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! How do we come to make sense of the world around us? Moreover, how do we 

make meaning and form ideas of abstract concepts made up in the world around us? 

Though these questions are not easy to answer they have guided much of the 

discussion in this semester’s course on theories of student development. Until now, a 

great deal of focus has been placed on building a framework for the theoretical 

underpinnings that makeup the way people, particularly students make sense and 

meaning of the world around them. Yet, a close reading of The Islamist by Ed Husain 

has offered a more practical understanding of the multiple ways in which several of the 

theories discussed thus far play into one’s cognitive development throughout life. Within 

this novel, author Ed Husain recounts his journey through his levels of Involvement with 

a variety of Islamist organizations. Husain treads lightly and wearily at first (at his 

father’s warning) into the Young Muslim Organization of East London and eventually 

ends up at the far radical and fundamentalist end with the hizbut-tahrir organization 

before deciding to leave Islamist organizations altogether. Husain’s development 

throughout this major period of transition in his life is not straightforward at all or so it 

seems as he recounts the tale. Rather, Husain’s development and ultimate 

understanding of his Muslim identity goes through several drastic changes. Interestingly, 

this process of development oftentimes aligns nicely with some of the theories discuss 

within coursework this semester. Indeed, a deep understanding of particular elements 

within Perry’s theory of intellectual and ethical development and Kohlberg’s theory of 

moral development shed much light unto Husain’s development of his Muslim identity 

and the way in which these theories contribute to his own positioning within and 

understanding of his religious affiliation.

THE ROAD TO COGNITIVE DEVELOPMENT                                                                                           2



! Early on in Ed Husain’s journey into the world of Islamic fundamentalism, the role 

of several cognitive theories become a quite useful lens for understanding his 

development. Particularly notable throughout the entirety of Husain’s journey is that of 

William Perry Jr.’s Theory of Intellectual and Ethical development. Within this theory 

Perry identifies nine developmental positions characterized by four general patterns of 

reasoning. The first developmental position within Perry’s theoretical model is marked 

by a patter of reasoning in which truth is seen as absolute. In other words, the individual 

firmly believes that there are right and wrong answers which exist in the world and 

which are asserted by a legitimate authority (Perry, 1981). This pattern of reasoning, 

called basic duality, is clearly present in Husain’s own development. Position one of 

dualism outlines the idea that authority is not questioned and that conventional views of 

the world are assumed to be correct. Husain spends much of his time throughout the 

novel within the stage of dualism. Indeed, the opening chapters of the novel essentially 

compare Husain to a sponge, absorbing as much information about Islam as possible. 

Husain is able to absorb much of his initial insight into the religion through his 

grandfather and primary schooling. In terms of Husain’s cognitive development and 

what may be unique to him, this stage seems to be marked with a sense of yearning for 

more knowledge of a specific subject without yet questioning legitimacy. Indeed, Husain 

writes, “All of this was teaching me about a mainstream, moderate Muslim ethos rooted 

not in Britain, but in the eastern Muslim tradition of seeking guidance and religious 

advice from an elderly sage” (Husain, 2009, p. 15). These words are reflective of 

Husain’s development of a deep commitment to understanding his Muslim identity and 
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yet not yet realizing that there may be other interpretations of the religion outside of his 

grandfather’s teachings.

! Position two within Perry’s dualism state of reasoning outlines that during this 

stage of development, a person remains rooted in an absolute truth, but also begins to 

recognize the existence of opposing viewpoints (Perry, 1981). The transition to this 

position occurs with the change in teaching method as Husain’s grandfather departs. 

Indeed, Mrs. Rainey begins to teach using textbooks and Husain begins to understand 

that there are views outside of the single views he absorbed from his grandfather. He 

writes, “there was one problem: Grandpa and my parents taught me by setting an 

example, by living faith. Mrs. Rainey taught us with books” (Husain, 2009, p. 20). 

Husain continues writing, “I, at sixteen, was already wondering why my parents had 

never spoken about this most important aspect of our religion, the Islamic state... If this 

was what movements such as the Jamat-e-Islami and the Muslim Brotherhood were 

aiming to do, well, what was wrong with that? ... Perhaps Grandpa was wrong, I 

thought” (Husain, 2009, p. 23). These passages represent the important cognitive shift 

in Husain’s thinking. He comes to understand that a variety of viewpoints exist and 

furthermore, that some may oppose each other. This shift is closely followed by another 

important element of the second position in dualistic developmental thinking on the part 

of Husain. 

! Just as Husain begins to acquire knowledge by way of textbook, he is also 

introduced to a new person that accompanies him throughout much of his journey into 

the world of Islamic fundamentalism--Brother Falik. Initially the two meet in school and 

study together with Mrs. Rainey, but upon Mrs. Rainey’s cancellation one evening, 
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Brother Falik offers to bring Husain to the East London mosque to worship instead. 

Though, Husain is skeptical and initially questions this given what he knows his father 

thinks of the mosque, he accepts the invitation and the two travel to the mosque 

together. Following the evening at the mosque, Husain is surprised that he has taken 

such a liking to the organization there and grows uncertain about the gap between 

these two seemingly opposing values. Questioning the gap, Husain writes to the leaders 

of the Young Muslim Organization. In the novel he writes,

! “I knew my father would challenge my new beliefs, so I wrote the leaders of the YMO a 

! letter. I sought clarity on what they thought about the arch enemy of traditional Muslims, 

! their founder, I asked what they thought about famed saints across the Muslim world, 

! including Grandpa... I was hopeful of receiving a written response which I could show to 

! my father, even Grandpa if need be proving that there had been some 

! misunderstanding.” (Husain, 2009, p. 31).

Position two of Perry’s theory is not only marked by the recognition of opposing 

viewpoints, but also by a belief that these conflicts are seen as evidence of some kind of 

error in understanding. Perry refers to this position saying they account for these errors 

as “unwarranted confusion in poorly qualified Authorities” (Perry, 1981, p. 82). Indeed, 

the assumption here by Husain is that an error has been made in judgment rather than 

an understanding that there might, in fact, be some complexity related to the issue that 

is being explored. Husain’s hope that the gap in belief between what his father and 

grandpa have taught him and what the Young Muslim Organization (YMO) is simply an 

error is evidence of Husain’s positioning within Perry’s model of position two dualism.

! Though Husain remains within this position in Perry’s Theory of Intellectual and 

Ethical Development for a good deal of time, this position offers Husain a nice starting 
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point for much of the other perspectives he encounters on his journey. Additionally, while 

Husain is in this position of cognitive development several changes occur that cause 

him to be a bit more evaluative and critical of the things he is being exposed to. Indeed, 

upon learning of his affiliation with the YMO his parents become quite angry at him. 

Ultimately, in Husain’s own internal battle between opposing viewpoints he decides to 

leave home for a period of time to reinforce his unwavering commitment to the YMO 

cause and agenda. As Husain stays at the mosque he comes to consider the two 

authorities or perspectives of his Muslim identity he is now aware of. Though in many 

ways Perry’s theory matches Husain’s own development, this is a moment in which 

there seems to be some variance or perhaps simply a readjustment. Indeed though 

there are no real transitional nodes specifically outlines within Perry’s theory, this 

knowledge acquisition on Husain’s part represents a move toward the second general 

pattern of reasoning--multiplicity, though not wholly so. Within the stage of multiplicity, 

tolerance for uncertainty emerges (Perry, 1981). It becomes clear to the individual that 

authorities may not have all the answers and that the truth may not be so concretely 

knowable. Though Husain does not quite reach this level at this time, he seems to 

become acutely aware that uncertainty may be a little more nuanced in the way he must 

come to interpret responses. Husain writes, “I turned to my friends in YMO for advice 

and they told me again that this was a test from God. ‘You must choose between family 

and God’s work. The Islamic movement is more important to us that our families,’ said a 

leading member of YMO” (Husain, 2009, p. 44). The idea behind this passage is that 

there may be two competing beliefs, but that one may be more important to an 

individual. The concept of choice here seemingly reflects this idea that the truth may not 
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be entirely knowable. Yet, Husain does not come to understand this until much later. Of 

course, the exposure to these ideas here is what is key.

! The next few chapters offer an interesting look into the way in which Husain’s 

cognitive development as it relates to his Muslim identity ultimately unravels. Indeed, for 

some period of time Husain seems to find himself caught between Dualism and 

Multiplicity. Here, the important distinction is that in position two, opposing points of view 

are seen as one having been an error and in position three, multiplicity, the individual 

accepts uncertainty. Perry writes, “one settles for less, at least for now,” (Perry, 1981, p. 

82). As Husain navigates and explores his confusing membership in the YMO he 

explores various possibilities of truth. At one point his conviction in becoming an Islamic 

fundamentalist becomes so strong that he is sure there is an absolute truth. Husain 

writes, “Now I was convinced that Grandpa and the majority of the world’s traditional 

Muslims were on the wrong path” (Husain, 2009, p. 51). It isn’t until Husain begins to 

question the validity of some of his arguments that we see him shift to distinctly different 

developmental path. In a conversation with a research student named David, Husain 

comes to seemingly understand that he has blindly accepted much of the teachings 

presented to him and as such has been rendered defenseless against his own beliefs. 

He writes on his conversation with David, “His ability to answer any question that I put to 

him, his brimming confidence, and radical vision for a future world order were attractive 

to me, a disillusioned teenaged islamist.” (Husain, 2009, p. 79). A bit later Husain 

acknowledges, “I am still astonished by how I became so confident so quickly following 

my affiliation with the Hizb” (Husain, 2009, p. 92). In these moments there is a clear 

movement towards position three and four though at times it can be difficult to 
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distinguish precisely which one Husain falls into. Ultimately, Husain seems to very 

quickly slide through Multiplicity in his discussion of the events and move into Perry’s 

pattern of reasoning called relativism.

! Relativism is the position in which there is a clear shift in thinking patterns to 

which all knowledge is believed to be contextual. Critical judgments also become 

possible. This major shift occurs in the chapters titled Targeting Communities and 

Inferior. Within this chapter, Husain comes to realize that much of the behaviors he has 

partaken in are not, in any way, characteristic of a Muslim. He writes, “there was nothing 

Muslim about our conduct” (Husain, 2009, p. 122). He begins to criticize some of the 

ideology of the groups he is a part of and recognize that, though in some ways much of 

the behavior of the Islamist organization still makes sense to him, a growing body of it 

does not. Husain questions, “were we prescribing for other Muslims behavior that we 

did not ourselves follow?” (Husain, 2009, p. 133). Husain’s criticism offers the very first 

seed of doubt and allows him to consider the context of his actions.

! This cognitive development is further cemented and propelled forward toward 

position 6 when Husain begins to take into account his own sense of personal identity in 

reaction to these new thoughts. In position 6 and subsequent positions, a greater 

emphasis is placed on the individuals’ own choices and making a commitment to these 

choices (Perry, 1981). On this topic Husain becomes reflective, writing “I despised 

myself for not appearing pious and upright in Muslim eyes when all the while I knew that 

there was a vacuum in my soul where God should be” (Husain, 2009, p. 147). Position 

six outlines that an individual starts to question their role and identity within a world 

where uncertainty exists. This perfectly matches the identity crisis Husain faces as he 
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progresses in his path of cognitive development. He writes, “I had started out on this 

journey ‘wanting more Islam’ and ended up losing its essence” (Husain, 2009, p. 148). 

Yet, Husain’s label of this position is not entirely cemented until the murder of a 

Christian student by another Hizb member, Majid, at the end of the chapter. It is at this 

time when Husain goes through a deep transformation in terms of his intellectual, 

ethical, and moral development.

! Though the conversation thus far has been focused on the relation of Husain’s 

development through the lens of Perry’s theory, toward the end of the novel is when 

other theories become slightly more relevant, namely Kohlberg’s theory of moral 

development. Following the murder of the student by a fellow Islamist organization 

member, Husain decides that it is the appropriate time to dissociate himself from the 

fundamentalists. This decision is incited by a shift in moral perspective in regards to the 

actions Husain has been a part of or, at least, associated with. Husain shows a clear 

developmental path as it relates to Kohlberg’s theory in which people transition through 

various stages of moral development and gain an understanding along the way of the 

reasoning which feeds into their perspectives. At this section of the novel, Husain’s 

transition from level two of Kohlberg’s model to level three is central to the outcome of 

Husain’s development. While level two is marked by reasoning that is in accordance 

with social order and convention, level three (post-conventional) is “autonomous” and 

“principled” insofar as this level of reasoning is defined by an individual trying to live by 

a set of personally meaningful moral principles whether they are in accordance with 

social convention or not (Rest, 1979). Central to this recognition is the realization that in 

Husain’s search for a sincere Muslim identity he had, in fact, deviated from what he 
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believes to be Muslim principles. Understanding that this is the case, Husain remarks, 

“true faith had not touched my heart in a decade” (Husain, 2009, p. 189) and in his 

search for a more satisfying moral connection to God, Husain comments that in his 

return to a more meaningful spirituality “there was a sweetness to prayers, nourishment 

for the soul, when previously there had been a dull chore...” (Husain, 2009, p. 190). 

Though in some ways theses moral principles that Husain makes a connection to are 

still in alignment with some of the social orders of Muslim groups, they take on new 

meaning to Husain who, after the path that led him to where  he is at this moment, 

understands these conventions in a more personal way.

! Ultimately, there is evidence to believe that Husain reaches stage six of 

Kohlberg’s theory of moral development. Stage six is characterized by moral authority 

having derived from universal principles of justice, reciprocity, and respect (Rest, 1979). 

This is a marked transition in Husain’s development when he comes to accept the 

ideologies of other religious orders outside of his own. Indeed, Husain writes on the 

topic of him becoming friends with a non-muslim student in his Arabic class, “ [it was] a 

deliberate attempt to prove to myself that human love and friendship could be built on 

the basis of our common humanity, and we need not hate and desire destruction [of 

each other] simply because of our differences, be they religious or otherwise” (Husain, 

2009, p. 210). In this sense, Husain comes to understand that it is not religious order 

that holistically make up a person and that there are principles outside of his own 

religious order that call for justice and respect of each other regardless of difference in 

opinion. The source of moral authority has clearly shifted dramatically throughout his 

development and shift in understanding of the world.
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! As Husain’s cognitive development comes to a close within the novel he is found 

in an interesting and to some degree ambiguous place. Returning to Perry’s theory of 

intellectual and ethical development, Husain has clearly made much progress along the 

spectrum by the end. It becomes somewhat clear that Husain has transitioned into a 

state of commitment in relativism in which he now experiences a continuing need to 

establish a clear and stable view of himself and perhaps most importantly a view of 

himself that remains in absence of Islamism. Positions seven through nine within Perry’s 

theory of development are so closely tied and perhaps never truly solidified within 

Husain’s own path. In his search for embracing a personal belief and value system 

Husain continually searches for satisfying and fulfilling meaning in regard to what he 

chooses to commit to. In a way, this seems quite noble. Having gone through the entire 

process of believing in something so wholeheartedly to questioning it with the same 

vigor, Husain now understands that an understanding of himself and who he is might 

always remain in a state of fluctuation. Yet, in a brave attempt to continue to define 

himself, Husain states that he acquires an “open mind, a curiosity to learn beyond 

certain remarks, and a determination not to be pigeon-holed” (Husain, 2009, p. 210). 

This is reflective of stage nine of Perry’s model in which commitments are seen as 

ongoing (Perry, 1981). Though this statement is a reflection of this stage, however, it 

does not mean that Husain has completed development. Rather, Husain has come to a 

specific understanding that simply allows him to be more open to further developmental 

sequences. Indeed, the process is never truly complete and understandably so. The 

question, at this point, becomes one of relevance or, moreover, how much cognitive 

development mattered in Husain’s situation.
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! The case of Ed Husain’s development and the qualitative relevance is quite 

interesting to think about. Husain moves through several major changes throughout his 

life. These transformations include reaffirming of values within his family to complete 

rejection of his family and ultimately to the creation of his own family. In many ways it is 

easy to say that, indeed, Husain is better off as a result of the cognitive growth 

witnessed over the course of the novel. He arrives at a more sophisticated 

understanding of the world and gains a more representative and open-minded 

perspective of the people around him. Based on Husain’s personal objectives it is, in 

fact, fair to say that his cognitive growth did help him achieve more of what he ultimately 

wanted. In his search for a true, meaningful, and spiritual connectivity to Islam, he 

stumbled along the way, but arrived at a deeper understanding of not only his own 

identity, but the Muslim identity and its relation to other people’s identities. This, 

however, stands in stark contrast to the objectives of other people with whom Husain 

interacted throughout the novel. For these people, it is likely accurate that the cognitive 

growth of Husain did not benefit them in any way. On the contrary, their purpose was to 

steer him into a highly specific set of developmental ways that would have directed him 

toward an ever more radical interpretation of Islam as a code for life.

! There is, however, no mistaking the role in which cognitive development plays in 

Ed Husain’s understanding of the world in which he finds himself. The stories he shares 

with readers in his novel present a clear developmental path that both Perry’s theory of 

Intellectual and Ethical Development and Kohlberg’s theory of Moral Development allow 

us to interpret and understand in more meaningful ways. The transition between stages 

of development are clearly outlined based on specific trigger events--Husain’s 
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introduction of Brother Falik, his assumption of higher roles within the Islamic groups on 

his university campus, and ultimately the murder of the Nigerian Christian student. 

Taken together, these experiences represent a radical shift in thinking for Husain and 

allow him to critically evaluate the ways in which he sees the world. Without these 

events it is not likely his developmental trajectory would have been as straightforward. 

Ultimately, Husain arrives at the understanding that his own principles in terms of moral, 

ethical and intellectual reasoning remain in a constant state of transition, that context 

matters and that experience shapes understanding. Both theories set forth by Perry and 

Kohlberg aid in our understanding of Husain’s acquisition of knowledge on this matter. 

Using these theories as a lens for Ed Husain’s development contributes to a deeper 

understanding for the reader as to how specific experiences shape Husain’s ability to 

represent and come to know about things within his world.
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