a part of the building of the modern 
Omani heritage industry, hundreds of forts 
and associated sites have been restored, 
and they figure prominently throughout 
the landscape of Oman as a visual reminder 
of traditional defensive architecture in 
relation to national heritage.58 So too, the 
online Qur’an learning system uses forts 
as a visual symbol and metaphor in the 
pedagogy, hearkening to that national 
tradition and heritage within this modern 
system of Qur’an education.

Much anthropological literature on 
the Middle East has already served to 
break down and reframe any assumed 
and problematic dichotomies of tradition 
and modernity, religion and secularity.59 

In this regard, Oman’s Qur’an online 
learning system serves as yet a further 
example contributing to this longstanding 
conversation. The role of orality and sound 
in relation to these dichotomies in this 
case adds a further layer. The rapidity of 
Oman’s modernization and development 
of infrastructure and religious education—
specifically Qur’an recitation—featured 
most prominently in discussions of the 
pre-1970 informal, decentralized, and 

“traditional” sites of education. Two features 
of this history are worth highlighting 
in order to consider the ways in which 
the online Qur’an learning program 
runs up against discourses about orality 
and memorization and corresponding 
embodied ways of knowing, as well as the 
ways in which this learning can be seen 
as being related to broader religious and 
cultural values. 

First, as discussed in the previous 
section, there has always been a strong tie 
to orality and memorization in relation to 
the Qur’an, and its recitation has always 
played a prominent role in tradition, ritual, 
and even daily life. In terms of the narrative 
of the development of education in Oman, 
recitation and memorization feature 
prominently in the descriptions of past 
educational methods, implying that these 
practices, and sonic and embodied ways of 
knowing, are inextricably associated with 
past methods. The implication is that oral 
methods are part of the religious past and that 
through a process of modernization, they are 
left behind in favor of modern methods and 
modern ways of knowing. Herein, orality, 
sound, embodied knowledge, religion, and 
tradition are seen as diametrically opposed 
to secularity, modernity, and modern 
(presumably not embodied, not oral) ways 
of knowing. 
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Embodied and sonic pedagogies and 
epistemologies, such as the recitation and 
memorization of the Qur’an, occupy an 
awkward place within those assumed-but-
dismantled dichotomies. In the case of 
Oman’s online system of religious learning, 
orality and sound are longstanding qualities 
of tradition, and also not at all opposed 
to modernity. The use of modern media 
specifically facilitates traditional oral 
learning. Charles Hirschkind indicates that 

“the modern concept of religion is founded 
upon a certain moral skepticism in regard 
to sonority.”60 The role of sound and sonic 
practices in religion is something that 
has been regarded with some degree of 
suspicion. As he explains, underpinning 
the modern concept of religion is an 
implied “sensory epistemology that, since 
the early modern period, has played 
a significant role in shaping the way 
religious practices are evaluated, criticized, 
defined, and emplaced within secular 
social and political orders.”61 Hirschkind 
demonstrates that particularly Islamic 
practices of listening, orality, and broader 
ethical “attunement” serve as key examples 
that demonstrate that sonic ways of 
knowing are not necessarily antimodern. 
Rather, “an art of listening mediates one’s 
relation to a practical and moral world, 
one with both natural and supernatural 
dimensions. More than serving as a vehicle 
for a symbolic content, sound and aurality 
are part of the material-sensory world 
that human life must accommodate and 
respond to in the course of constructing a 
valued form of life.”62

Through the processes of modernization, 
the categories of religion, secularity, and 
tradition have been reconfigured in Oman, 
as have the relationships between them. In 
the “modern” curriculum of Oman’s public 

schools operated through the Ministry 
of Education, religious knowledge is 
relegated as one subject along others and 
taught as a “de-politicized” form of cultural 
heritage.63 Considered more thoroughly, 
it is not really the case that religion and 
embodied knowledge have been relegated 
to the past as a part of Oman’s process of 
modernization, giving way to a modern 
liberal state of secularity. The online Qur’an 
distance-learning program demonstrates 
these relationships in a particular way. 

The Omani state cannot be categorized 
as simply religious or secular; such 
characterizations flatten the ways in which 
religion figures in state structures. The 
role of head of state—the sultan—is not 
religiously based; historical narratives 
typically cast the unification of Oman 
under this dynastic monarchy as replacing 
the previous decentralized rule that 
was partially characterized by religious 
leadership under the structure of the 
imamate. But the language of secularism 
and the assumed categories of a secular/
religious dichotomy do not describe the 
relation and understanding of religion to 
governance in Oman. The modern state 
of Oman does have an official religion—
Islam—and religion is regulated in many 
areas and through some of the government 
structures discussed here, primarily the 
Ministry of Endowments and Religious 
Affairs, and to some extent the Ministry 
of Education as well. Religious education 
is maintained in many areas—first, the 
Islamic studies curriculum in the “modern” 
system of education; second, the parallel 
Qur’an schools; third, diverse contexts 
and institutions at the level of higher 
education; and finally, the online system 
of distance education focused specifically 
on recitation of the Qur’an. Sachedina 



85Yale Journal of Music & Religion Vol. 6, No. 2 (2020)

further describes the place of religion in 
the modern Omani national framework 
as follows: “Religion is entering into a 
space already built on secular assumptions 
erected on the foundation of the ‘Omani 
personality’—naturalized and acculturated 
as part of teleological History. . . . Religion 
itself becomes part of the natural order of 
things, given the same status as one among 
a number of other social components that 
have been the foundational building blocks 
in the construction of the distinctive nature 
and culture of the ‘Omani personality.’”64

In the case of modern Oman, the 
categories of religion and secularity are most 
properly understood when one considers 
how they are generated in the case of Omani 
history specifically. When understood as 
categories generated outside of the Omani 
context, they do not necessarily neatly fit 
to accurately describe modern life and 
practices. As this article has explored, the 
case of the online Qur’an distance-learning 

program, as generated within and operated 
under the state authority of the Ministry 
of Endowments and Religious Affairs, 
particularly confounds the idea of religion 
and secularity as an assumed dichotomy, 
around which ideas of tradition, modernity, 
and the role of oral and embodied practices 
and ways of knowing can also not be 
relegated to one place or another. But even 
more, the distance-learning program must 
be understood in the context of broader 
histories of orality and pedagogy in Islam, 
and within the history of the mediation of 
the Qur’an therein. In this case, the modern 
tool of internet technology of course opens 
up new possibilities for speed and ease 
of access of religious learning, but more 
specifically, it also fits in a longer history of 
pedagogy and the inscribing of the Qur’an 
in various modes of media. Most specifically 
in Omani history, it marks a new phase of 
the role of media in state regulation and 
presentation of religion.
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