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	ABSTRACT Objections to contemporary practice in sex education are examined in the light of recent calls by Muslim leaders in Britain for Muslim parents to withdraw their children from sex education classes. The dilemma facing liberal policy makers is discussed, as they seek to reconcile the public interest, the wishes of parents with a wide diversity of beliefs and values and the perceived needs of children, and the paper concludes with a consideration of how far it is possible to develop an approach to sex education in the common school which is broadly acceptable to all groups, including minorities such as Muslims. 


	


The Muslims have recently emerged in Britain as one of the main groups opposing the current provision of sex education in schools. In November 1994, for example, the Muslim Parliament of Great Britain unanimously passed a motion stating that: 

This House is convinced that Muslim children would be better off without the sex education presently offered in State schools. This House strongly recommends that all Muslim parents seriously consider withdrawing their children from sex education classes, as is their right under the law. 

Of course, this strong opposition to sex education is not shared by all Muslims: some have other priorities, some are developing increasingly westernised attitudes (Francome, 1994) and some are genuinely seeking ways of influencing school policies through democratic and co-operative rather than confrontational methods (Ibrahim, 1994). Nevertheless, many Muslim leaders, parents and even young people are very concerned both about current methods of sex education and about the values which lie behind them. According to Naushaba Hussain, "what today passes off as `sex education' is laden with a `hidden agenda' by which libertine values are being foisted upon impressionable children" (Q News, 2-9 December 1994, p. 2). Bodi (1994) speaks of "a swelling wave of outrage over the nature of sex education" and expresses the fear that Muslim values are in danger of "being subverted by a wave of immoral tuition provided in the nation's schools". What lies behind these anxieties is the conviction that current practice in sex education is in serious conflict with Islamic teaching. 

The present paper is written in the belief that a pluralist democratic society has a duty to respect and take account of the beliefs and values of minority groups within it except where, as in the case of racist beliefs, for example, those beliefs are in conflict with the fundamental principles on which the democratic society itself is based. The article therefore seeks to explore (i) the precise nature of Muslim objections to sex education, and the extent to which these are principled objections; (ii) the place of sexuality in the Islamic worldview; (iii) the dilemma facing Muslim parents as they decide whether or not to withdraw their children from the sex education provided in state schools; and (iv) the dilemma facing liberal policy makers seeking to reconcile the public interest, the wishes of parents with a wide diversity of beliefs and values, and the perceived needs of children. The paper concludes with a review of the policy options available and considers how far it is possible to develop an approach to sex education in the common school which is broadly acceptable to all groups, including minorities such as Muslims. Although the article focuses exclusively on Muslim opposition to current practice in sex education in state schools in Britain and to the dominant liberal values which underpin it, it is clear that their opposition may be shared to a greater or less extent by several other religious groups in Britain, including some sections of the Sikh community, some Hindus, some black Christians, some Orthodox Jews, some evangelical Christians and perhaps even some Catholics, and by similar religious minorities in other western countries. In this sense, the issues which are discussed here in relation to Muslims are of much wider concern and Muslims may be taken as exemplifying a clear and arguably coherent non-liberal worldview. 

Muslim Objections to Sex Education 

In addition to academic studies of sexuality in Islam (see, for example, Bouhdiba, 1985), there have been several attempts recently to clarify a Muslim position on sex education in the light of Islamic teaching about sexuality (see Islamic Academy, 1991; Sarwar, 1992; Noibi, 1993; several authors in Reiss, 1997). These make it clear that Muslims do not object to sex education per se (Sarwar, 1992, p. 2). Indeed, the Islamic Foundation has recently produced a text on Islamic family values and sex education designed particularly for young Muslims between the ages of 8 and 13 years (D'Oyen, 1996). What is opposed is the kind of sex education currently being offered in many schools, particularly where the methodology and content are perceived as contravening Islamic principles. It is true that some of the opposition is based on a misunderstanding or misrepresentation of current practice in sex education. Thus Ashraf's claim that "the basis for sex education in schools in the secular system of education is purely physical...without any spiritual and moral dimensions" (1996, p. 1) does scant justice to much of the recent work on values sponsored by the Sex Education Forum and the Family Planning Association (see, for example, Thomson, 1993 and Lenderyou & Porter, 1994), let alone to the sensitive teaching of many committed practitioners in schools for whom sex education is very much a value-laden topic. It also fails to take account of the fact that issues such as personal responsibility, the management of feelings and relationships, the development of self-esteem and qualities such as caring and sensitivity to others occupy a key place in many contemporary approaches to sex education. Nevertheless, there are certain aspects of contemporary practice in sex education which do appear to contravene Islamic teaching and which are therefore legitimate targets for Muslim opposition. 

First, some of the materials used in sex education offend against the Islamic principle of modesty and decency. Secondly, contemporary sex education tends to present certain behaviour as normal or acceptable which Muslims believe is sinful. Thirdly, sex education is perceived as tending to undermine the Islamic concept of family life. Each of these objections will now be examined more closely. 

Decency and Modesty 

Decency and modesty (haya' in Arabic) are considered in Islam to be natural instincts created by God to regulate all aspects of relations between the sexes. It is these principles which underpin Islamic rules about clothing (see al-Qur'an 24, 30-31): neither men nor women should wear tight or transparent clothes which draw attention to their sexual characteristics; women should cover the whole body except face, hands and feet when in public, although hair, arms and lower legs can be uncovered in the presence of close family members; the more private parts of the body (from knee to navel for a man, from knee to upper chest for a woman) should only be seen by a person's spouse-although there is a prophetic tradition narrated by Ibn Majah that complete nudity even between husband and wife is unacceptable. Modesty also requires that sexual relations remain a private matter between husband and wife (al-Qaradawi, 1960; Sarwar, 1992, pp. 8-11). D'Oyen also points out that modesty affects not only dress but also one's attitude to all sexual matters. The use of pornographic books, films and videos is clearly incompatible with the principle of modesty, and so is "staring at people of the opposite sex" or "watching people kissing on TV or in the street" (1996, p. 78). 

Teaching about sex does not in itself offend against modesty, nor does the use of diagrams as appropriate. Indeed, parents are urged not to feel shy or embarrassed about providing necessary information about sex to their children (Noibi, 1993, p. 56). However, some materials currently in use in sex education in school, most obviously videos showing fully naked bodies or the explicit enactment of sexual relations, do offend against the principle of modesty and are unacceptable from a Muslim point of view. In the debate on sex education at the Muslim Parliament in November 1994, one member described his shocked reaction on viewing a BBC video on human anatomy designed for school use which showed a mother getting up from bed, totally naked, to take her young child to the bathroom, and the father, equally naked, following after. He asked if this was the normal scene in the average British household (Bodi, 1994). Detailed discussions in school about sex and sexual attitudes may also offend the Islamic principle of modesty, particularly if these are carried out in mixed groups. It is here, perhaps, where the difference between the Islamic perspective and current practice in schools can be seen most clearly. One of the main aims of sex education programmes is to reduce guilt, embarrassment and anxiety (Reiss, 1993, pp. 128-129), and many non-Muslims would see this as a healthy and valuable goal, but for Muslims there is a danger that such a goal might lead to the discussion of matters which are essentially private and personal or damage the "natural modesty" which each sex feels in the presence of the other (Noibi, 1993, p. 57). 

Islamic Law 

Islamic law provides clear guidance about what is acceptable and unacceptable for Muslims in the area of sexual behaviour. The only forms of sexual relations permitted in Islam are those between a husband and wife, and the aim of such relations is physical satisfaction, the growth of love and kindness between husband and wife and procreation. The married couple may choose any convenient and mutually enjoyable method of intercourse or other sexual activity except for those which are explicitly forbidden (including anal intercourse, oral sex and sadomasochism). Pre-marital, extra-marital and same-sex relationships are all forbidden in Islam. Since this teaching is unequivocal, it is unacceptable from a Muslim point of view that Muslim children should be taught that such relationships are equally valid alternative lifestyles or forms of behaviour, or that how to behave sexually is entirely a matter of personal choice. Islam teaches that Muslim parents have a duty to offer guidance to their children on all aspects of their behaviour and to encourage them to live in accordance with Islamic principles. Of course, in a pluralist society Muslim children cannot be prevented from learning that non-Muslims may hold sexual values or adopt sexual practices different from their own; and it is appropriate for education in a pluralist society to encourage Muslim children to adopt an attitude of toleration towards behaviour which, although un-Islamic, is acceptable in the broader society. However, there is a difference between the toleration of difference and the kind of celebration of difference which Lenderyou (1995, p. 54) recommends. Toleration implies a conscious decision not to interfere with behaviour of which one disapproves, whereas it is not possible to celebrate something one finds unacceptable (see Halstead, 1996). Muslims can hardly be expected to celebrate sexual behaviour or values which their religion describes as an abomination. 

Marriage and Family Life 

Noibi points out that "family life is the cornerstone of an Islamic society" and that "Islam regards marriage as a religious duty and the only valid basis of family life" (1993, p. 44). Since marriage is viewed as a religious duty for all Muslims, it is an act of piety-even of worship, since, as we shall see below, worship is defined in Islam as acting in accordance with God's will. Thus celibacy is not acceptable as a way of life in Islam (Bouhdiba, 1985, p. 90) and, as we have already seen, unmarried cohabitation or same-sex partnerships are in direct opposition to Islamic teaching. It is therefore inappropriate from an Islamic point of view for any programme of sex education to imply to Muslim children (perhaps in the name of equal opportunities) that relationships which have some of the features of a marriage, such as cohabitation or homosexual partnerships, are just as valid as marriage itself. Such implications, combined with the message that young people are free to determine their own sexual values and choose their own patterns of sexual behaviour, are clearly in conflict with Islamic teaching. From the point of view of a believer, a relationship which God condemns cannot be just as valid as one which he ordains. In its very attempt to be open and inclusive, sex education may in fact be in danger of undermining Muslim children's acceptance of the Islamic concept of family life. As already pointed out, this does not imply support for an intolerant attitude towards the non-Muslim values and practices found in the broader society, but simply a desire to preserve Muslim values intact within the Muslim community. 

Muslims may also be concerned about some of the attitudes to parenthood and children's rights that are implied in certain sex education programmes. The emphasis on "preventing parenthood" (Prendergast, 1995, p. 60) may undermine the belief that having children is a delight and a blessing from God, and may carry the hidden message that parenthood is a chore and a second-class career for women. Islam also stresses that children should obey their parents within a harmonious family structure, and Muslims will not accept the view implicit in some approaches to sex education that children's "needs" or "interests" (usually as defined by non-Muslims) should override parental wishes. 

Sexuality in the Muslim Worldview 

What underlies Muslim objections to contemporary practice in sex education is that it is based on a humanistic interpretation of the needs and will of the individual rather than on religious foundations. For Muslims, an understanding of sexualityand indeed all areas of life-should begin "not with internal demands felt by the individual, but with the will of God" (Bouhdiba, 1985, p. 5). Muslims are fond of describing Islam as a whole way of life, in which the will of God unites the social, moral, intellectual, cultural, sexual and religious dimensions of human existence into a harmonious whole. Human beings have a natural tendency to go astray, but God has revealed his will in the Qur'an and in the sayings and traditions (sunna) of the Prophet Muhammad, which together form what Sardar (1979, p.24) calls the "absolute reference frame" of Islam. The appropriate response to the guidance offered in these sources is for the Muslim to surrender his or her own personal moral judgement to the will of God. According to the Qur'an (Sura 51, verse 56), worship of God is the sole purpose behind the creation of human beings, but worship is not to be conceived narrowly in terms merely of observing the five pillars of Islam. As Qutb points out, God "has made all the natural activities of the body, mind and soul, if devoted and committed to God, forms of true worship" (1982, p. 27). Unlike many other religions, Islam sees ethical value not as indifferent or opposed to the processes of life on earth, but as their very affirmation and promotion under the divinely appointed moral law (cf. al-Faruqi, 1982, p. 156). Thus cultivating the earth, begetting and bringing up children, eating and drinking, harnessing the created world to human purposes, enjoying possessions and pleasures in this world, searching for knowledge and truth, striving to establish social, political and economic justice, making culture and civilisation, are all forms of worship-so long as these activities are carried out in accordance with Islamic principles and laws. To worship, then, is to accept God's will as supreme. God's will is embedded in the structure of the whole of creation, including our physical nature, which is evidenced by the necessary constraints or laws of nature which exist in the created world. Our moral nature, however, is not subject to the same kind of constraint. Human beings are free to obey or disobey the divine commandments which are the embodiment of God's will, to accept or reject its norms and values. To accept God's will as supreme is consciously to submit oneself to the highest reality one is capable of apprehending; indeed, the primary meaning of "Islam" is "submission". It is to live with a vision of God's constant involvement in the world. It is to bind oneself to live in harmony with God's creative purposes. 

Islam thus provides a coherent and unified worldview, with religion as an overarching concept, and the place of sexuality in this worldview is enunciated clearly and enthusiastically in Islamic teaching. Within the boundaries set by God for the regulation of personal behaviour and the ordering of society, believers are free not only to satisfy their sexual desire, but to abandon themselves joyfully and thankfully to sexual activity. Indeed, it is a sacred duty to do so. Acting in accordance with God's laws is always a duty, an act of piety and, like fasting, prayer and other acts of piety, having lawful sexual relations will receive its reward in the life to come. The pleasure of sex is thus a threefold pleasure: the joy of fulfilled personal desire, the satisfaction of acting in a way which is pleasing to God and the delight in giving pleasure to another-for the Islamic view of sexuality is based on the complementarity of the sexes and on "the mutual possession of the couple by one another" (Bouhdiba, 1985, p. 92). The enjoyment of sexuality is not only something precious in itself, not only an important act of sharing, and not only a duty, a way of expressing devotion and thanking God for his benefits, but also a foretaste of paradise (for the pleasures of paradise are frequently portrayed in strikingly erotic terms: see Bouhdiba, 1985, ch. 7), and a symbol of the union of the soul with God. 

So far I have concentrated on the Islamic ideal, in which an extraordinary value is placed on sexuality, but only within marriage. Indeed, as Bouhdiba points out, marriage confers on the sexual act "a psychological, social, affective and spiritual nobility so splendid that any departure from it is judged accordingly" (p. 98). However, there are two complicating factors. The first is the diversity which is not only possible but also seen in practice across the Muslim world. In some Muslim societies divorce and polygamy are widespread, in others they are rare. Similarly, family structures and methods of bringing up children may vary widely. From a sociological rather than a religious perspective it is hard to make generalisations about sexuality in the Muslim world, since every Muslim society or social grouping is likely to be a unique mixture of the "invariant" (i.e. the unchanging Islamic teaching) and the "variables" (i.e. the diversity of behaviour which is permitted in practice within Islam). Any discussion of sexual behaviour in Islam must therefore take account of what Bouhdiba calls "the three-termed dialectic of the sexual, the sacral and the social" (p. 103). 

The second complicating factor is that Muslims have not always lived up to the high Islamic ideals in the past. To quote Bouhdiba again, "only a naive or dishonest mind could be surprised at the gaps that exist in any society between its ideals and its practices" (p. 104). Indeed, as we have already seen, Islam acknowledges that human beings have a tendency to go astray. With regard to sexuality and sexual expression, such lapses from the Islamic ideal have historically taken two forms: (a) sexual activity which deviates from the regulations set out in Islamic law, such as the prevalence of homosexuality in some Muslim societies and the sexual excesses and perversions which occupy a prominent place in some popular literature; and (b) the repression especially of women's sexuality, for example through female circumcision (Dorkenoo & Elworthy, 1992). It is perhaps inevitable that there has been much more emphasis on such deviations in western discussions of Islamic sexuality than on the rules themselves. The attitude of Muslims to these "lapses" is often ambivalent. Some may be subject to severe punishment under Islamic law, but on other occasions they may be seen as examples of human weakness which do not actually undermine the faith, and some deviations from the ideal (such as temporary marriage) have actually been considered acceptable in some Muslim societies. Female circumcision, although in conflict with Islamic teaching, in the opinion of many Muslims (Noibi, 1993, p. 54), has actually been incorporated as a religious ritual in some Muslim societies. Although tolerant sometimes of infidelity, homosexuality and perversion, texts such as the Thousand and One Nights and the Perfumed Garden are set in a context of praise to God, acceptance of divine revelation and observation of the pillars of Islam. The faith itself is thus not always considered to be threatened by activities which deviate from the Islamic ideal. 

The situation which Muslims living as a minority in the West face is altogether different. There are many things that Muslims may not like about sexual attitudes in the West. These include the exploitation and trivialisation of sexuality in the mass media, the loss of the essential mystery or spirituality of sexual relations, the economic and sexual oppression of women (cf. Tames, 1982, p. 116), and the deteriorating (or changing) sense of family (cf. Abu Saud, 1993). Much more serious than any of these is the separation of sexuality from religion. It is the erosion of religious values in sex education in state schools in the West which many Muslims find unacceptable. They fear that Muslim children are not merely picking up information about practices which deviate from Islamic norms, they are being presented with a vision of life from which religion is excluded or at least relegated to the status of a variable. The question now facing Muslim leaders in the West is how this influence on children, which may be perceived as a form of cultural domination, can best be countered. Certainly it is the fear that their children may consciously or unconsciously be influenced against the faith that has led a number of Muslim leaders to seek to reassert the invariant: in other words, to ensure that their children are given direct teaching about the unchanging values of Islam in relation to sexuality. If this is a necessity for Muslims who wish to preserve the integrity of their community values and religious perspective on sexuality, how is it best achieved? Is such teaching the task of the school, the home or the mosque? Is the withdrawal of children from the sex education provided in state schools the only practical option? Is there anything which policy makers can do to make it less likely that Muslim parents will wish to exercise their legal right to withdraw? These are the questions which provide the focus for the remainder of the paper. 

A Dilemma for Muslims 

Muslim parents in Britain are thus faced with a dilemma: they can either exercise their legal right to withdraw their children from sex education classes in state schools, as recommended by the Muslim Parliament; or they can allow their children to attend such classes and supplement the teaching with a specifically Islamic viewpoint at home or in some other Islamic setting, as recommended by other Muslim leaders (see, for example, Akhtar, 1993, p. 35). It should be noted that either option places a heavy responsibility on parents to make up for the perceived deficiencies in the school's provision. 

The legal right to withdraw children, which is granted in Section 241 of the 1993 Education Act, can be exercised with regard to any or all parts of a sex education programme (except for those elements which are part of the National Curriculum). Guidance issued by the Department for Education (DfE, 1994) indicates that parents are not obliged to explain their reasons for withdrawing their children or to indicate what alternative arrangements they are making for the sex education of their children, and although schools may invite parents to discuss their reasons for withdrawal, so that any misunderstandings can be cleared up, they are not allowed to put pressure on parents to change their minds. Where parents are planning to provide sex education at home, schools should be ready to offer help and support if requested. In their discussion of the parents' right of withdrawal, Ray and Went stress the need for teachers to be aware that pupils who are withdrawn are "vulnerable to teasing" and "may receive distorted information from other pupils about the content of the lessons that they miss" and to do what they can to minimise these outcomes (1995, p. 45). They also urge schools to "consider whether the programme could be amended or improved in a way that would reassure parents" (ibid.). 

It is a natural response, if something is having an adverse influence on one's children, to wish to take them away from contact with that influence. In the case of sex education the question has to be asked whether removing them from classes in state schools will actually protect them from contact with non-Islamic attitudes towards sex. It seems clear that this will not be the case, for formal sex education classes inevitably make only a small contribution to the developing sexual values of young people. There are two much more powerful influences on young people's values outside the home and the mosque. The first is the hidden curriculum at school (i.e. the values learned from other children, the example set by teachers, messages picked up from stories that are read, and so on); even at a young age, children pick up a great deal of sexual knowledge from the playground, for example, although the learning may be haphazard and inaccurate. The second influence is the media, particularly television; according to recent research, over 30% of Muslim teenagers watch more than 4 hours of television daily (Q News, 19 July 1996, p. 3). Two things may help to protect children from these influences. The first is a strong self-concept as Muslims, and the second the ability to examine critically the sexual values to which they are exposed in the broader society and to deconstruct the sexual messages of television and advertising. The first is clearly the role of the family and the mosque (and of course the Muslim school if one is available), but the second is among the skills which sex education lessons in state schools can help children to develop (cf. Jones, 1989, p. 57). 

Parents who choose to withdraw their children from sex education classes in state schools must also consider whether they can make adequate alternative provision. Few would deny that parents are the most natural and most important sex educators of their children (cf. Porter, 1995) and that they are usually best placed to help their children to cope with the ambiguities and tensions in life generally. However, this does not mean that their role as sex educators is an easy one. Even if they have the necessary knowledge (about both Islam and sexuality) and have overcome the widespread reluctance to talk to their children about sex (cf. Sarwar, 1992, p. 17), Muslim young people in the West may have specific needs which go beyond an understanding of Islamic sexual norms and which parents may find it difficult to provide. The first of these is an understanding of sexual attitudes and practices in the broader society. If Muslims are to live and work alongside non-Muslims in a multicultural society, they need sufficient knowledge of the values of those non-Muslims to ensure that they do not misunderstand or misinterpret and therefore respond inappropriately or discourteously to gestures, dress, speech or behaviour which do not conform to Islamic norms. Secondly, Muslim young people who have not been able to avoid the pressures generated particularly by the realities of inner-city life and who have come into contact with drug-taking, prostitution and casual sexual liaisons of various kinds may have other more immediate personal needs which cannot be met simply by a reiteration of the Islamic ideal. For example, Sarwar is no doubt right to point out that "all of the means by which AIDS is transmitteddrug abuse, sexual promiscuity and homosexual acts-are forbidden in Islam" (1992, p. 12), but still there are Muslims who have contracted the disease and others who are at risk through ignorance, sexual abuse or human weakness. Once again, sex education lessons in state schools may have a significant contribution to make in meeting these needs. 

Two further initiatives should make it easier for Muslim parents to accept school-based sex education, provided of course that it is supplemented by specifically Islamic teaching at home or in the mosque. The first of these is the government guidelines which state that school-based sex education should be "set within a clear framework of values" and that pupils should: 

be encouraged to appreciate the value of stable family life, marriage and the responsibilities of parenthood. They should be helped to consider the importance of self-restraint, dignity, respect for themselves and others, acceptance of responsibility, sensitivity towards the needs and views of others, loyalty and fidelity. (DfE, 1994, p. 6) 

The second is the recent growth of interest in the place of values in sex education, as seen in the increasing number of research projects, conference papers and publications on the topic (see, for example, Thomson, 1993; Morris, 1994). In 1992 a residential conference facilitated by the Family Planning Association brought together 24 people of different religious faiths and professional backgrounds (including several Muslims) to discuss the values involved in sex education; the values listed in the framework developed at this meeting (Lenderyou & Porter, 1994, p. 39) are those which many Muslims would support-although the list might be thought incomplete because of the lack of an explicit religious dimension. Indeed, it would seem strange if Muslims were not seen to be expressing public support for moves to give values a more central place in sex education, even if for Muslim children the values still need supplementing with a more specifically Islamic perspective. Clearly Muslims will also be in a much stronger position to influence the decision making that goes on at school level and argue for account to be taken of their Islamic beliefs and values if they are seen as supportive of such initiatives. 

So the dilemma facing Muslim parents can perhaps be rephrased. Given that there is much of value in school-based sex education, are the parts which contravene Islamic teaching of such a serious nature that they cannot be countered by the influence of the home and the mosque? Perhaps much hinges on the flexibility of the school's policy on sex education and the willingness of the policy makers to take account of the distinctive beliefs and values of minorities when framing a common policy. In the final section of the paper, therefore, I shall shift attention from Muslim parents to non-Muslim policy makers and the dilemma they face as they seek to reconcile the public interest, the wishes of parents with a wide diversity of beliefs and values and the perceived needs of children, and consider how far it is possible to develop an approach to sex education in the common school which is broadly acceptable to all groups, including minorities such as the Muslims. 

A Dilemma for Liberal Policy Makers 

The dilemma facing liberal policy makers is whether to base their approach to sex education on fundamental liberal values such as personal autonomy, even though these values are not shared by all sections of society, or whether to devise an inclusive sex education policy which as far as possible is equally respectful of positions such as the Muslim one outlined above which may not be fully compatible with liberal values. There is clearly a gulf between those who believe that as a matter of principle their children should be exposed to a variety of beliefs and values so that they will be in a position to make a personal choice about their own life stance, and those who wish to guide their children towards a particular worldview and protect them from other influences. Liberal educators traditionally see it as the role of education to liberate children from the constraints of the present and the particular (Bailey, 1984). Muslim educators, on the other hand, see the primary purpose of education as helping children to become good Muslims (Halstead, 1995a). From a liberal point of view this does not adequately respect the freedom of the individual or prepare young people for autonomy by making them aware of alternatives. Yet for Muslims, the liberal approach to sex education may be a kind of abdication of responsibility, giving children freedom before they have the maturity of understanding to make wise choices; and educating Muslim children in liberal values can thus be seen as a kind of cultural domination, tending to undermine the distinctive Islamic way of life. As I have pointed out elsewhere, what western educationalists see as universal liberal values may well be seen by Muslims as secular and reductionist (Halstead, 1995b, p. 267). 

Most liberals would agree that, as stated earlier, a pluralist democratic society has a duty to respect and take account of the beliefs and values of minority groups within it except where, as in the case of racist beliefs, for example, those beliefs are in conflict with the fundamental principles on which the democratic society itself is based. This implies a willingness to compromise and sometimes to accept what on a liberal view is second best in order to preserve social harmony and demonstrate toleration. Muslims for their part recognise that as a small minority they have little bargaining power, and will probably settle for any form of common schooling so long as it does not put their children in a position where they are expected to act contrary to their faith or where they are unduly influenced against the faith. 

With this willingness on both sides to compromise, we can now turn in conclusion to a brief examination of the policy options that are available for sex education and consider how acceptable these might be from a Muslim perspective. 

1. A value-free approach to sex education has some initial appeal to Muslims, who have never objected to teaching about reproduction and health within science lessons. However, as Reiss (1995, pp. 376-377) points out, sex educators are increasingly recognising that sex education (like most, perhaps all, other subjects) is not and cannot be value-free. The only issue is whether the values are brought out into the open or left unexamined (Ray & Went, 1995, p. 27). 

2. An approach where a full consensus is reached on sex education after dialogue and discussion seems an impossible ideal in the present circumstances. The use of vague terminology (such as "promoting responsible sexual behaviour") may give the appearance of a consensus, but this is not very helpful if one person's understanding of responsibility involves wearing a condom and another's includes not being in the same room as a member of the opposite sex without a chaperone. 

3. An approach which encourages children to explore and develop their own feelings and values about sexuality is commonly used in sex education lessons as a way of respecting each individual child and avoiding the danger that advocating one set of prescriptive values would exclude some students (Lenderyou, 1995, p. 54; Ray & Went, 1995, p. 27). Although this kind of values clarification can undoubtedly develop confidence and self-esteem, it has been criticised widely for being grounded in a spurious relativism and for failing to recognise that it is possible to make mistakes in matters of value (cf. Kilpatrick, 1992, ch. 4). 

4. A faith-based approach to sex education has been proposed by Ashraf, who argues that since the dominant framework of values in the West has its roots in religion, it is appropriate for religious beliefs to occupy a more central place in sex education and in education generally, particularly where the major world religions are found to have particular values in common (Islamic Academy, 1990, 1991). The two main problems with this approach, as Reiss (1995, pp. 379-380) points out, are the difficulty of achieving consensus on sexual values even within a single religious tradition, and the difficulty of persuading non-believers of the importance of such an approach. 

5. A differentiated approach to sex education raises other difficulties. While differences between schools are possible, and voluntary-aided schools are able to base their sex education on specifically religious values (see, for example, Brown, 1993; Catholic Education Service, 1994), this does not benefit Muslim groups in Britain, since there are still no state-funded Muslim schools in the country. The vast majority of Muslim pupils attend common schools. Differentiated provision within the common school (for example, with Muslim pupils being taught by Muslim teachers) is probably impractical because it would be time-consuming, costly and socially divisive, and there would be no guarantee that pupils in one group would not share a perhaps distorted version of the content of their lessons with their peers in other groups. 

6. The final approach involves making a number of changes to sex education programmes in order to demonstrate respect for the beliefs of Muslims and other minority groups. Just as concessions relating to the provision of halal meat for school lunches, the retention of single-sex schooling, the provision of mothertongue teaching, permission to be absent from school on religious holidays and the relaxing of strict rules on school uniform and PE kit, have gone a long way to defusing Muslim anxieties about British schooling generally by demonstrating respect for Muslim beliefs and practices (see Halstead, 1988, ch. 2), so there are specific changes which could be made to the teaching of sex education which would go a long way towards reassuring Muslim parents. These include: 

providing single-sex classes as the norm for sex education, and ensuring that classes are taught by a teacher of the same sex; 

checking materials used to ensure that they are not considered immodest, indecent or sinful by parents or pupils; 

ensuring that the Muslim perspective on marriage, children and family life, premarital and extramarital sexual relations, homosexuality and other key issues in sex education, is given equal respect and prominence alongside other perspectives. 

Such changes would help to ensure that the values and beliefs of religious minorities such as the Muslims are not being ignored and that no young person should feel excluded from the school's provision on the grounds of religious belief. The adoption of such changes by schools offers perhaps the most promising way forward for sex education in a pluralist society. Indeed, it is likely that some of these changes would be welcomed not only by Muslim groups but by many others within the broader society. 

