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Colonialism and the Dialectics of Islamic Reform in a Malay State: ñPengasohò and the 

Making of a Muslim Public Sphere in Kelantan, 1915 - 1925. 

By Khaldun Malek 

 

 

 

 

Thesis Abstract 

This dissertation focuses on an important Muslim periodical "Pengasoh" and the role it has 

played in the Muslim óreformô discourses in early 20th century Malaya. The periodical was first 

published by the Majlis Agama Islam Kelantan (Kelantanôs State Islamic Council) in 1918. 

Within the context of Malay-Muslim society, Kelantan was, and in some ways remain, a 

particularly important centre for Islamic culture and learning, attracting teachers and students 

from across the region.  

The Majlis itself was established by some of the leading ulama on the Peninsula at the time. 

Many were educated in the Middle East and had close associations with some of the major 

Muslim reformists in Egypt and the Haramayn. The standing of the Kelantanese 'ulama' within 

Malay-Muslim Southeast Asia, and the role of "Pengasoh" within that community meant that 

the periodical gives a unique glimpse into the world of these intellectual-theocrats. In this sense, 

the study of ñPengasohò is a prism which could further our understanding of the dynamics of 

Islamic intellectual culture in Kelantan ï as well as the surrounding region ï during the early 

decades of the 20th century.   
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What this dissertation attempts to show is how the ideational aspects of this community may be 

better understood if two important factors are taken into account - the linkages throughout the 

Indian Ocean littoral which form the cultural and religious milieu which shaped the thinking 

within the Kelantanese óulamaô; and how this sits in a wider conversation between "Islam" and 

"modernity". This moves away from existing studies which sought to clearly demarcate these 

Islamicate discourses as one between óModernistô Muslims and their ótraditionalistô 

counterparts.   
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INTRODUCTION  

This dissertation focuses on an important Muslim periodical "Pengasoh" and the role it 

has played in the Muslim "modernist - traditionalist" discourses in early 20th century Malaya. 

The periodical was published by the Majlis Agama Islam dan Adat Istiôadat Melayu Kelantan 

(Kelantanôs State Islamic Council). It was both an important part of the emerging public 

discourses on Islam during the period and provides a significant resource for understanding the 

intellectual developments taking place within Islamicate society in Malaya before the Second 

World War.  

Islam on the Malay Peninsula remains a much understudied subject.1 The emphasis of 

earlier works on the topic have tended to either view it as part of the emerging nation building 

discourses amongst the Malays (Roff: 1967), or as institutional developments forming part of 

the larger process of colonial political and administrative reform (Yegar: 1979). More recently, 

this has been supplemented by the works of Milner (1995; 1986) which sought to locate cultural 

shifts and ideological change within Malay Muslim society by a close reading of particular 

texts, and examining how the use of language changes through the introduction of new 

terminologies and concepts over time. By tracking these shifts, a more subtle and dynamic 

account of intellectual, religious and cultural transformation among the Malays emerges, where 

                                                 
1 Earlier studies of Islam in Southeast Asia have generally focused on either a regional perspective with limited 
emphasis on the Islamicate developments on the Peninsula (Azra, 2004; Nathan and Kamali eds., 2005; Johns 
and Israeli eds., 1984; Osman ed., 1997; al-Attas (1969; 1986 et al); or on the social and political dynamics of 
specific areas (Roff ed., 1974; Kessler, 1978) or on the processes of nation-formation (Roff, 1967) ς though the 
earlier works of Winstedt (1925; 1950) attempted to outline the general characteristics of Muslim belief in 
Malaya. Other historical or social scientific studies, though noting the Islamic character of Malay society, makes 
limited attempts to explore the theological and ideational dimensions of the different trajectories of Malay 
Muslim belief. This dissertation, while drawing on from each of these approaches, attempts to locate the 
cultural and intellectual changes taking place in early 20th century Kelantan within broader developments 
taking place in Malaya and the wider Islamic world. This approach follows the works of Laffan (2003; 2011), 
later Roff (1985) and Azra (2004) which emphasizes the importance of the trans-national linkages of the 
reformist networks across the Indian Ocean littoral in the shaping of Muslim thought in the region and the 
Peninsula. We examine the spread of the broad intellectual themes propagated through the networks and how 
this is then interpreted and reformulated within the context of Kelantan and the Peninsula.        
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colonial culture, Islam, local politics and intellectual change play a crucial role in this new, 

highly contested Malay public sphere.     

Milnerôs analysis, however, (in a way not dis-similar to Roffôs early work) relies on the 

assumption that these discourses were shaped largely by disagreements between the rational, 

ósharia-mindedô modernists (denoted by the term ñkaum mudaò) and their traditionalist 

opponents, the ñkaum tuaò (older generation) ï dogmatic and resistant to change. By focusing 

primarily on the way in which ñIslamicò ideas were precursors to larger discourses of the 

politics of identity and nation building, both works underplayed the complex and dynamic 

nature of wider Islamic discourses which accompanied these developments on the Peninsula.2 

They also suggest that these intellectual changes emerged primarily as a result of the colonial 

encounter.3  

By emphasising the ónationô, the transnational character and origins of the dialectics of 

reform thought (which as the thesis argues critical in understanding the nature of what has come 

to be described as the Kaum Muda ï Kaum Tua discord in Malaya and integral to the periodical 

under study, Pengasoh) has been under-emphasised. As later works by Azra (2004), Asad 

(2003), Zaman (2002; 2012), Laffan (2003; 2011), van Brunnissen (1994; 2009) and others 

reveal, these reformist discourses must be seen in the context of these transnational 

                                                 
2 Both Roff and Milner provides a detailed account of the social, political and intellectual context for the 
emergence of the Muslim ideologues. However, both relied on an account of intellectual change premised on a 
rupture between the ideological commitments of the reformists and their somewhat obscure opponents, the 
traditionalists. They also tended to view the rise of these movements as a phenomenon of the late 19th century 
and disconnected from the Islamic intellectual traditions in the region predating colonial expansion. However, 
ƛǘ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ ƴƻǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ wƻŦŦΩǎ ƭŀǘŜǊ ǿƻǊƪǎ όмфтпΤ мфуоΤ мфур Ŝǘ ŀƭύ ƘŀŘ ƳƻǾŜŘ ŀǿŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŀǎǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
άhǊƛƎƛƴǎέΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ Ƴŀƴȅ ǿŀȅǎΣ ŘŜŜǇƭȅ critical of his early writings.     
3 A point also raised by Hourani (1983), who argued that the modernist-type ideas associated with pivotal late 
19th century Muslim intellectuals such as Afghani, Abduh and their contemporaries elsewhere were largely 
shaped by their encounter with western colonialism and the resulting projection of Western intellectual and 
political power. While no doubt many of these intellectuals were exposed to western thought, and in some 
cases, influenced by them, both their approach and the ideas which emerge from this shows considerable 
ǾŀǊƛŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǎǳōǘƭŜǘȅΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎŜŜƳƛƴƎƭȅ ΨƳƻŘŜǊƴΩ ŎƻǳƭŘ ŀƭǎƻ ōŜ ŀ ŎƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛǾŜ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻǊ Ŏƻƴǘƛƴǳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƳǳŎƘ 
ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǎŜƴǎŜ ŀǇǇŜŀǊǎ ŎƭƻǎŜǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ΨǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭΩ ŀǎ ƻǇǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƻ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ǘƘŜ ΨƳƻŘŜǊƴΩΦ 
Therefore, these Islamic discourses while taking place within, and therefore cognizant of the impact of colonial 
culture, was not simply a reaction against encroaching westernization, but equally part of an ongoing dialogue 
among Muslims about reform and renewal.        
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developments ï which in relation to the Malay world ï understanding the intellectual and 

genealogical connections between generations of ulama across the region and their links to 

other centres of Islam across the Indian Ocean littoral.  

In turn, this was connected to a vital and ongoing theological discourse on the different 

approaches to reform and renewal taking place in contexts both ócolonialô and otherwise. 

According to Azra (2004), the Islamic intellectual and scholarly culture in these north-eastern 

states of the Peninsula shows that the ulama operating in this area are very much part of a rich 

fabric of networks spread across Southeast Asia, India and the Middle East. What Azra (2004) 

refers to as the reformist networks, were critical in shaping some of the most influential Islamic 

discourses to emerge across the Malay Muslim world from the 17th century up until more 

contemporary times.4 

Though possessing important and varied local characteristics, it is crucial to understand 

some of these changes using a broader and more comparative perspective of Islamic cultural 

and intellectual development. Studies of Malayan Islam such as Kessler (1978), Roffôs (1967; 

1974), and Yegar (1979) provides an important socio-cultural and institutional context to the 

processes of transformation in Malay Muslim society. However (though Roff makes brief 

mention of the trans-national dimensions of the intellectual origins of Islamic modernism in 

Malaya), the remit of these studies remain largely domestic.5 Crucially, despite reference to the 

                                                 
4 There is no doubt that the current scholarship which examines the ulama networks in the Malay world and its 
connections across the Indian Ocean littoral has proven of tremendous value to scholars working on the area. 
Quite clearly, understanding the nature of these networks are a critical component in developing a better 
understanding of Islam and Islamicate discourses in the region. However, Khaled el-Rouayheb (2015) is quite 
right in suggesting that the current focus on social, political and institutional context ς of great value on its own 
terms ς should not be seen as an acceptable substitute to the study of scholarly works and ideas, or in other 
words, intellectual history (p.7).    
5 IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƛǘ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ ƴƻǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ wƻŦŦΩǎ ŜŀǊƭȅ ǿƻǊƪ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘ ŦǊƻƳ ƭŀǘŜǊ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƻŦ 
Islam in Southeast Asia which brought with it a rich, comparative dimension, as evinced by the works of Azra 
(2004), van Brunissen (1994), Laffan (2003, 2011), and Roff (1983, 1985, 1987) himself amongst others. More 
ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ ŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ wƻŦŦǎΩ ƻǿƴ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ƭŀǘŜǊ ǿƻǊƪǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǇƭŀȅŜŘ ŀ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ǎƘƛŦǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 
parameters of thinking about Islamic society in the region through his rigorous examination of the ideological 
tropes implicit within the related historiography and the various modes of social scientific analysis. He shows 
that while episodic disputes and disagreements remain a critical part of these discourses, it is equally important 
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influence of ideas (particularly reformist/modernist) from other parts of the Islamic world on 

early 20th century Malayan reformist discourse, Roff does not expand on the dynamics of this 

process, and how both these and the earlier reform discourses are equally fraught with 

disagreements and uncertainties, particularly on the issue to which many of the perceived 

controversies and dispute over reform thinking were bound ï the dialectical relationship 

between the role of reason (aqlô), its close corollary, óijtihadô (rational judgment) and the sharia 

as well as the accumulated traditions surrounding them.6 In many ways, their accounts of 

intellectual change and continuity remain wedded to a scholarly articulation marked by 

juxtaposing the emergence of Muslim órevivalistô movements against a backdrop of ñdeclineò 

ï characterised by intellectual laxity amongst the ulama, the preponderance of ótaqlidô 

(imitation), crude Sufi pantheism, and idolatrous popular religious practices.7  

Claims to correct belief and practice are notoriously contentious, informed both by 

tensions and disagreements amongst the ulama as well as attempts to consolidate order and 

impose discipline. Securing any form of consensus is a delicate process, dependent as much on 

finding some form of theological common ground as it does on expedient need or favourable 

circumstances. One of the main arguments within the thesis sees the formation of these ideas 

                                                 
to understand how such incidences are integral to the formation of shared beliefs and providing a basis for 
ascertaining and securing consensus within the Muslim community both in temporal and geographical terms. 
6Later chapters in the thesis explores these ambiguities and uncertainties in Muslim reform discourses in 
greater detail. Though on the whole, reformists such as Muhammad Abduh, al-Afghani and their sympathisers 
may have been critical of their contemporaries for their less than sanguine attitudes towards the use of 
ΨǊŜŀǎƻƴΩ όƻǊ ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ǎŜƴǎŜύΣ ǘƘŜȅ ƴŜǾŜǊǘƘŜƭŜǎǎ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘ ǿƘȅ ǎǳŎƘ ǊŜǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŜȄƛǎǘǎΦ wŀǎȅƛŘ 
Rida, for example, recognised that the concerns over limiting the use of reason (ijtihad) had a clear practical ς 
as opposed to just a theological ς bent; some of the earlier ulama were particularly concerned that those in 
authority may use it to produce judgments to serve their own capricious ends rather than the common good 
(maslaha); see Zaman (2012) p.111-113. This also relates to larger questions amongst the ulama (especially 
those of a Salafi bent) about the meaning of the immutability of the Quran, and the status of Arabic.  

As emphasized by Reinhart (in Ernst and Martin eds. 2010; p.101-111), one influential viewpoint 
emerging from within 19th/early 20th century reform movements drew from earlier salafis such as the 
5ŀƳŀǎŎŜƴŜ ŀƭƛƳΣ !ōŘΩƭ IŀƳƛŘ ŀƭ-Zahrawi which stressed upon the direct accessibility of the Quran through an 
understanding of Arabic. The argument was further extended to assert that historical role of non-Arabs (in 
particular the Turks and the Persians) had, in a sense, corrupted the authentic and pure (meaning Arab) form of 
LǎƭŀƳΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǘ ǎŜŜƳǎΣ ŀǇǇŜŀǊǎ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ƛƴǎǇƛǊŜŘ ŀƴ ƻǾŜǊǿƘŜƭƳƛƴƎ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ΨŀǳǘƘŜƴǘƛŎΩ ƻǊ ΨŎƻǊǊŜŎǘΩ 
ōŜƭƛŜŦ ŀƴŘ ŀ ȊŜŀƭ ǘƻ ōŜ ǊƛŘ ƻŦ ΨŜȄǘǊŀƴŜƻǳǎΩ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ŀƳƻƴƎǎǘ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ƻŦ ulama.     
7 El-Rouayheb (2015; p.2).  
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about reform and renewal in terms of a ñperpetual argument among Muslims themselvesò as 

opposed to viewing them as resulting from a discord stemming from asset of unyielding and 

irreconcilable intellectual differences.8   

Equally, while dealing with the exigencies of their specific situation, reformists retained 

an awareness of the transnational character of their agenda. Within these panoply of views, the 

constantly evolving aspects of reform type thinking becomes evident. It is possible to observe 

how questions over translation, meaning and interpretation form the discursive core of these 

reformist discourses. As such, the emphasis on a ñKaum Muda ï Kaum Tuaò binary shifts 

attention away from the complexities of wider reform thought where questions surrounding the 

uses and limits of reason, the authority of tradition, the nature and meaning of reform and so on 

are given a fuller hearing. In this sense, reform discourses are neither wholly ótraditionalô nor 

ómodernô.9  

This study attempts to locate the ensuing intellectual developments amongst the Malay 

Muslim intelligentsia of the late 19th and early 20th century within the larger trans-national 

Muslim reformist discourses taking shape in the same period. In doing so, we attempt to move 

away from a ómodernist-traditionalistô binary in understanding Malay Muslim thought, and 

                                                 
8 ¢ƻ ōƻǊǊƻǿ ŀ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƳŀŘŜ ōȅ tŜǘŜǊ .Ǌƻǿƴ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ŜȄǘŜƴŘŜŘ Ŝǎǎŀȅ ά¢ƘŜ wŀƴǎƻƳ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ {ƻǳƭΥ !ŦǘŜǊƭƛŦŜ ŀƴŘ ²ŜŀƭǘƘ 
in Earƭȅ ²ŜǎǘŜǊƴ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀƴƛǘȅέ ό/ŀƳōǊƛŘƎŜΣ aŀǎǎΥ IŀǊǾŀǊŘ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ tǊŜǎǎ нлмрύΦ {ŜŜ ǇΦ Ȅ-xv. 
9 Both categories, are of course, highly contested. As Cooper (2005) makes clear, their use have become so 
commonplace that it often conceals more than it reveals. In relation to this dissertation, however, these 
concepts are examined through the ways they are used in describing different modes of Muslim discourse 
ŦƻǳƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŀǘǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ άƳƻŘŜǊƴέ ƻǊ 
otherwise in ascribing developments in Islamic society are situated within a discourse associated with 
perceptions shaped, to some extent, through interaction with Western ideas, and not necessarily intrinsic to 
these discourses themselves. Describing themseƭǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ƳƻǊŜ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŀōƭȅ ΨƳƻŘŜǊƴΩ ǘŜǊƳǎ 
was, as both Milner (1995; p.59-114) and Matheson Hooker (2000; introduction) suggests, an indelible effect of 
the transmission of a westernized lexicon mediated ς in the case of the Malay Peninsula ς in large through the 
colonial experience.        
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towards how the articulation of these supposed differences are responses to an ongoing tradition 

of discourse as much as it was a reaction to contemporary developments.10   

In the context of Britainôs Imperial presence on the Malay Peninsula, the state of 

Kelantan held a somewhat enigmatic appeal. Despite initial British enthusiasm regarding the 

economic potential of its natural resources and what was thought to be its strategic importance 

in the geo-politics of the region, Kelantanôs relative distance from the centres of colonial 

authority meant that it remained on the periphery of colonial sponsored developments. But 

within the context of Malay-Muslim society, Kelantan was, and in many ways, remains a 

particularly important centre for Islamic culture and learning. A substantial number of the 

leading ulama throughout the Malay Archipelago (maritime Southeast Asia) had spent time in 

Kelantan ï as students, teachers or simply to participate in its intellectual milieu. In this sense, 

ñPengasohò served as an important repository of Muslim reform thought, and provides a lens 

to examine some of the complex dialectics of their discourses during the early decades of the 

20th century.11  

ñPengasohò was the first periodical published, in 1918, by the Majlis Agama Islam 

Kelantan (MAIK, in short and established in 1915), and has continued production, albeit, in a 

slightly different form up until the present. Though ñPengasohò remains in production, it was 

during this earlier phase of its publication (the journal temporarily halted publication in 1937 

and was revived almost a decade later after the end of the Second World War) that the periodical 

became one of the most important foci for Muslim intellectual life in the region. Unlike the 

earlier ñIslamicallyò inclined publications in and around the Malay Peninsula ï such as the 

                                                 
10 ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘŜŘ ōȅ ŜȄŀƳƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ǿŀȅǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨƳƻŘŜǊƴΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴΩ ƛǎ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŘ ƛƴ 
the context of the study of Muslim reform discourses in Malaya and the wider Islamic world during the late 19th 
and early 20th century.    
11 The period under examination (1918 ς 1925) is critically important because many of the leading ulama in 
ōƻǘƘ YŜƭŀƴǘŀƴ όŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ¢ƻΩ YŜƴŀƭƛΣ bƛƪ aŀƘƳǳŘ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ǿƘƻ ōƻǊŜ ŀ ŎƭƻǎŜ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴ ǘo 
Shaykh Ahmad al-Patani) and by extension, the Peninsula, was directly involved in shaping the content of the 
periodical. The early stages of the development of Pengasoh in many ways captures the complex, diverse and 
eclectic nature of reform thinking in Malaya at the time.     
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better known óreformistô minded óal-Imamô (1906-1908), óal-Ikhwanô (1926-1931), or óal-

Munirô (1911-1915) ï ñPengasohò was initiated as part of a series of educational and social 

reforms by MAIK. Its importance was such that almost all of the most influential ulama in the 

Majlis had also served on the editorial board of ñPengasohò, especially during the early phase 

of its existence.  

ñPengasohò serves as a focus for this thesis primarily because of its prominence as the 

main publication of what was arguably the most influential Islamic institution on the Peninsula. 

While the standing of the Majlis within Malay Muslim society is clear, little has been said either 

of its intellectual affinities or of the role of Pengasoh within the reformist discourses of the 

period.12 Both Roff (1967) and Matheson Hooker (2000), for example, briefly alludes to the 

periodical, but no mention was made of its contents or the individuals associated with it, other 

than referring to it as a repository of ñkaum tuaò sensibilities, and in the case of Hooker, central 

to the nascent literary culture emerging in Kelantan at the time. This summary judgment situates 

ñPengasohò within a trajectory of thinking at odds with the position of modernist minded 

reform periodicals such as ñal-Imamò, ñal-Ikhwanò and others. However, what this thesis 

argues is that while there may have been differences between ñPengasohò and the other 

Islamically inclined public periodicals, the purported differences may have more to do with 

style and format as opposed to issues of content or editorial philosophy.  

What an analysis of ñPengasohò and the intellectual antecedents of those intimately 

connected with the periodical reveal is a range of discourses which reflect upon the dynamic, 

contested and sometimes controversial (as well as unsettled) nature of óreform ï modernistô 

dialogues. Though no doubt, closely echoing the reformist-modernist agenda endorsed by 

Abduh and his associates, the discourses reveal how, at a localised level, the peculiar 

interpretative turns these ideas can sometimes take. It also suggests that to situate these 

                                                 
12 Roff (1974). 
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discourses within a continuum between a ñrational minded Muslim modernityò and an ñanti-

rational traditionalismò misrepresents the place of óreasonô and ótraditionô in the history of 

Muslim discourses. This follows a tendency within ówesternô scholarship to isolate specific 

episodes of intellectual discord as representative of the history of Islamicate discourses as a 

whole.     

  The Majlis itself was established by some of the leading ulama in Kelantan at the time; 

many of whom had close associations with the major Muslim reformists in Egypt and the 

Haramayn. Due to Kelantanôs standing as an important centre for Muslim scholarly activities 

in Southeast Asia, the ulama community were widely respected not just in Kelantanese society, 

were also well known in other parts of Muslim Southeast Asia. In some ways, their influence 

and authority rivalled or even exceeded those of the traditional ruling elites.13 Uncommon 

among the Malay states on the Peninsula, this dynamic allowed the ulama to assume important 

political and social functions. This eventually led to their pivotal role in the formation of the 

Majlis Agama, and within the stateôs administrative institutions. Unlike the other religious 

councils within both the British controlled Federated and un-Federated Malay states, the Majlis 

possessed a level of independence, which in some ways rivalled that of the State Council 

(ñMajlis Mesyuarat Negeriò ï the stateôs highest administrative and legislative body) itself.  

The developments in Kelantan also sheds some light on the nature of authority and 

politics within British Malaya. It has been generally assumed that the precedent set by the 

Pangkor Treaty (1874) established a pattern of colonial administrative and political reform on 

the Peninsula, where the role of the traditional elites were reduced to the more ceremonial 

realms of ócustomary practiceô and óreligionô.14 Aside from introducing a new demarcation of 

power and authority (and in some ways, withdrawing the role of the traditional elites from 

                                                 
13 ¢ƘƻǳƎƘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ ƻŦ YŜƭŀƴǘŀƴΣ Ŏŀǳǘƛƻƴ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀǇǇƭƛŜŘ ƛƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎΦ aŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜΩǎ ƘƛƎƘŜǎǘ 
bureacrats had evidently also receive a formal education in the traditional Islamic sciences. See in particular, 
chapter 4 on the Majlis. 
14 Yegar (1979). 
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public affairs), an intended consequence of this was to ensure the preservation of British 

economic and political interests.  

However, rarely does this capture the complex dynamics of the situation; for example, 

determining the limits of custom and religion involves questions of meaning and interpretation, 

and the establishment of new formal regulatory and administrative instruments can sometimes 

lead to unexpected consequences.15 As both Benton (2002) and Greenblatt (1997) points out, 

colonial legal and administrative reforms may also provide novel means through which native 

interests can assert themselves. Alternatively, following Cooper (2005), localised communities 

did not necessarily participate within the colonial system or through colonial networks. 

Traditional links and networks, hierarchies of power and authority, remain influential factors 

within the larger colonial situation and might, at times, bypass it completely.  

This is closely related to another aspect of the thesis which includes a reassessment of 

the various existing narratives about the nature of Islam and Islamic thought that emerged at 

the time of European colonial expansion in Southeast Asia. It involves two inter-related issues; 

the increasingly public polemics over correct belief and erroneous innovation (ñbidaôahò) 

amongst the ulama community instigated partly through criticisms levelled by ulama returning 

from the Middle East towards their local counterparts.16 Aspects of this discourse, couched in 

                                                 
15 This is best exemplified in chapter 4 which examines the establishment of the Majlis Agama Islam. An often 
made argument (for example, Roff,; 1967, 1974; Hefner; 2011) suggests the reduction of the formal and 
administrative roles of the Malay Sultanates led them to see these newly formed religious institutions as a 
means of consolidating whatever authority left to them. However, as indicated by chapter 4, while royal 
patronage remains an important factor, it was arguably the role of the ulama classes which proved critical in 
the formation of the Majlis.  
16 This was symptomatic of those schooled in strains of Wahabbism which strove for a particular understanding 
for religious purity and especially antagonistic towards certain Sufi ǘŀǊŜǉŀΩ, especially those associated with the 
Nasqhbandhi. Individuals such as Syed Uthman ibn Aqil (b.1822) exemplified such traits and were especially 
active in colonial centres such as Singapore, where he seemed to have attracted significant public attention 
όǎŜŜ 5Ŝ WƻƴƎŜΣ IΦ ƛƴ Ǿŀƴ ŘŜǊ tǳǘǘŜƴ ŀƴŘ YƛƭŎƭƛƴŜ /ƻŘȅΣ ŜŘǎΦΣ ά¦ƴǘƻƭŘ ¢ŀƭŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ aŀƭŀȅ ²ƻǊƭŘέΣ нлмнΥ b¦{ 
Press; p.57-63). These instances appeared to have accompanied the rise of new print and communication 
technologies, which provided new avenues for Muslim intellectuals to compete against more traditional 
sources of Islamic authority in a growing public sphere. To some degree, this changed the perceptions of 
authoritative opinion ς where at times, opinions driven by missionary zeal and public conspicuousness occupy 
the popular imagination more effectively than views propounded within ulama circles.     
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the language of ótaqlidô and óijtihadô, and particularly visible within the centres of colonial life, 

in part gave currency to the notion that ósyncretismô were integral to versions of ñIslamò found 

in the region. This, then, was put in direct opposition to Islam of the Arab world taken to 

represent óorthodoxô, and authentic Muslim belief which paralleled both Dutch and British 

perceptions. These factors were critical in the formation of a historiography ï colonial in 

orientation and later supplemented by the works of scholars such as Clifford Geetrz and Harry 

Benda ï instrumental in introducing a series of binaries (such ósantri ï abanganô, ómodernist-

traditionistô and so on) into the depictions of Islamic society and culture in the region.17           

The standing of the 'ulama' community in Kelantan within Malay-Muslim Southeast 

Asia, and the role of "Pengasoh" within that community meant that the periodical gives a unique 

glimpse into the world of these intellectual-theocrats. What these findings show is how the 

ideological and religious thinking of this community may be understood better if two important 

factors are considered carefully ï 1) the linkages throughout the Indian Ocean littoral which 

form the cultural and religious milieu which shaped the thinking amongst the Kelantanese 

óulamaô, and how it sits in a wider conversation between "Islam" and "modernity"; and 2) how 

a great deal of existing accounts of Islam in Southeast Asia rests on a number of assumptions ï 

such as a tendency to draw a rigid distinction between 'orthodox' legalistic Islam and versions 

of a syncretic spirituality (frequently associated with ñSufismò) or as Roff (1985) puts it, ñsocio-

logic choppingò ï which, perhaps unintendedly, stressed upon narratives of ódifferenceô and 

underplays the importance of shared beliefs and practices.     

The aim of this thesis is to examine how the texts under examination sits within the 

ómodernist-traditionalistô narratives of the studies of Muslim thought in colonial Malaya. It 

seeks to answer the following questions: 1) What were the origins and types of ideational 

                                                 
17 ¢Ƙƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ōǊƛƴƎǎ ƛƴǘƻ ŦƻŎǳǎ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŘŜǇƛŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ άǎȅƴŎǊŜǘƛǎƳέ ŀƴŘ άƻǊǘƘƻŘƻȄȅέ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ 
problematized in studies of Southeast Asian Islam. How useful are these categories? What is the extent of their 
analytical purchase?  
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influences which shaped the discourses found in Pengasoh and the intellectual milieu around 

it? How do they relate to the supposed ideological and theological differences within Malayan 

Muslim thought? 2) In what ways were they related to the larger trans-national Muslim 

discourses found across the Islamic world at the time? 3) In turn, how do these discourses fit 

into the ómodernist-traditionalistô binaries employed in describing late 19th and early 20th 

century Muslim thought in Malaya? In order to do so, it is important to situate the intellectual 

provenance of Pengasoh within the larger processes of intellectual change and continuity 

among óreformô advocates, both local and transnational. This reflects upon the dynamic 

conversations over adaptation, reification, contestation and consolidation which engage both 

the proponents of reform and their supposed adversaries.   

In summary, this study attempts to examine an aspect of Muslim intellectual and cultural 

life in Malaya at the turn of the 20th century and how this relates to broader discussions about 

Islam in the region. It argues that it is critical that these discourses be understood as part of the 

wider dialectics of reform taking place within the Islamic world at the time.   

Scope of Discussion: 

This thesis is divided into six chapters. Each chapter consists of several sections within 

which a number of topics will be explored.  

Chapter 1: Islam in Kelantan: Contextualising Islam and the óReformistô networks in the 

development of Islamic culture in Malaya 

This chapter attempts to describe the state of current scholarship and the various themes 

to have emerged from this, by focusing primarily on the nature of Islamic discourse that have 

influenced Muslim societies in the Malay world. The context setting will include documenting 

what is known about the process of ñIslamizationò in the region and how this has shaped 

scholarly discussions on Islam in Southeast Asia. This involves critically examining the often 
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drawn distinction between what has come to be known as an óorthodoxô (or ñSharia-mindedò 

or ñpuritanicalò) Islam and itôs supposed ósyncreticô or óunorthodoxô counterpart, which 

continues to inform contemporary scholarship on Islam in Southeast Asia.  

It also draws upon recent scholarship on Islam in Southeast Asia to critically discuss the 

possible problems arising from the conceptual apparatus used in analyzing these communities 

ï following Frederick Cooper (2005) ï and to read the colonial encounter as a complex process 

in which ideas such as ñthe modernò, ñreligionò et al are given meaning. While not privileging 

the colonial experience, it appears necessary to draw into proper relief how aspects of ócolonial 

knowledgeô (Cohn, 1996) or some aspects of the ideological and philosophical bases of 

óWesternô scholarly accounts of Islam and Muslim society and its links to ï directly or indirectly 

ï to the colonial enterprise (Masuzawa, 2005), shaped both previous and current accounts of 

Islamic history and society, particularly in relation to the Malay world. These elements are then 

brought to bear upon discussions of Islam in the context of Kelantan.       

Chapter 2: Kaum Tua ï Kaum Muda? Between óTraditionô and óModernityô in Malay-

Muslim Thought 

Chapter 2 examines the so-called divide between ómodernistô (Kaum Muda) and 

ótraditionistô (Kaum Tua) thinking in Malay-Muslim culture at the turn of the 20th century. This 

distinction has played a critical role in much of the literature (Roff, 1967; Kessler, 1978; Yegar, 

1979, Matheson Hooker, 2000; Funston, 1980 et al) on the literary, cultural, political and 

religious history of the Malay Muslims on the Peninsula. However, with reference to the early 

vernacular publications thought to exemplify Malay óModernistô Muslim writings (such as ñal-

Imamò), this chapter questions the purported intellectual differences between Kaum Muda and 

Kaum Tua.  
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By engaging the works of van Brunissen (1994; 2010), Laffan (2003; 2011), Roff 

(1985); Asad (2003; 1993); Brown (1999) and others, this chapter argues that the existing 

narratives which emphasise such dichotomies may have exaggerated the differences between 

the so-called óreformists/modernistsô and their órivalsô. It suggests that these apparent 

ódisputesô/ ódisagreementsô can be better understood if viewed within an on-going discourse 

amongst the Muslim intelligentsia on the questions of correct belief and practice. This is 

particularly important because it provides the larger intellectual context of the types of 

discourses central to both ñPengasohò and the wider Muslim community of which it was a part.    

Chapter 3: Between Reform and Renewal: Shaykh Ahmad al-Patani and His Circle of 

Learning 

Shaykh Ahmad al-Patani (d.1906) was one of the most important ulama associated with 

the Muslim reformist networks on the Peninsula. He was a vigorous advocate of reformist 

ideals, especially those associated with Abduh and his contemporaries and had a close 

association with the Ottoman authorities. Shaykh Ahmad was a major influence on the thinking 

of some of the most prominent ulama in Kelantan at the turn of the 20th century, and played a 

critical role in shaping the intellectual and ideological orientation of individuals such as Toô 

Kenali, Nik Mahmud, Haji Muhammad and others. Many of these individuals went on to 

become some of the most respected alims in Kelantan and the Peninsula.  

This chapter discusses various aspects of Shaykh Ahmadôs reform thought and how 

these ideas were closely connected to legal, administrative and educational reforms taking place 

in Kelantan during the early colonial period ï particularly in the establishment of the Majlis 

Agama Islam dan Adat Istiôadat Melayu Kelantan (discussed in some detail in the next chapter). 

It was these ulama who provided the ideational foundations for the emergence of the Majlis, 

and played a pivotal role in the publication of the periodical.   
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Chapter 4: Islam, Colonial Reform and the Emergence of the Majlis Agama Islam dan 

Adat-Istiadat Melayu Kelantan  

This section describes the way in which the Majlis Agama Islam Kelantan was 

established in 1915. It traces the complex dynamics between the emerging colonial enterprise 

and native responses to attempts at instituting colonial sponsored reforms. Much of the existing 

literature points to the emergence of the Majlis as largely the result of administrative and legal 

reforms driven by colonial imperatives and royal intrigues18. This chapter however, argues that 

while imperial design fomented social and administrative restructuring in Kelantan, these 

processes predated British presence and had been initiated largely through autochthonous 

efforts.  

The establishment and growth of the Majlis must also be seen as part of reformist 

discourses taking place within the influential ulama community in Kelantan, where questions 

surrounding the nature of legitimate authority, the meaning of law and morality, and the virtues 

of educational reforms were conceived and translated into a formalized, institutional context. 

These Muslim intellectuals ï as part of a ócosmopolitanô network ï drew upon a vast repository 

of thinking about reform from other parts of the Islamic world. It is this dynamic which forms 

the backdrop to the discussions we find in ñPengasohò.    

Chapter 5: Pengasoh and the Emergence of a Muslim Public Sphere 

The developments within the Majlis which eventually led to the publication of 

ñPengasohò are explored further in this chapter. The ideas of the leading members of the Majlis 

(who became part of the editorial board of the periodical) and how this is related to the way in 

which they conceived of the form and content of ñPengasohò are examined in detail. This 

section also contextualizes the ideas behind the periodical in relation to both the emerging 

                                                 
18 Roff (1974). 
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literary culture in Malaya and its connections to the broader reformist discourses which 

informed its approach and content.     

Chapter 6: Exploring Pengasoh 1918 ï 1925 

This chapter explores the discursive character of the periodical, where the key themes within 

reformist thought ï the pursuit of educational, political and religious reforms are given a fuller 

hearing. It is also possible to observe how the emergence of the Muslim public periodical (such 

as Pengasoh) served as a critical component in opening up Islamic discourses to a wider public, 

investigating topics which had previously been largely confined to ulama circles. Within these 

periodicals, it is possible to observe how the broad thrusts of the reform agenda and the 

polemics associated with it are enunciated and interpreted in more specific localized terms. The 

inherent tensions, uncertainties, contradictions and ambiguities within reformist discourse also 

becomes more apparent. Though many of the writers encountered in Pengasoh can be generally 

construed as reformist/modernist in orientation, their methods of argumentation, approaches 

and trajectories of thinking illustrates the variability and range of reform thought.19 Through 

these discourses, it also possible to observe the beginnings of a rupture between more radically 

minded intellectuals looking for a program of action and those exhibiting circumspection (and 

in some cases, outright ambivalence) towards the possibilities of political reform. In summary 

this chapter examines:   

o What were the major themes discussed: Education, Religion and Politics 

o How were they discussed? 

o Who were discussing them? 

o Why were they considered important issues? 

                                                 
19 While it is arguable whether many of the writers under consideration provided a fundamental critique or 
expanded the scope of mainstream reformist thinking, much of this chapter (and the thesis as a whole) 
attempts to examine the specific ways in which reform ideas are transposed in a localised setting.   
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o Comparison to other contemporaneous ñIslamicò publications and to contextualize its 

content within wider ñreformistò discourses.  

Conclusion 

We conclude by showing how these aspects of Islamicate thought and practice on the 

Peninsula under colonial rule ï as discussed in the earlier chapters ï is closely connected to 

wider reformist concerns, without necessarily predicating it on a ómodernist ï traditionalistô 

divide. It describes how the processes involved in the transmission of knowledge within these 

circles are shaped, and how óaccumulated traditionsô (or conversely, more contemporary ideas) 

are adapted, interpreted and used throughout the ongoing discourses found in Pengasoh and the 

wider Muslim community.  

As the thesis argues, this is closely connected to attempts at ólegitimating authorityô ï a 

fundamental component of the ongoing reform discourses. This was, and remains, a key aspect 

of reformist thought. Following this line of argument, we explore similar processes of 

maintaining, challenging and consolidating Muslim óauthorityô taking place both in Kelantan 

and throughout the Peninsula in relation to colonial reform, local reflexivity and the wider 

thrusts of transnational reform thought.  

This feeds into the ongoing discourses over consolidating, expanding, or restricting 

ñIslamicò knowledge and authority, where concerns ï both contemporary and historical ï are 

interwoven within a complex dialectic. We explore this further by examining how the formation 

of Islamicate opinion amongst the ulama and Muslim intelligentsia (in Kelantan especially, and 

the throughout the Peninsula generally) are connected to this dynamic, and in turn, how this has 

shaped Muslim attitudes towards nation-building, state formation, and legislative 

institutionalisation 
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Chapter 1: The Backdrop: Islamic Society in Kelantan 

Islam in Kelantan before the middle of the 19th century is a topic of which there remains 

a great deal to be written.1 It seems possible to estimate that Islam had been a significant part 

of the cultural landscape of the region since at least the latter part of the 16th century; especially 

when one considers the relationship between Kelantan and the Patani region to the north ï with 

whom Kelantan shares many close cultural, historical and linguistic ties.2 Rentse suggests that, 

ñIt is almost impossible to write an account of Kelantanôs history without touching on that of 

Pataniò.3 The inter-relatedness of Kelantan and Patani from a cultural, religious and historical 

viewpoint is reflected in the kingdom of Patani having had two major Muslim dynasties whose 

influence continued into the northeastern part of Malay Peninsula: the Patani Dynasty (? ï 1688) 

and the Kelantan Dynasty (1688 ï 1729).4 Patani, located on the Isthmus of Kra on the Thai 

peninsula, has long been recognized as a place of historical importance. It was the site of 

Langkasuka, which served as an important trading port, and was estimated to have been founded 

around the 2nd century.5 Writing in the early 1600s, Pires noted the long established existence 

of Patani ï possibly since the late 14th century.6 However, the exact period of the introduction 

of Islam into the region remains uncertain. Preliminary evidence from the late 13th and early 

14th centuries suggests that it was possible that the religion may have been established to some 

degree in the area.7 

                                                 
1 ²ƛƴȊŜƭŜǊΣ wΦ[ΦΣ ά¢ƘŜ {ƻŎƛŀƭ hǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ LǎƭŀƳ ƛƴ YŜƭŀƴǘŀƴέΣ ƛƴ wƻŦŦΣ ²ΦwΦΣ ŜŘΦΣ όмфтпύ άYŜƭŀƴǘŀƴΥ wŜƭƛƎƛƻƴΣ 
tƻƭƛǘƛŎǎ ŀƴŘ {ƻŎƛŜǘȅ ƛƴ ŀ aŀƭŀȅ {ǘŀǘŜέΣ όYǳŀƭŀ [ǳƳǇǳǊΥ hȄŦƻǊŘ ¦ƴƛǾΦ tǊŜǎǎύ ǇΦнсл -261. 
2 Ibid p.260. 
3 wŜƴǘǎŜΣ !Φ άIƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ YŜƭŀƴǘŀƴέΣ tŀǊǘ мΣ Wa.w!{Σ ·LLΣ н ό!ǳƎǳǎǘ мфопύ Ǉ ппΦ 
4 YŜǊƴΣ wΦ!ΦΣ ƛƴ ά¢ƘŜ tǊƻǇŀƎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ LǎƭŀƳ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ LƴŘƻƴŜǎƛŀƴ ς aŀƭŀȅ !ǊŎƘƛǇŜƭŀƎƻέΣ ŜŘΦ DƻǊŘƻƴΣ !ΦΣ όaŀƭŀȅǎƛŀƴ 
Sociological Research Institute: 2001). 
5 Teeuw, A., and Wyatt, 5ΦYΦΣ άHikayat PataniΥ ¢ƘŜ {ǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ tŀǘŀƴƛέΣ ό¢ƘŜ IŀƎǳŜΥ aΦ bƛƧƘƻŦŦΣ мфтлύ LΣ ǇΦнΦ  
6 tƛǊŜǎΣ ¢ΦΣ ά{ǳƳŀ hǊƛŜƴǘŀƭ ƻŦ ¢ƻƳŜ tƛǊŜǎέΤ /ƻǊǘŜǎƻŀΣ !ΦΣ ŜŘΦ ŀƴŘ ǘǊŀƴǎƭΦ ό[ƻƴŘƻƴΥ I{Σ {ŜŎƻƴŘ {ŜǊƛŜǎΣ bƻΦфлΣ 
1944), quoted in ibid Gordon, A. p.87. 
7 For example, recent scƘƻƭŀǊǎƘƛǇ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ άnisba al-Jawiέ όŘŜƴƻǘƛƴƎ ǘƘƻǎŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ aŀƭŀȅ ǿƻǊƭŘύ Ƴŀȅ 
already have been present in various medieval Yemeni texts dating back perhaps, to the late 13th century. See 
wΦaΦ CŜŜƴŜǊ ŀƴŘ aΦCΦ [ŀŦŦŀƴΣ άSufi Scents across the Indian Ocean: Yemeni Historiography and the Earliest 
IƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ {ƻǳǘƘŜŀǎǘ !ǎƛŀƴ LǎƭŀƳέΣ !ǊŎƘƛǇŜƭΥ тл όнллрύΤ ǇΦмур-208. 
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Patani has been traditionally recognized as one of the centres of Islam in Southeast Asia, 

yet evidence surrounding the process of the transmission of Islam to Patani have been scarce. 

DôEredia, writing in 1613, stated that Islam was adopted in Patani and Pahang before its 

introduction to Malacca.8 The stone inscription of Terengganu provides evidence which 

postulates that Islam may have been practiced in the North eastern coastal region of the 

peninsula during the mid to late 14th century.9 Early evidence of Islam has also been 

corroborated by ñKubo Baharomò (Baharom Gravesite) in Patani, suggesting that a reasonably 

settled Muslim community was already in place by the 16th century.10 Local Patani tradition 

attributes the process of conversion to people from Pasai, then present in the region as a trading 

community. However, the date(s) of the introduction and the method of the transmission of 

Islam (its ideational forms and theological variations) into the region remains to be 

established.11  

  From the end of the 16th until the beginning of the 19th century, Kelantan was marked 

by political and economic instability. It appeared to have been divided into a number of 

relatively small territories ruled by local chieftains who owed some form of allegiance to either 

the states of Patani to the north, or Terengganu to the south.12 European sojourners during the 

early 18th century noted that some of these territories were at least corporeally part the Johor 

                                                 
8 !Ǌŀō ŀƴŘ tŜǊǎƛŀƴ ǘǊŀŘŜǊǎ Ƴŀȅ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ŀ Ŏƻƭƻƴȅ ŀǎ ŜŀǊƭȅ ŀǎ уту ƛƴ άKalahέ όƪƴƻǿƴ ƳƻǊŜ 
generally as Kedah) in the Northeastern ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ aŀƭŀȅ tŜƴƛƴǎǳƭŀΦ {ŜŜ CŜŘŜǊǎǇƛŜƭΣ IΦaΦ όнллтύΣ ά{ǳƭǘŀƴΣ 
{ƘŀƳŀƴǎ ŀƴŘ {ŀƛƴǘǎΥ LǎƭŀƳ ŀƴŘ aǳǎƭƛƳǎ ƛƴ {ƻǳǘƘŜŀǎǘ !ǎƛŀέΣ ό¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ Iŀǿŀƛƛ tǊŜǎǎΥ IƻƴƻƭǳƭǳύΣ ǇΦмфΦ  
9 Teeuw, A.and Wyatt, D.K. (1970), p.4. Though there remains considerable ambiguity regarding the nature of 
these settlements.  
10 .ƻǳƎŀǎΣ ²ΦΣ ά{ƻƳŜ 9ŀǊƭȅ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ ¢ƻƳōǎǘƻƴŜǎ ƛƴ tŀǘŀƴƛέΣ όWa.w!{ ǾƻƭΦ рфύ ǇΦур ς 112. 
11 There is considerable discussion on this ς certain scholars have suggested that the early transmitters of Islam 
were Gujeratis; others have contended that it may have been Bengali traders and travelers, whilst the role of 
Chinese intermediaries has also been suggested. G.W.J Drewes has shown the importance of myth and legends 
in analyzing the process, and Naguib al-Attas has examined early manuscripts to illustrate how philological 
evidence could assist in the reconstruction of what processes may have accompanied Islamisation.  

Anthony Johns points to role played by Sufis in conversion, something further corroborated by Azra 
(2004) in his analysis of the various Muslim reformist networks in Malay Archipelago. See Drewes, G.W.J., 
όмфсуύΣ άbŜǿ [ƛƎƘǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƛƴƎ ƻŦ LǎƭŀƳ ǘƻ LƴŘƻƴŜǎƛŀέΣ .ƛƧŘǊŀƎŜƴ YL¢[± ǾƻƭΦ мнпΦ ǇΦ поо-459; al-Attas, S.M.N., 
όмфсфύΣ άtǊŜƭƛƳƛƴŀǊȅ {ǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ ƻƴ ŀ DŜƴeral Theory of Islamization of the Malay-LƴŘƻƴŜǎƛŀƴ !ǊŎƘƛǇŜƭŀƎƻέΣ 
ό5Ŝǿŀƴ .ŀƘŀǎŀ Řŀƴ tǳǎǘŀƪŀΥ Yǳŀƭŀ [ǳƳǇǳǊύΤ WƻƘƴǎΣ !ΦIΦΣ όмфсмύΣ άaǳǎƭƛƳ aȅǎǘƛŎǎ ŀƴŘ IƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ²ǊƛǘƛƴƎǎέΣ ƛƴ 
IŀƭƭΣ 5ΦDΦ9Φ όŜŘΦύΣ άIƛǎǘƻǊƛŀƴǎ ƻŦ {ƻǳǘƘŜŀǎǘ !ǎƛŀέΣ όaŀŎƳƛƭƭŀƴΥ [ƻƴŘƻƴύ ǇΦот-49.    
12 See Rentse (1934) p. 56-57. 
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Empire.13 It was towards the end of the 18th century that Kelantanese statehood began to emerge 

in a more recognizably cohesive form.14 Despite this, the new rulers faced considerable 

difficulties in securing any lasting political stability. This seemed largely due to the incessant 

wrangling for power between powerful factions in the state. It was also a period where the 

difficult internecine and civil unrest that had marked the 18th century was reaching an end, as a 

result of the efforts of Long Yunus (Sultan Muhammad 1; 1801-1837).15 He began a process 

intended to overcome the pervasive factionalism which had been a feature of Kelantanôs politics 

in the preceding century. 

European observers during the latter half of the 19th century noted that Kelantan was a 

recognisably substantial trading community, with significant commercial links with Singapore, 

India, Thailand and the Middle East.16 Kelantan urban and commercial development was 

different from most of the western Malay states. It was not, for the most part, the direct result 

of colonial and colonial related enterprise. Much of the nascent economic activity involved the 

local populace and traditions of commerce which had long been extant in the region.17 It has 

been suggested that one of the main reasons behind the development of Kelantan as a centre of 

religious education throughout, and especially during, the latter part of the 19th century was its 

relative isolation in geographical and political terms. This ï among other things ï allowed for 

the development of an óIslamisedô culture with minimal interruptions from external political 

interests.18 This may also have meant that scholars and students from around the region saw an 

                                                 
13 ¢ŀƭƛōΣ {Φ όмффрύΣ άIƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ YŜƭŀƴǘŀƴΣ муфл-мфплέΣ όa.w!{Υ Yǳŀƭŀ [ǳƳǇǳǊύΣ ǇΦмоΦ 
14 LōƛŘ ǇΦмоΦ ¢ŀƭƛō ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ǘƘƛǎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ άōŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜƳŜǊƎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ YŜƭŀƴǘŀƴ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
ΨǿŀǊǊƛƴƎ ŎƘƛŜŦǎΩέΦ  
15 During much of the 18th century Kelantan was divided between aristocratic clans which effectively ruled their 
own areas with considerable autonomy, and were often involved in the intrigues of the royal court politics. As 
YŜǎǎƭŜǊ όмфтуύ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ƛǘΣ άtǊƛƻr to the 19th century, then, Kelantan consisted of a mosaic of petty chiefdoms 
ŀǊǊŀƴƎŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ ŀ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǘǳǊōǳƭŜƴǘ ŎƻǊŜέΣ ǇΦплΦ  
16 {ŜŜ YƛƳΣ YΦYΦ όмффмύΣ άaŀƭŀȅ {ƻŎƛŜǘȅΥ ¢ǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ 5ŜƳƻŎǊŀǘƛǎŀǘƛƻƴέΣ όtŜƭŀƴŘǳƪ tǊŜǎǎΥ {ŜƭŀƴƎƻǊύΣ ǇΦул-
81. 
17 ά[ƻŎŀǘŜŘ on the South China Sea, Kota Bharu maintained trading links between the two centres serving this 
region, namely Singapore and Bangkok. Besides these centres, she also traded with other coastal towns of this 
ǊŜƎƛƻƴέΤ ¢ŀƭƛōΣ {Φ όмффрύΣ άIƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ YŜƭŀƴǘŀƴ 1890-мфплέΣ όa.w!{Υ Yǳŀƭŀ [ǳƳǇǳǊύ ǇΦф-10. 
18 Despite being a tributary state of Siam, it was nevertheless, allowed to govern itself without excessive 
interference from the Siamese. This was noted by the British, and used against the Siamese during the 
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opportunity to pursue their religious education in Kelantan largely outside the purview of 

colonial and local authorities in their home states.  

This reputation it seems, grew throughout the 19th century, benefitting from the ongoing 

movement of scholars from the North because of the changing political circumstances there.19 

By the second half of the 19th century, Kota Bahru begun to emerge as perhaps the most 

influential centre for Islamic learning on the Malay Peninsula (known at the time as ñSerambi 

Mekkahò) ï a reputation which continued well into the middle of the 20th century.20 These 

scholars were an eclectic mix of local Kelantanese, Malays from other parts of the peninsula, 

and a substantial number of those of foreign origin (generally of Indian and Middle Eastern 

descent).21 These scholastic communities contributed in shaping the cultural and religious 

milieu of Kelantan (especially Kota Bahru), aiding further in developing its reputation as a 

centre of Muslim intellectual life. Students began to come in substantial numbers from around 

                                                 
negotiations leading to the Anglo-{ƛŀƳŜǎŜ ¢ǊŜŀǘȅ ƻŦ мфлфΦ {ŜŜ aƻƘŘΦ {ŀƭƭŜƘΣ bΦaΦΣ άYŜƭŀƴǘŀƴ ƛƴ ¢ǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴΥ 
1891-мфмлέΣ ƛƴ wƻŦŦΣ ²ΦwΦ όмфтпύΣ άYŜƭŀƴǘŀƴΥ wŜƭƛƎƛƻƴΣ tƻƭƛǘƛŎǎ ŀƴŘ {ƻŎƛŜǘȅ ƛƴ ŀ aŀƭŀȅ {ǘŀǘŜέΣ όhȄŦƻǊŘ ¦ƴƛǾΦ 
Press: Kuala Lumpur) p.52-55. This point was further emphasized by Hugh Clifford who, during his travels in 
Kelantan and Terengganu, encountered various local leaders who described their ties to Siam as essentially one 
between two friendly sovereign nations engaging one another on more or less equal terms. See Clifford, H. 
όмффнύ όwŜǇǊƛƴǘύΣ ά9ȄǇŜŘƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ¢ŜǊŜƴƎƎŀƴǳ ŀƴŘ YŜƭŀƴǘŀƴέΣ aŀƭŀȅǎƛŀƴ .ǊŀƴŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ wƻȅŀƭ !ǎƛŀǘƛŎ {ƻŎƛŜǘȅΥ Yǳŀƭŀ 
Lumpur; p.62-69. 
19 {ŜŜ YƻŎƘΣ aΦ[Φ όмфттύΣ άtŀǘŀƴƛ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¢Ƙŀƛ {ǘŀǘŜέΣ Wa.w!{Σ рлΥ LLΣ мфттΤ ǇΦсф-88. 
20 {ŜŜ hǘƘƳŀƴΣ aΦwΦ όмффуύΣ ά¢ƘŜ wƻƭŜ ƻŦ aŀƪƪŀ-Educated Malays in the Development of Early Islamic 
{ŎƘƻƭŀǊǎƘƛǇ ŀƴŘ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ aŀƭŀȅŀέΤ hȄŦƻǊŘ WƻǳǊƴŀƭ ƻŦ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ {ǘǳŘƛŜǎΣ ǾƻƭΦфΥнΣ ǇΦмрлΦ 
21 ¢Ƙƛǎ ΨŎƻǎƳƻǇƻƭƛǘŀƴΩ ƳƛȄ ōŜŀǊǎ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊƛǘȅ ǘƻ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƳŀǊƛǘƛƳŜ ŎŜntres of Muslim life spread across the 
LƴŘƛŀƴ hŎŜŀƴ ƭƛǘǘƻǊŀƭΦ !ǎ ¢ŀƎƭƛƻŎƻȊȊƻ όнлмоύ Ǉǳǘǎ ƛǘΣ άǘƘƛǎ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ƛƳǇƭȅ ŀƴȅ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ǳƴƛǘŀǊȅ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ aǳǎƭƛƳǎ 
ƳƻǾƛƴƎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǎǳŎƘ LƴŘƛŀƴ hŎŜŀƴ ǇƻǊǘ ǘƻǿƴǎΤ ƭƛƴƎǳƛǎǘƛŎ ŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΧ ǿŀǎ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ǘŀƪŜƴ ŦƻǊ ƎǊŀƴǘŜŘΧ ¢ƘƻǎŜ who 
travelled were from many cultures and spoke multiple languages, underscoring how flexible these diasporas 
ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǊƛŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƻǳǘƭƻƻƪέΣ ǇΦомΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ŘŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ 
between these maritime agglomorations, to deǎŎǊƛōŜ ǘƘŜƳ ŀǎ ΨŘƛŀǎǇƻǊƛŎΩ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ƻǾŜǊ ŜȄǘŜƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀΦ 
Though the movement of people across the Archipelago was relatively common, it is uncertain whether they 
ǎŀǿ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ŀǎ ƳƻǾƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŀ ΨŦƻǊŜƛƎƴΩ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴΦ CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ǘƘŜ WŀǾŀƴŜǎŜΣ .ǳƎƛǎ ŀƴŘ aƛƴŀƴgkabau had re-
settled themselves in well established communities in various parts of Java, Peninsula Malaya, and Sumatra. It 
was common for them to marry into these new communities and to be assimilated into larger society whilst 
maintaining their links with their original homes. Common elements of culture, language and religion were 
equally powerful factors in forging a sense of shared identities which transcended more modern considerations 
of political geography. This dynamic between those who were viewed ŀǎ ΨƛƴǎƛŘŜǊǎΩΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ 
considered as outsiders (or who consider themselves as outsiders) are equally important features in the 
shaping of the cultural milieu in these places. As Asad (1993) points out, origin and location does not 
necessarily exhaust the possible ways in which communities of peoples interpret the meaning(s) of their 
identities, and how this perpetuated feelings of belonging or otherwise (p.8-9).  
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the Malay Archipelago, attracted by the resident scholars, many of whom had developed 

considerable reputations.22  

Towards the end of the 18th century, as Patani was forcefully brought under Siamese 

suzerainty, many of their leading centres for the study of Islam and the individuals associated23 

with them repatriated themselves to the neighbouring Malay kingdoms of Kelantan, 

Terengganu and Kedah. The majority of these, however, appeared to have re-settled in and 

around Kota Baru in Kelantan.24 Kelantanôs position as a centre for Islamic learning was further 

enhanced by the number of educational establishments created by the Meccan educated 

ulama.25 The most illustrious of these was perhaps Masjid al-Muhammadi, which was 

established in Kota Baru during the late 19th century, and renowned for its association with the 

highly respected Toô Kenali and other recognized ulama.26  It was here that the majority of the 

new ófunduqô or ópondokô centres of learning were established.27 The earliest of these apparently 

was the pondok established by Haji Abdul Samad Abdullah (Tok Guru Pulau Chondong) in the 

1820s.28 Though there was already an existing tradition of Islamic learning in Kelantan prior to 

                                                 
22 Figures such as Tuan Baba, Tok Konok (who was of Patanese origin), Syed Bahrien (possibly originally from 
Bahrain), Haji Wan Taib, Tok Khorasan and others were scholars widely held in considerable esteem. See Roff 
(1974), p.86-87. 
23 The position regarding the three northern Malay states is somewhat ambiguous. The annual symbol of 
ƭƻȅŀƭǘȅ ǎŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ¢Ƙŀƛ ƳƻƴŀǊŎƘȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ψ.ǳƴƎŀ 9ƳŀǎΩ by these states were often regarded as a 
clear sign of Thai suzerainty; however, as stated earlier, this was not a view uniformly shared nor endorsed by 
the late 19th century Kelantanese or Trengganese elites. 
24 The preference for Kelantan, and to a lesser degree, Terengganu, were due to the long standing historical 
connections between these states and Patani ς not just in terms of scholarly associations, but also close 
communal relations. 
25 See Othman (1998), p.151. 
26 ¢ƻΩ YŜƴŀƭƛ όǿƘƻǎŜ ǊŜŀƭ ƴŀƳŜ ǿŀǎ aǳƘŀƳƳŀŘ ¸ǳǎƻŦ ōƛƴ !ƘƳŀŘΣ ŘΦмфооύ ǿŀǎ ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴǘƛŀƭ 
ulama in Kelantan. More on him will be said of later in another chapter. 
27 Ahmad, A.H.Σ άtŜƴŘƛŘƛƪŀƴ LǎƭŀƳ Řƛ YŜƭŀƴǘŀƴέΣ ƛƴ YƛƳΣ YΦYΦ ŜŘΦ όмфупύΣ άSejarah Masyarakat Melayu Modenέ 
(Persatuan Muzium Malaysia: Kuala Lumpur) p.45. It is important, as Roff (1974) points out, that attempts to 
detail out the functioning of Kelantanese (or any of the other Malay states) Islam faces formidable problems, 
not least, the absence of materials (even descriptive ones) of Malay social life and communities for much of the 
19th century. Even accounts and records of the various institutions associated with the governance of society, 
it should be borne in mind, form only a part of the changing and uncertain aspects of the systems of religious 
beliefs and practice within Malay society. The colonial sources available, whilst serving as an important 
resource, tended to reflect colonial perspectives.   
28 Shaykh Abdul Samad was highly regarded for his scholarship and piety. Following a long-standing 
Kelantanese tradition, he had also served as an advisor to the {ǳƭǘŀƴΦ Iƛǎ ǎƻƴΣ IŀƧƛ ¸ŀΩǉǳōΣ ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜŘ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ǎǘŜŀŘΣ 
and served under Sultan Muhammad II (1837-1886).  
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this, the institution established by Haji Abdul Samad is thought to have brought with it a more 

organized structure and syllabus of learning. 

During the reign of Sultan Muhammad I, Sheikh Abdul Halim was appointed as the 

Sultanôs advisor especially regarding spiritual and moral issues.29 According to Che Daud 

(1991), there were also a number of reputable alims active in and around the Kota Baru district. 

These included figures such as Haji Wan Senik, Syed Dimam al-Hafiz, Faqih Muhammad, Haji 

Wan Abdul Rahim (Tok Derahim), Tok Tun Datu, Lebai Abdul Latif and others.30  Many of 

these scholars were mobile, moving between the various districts within the state as well as to 

the north (especially Patani) and to the South (primarily Terengganu), all of which was part of 

a region which had become by the mid-18th century especially fertile for Muslim intellectual 

and cultural activities.  

Up until the early decades of the 19th century, scholarly activities tended to revolve 

around individual alim who, depending upon their reputation, would have developed a coterie 

of disciples and followers. The process of instruction often depended upon the location of these 

ulama who often moved from place to place, since many of them were also involved in 

commerce and other social activities. It was with the emergence of the major pondoks around 

the Muhammadi mosque in Kota Bharu from the 1820s onwards that witnessed attempts to 

                                                 
29 aŀƘƳǳŘΣ !ΦwΦΣ άMajlis Agama Islam Kelantan: Peranannya dalam bidang Keagamaan, Persekolahan, dan 
Penerbitan di Kelantan sehingga 1990έΣ ό5Ŝǿŀƴ .ŀƘŀǎŀ dan Pustaka: Kuala Lumpur, 2010), p.2. This 
ŀǇǇƻƛƴǘƳŜƴǘ ƳŜŀƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ {ƘŀȅƪƘ !ōŘǳƭ IŀƭƛƳΩǎ ǊƻƭŜ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ǎȅƴƻƴȅƳƻǳǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ Ƴƻǎǘ 
issues related to the law, and public affairs. During the early to mid 19th ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅΣ ǘƘŜ Ǉƻǎǘ ƻŦ ΨƳǳŦǘƛΩ was as yet 
ǘƻ ŜȄƛǎǘΤ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ ǿƘŀǘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŀŘ ƭŀǘŜǊ ŎƻƳŜ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǇǳǊǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ŀ ΨmuftiΩΣ ǿŀǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
{ƘŀȅƪƘΩǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎΦ wƻŦŦ όмфтп; p.106) however, suggests that there was already ς by the 1830s (or 
perhaps much earlier) ς a state appƻƛƴǘŜŘ ΨaǳŦǘƛΩ ŀƴŘ ΨIŀƪƛƳΩ in Kota Bharu that presided over issues related 
to Muslim personal and criminal law. However, very little is known about the variety and extent of the activities 
of these functionaries.  
30 /ƘŜ 5ŀǳŘΣ LΦΣ άSekolah Pondok di Negeri Kelantan: Satu Tinjauan UmumέΣ Ψ²ŀǊƛǎŀƴ YŜƭŀƴǘŀƴΩΣ ±ƻƭΦ млΣ 
Perbadanan Muzium Negeri Kelantan: Kota Baru, 1991, p.3. It has been suggested that while the generations of 
ulama which begun to emerge during the 19th century are fairly well documented, older records regarding the 
Islamic character of Kelantan infer that in all likelihood that there were earlier generations of ulama whose 
identities and activities have been lost to posterity.  
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introduce a more cohesive and organized form of Islamic education, rooted in a specific 

physical environment.31       

The period under the reign of Sultan Muhammad II was marked by attempts to increase 

the centralization of political and administrative authority in Kelantan.32 This process were 

encouraged by his successor, Sultan Ahmad (1886-1890), and was intensified further under the 

administrative reign of Sultan Muhammad III (1890-1891), which oversaw several refinements 

in the structure and implementation of Islamic legislation ï though with varying success. This 

was a period marked by an increasing consciousness in the need to ensure a more systematic 

appropriation of Islamic (Syariaô) legislative and administrative principles, especially in 

relation to existing óadatô practices.33 The reign of Sultan Mansur (1891-1900) witnessed 

perhaps the most rigorous attempt to institute a more regimented form of legislation under 

Syariaô principles, especially in cases which involves murder or theft, as well as in cases where 

the overt display of public behavior were seen to contradict óestablishedô social norms.34 It was 

                                                 
31 Before these more renowned institutions were established, teaching and learning often took place in the 
various suraus (local, and often much smaller places of worship). These often served as the focal point for 
social activities taking place amongst the local communities in different parts of Kelantan, and the other states 
across the Malay Peninsula.  
32 ¢Ƙƛǎ ǿŀǎ ƳŀŘŜ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǊǳƭŜǊǎΩ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ƳŀƴŀƎŜ ƻǇǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ Ƙƛǎ ǊǳƭŜΣ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ŀƳƻƴƎ 
the powerful chieftains and their vassals. The powerful aristocratic families from Atas Banggol, Penambang and 
Sungai Pinang was far less influential during this period, and only managed to consolidate their position after 
the death of Sultan Muhammad II. The failure of Muhammad IIΩǎ successor to consolidate his rule exarcebated 
the ongoing tensions between the major clans, and re-enervated the previous struggles between these factions 
in their attempts to extend their influence in state affairs. See Kessler (1978), p.48-49.   
33 Mahmud, A.R. (2010); p.4-фΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƴƻǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨŀŘŀǘΩ which had been ς to a 
lesser or greater degree ς interwoven into a matrix of cultural meanings and symbols within the general idiom 
of Malay Muslim society, had began to evolve, with increasing British involvement and the introduction of their 
legislative and administrative practices in the Malay states, into a category of practice and belief which was 
classified as a separate genus to that of the law (or Sharia).  

Milner (1995; p.5-6) describes the changes in the political vocabulary of the Malays in relation to rise 
of modern political concerns which resulted through interaction with colonial discourses; he argues that this 
was critical to the emergence of modern political and social attitudes amongst the Malay intelligentsia, moving 
ŀǿŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ΨƪŜǊŀƧŀŀƴΩ centǊŜŘ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ ǘƻ ŀ ΨǊŀƪȅŀǘΩ centred discourse. Laffan (2003) for example, notes the 
evolving meanings of Arabic terminology within Southeast Asian Malay Muslim discourse; rendering old Arab 
ǿƻǊŘǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ άwatanέ όǿƘƛŎƘ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŜŘ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭƭȅ ŀ ǇƭŀŎŜ ƻŦ ōƛǊǘh) with new, more politically active meaning of 
ΨƘƻƳŜƭŀƴŘΩΦ {ŜŜ [ŀŦŦŀƴΣ aΦ όнллоύΣ ά5ƛǎǇŜǊǎƛƴƎ DƻŘΩǎ {ƘŀŘƻǿΥ wŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ¢Ǌŀƴǎƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ !ǊŀōƛŎ tƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ 
/ƻƴŎŜǇǘǎ ƛƴǘƻ aŀƭŀȅ ŀƴŘ LƴŘƻƴŜǎƛŀƴέΣ tŀǇŜǊ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ŦƻǊ άIƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ¢Ǌŀƴǎƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴǘƻ LƴŘƻƴŜǎƛŀƴ and Malaysian 
[ŀƴƎǳŀƎŜǎέ tǊƻƧŜŎǘ ƭŜŘ ōȅ IŜƴǊƛ /ƘŀƳōŜǊǘ-Loir and Monique Zaini-Lajourbert.  
34 CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ΨƘǳŘǳŘΩ ǿŀǎ ŀǇǇƭƛŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜŦǘ ŀƴŘ ΨǉƛǎŀǎΩ to cases involving murder ς Hassan, A.A. ibid; p.8. For 
much of the preceding period (as well as during the period between 1886-1900, where the position of the ruler 
was under question and central political authority was at its weakest), the provinces surrounding Kota Bharu, 
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during this period that the Kelantan State Court was established and Syed Muhammad bin Syed 

Alwi bin Syed Yahya was appointed as the first attending adjudicator.     

Despite the regionôs Islamicate reputation, the extent to which this has manifested 

through formal and institutional means remains uncertain, especially prior to the 1880s. 

Accounts of the ways in which Islamic norms were implemented differed markedly. Medhurstôs 

mid-19th century account of Kota Bahru society suggest a definite lack of the enforcement of 

religious laws, whilst Clifford, on the other hand noted the judiciousness of the implementation 

of religious precepts.35 Which sets of observation reflects the realities of the situation more 

accurately is difficult to assess ï especially when accounts of 18th and 19th century Kelantanese 

society remain scarce. Western observers are also frequently hampered because they oftentimes 

lack the requisite knowledge and understanding of the religious and cultural intricacies of these 

communities.36 

The patterns of change which have characterized the developments within the Islamic 

community in Kelantan since the latter part of the 19th century is better understood. According 

to Kessler (1978), a series of efforts were made, from the middle of the 19th century onwards, 

to develop and consolidate a form of bureaucratic religious administration in the state. It was 

designed to be operated through the local imam and administered under a central religious court. 

These developments appeared to have contributed towards a greater enforcement of religious 

ethical and legal norms ï at least in the areas surrounding the capital, Kota Bharu. During the 

                                                 
ŘŜǎǇƛǘŜ ŀŎŎŜŘƛƴƎ ƭƻȅŀƭǘȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ {ǳƭǘŀƴŀǘŜΣ ǿŜǊŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘŜǊŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎŀƭ ΨpembŜǎŀǊΩ (district 
ŎƘƛŜŦǘŀƛƴǎύΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƘŜƭǇ ƻŦ ŀ ŎƻǘŜǊƛŜ ƻŦ ΨǇŜƴƎƘǳƭǳΩ (village heads). While paying fealty to the ruler, these local 
chieftains retained a considerable degree of independence. As such, they wielded a powerful influence in 
Kelantanese politics and administration. The approach of Sultan Muhammad I may have also been prompted 
ōȅ {ƛŀƳΩǎ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎ ŀƎƎǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ what was perceived to be a move amongst the Northern Malay states 
towards greater self determination. See Kessler, C. (1978), p.38-46.  
35 Kim, K.K. (1991), p.95. 
36 !ƛŘŜŘ ōȅ {ƛŀƳŜǎŜ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘΣ {ǳƭǘŀƴ aǳƘŀƳƳŀŘ LLΩǎ ƭƻƴƎ ǘŜƴǳǊŜ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ŀ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ ƻŦ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜ ǎǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ 
Kelantanese politics which transformed markedly under the administration of his successor. This led to the 
revival of dynŀǎǘƛŎ ǉǳŀǊǊŜƭǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎƭȅ ǉǳŜƭƭŜŘ ǳƴŘŜǊ aǳƘŀƳƳŀŘ LLΩǎ ǊŜƛƎƴΦ {ǳƭǘŀƴ aǳƘŀƳƳŀŘ 
II played a significant role in the institutional development of Islamic education in the state. At the beginning of 
Ƙƛǎ ǊŜƛƎƴΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ ŀǇǇǊƻȄƛƳŀǘŜƭȅ рл ΨƳǳƪƛƳǎΩ in Kelantan but by the end of the 19th century there were over 
нрл ΨƳǳƪƛƳǎΩ throughout the state. See Talib (1995), p.14-15.  
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1890s, there was an intensification of efforts to centralize religious administration under the 

office of the mufti. The role of Mufti was expanded to increase their involvement in the role of 

the imam, to encourage a Shafiite appropriation of Islam, and, where possible, enforce 

adherence to religious practices.37  

The impact of the colonial period (though less extensive in Kelantan than perhaps in 

other parts of the peninsula) and changes happening in other parts of the wider Islamic world ï 

both in the Middle East and in surrounding areas around Southeast Asia as well as India ï and 

the resulting economic, social, and political developments have had a profound impact on 

Kelantanese society, especially amongst the alimôs and other members of Kelantanôs elites. The 

sources of change ï such as the increasing contacts between Southeast Asians and the centres 

of Islam in the Middle East and India (most significantly through the pilgrimage and significant 

movement of peoples from the Middle East ï especially the Hadhramaut ï into Southeast Asia), 

the growing importance of colonial urbanism, and the rise of trans-national religious and 

political ideologies (nationalisms, reform Islam and so on) hostile towards colonial and imperial 

presence in Muslim lands, and in some ways the most critical of all, the spread and impact of 

Western intellectual and cultural practices ï all of which, some more significantly than others, 

have had an effect on the way in which Kelantanese Muslims thought about their faith.  

 

Setting the Context: Kelantan and the Spread of Islam in Southeast Asia ï Variations and 

Themes 

The spread of Islam in Southeast Asia is a source of considerable debate. There are a 

number of theories which postulates the periodic variation, form, method and orientation of 

those involved in the process of Islamisation. However, there appears to be a common thread 

                                                 
37 See Kessler (1978), especially p.36-45. 
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running through these theories which suggests that maritime trading routes played a major role 

in the spread of Islam into the region.38  

Due to the importance of the Kelantan and Patani region in the history of Islam in 

Southeast Asia, it is critical to be able to locate it within the broader trends and development of 

scholarship on Islam and Muslim communities around the region.39 The historiographical 

emphasis on geographical and political units defined either through European colonial 

parameters or, later, the development of the nation-state, have frequently underplayed the 

importance of long standing connections between Muslim communities dispersed throughout 

the Archipelago. This appeared to have been most evident in the literary output found amongst 

the Muslim intelligentsia. Recent works by scholars such as Azra (2004), Laffan (2003; 2011), 

Eng Seng Ho (2006), Tagliacozzo (2013) and others reinforces this point; in particular 

emphasizing the importance of transnational connections throughout the Indian Ocean littoral 

which fostered and in turn, sustained the corresponding network of scholars. This milieu was a 

critical element in shaping the various aspects of shared beliefs, practice and identity across this 

broad geographical spread.  

The early centuries of the process of Islamisation in the region coincided with the 

growth of óClassicalô Sufism and its various orders. The influence of Abu Hamid al-Ghazali 

(d.1111), on the approximation of devotional spiritualism within, and consistent with the 

Sharia, had begun to be assimilated within the context of the major legal traditions of the 

traditional Islamic centres in the Middle East, North Africa and various parts of Asia. According 

to Rahman (2000), it was this approximation of the purported distance between Sufism and 

                                                 
38 !ƴŘŀȅŀΣ .Φ²ΦΣ ŀƴŘ LǎƘƛƛΣ ¸ΦΣ άwŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ {ƻǳǘƘŜŀǎǘ !ǎƛŀΣ ŎΦ мрлл-муллέΣ in Tarling, N., ed. 
ά/ŀƳōǊƛŘƎŜ IƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ {ƻǳǘƘŜŀǎǘ !ǎƛŀΣ ǾƻƭΦм ό/ŀƳōǊƛŘƎŜΥ /ŀƳōǊƛŘƎŜ ¦ƴƛǾΦ tǊŜǎǎ мффнύ 
39 Azra (2004) emphasized the significance of the role of the Kelantan and Patani ulama within the Muslim 
scholarly networks in the development of the Islamic communities throughout maritime Southeast Asia from 
the 17th century onwards. These familial, trade and religious networks was a crucial element in the creation of 
an Islamised culture throughout the Malay world especially since the 18th century, as well as a palpable sense 
of connectedness to the traditional centres of the faith in the Arab world and around the Indian Ocean.  
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speculative rationalism which in turn, played an important role in re-invigorating ñal-Ghazaliôs 

Asharismò.40   

This scholastic tradition, of which al-Ghazali was probably the most celebrated, also 

produced scholars such as the renowned mystic Muhyi al-Din ibn al-Arabi (d.1240) and 

others.41 Various forms of spiritualism had been an intimate part of Muslim belief and practice 

since the very early periods of Islam.42 Reflections upon the spiritual practices of the Prophet 

and his closest companions were a large part of the religious milieu of early Islam ï inspiring, 

in the process, some of the most illuminating early expressions of Islamic devotion through the 

works of al-Maturidi (d.333/944), Abu Qasim al-Junayd (d.299/910) and others.43 These 

                                                 
40 See Rahman, F. (2000); p.117-118. Quite clearly al-Ghazali had a difficult and complicated relationship to fiqh 
and kalam. Lƴ ǘƘŜ άIhyaέ ƘŜ ŘŜƴƻǳƴŎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǿ όfiqhύ ŀǎ άǇǳǊŜƭȅ ǘƘƛǎ ǿƻǊƭŘƭȅ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜέ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎǇŀǊŀƎŜŘ ǘƘŜ 
fuqaha (jurists) as a source of corruption ς despite recognizing its critical role in the maintenance of social 
order. This was compounded further by later criticƛǎƳǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ άMunqidhέ ŀƴŘ άJawahirέ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƘŜ ǊŜƭŜƎŀǘŜŘ 
both kalam and fiqh to the lowest rank of sciences, akin to medicine in terms of its practical benefits (ŦŀΩǊŘ 
kifayat). For al-DƘŀȊŀƭƛΣ ΨǘǊǳŜΩ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ Ŏŀƴ ƻƴƭȅ ŎƻƳŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ΨǎǇƛǊƛǘǳŀƭΩ ƭƛŦŜ ŀǘǘŜƴŘŜd through Sufism. 
Scholars have, for some time, questioned the reasons behind al-DƘŀȊŀƭƛΩǎ ŀǇǇŀǊŜƴǘ ǇǊŜǾŀǊƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎǎǳŜΦ 
Was it due to pressure from his patron, Fakhr al-Mulk?   

Lƴ Ƙƛǎ ƭŀǘŜǊ άal-Mustafsaέ ƘŜ ŀǇǇŜŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ǊŜŎƻƴǾŜƴŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǘion that the science of law as 
ǘƘŜ ΨƘƛƎƘŜǎǘΩ ŀƴŘ ΨƴƻōƭŜǎǘΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜǎΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƳƻǊŜ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊǎƘƛǇ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǳǊǇƻǊǘŜŘ 
radical changes in al-DƘŀȊŀƭƛΩǎ ƛƴǘŜƭƭŜŎǘǳŀƭ ǘŜƳǇŜǊ άƻŦ ŎƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀ ΨaǳǘŀƪŀƭƛƳΩ ŀƴŘ ƻǇǇƻƴŜƴǘ ƻŦ 
ŦŀƭǎŀŦŀΧ ǘƻ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀ {ǳŦƛΣ ǿƘƻ ǎƘǳƴƴŜŘ YŀƭŀƳ ŀƴŘ ǿƻǊƪŜŘ ǘƻ ǊŜŎƻƴŎƛƭŜ {ǳŦƛǎƳ ǿƛǘƘ aǳǎƭƛƳ ƻǊǘƘƻŘƻȄȅέ Ƴŀȅ 
ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŜȄŀƎƎŜǊŀǘŜŘ όDǊƛŦŦŜƭΣ CΦ нллфΣ ά!ƭ-DƘŀȊŀƭƛΩǎ tƘƛƭƻǎƻǇƘƛŎŀƭ ¢ƘŜƻƭƻƎȅέΣ hȄŦƻǊŘΥ hȄŦƻǊŘ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ tǊŜǎǎΤ 
p.9). Al-DƘŀȊŀƭƛΩǎ ŎƻǊǇǳǎ ς especially as it relates to questions of theology ς bears a consistent thematic imprint 
transcending the period of transition into Sufism, straddling and seemingly attempting to synthesise both 
Asharite and Avicennan cosmology ς generally understood to be on opposite poles. As GrifŦŜƭ Ǉǳǘǎ ƛǘΣ άIƛǎ ǾƛŜǿǎ 
on the conflict between human freewill and Divine predestination, on the generation of human acts, on 
prophecy, on the parallels between the human microcosm and the macrocosm of the universe, and on the 
question of whether God could have created a better world than this are all connected to his position he takes 
ƻƴ ŎƻǎƳƻƭƻƎȅέ όƛōƛŘΣ ǇΦммύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǊŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘƳŜƴǘΣ ƻǊ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ ŀǘ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭƛȊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇƘƛƭƻǎƻǇƘƛŎŀƭ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴ ƛƴǘƻ 
LǎƭŀƳƛŎ ǘƘŜƻƭƻƎȅ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ƻƴŜ ŀǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ DƘŀȊŀƭƛΩǎ ƻǳǾǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜƳŀƛns a deeply pertinent part of the discourses 
within the scholarly tradition quite clearly evident throughout the reform networks. 
41 Brunissen (1994) suggests that the early Islamic converts were probably taught Islam strongly influenced by 
those schooled in the Sufistic traditions (p.2). 
42 !ǎ aŀȅŜǊ όнллуύ Ǉǳǘǎ ƛǘΣ άaȅǎǘƛŎƛǎƳΣ ǘƘŜƻƭƻƎȅΣ ƧǳǊƛǎǇǊǳŘŜƴŎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ŜȄŜƎŜǎƛǎ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ŦƻǊƳŜŘ ŀ ǎŜŀƳƭŜǎǎ ǳƴƛǘȅ ƛƴ 
ǘƘŜ ŀǇƻǎǘƻƭƛŎ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ ƻŦ LǎƭŀƳέ όǇΦнслύΦ 9ŀǊƭȅ άǇǊƻǘƻ-Sufisέ όaŀȅŜǊΩǎ ǘŜǊƳύ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ƛōƴ ²ŀǎƛΣ ƛōƴ 5ƛƴŀǊΣ ¸ŀȊƛŘ ŀl-
Raqqashi and others were centered on the pivotal figure of Hasan al-Basri (d.728). In fact, the key Sufi concepts 
ƻŦ άhalέ όǇƭΦ άahwalέ ς ǊŀǇǘǳǊŜ ƻǊ ŀ ǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎǇƛǊƛǘǳŀƭ ǎǘŀǘŜύ ŀƴŘ άmuhasabaέ όǎȅǎǘŜƳŀǘƛŎ ǎŜƭŦ-examination) 
were attributed to him. Additionally, some of the key figures of early Sufism and the Mutazila (in time 
becoming synonymous with a rigid rationalism) were intimately connected to the same intellectual circles.      
43 CŀȊƭǳǊ wŀƘƳŀƴΣ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ŎƻƛƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨƴŜƻ-{ǳŦƛǎƳΩ to describe the process through which the early 
orientation of Sufi belief and practice which had centred on the individual, and his ontological place in Islamic 
cosmology was, over time, transformed into a set of beliefs which stressed upon the moral reconstruction of 
Muslim society. This process had gradually removed what were considered the extraneous aspects of early 
ƳŜǘŀǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ōŜƭƛŜŦǎ ŀƴŘ ŜŎǎǘŀǘƛŎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜΦ IŜ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ Ψahl-al-IŀŘƛǘƘΩ scholars who 
played a central role in incorporating much of the Sufi ƭŜƎŀŎȅ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŎƻƴŎƛƭƛƴƎ ƛǘ ǿƛǘƘ ΨƳŀƛƴǎǘǊŜŀƳΩ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ ōŜƭƛŜŦ 
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elements developed in tandem with other aspects of Islamic discourse (such as the formation of 

different Madhabic and theological schools) and are often intertwined with one another, in 

terms of practice and belief.44  

From the 16th century onwards, it is possible to observe this in Islamic writings emerging 

from Southeast Asia. They appear to emphasise the conciliating aspects of both the Sharia and 

óSufismô.45 These developments ï along with the growth of tareqats, their related schools of 

thought and often their connections with trading guilds ï may have contributed significantly in 

forming and spreading Islamic discourse (especially Sunni discourse) in the early centuries of 

Islamic conversion throughout maritime Southeast Asia.46  

                                                 
and practice which had culminated during the 12th ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅΦ {ŜŜ wŀƘƳŀƴΣ CΦΣ άwŜǾƛǾŀƭ ŀƴŘ wŜŦƻǊƳέΣ ƛƴ IƻƭǘΣ tΦaΦ 
όŜŘΦύ Ψ¢ƘŜ /ŀƳōǊƛŘƎŜ IƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ LǎƭŀƳΩΣ мфтлΣ LLΣ ǇΦсотΦ   
44See Mayer (2008) above. Controversies surrounding questions of heresy or incorrect belief are not 
uncommon in the history of Muslim societies. However, these examples in no way suggests such antipathies 
are uniquely directed towards Sufis. Indeed, some of the most respected and esteemed scholars (ulama) were 
revered precisely for their spiritual devotion. In most cases, this does not necessarily correspond to a general 
hostility against the practices of the Tareqas per se, since Sufi practice was not unusual amongst the ulama 
throughout the Muslim world. In the context of Southeast Asian Islam, perhaps the best known example of 
what has been generally viewed as a condemnation of practices considered as pantheistic and extraneous to 
ΨŎƻǊǊŜŎǘΩ ōŜƭƛŜŦΣ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ the criticisms levelled against the ideas of scholar ς poet Hamzah Fansuri (d. circa 
мслтύΣ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ōȅ Ƙƛǎ ΨƻǇǇƻƴŜƴǘΩΣ bǳǊǊǳŘŘƛƴ ŀƭ-Raniri (d.1658) in 17th century Aceh. The general position 
regarding this matter was to view Fansuri as the Sufi condemnŜŘ ŦƻǊ Ƙƛǎ ΨǳƴƻǊǘƘƻŘƻȄΩ ōŜƭƛŜŦǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŀƭ-Raniri as 
the strict Sharia juror ς ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƻ ŜȄŜƳǇƭƛŦȅ aŀǊǎƘŀƭƭ IƻŘƎǎƻƴΩǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ōŜƛƴƎ Ψ{ƘŀǊƛŀ ς ƳƛƴŘŜŘΩ ς 
ǿƘƻǎŜ ǇǊƻƴƻǳƴŎŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƭŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŘŜƳƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ CŀƴǎǳǊƛΩǎ ǇǳǊǇƻǊǘŜŘ ƘŜǊŜǎƛŜǎΦ ²Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŘƛǎǊŜƎŀrded 
was that al-Raniri himself was devotee in a {ǳŦƛ ¢ŀǊŜǉŀΩ. For example, al-Attas (1970) opined that despite their 
avowed antipathies, both Hamzah Fansuri and al-Raniri essentially shared a similar approach to the Sharia and 
Sufism. Oftentimes, they correspond to the exception as opposed to the rule; it may be more accurate to see 
these cases as examples of the persecution resulting perhaps from larger struggles over politics taking place in 
a given context, rather than just a dispute over doctrine. For further discussion, see S.M.N. al-!ǘǘŀǎΣ άaȅǎǘƛŎƛǎƳ 
ƻŦ IŀƳȊŀƘ CŀƴǎǳǊƛέΣ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ aŀƭŀȅŀ tǊŜǎǎΥ мфтлΣ ǇΦмнΤ wΦhΦ ²ƛƴǎǘŜŘǘΣ ά{ƻƳŜ aŀƭŀȅ aȅǎǘƛŎǎΣ IŜǊŜǘƛŎŀƭ ƻǊ 
hǊǘƘƻŘƻȄέΣ όWa.w!{Υ мΣ мфноύ ǇΦомн-омуΤ WƻƘƴǎΣ !ΦIΦ ά!ǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ Sufi Thought in India and Indonesia in the 1st 
Half of the 17th /ŜƴǘǳǊȅέΣ όWa.w!{Υ нуΣ нΣ мфррύΦ    
45 See Azra, A. (2004); p.39-41. It appears one of the pivotal figures in this development was the Medinan based 
Kurdish ulama Ibrahim bin Hasan al-YǳǊŀƴƛ όŘΦмсуфύΦ 5ŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ άSharia minded SufiέΣ ŀƭ-Kurani was a 
prolific author whose works dealt with various aspects of Asharite theology ς focusing in particular on the 
ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ άkasbέ όŀŎǉǳƛǊŜŘ ǇƻǿŜǊύΣ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘǊƻǾŜǊǎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳŀǘƛŎ !ǎƘŀǊƛǘŜ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘ ǘƻ ǊŜŎƻƴŎƛƭŜ ƘǳƳŀƴ 
autonomy with Divine agency. He attracted numerous students and disciples, and was, it seems, an especially 
influential figure within the Southeast Asian reform networks. See Nafi (2004) p.32-33, and Azra (2004) p.16-
21. 
46 Anthony Johns (1961) suggested that Sufis may have been the most influential element in this process. He 
points to various local accounts which describe forms of proselytization which bears considerable similarities 
with practices associated with Sufism. Additionally, there may have been close associations between trade 
guilds and the tareqats ς often seen as an important factor in the spread of Islam. 
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Clifford Geertz, in his óReligion of Javaô, made the now classic dichotomy between 

ósantriô (óorthodoxô Muslim practice) and óabanganô (ósyncreticô beliefs and practices) which 

is complemented by the ópriyayiô (a more socially exclusive variant of óabanganô). It seems 

reasonably clear that when compared to ótextbookô scriptural óIslamô, these teachings and rituals 

appear at odds. However, many of the practices commonly found in óabanganô Islam is neither 

local in origin and can also be found in other parts of the Islamic world. A considerable portion 

of the popular compendia of magic and divination, the ñprimbonò, for example, derives directly 

from the writings of Shaykh Ahmad al-Buni, a 12/13th century Muslim polymath whose works 

are widely used in North Africa and Indonesia.47    

It is significant that traditional Javanese texts often considered as some of the most 

notable examples of ósyncreticô Islam (outwardly exhibiting powerful Hindu elements) on 

closer inspection suggests something quite removed from these assumptions. As van Brunissen 

indicates, outward semblances with themes derived from Classical Hindu motifs, and often seen 

to represent earlier pre-Islamic values, is on closer examination the adaptive use of the 

mainstream teachings of Shafite doctrines.48 What appears to be the case here is the widespread 

practice of adapting local and traditional cultural resources as a means for appropriating Islamic 

doctrines within a localized context.49 These assumptions became an important basis ï albeit in 

                                                 
47 Van Brunissen, M. (1999), άGlobal and Local in Indonesian IslamέΣ Southeast Asian Studies (Kyoto) vol. 37, 
no.2, p.46-63. 
48 LōƛŘΦ 9ǾŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƛŘŜǎǇǊŜŀŘ ŀǎǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ άHukum Adatέ όŦǊŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅ 
ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŜŘ ŀǎ ŎǳǎǘƻƳŀǊȅ ƴƻǊƳǎ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ŘŜǊƛǾŜŘ ŦǊƻƳΣ ƻǊ ǇƻǎǎŜǎǎƛƴƎ ŜȄǘǊŀ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎύ ŀƴŘ άHukum Shariaέ 
requires qualification. It is possible to see for example, under the influence of Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (d.1209) that 
juridical concerns had begun to incorporate in more substantive terms, the problems of custom (urf) and habit 
(ŀŘŀΩ). While this did not remove concerns over purity of doctrine, it remained a central part of most 
mainstream Islamic juridical traditions (see Mahdi; p. 30-32, 2006, Other Press: Kuala Lumpur, reprint 2006; 
first published Allen Unwin: London, 1957).  
49 However, there were numerous controversies amongst Muslim scholars who were active in the region about 
what these processes entailed and what significance it held for Muslim beliefs. Intermittently, some of these 
issues led to deeply held schisms and violent confrontations between different Muslim groups; for example, 
the Paderi wars in Sumatra during the 19th century was palpably a struggle within the Muslim community about 
ΨǘǊǳŜΩ ŀƴŘ ΨŎƻǊǊŜŎǘΩ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǿŀǎ ŦǊŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘ ōȅ Ψ²ŀƘŀōƛΩ inspired ulama to 
ΨǇǳǊƛŦȅΩ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǎŀǿ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǇŀƴǘƘŜƛǎǘƛŎ ǇǊŀŎǘices inspired by the Sufi tareqas.  

IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŘŜǇƛŎǘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŜǾŜƴǘǎ ŀǎ ŀ ǎŜǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ŘƛǎǇǳǘŜǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ΨǎǘǊƛŎǘ 
ƭƛǘŜǊŀƭƛǎǘǎΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ Sufi counterparts may have exaggerated the purported differences. This can sometime 
simplify the complex process of belief formation, contestation and politics which accompanied such episodes. 
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different ways ï for perpetuating the viewpoint which stressed upon the apparent ósyncreticô 

character of Southeast Asian Islam.50   

However, other scholars remain skeptical of these claims.51 The type of discourses 

which appear to characterize the intellectual milieu of these communities in Southeast Asia ï 

while possessing local variations ï nevertheless appears to share considerable similarities with 

major debates of earlier times within the Muslim polity in the more ñtraditionalò centres of 

Islam.52 The idea of an óorthodoxyô, in opposition to a heterodox, ósyncreticô interpretation, 

                                                 
As Van Brunnisen (2009; p.126-128) suggests, Hurgronje himself witnessed flagrant attempts in Mecca by 
Shaykhs of the Nasqhbandhi to compete for the initiation of unwitting Malay and Turkish pilgrims into their 
ƭƻŘƎŜǎ όΨȊŀǿƛȅŀΩ). To do so, they wrote withering pamphlets accusing the other of unsavoury and questionable 
spiritual practices. Hurgronje seemed convinced that such efforts were derived more by entrepreneurial 
concerns than spiritual ones. There are similar examples of such friction across the region, where groups of 
aǳǎƭƛƳǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ ΨŀǳǘƘŜƴǘƛŎƛǘȅΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ ōŜƭƛŜŦǎ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ς ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀǎ ŀ ƭŀǊƎŜ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨKaum 
aǳŘŀΩ critique of Muslim belief and practice (especially on the Peninsula) amongst the Malays during the early 
decades of the 20th century. This will be discussed in more detail in later chapters.  
50 Whilst the works of Geertz and Benda are considered classic expositions of this point of view, it remains an 
influential component in the way in which Islam in the Malay world is still perceived. See, for example, the 
recent works of Kahn (2006) and Means (2009). In a sense, this tradition of thinking seemed to have been 
influenced by earlier colonial era scholarship. The works of writers such as Richard Winstedt (1925), saw Islam 
as a much later cultural and religious phenomenon in Southeast Asia, imprinting itself on the older and in their 
point of view, more influential Indic traditions. They tended to emphasise how these earlier traditions 
remained integral to the beliefs and practices found amongst the Muslim communities in the Archipelago 
despite their Islamic veneer. This point of view has been much refuted in recent times, see, for example, 
Braginsky (2004) as well as numerous works of van Brunnisen, al-Attas and others referred to in the thesis.  
51 WƻƘƴǎΣ !ΦIΦΣ ά¢ƘŜ wƻƭŜ ƻŦ Sufism ƛƴ ǘƘŜ {ǇǊŜŀŘ ƻŦ LǎƭŀƳ ǘƻ aŀƭŀȅŀ ŀƴŘ LƴŘƻƴŜǎƛŀέΣ WƻǳǊƴŀƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ tŀƪƛǎǘŀƴ 
Historical Society, 9(1961), p.143-161 describes the close connections between trade guilds and the Sufi 
Orders, and their role in the propagation of Islam; Brunissen suggests that though this may be plausible, there 
is little evidence to support the hypothesis ς existing texts involving elements of Sufi practices and teachings 
date back to the 16th ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅΦ .ǊǳƴƛǎǎŜƴΣ aΦ±Φ όмффпύ άhǊƛƎƛƴǎ ŀƴŘ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Sufi Orders (Tareqat) in 
{ƻǳǘƘŜŀǎǘ !ǎƛŀέΣ {ǘǳŘƛŀ LǎƭŀƳƛƪŀΣ WŀƪŀǊǘŀ όǾƻƭΦмύΣ ƴƻΦмΤ ǇΦм-23.   
 
52 For a useful discussion of some of ǘƘŜǎŜ ƛǎǎǳŜǎΣ ǎŜŜ !ǘƳŀƧŀΩǎ ŀƴŘ ²ƻƻŘǿŀǊŘΩǎ όмффсύ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŀǘƛǾŜ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƻŦ 
the neo-Mutazilla ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƳƛǘǎ ƻŦ ΨǊŜŀǎƻƴΩ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ aǳǎƭƛƳ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ƛƴ LƴŘƻƴŜǎƛŀ ŀƴŘ 
ǘƘŜƛǊ άŎƭŀǎǎƛŎŀƭέ ŀƴǘŜŎŜŘŜƴǘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ bŜŀǊ 9ŀǎǘΦ ²ƘƛƭŜ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƻrtance of context (i.e. major 
differences within the social, political, economic and cultural environment), they nevertheless, show how an 
intimate sense of connection and continuity with earlier discourses informed the way these later scholars 
approached their subject. This awareness of the place of history and tradition ς as a continuum from the past 
to the present ς is one reason why one of the key figures associated with the reformist network in Southeast 
Asia, Muhammad Abduh, is sometimes referred to aǎ ŀ άƴŜƻ-MutazilaέΦ  

{ƛƳƛƭŀǊƭȅΣ ŎƻƴǘǊƻǾŜǊǎƛŜǎ ǎǳǊǊƻǳƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎƛǊŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ǊƛŘ ƻŦ άŜȄǘǊŀƴŜƻǳǎέ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ aǳǎƭƛƳ ōŜƭƛŜŦ ŀƴŘ 
practice has been noted and discussed since the earliest periods of Islam. Zaman (2002; 2012) offers that this 
was a dynamic process where definitions of incorrect or extraneous practice, or conversely, orthodoxy are, 
within limits, subject to interpretation. This may equally be a reflection of how power and authority are 
consolidated in specific contexts, and that these processes were also integral to the dialectics of consensus 
building (ijma) ς a critical part of the process of affirming legitimate belief and practice. This, as pointed out by 
Rahman (1982; p. 133-140), was a particularly dynamic feature of Muslim ethical discourses since the very early 
centuries of the faith. 
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often became the backdrop to the ways observers tend to imagine Islam and Muslim 

communities in Southeast Asia.53 Comparisons with Muslim practices in the Arab world 

became, in effect, ómarkersô of ñorthodoxò (óauthenticô) or ñunorthodoxò (óinauthenticô) Islam. 

Thus, elements which form the distinctive aspects of Muslim practice in Southeast Asia 

(especially features which appear to show an adaptation or amalgamation of seemingly ñpre or 

extraò Islamic belief) became synonymous with western accounts of ñSoutheast Asian Islamò. 

These underlying assumptions reflecting on the spread of the religion in Southeast Asia 

converged less with actual Muslim beliefs and practice than, often, perceptions and assumptions 

of later western observers.54  

                                                 
53 Even in more recent works on Islam in the Malay Peninsula, the question of working through a demarcation 
ŘǊŀǿƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ΨƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǎǘΩ όKaum Mudaύ ŀƴŘ ΨǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴƛǎǘΩ όKaum Tua) Muslims remain a major focus of their 
conceptions of Malayan Islam. Despite recent additions on the nature and patterns of Muslim belief in 
Southeast Asia which have begun to recognized the overlapping complexity of these belief systems, these 
scholars continue to be wedded, in varying ways, to a modern-traditionist binary. See Kahn (2006) p.92-102, 
and Riddell (2001) p.211-213.      
54 ¢ƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨƻǊǘƘƻŘƻȄȅΩ ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ǎŜǘǎ ƻŦ ōŜƭƛŜŦǎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŎŀƳŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŜŘ 
(though there are within these boundaries variations of interpretations and commitments) by the majority of 
scholars within a specific historical context. In the case of Muslim Southeast Asia, it generally corresponds to 
being Sunni ς though in the major colonial trading centres (such as the port cities of Singapore and Penang) it is 
possible to find significant communities of Shias. As Norman Calder pointǎ ƻǳǘΣ ǿƘŀǘ ŎƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜǎ ΨƻǊǘƘƻŘƻȄΩ ƻǊ 
mainstream Islam, and the generally agreed upon principles which underpin it ς aside from the central tenets 
of faith such as belief in God, in the al-Quran, Prophet as His messenger et al ς do change, within limits, over 
time. This is further emphasised by Gauchet (1997) who argues that ƛƴ LǎƭŀƳ άǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ ŘƻǳōǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ 
vǳǊŀƴ ƛǎ ΨDƻŘΩǎ ŜǘŜǊƴŀƭ ǿƻǊŘΩΤ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎǇǳǘŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƙƻǿ ǿŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ŀŘŀǇǘ ƻǳǊǎŜƭǾŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ƛƴŘƛǾƛǎƛōƭŜ ōƭƻŎƪ 
of law and meaning. Christianity wŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǾŜǊǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎΦ Lƴ LǎƭŀƳΣ ǿŜ ƛƴŘƛǎǇǳǘŀōƭȅ ƘŀŘ DƻŘΩǎ ŘƛǊŜŎǘ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴΣ 
ǿƘŜǊŜŀǎ /ƘǊƛǎǘǎΩ ƳŜŘƛŀǘƛƻƴ όƛƴ ǘǳǊƴ ƳŜŘƛŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ DƻǎǇŜƭǎύ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ǳƴŎŜǊǘŀƛƴǘȅ ŀōƻǳǘ ǳƭǘƛƳŀǘŜ ǘǊǳǘƘΦ CƻǊ ǘƘŜ 
same reason, this also meant that Islam had no orthodox authority whereas Christianity required an apparatus 
ŦƻǊ ƛƳǇƻǎƛƴƎ ŘƻƎƳŀέ (p.211). 

5ŜǎŎǊƛōƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎ ƻŦ ŀƴ ΨƻǊǘƘƻŘƻȄȅΩ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜǎ ƻŦ ŦŀƛǘƘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ 
tradition is problematic; here the role of the community of scholars play a tremendously important role in 
ŘŜŎƛǇƘŜǊƛƴƎ ǿƘŀǘ ƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŎƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ ŀƴ ΨƻǊǘƘƻŘƻȄȅΩ ŀǘ ŀ ƎƛǾŜƴ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƛƳŜΦ ! ŎƭŀǎǎƛŎ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ 
ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ Lōƴ ¢ŀȅƳƛȅȅŀΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŘŜǎǇƛǘŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŜŘ ŀǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŀǘ ΨƻǊǘƘƻŘƻȄȅΩΣ ǿŜǊŜ ƛƎƴƻǊŜŘ ŦƻǊ 
several centuries before undergoing a form of revival in the 20th century, inspired in part by the influence of 
ulamas such as Muhammad Abduh and the Salafi movements in contemporary Muslim communities. For a 
ǾŀƭǳŀōƭŜ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴΣ ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ bƻǊƳŀƴ /ŀƭŘŜǊΩǎ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ ƛƴ 5ŀŦǘŀǊȅΣ CΦ όŜŘΦύ άLƴǘŜƭƭŜŎǘǳŀƭ ¢ǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ LǎƭŀƳέΣ όLΦ.Φ 
Tauris: New York, 2000) p.66-87. Conversely, for a different take on the position on ibn Taymiyya within Sunni 
circles in 17th century Ottoman Turkey, see El-Rouayheb (2015; p. 14-16). This is distinguished from the 
/ƘǊƛǎǘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨƻǊǘƘƻŘƻȄȅΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǇǊŜǎǳǇǇƻǎŜǎ ŀ ǎǳōǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭ /ƘǳǊŎƘ ŘƻŎǘǊƛƴŜ ς a situation 
somewhat removed from the institutional context of historical Islam. See Salvatore in Masud et al (2009), p.12-
13.  
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Another reason often suggested why ñSufismò55 is frequently associated with the process 

of transmission is partly based on the assumption such óspiritualô approaches to Islam may have 

been more congenial to the types of practices associated with the earlier and more traditional 

religions which were dominant in the region. However, these óspiritualô features are in no way 

unique to óSufisô (though no doubt, individual tareqa may possess distinctive characteristics 

and practices); and what has often been described as characteristic of Southeast Asian Islam ï 

its emphasis on the óspiritualô or esoteric aspects of Islamic belief ï on closer examination, 

proved to be less of a point of difference to the practices of their counterparts in the Middle and 

Near East.56 The notion of classifying these learned/spiritual circles and their practices under 

the generic banner of ñSufismò tended to coincide more with the schematics of Islamic belief 

and practice as it was interpreted by European observers than necessarily a natural outgrowth 

within the traditions of knowledge in Muslim society itself.  

 

Islam as the ñLawò: The Shaping of an Islamic Orthodoxy? 

Students of Islam in the region have often drawn a distinction between what they 

describe as the emergence of óShariaô minded alims as opposed to earlier Islamic practices57. 

                                                 
55 ThŜ ŀǇǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǎǳŦƛǎƳΩ itself can, sometimes, be problematic ς especially in the context of 
Southeast Asian Islam. The Islamic faith, with its tremendous metaphysical and spiritual impulse easily lends 
ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ǘƻ ŀƴ ΨŜǎƻǘŜǊƛŎΩ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴΦ hǳtward similarities with pre-Islamic ς particularly Indic ς spirituality often 
ƭŜŘ ǿŜǎǘŜǊƴ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜǊǎ ǘƻ ŎƻƴŎƭǳŘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǿŜǊŜ ǎȅƳǇǘƻƳŀǘƛŎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǎȅƴŎǊŜǘƛŎΩ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ƻŦ {ƻǳǘƘŜŀǎǘ !ǎƛŀƴ 
Islam. Moreover, to extrapolate certain types of practice as necessaǊƛƭȅ ΨǎǳŦƛΩ is to be able to develop a generic 
typology which could readily distinguish between so-ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨǎǳŦƛΩ ŀƴŘ Ψnon-ǎǳŦƛΩ elements. This poses 
considerable difficulties for the scholar ς especially when studies of Muslim thought and practice suggests a 
dynamic amalgamation of ethics, spirituality and how ς in varying degrees ς this informs and shapes the lives of 
Muslim communities throughout the Islamic world at different points in time. For a useful discussion, see 
9ƭƛȊŀōŜǘƘ {ƛǊǊƛȅŜƘΩǎ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ ƛƴ ¢ŀji-Farouki and Nafi, eds. (2004) p. 104-114; and the introductory chapter in 
Winter ed. (2008) p.1-19.      
56 Azra (2004) suggests that a major characteristic of the predominant ulama networks around the Malay world 
was the apparent harmony between the Sharia and Tasawuf (p.4).  
57 ¢ƘŜ ŘƛǾƛǎƛƻƴ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŘǊŀǿƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǿƘŀǘ Ƙŀǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ōŜŜƴ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ ΨǎǇƛǊƛǘǳŀƭƛǎƳΩΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ŀǇǇŀǊŜƴǘ 
ΨǎȅƴŎǊŜǘƛǎƳΩ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƻŦ {ƻǳǘƘŜŀǎǘ !ǎƛŀ Ƴŀȅ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜ ŀ ǊŜ-assessment ς though groups exhibiting anti-
tareqa sentiments (especially those associated with Wahabism) have been a significant part of the Muslim 
world for the previous 2 centuries, and have often vied for power and influence over the local Muslim polity. 
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Is it true that a generation of ósharia-mindedô scholars began to emerge during the 19th century? 

What about earlier Sufi/Scholastic traditions which were significant? Were the emergence of a 

generation of ulama from the Malay world schooled primarily in an increasingly ñWahabiò 

inspired Mecca during the late 19th century onwards clearly at odds with the earlier generation 

of scholars/administrators? As Van Brunissen points out, the distinction between being Sharia 

minded or otherwise is not as apparent as some scholars suggests.58 

Many of the Sufi tareqats in the region came from traditions (silsilahs) based on a 

comprehensive and strict interpretation of Sharia.59 As suggested earlier, traditional western 

scholarship sometimes gives the impression that a strict adherence to Islamôs (outwardly) legal 

principles were diametrically opposed to the spiritual/mystical pursuits of those often regarded 

as Sufis.60 There were undoubtedly examples of strong antinomian strains within the spiritual 

and mystical practices of certain Sufis within Islamic cultural and intellectual history, but these 

tend to be peripheral to mainstream tradition.61 

Disputes and disagreements regarding the form and content of juridical and theological 

issues are a feature commonly found within the traditions of Islam. Accusations of incorrect or 

heretical practices may not simply reflect divergence over doctrine.62 These episodes must be 

                                                 
{ŜŜ aƛƭƴŜǊΣ !Φ/ΦΣ ά¢ƘŜ LƴǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ tƻƭƛǘƛŎǎ ƛƴ /ƻƭƻƴƛŀƭ aŀƭŀȅŀέ ό/ŀƳōǊƛŘƎŜ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ tǊŜǎǎΥ /ŀƳōǊƛŘƎŜΣ ¦YΤ 
1995) p.147-153; and for a repose, refer to van Brunissen (1994) (see below).     
58 .ǊǳƴƛǎǎŜƴΣ aΦΣ άhǊƛƎƛƴǎ ŀƴŘ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Sufi Orders (Tareqatύ ƛƴ {ƻǳǘƘŜŀǎǘ !ǎƛŀέΣ {ǘǳŘƛŀ LǎƭŀƳƛƪŀ 
(Jakarta), vol.1, no.1 (1994). 
59 What is meant here is that these tareqat were involved in a deep and informed process of understanding the 
{ƘŀǊƛŀΩ. A number of studies on Islamic law have shown, for example, that the major figures of mainstream 
Islamic Sufism placed cardinal importance upon the {ƘŀǊƛŀΩΦ {ŜŜ aŜƭŎƘŜǊǘΣ /ΦΣ ά¢ƘŜ CƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Sunni 
Schools of Law, 9th-10th /ŜƴǘǳǊƛŜǎ /9έΣ ό[ŜƛŘŜƴΥ .ǊƛƭƭΣ нллтύ ǇΦȄƛƛƛΦ  
60 !ǎ ±ŀƴ .ǊǳƴƛǎǎŜƴ ƛƴ aŀǎǳŘ Ŝǘ ŀƭ ŜŘǎΦ όнллфύ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎΣ άǊŜŎŜƴǘ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ Ƙŀǎ ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƻ ƭƛƎƘǘ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ŦƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ 
accommodation between Salafism and SufismΧ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƴƻǘƛŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ Sufis with Salafi 
attitudes as well as Salafis with a strong Sufi ōŜƴǘέ όǇΦмооύΦ 
61 Abd-Allah, U.F., in Chapter 12, p.250-нроΣ ƛƴ ²ƛƴǘŜǊΣ ¢Φ όŜŘΦύ ά¢ƘŜ /ŀƳōǊƛŘƎŜ /ƻƳǇŀƴƛƻƴ ǘƻ /ƭŀǎǎƛŎŀƭ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ 
¢ƘŜƻƭƻƎȅέΣ ό/ŀƳōǊƛŘƎŜ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ tǊŜǎǎΥ /ŀƳōǊƛŘƎŜΣ нллуύΦ {ŎƘƻƭŀǊǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ŀƭ-Attas (1986) for example, 
distinguishes between wƘŀǘ ƘŜ ǘŜǊƳǎ ŀǎ άǇǎŜǳŘƻ-Sufisέ ŀƴŘ άSufisέΤ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊΣ ǇƻƛƴǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ άwujuddiyyahέ 
ŀǎ ŎǳƭǇŀōƭŜ ƻŦ ŜȄǘŜƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ōŜƭƛŜŦǎ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀƭƳǎ ƻŦ ΨǇŀƴǘƘŜƛǎƳΩΦ ¢ƘƛǎΣ ƘŜ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎΣ ƛǎ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ŀ ŘŜǾƛŀƴǘ 
offshoot of mainstream Sufism, which on the other hand, emphasizes the fundamental elements of Islam such 
as the absolute being of God and the centrality of the Sharia. 
62 For example, during the early 19th century, there were attempts made by ibn Abd Wahab and his followers to 
clear shrines associated with various Sufi orders in Mecca and the surrounding areas. Both Abduh (in Egypt) 
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seen within the broader context of the emergence or decline of particular discourses during a 

specific period and location in Islamic intellectual and political history.63 By broadening the 

scope of analysis, makes it possible to develop a better understanding of the social and religious 

dynamics of events without necessarily seeing it as a by-product of a órationalist vs anti-

rationalistô, ósufi vs anti-sufiô or ómodernô vs ótraditionô dichotomy. Such a move would also 

provide an opportunity to determine whether specific instances of discord are symptomatic of 

larger patterns of discourse or innately unique to a particular time and place. Intellectual change 

in this sense, may be better understood as a process informed equally by uncertainties, 

inconsistencies and ambiguities rather than as a straightforward discourse between those who 

propose óchangeô  and those against it.  

What is often the subject of debate within these Islamic scholarly circles relates perhaps 

more closely to issues surrounding the most appropriate way in which the Sharia should be 

understood and practiced.64 óWesternô studies of the ways in which different societies in 

Southeast Asia have both adopted, and consequently, adapted Islam with their local 

circumstances, often maintained both significant aspects of local practices and beliefs 

                                                 
and the Muhammadiyah (in Indonesia) were also known for their antipathies towards the practices of certain 
tareqa. However, while it is evident that some Sufi groups had at times found themselves at odds with the 
religious authorities, these were usually the result of specific historical circumstances. Doctrinal disputes are 
not uncommon in Islamic tradition; consequently, this sometimes led to acts of persecution ς in particular of 
groups or individuals deemed outside the prevailing dogma. See van Brunnisen in Masud et al, eds. (2009), 
p.125-126.    
63 A difficult distinction to make, since a number of the most prominent individuals often associated with 
sufism (such as al-Ghazali and al-Arabi) were themselves jurists steeped in the interpretation, codification and 
implementation of the ShariaΩΦ {ŜŜ !ōǊŀƘŀƳƻǾΣ .Φ όмффсύΦ    

άSharia-ƳƛƴŘŜŘέ ƘŜǊŜ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘƛƻƴ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭƭȅ ƳŀŘŜ ōȅ aŀǊǎƘŀƭƭ IƻŘƎǎƻƴ όмфтпύΣ ŀƴŘ ƭŀǘŜǊ 
appropriated by Milner (1995) as characteristic of Muslim practice and beliefs in the Malay world ς a point 
ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ōǊƛŜŦƭȅ ƛƴ Ŧƴпу όǎŜŜ ŀōƻǾŜύΦ !ȊǊŀΩǎ ŜǎǎŀȅΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊƭȅ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 
region since the 17th century, illustrates the close association between Islamic belief and practice in Southeast 
Asia and the so-called centres of the Islamic world (the Arab world, and by extension, parts of the Indian 
subcontinent). He draws our attention to the critical links that exists between these locations, and how this has 
shaped an understanding of Islam within these communities; (Azra, 1982) p.33-34.    
64 As mentioned earlier, this was a major pre-occupation for al-Ghazali. His corpus has, and continues to play a 
major part in Islamic religious and ƛƴǘŜƭƭŜŎǘǳŀƭ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜΦ tŀǊǘ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳŜ ƻŦ ōƻǘƘ ǘƘŜ ΨŦŀƭŀǎƛŦŀΩ and 
ΨƳǳǘŀƪŀƭƛƳǳƴΩ stems from the fact that, while possessing tremendous technical (in philosophical terms) 
acumen, they oftentimes failed to locate their intellectual commitments within the al-Quran and the Hadith. 
See Rahman (2000) p.115-131. 
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interwoven with óIslamicô principles. However, as Roff (1983) points out, this is not 

characteristically unique to the Malay world and bears similarities to earlier developments in 

the Middle East.65 Such appraisal appears to be consistent with the process of Islamisation, even 

amongst communities in the Arab world often regarded as the centres of óauthenticô Islam and 

that these developments (adaptation and in some cases, amalgamation) are not characteristically 

unique to the Malay world.66 

Colonising Islam: Colonial Knowledge and Imagining Islam 

The historians of Southeast Asian Muslim societies, until recently, have tended to 

emphasise the approach developed by colonial era British and Dutch scholarship which focused 

largely on literary materials and oral traditions. This was often at the expense of the local 

religious (Islamic) writings.67 The emphasis on particular aspects of Malay literary production 

ï such as the surviving manuscripts produced by royal scribes such as ñSejarah Melayuò and 

the various examples of the ñBabadò and ñHikayatò genres ï and the preponderance of a 

philological tradition amongst western scholars shifted attention away from Malay óIslamicô 

writings.68 The early (and not so early) philologists tended to examine these texts divorced from 

their social context. Various classificatory principles were introduced, underpinned by the 

assumption that Islam was a late incursion into these historically Indic territories and cultures.69 

                                                 
65 Roff (1983) p.324-325. 
66 ! Ǉƻƛƴǘ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛȊŜŘ ōȅ wƻŦŦ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴǘƛŀƭ Ŝǎǎŀȅ άLǎƭŀƳ hōǎŎǳǊŜŘΚ {ƻƳŜ wŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻƴ {ǘǳŘƛŜǎ ƻŦ LǎƭŀƳ 
ŀƴŘ {ƻŎƛŜǘȅ ƛƴ {ƻǳǘƘŜŀǎǘ !ǎƛŀέΣ !ǊŎƘƛǇŜƭΣ нфΤ tŀǊƛǎΥ мфурΤ ǇΦт-34. 
67 {ŜŜ .ǊŀŘƭŜȅΣ CΦwΦΣ ά¢ƘŜ {ƻŎƛŀƭ 5ȅƴŀƳƛŎǎ ƻŦ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ wŜǾƛǾŀƭƛǎƳ ƛƴ {ƻǳǘƘŜŀǎǘ !ǎƛŀΥ ¢ƘŜ wƛǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ tŀǘŀƴƛ {ŎƘƻƻƭΣ 
1785-мфлфέ όǳƴǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ tƘ5 ŘƛǎǎŜǊǘŀǘƛƻƴΥ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ ²ƛǎŎƻƴǎƛƴΣ aŀŘƛǎƻƴΤ нлмлύ ǇΦнΦ  
68 Proudfoot (2003) draws attention to how certain typological assumptions within western studies of the 
aŀƭŀȅ ƳŀƴǳǎŎǊƛǇǘ ŎƻǊǇǳǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǎǳōǎŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ŀ ΨƘƛŜǊŀǊŎƘȅΩ ƻŦ ƎŜƴǊŜǎΣ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ΨLǎƭŀƳƛŎΩ ǘŜȄǘǎ ŀǊŜ 
regarded as less authentic representations of Malay culture and identity. 
69 There are historical reasons for understanding the archipelagic kingdoms of Southeast Asia in Indian terms. 
!ǎ wƛŎŎƛ όнлмоύ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎΣ άŎƻƭƻƴƛŀƭ ŀƎŜƴŘŀǎΣ ǘƘŜ ƘƛƎƘ Ǿƛǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ƴƻƴ ς Islamic Indian influences on the popular 
ŀǊǘǎΧΣ IƛƴŘǳ-.ǳŘŘƘƛǎǘ ŀǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘǳǊŀƭ ƳƻƴǳƳŜƴǘǎΧΣ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŀǊƛǘy with Indian culture and the importance of 
Sanskrit for the emerging European science of philology, as well as an impression that Islam was but a veneer, 
mostly superficial, over a more deeply rooted Hindu-.ǳŘŘƘƛǎǘ ōŜƭƛŜŦ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΦ !ƴ LƴŘƛŀƴ ΨŦƛƭǘŜǊΩ ǿŀǎ ǎƻmetimes 
ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ΨŘƛƭǳǘŜŘΩ ƻǊ ΨŎƻǊǊǳǇǘŜŘΩ LǎƭŀƳΣ ƻǊ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƛƴǘŜŘ ƛǘ ǿƛǘƘ ƳȅǎǘƛŎƛǎƳΣ ǿƘŜƴ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 
ŀǎǎǳƳŜŘ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ !Ǌŀōƛŀƴ LǎƭŀƳΧΦ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ LǎƭŀƳ ƘŀŘ Ŧƛƴŀƭƭȅ ŀǊǊƛǾŜŘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƳǳŎƘ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ƻŦǘŜƴ 
ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ ƭŜǎǎ ŀǳǘƘŜƴǘƛŎέΤ ǇΦмнΦ   
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A hierarchy of ódefinitiveô texts was created, which in turn fashioned a ócanonô which was 

almost entirely foreign in origin. As a consequence, a series of dichotomies developed between 

the two broad categories; leading to a tendency to examine them as distinct aspects of an 

intensively shared cultural space. This synoptic world view, inspired in part by the European 

penchant for cataloguing different aspects of social beliefs and practice into neat, distinct 

categories, introduced the idea of óreligionô70 as a genus separate from other aspects of the social 

sphere, such as ópoliticsô, ócultureô and so on.71  

These repositories of knowledge was critically important to the imperial project. 

Determining the limits of empire in geographical terms is often an imprecise process; 

negotiating acceptable agreements with other sovereign powers ï be it allies, competitors, 

                                                 
70 ! ǎŜǘ ƻŦ ǾƛŜǿǎ ƴƻ Řƻǳōǘ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘƛƻƴ ŘǊŀǿƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊƻƴƎƭȅ ƘŜƭŘ ƴƻǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ΨŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΩ ŀƴŘ 
ΨǊŜƭƛƎƛƻƴΩ ŀǎ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜ ǎǇƘŜǊŜǎ ƻŦ ƘǳƳŀƴ ōŜƭƛŜŦ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ǿƛŘŜƭȅ ƘŜƭŘ ƛƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘΦ {ŜŜ /ŀƴǘǿŜƭƭ 
{ƳƛǘƘΣ ²Φ όмфснύΣ ά¢ƘŜ aŜŀƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ 9ƴŘ ƻŦ wŜƭƛƎƛƻƴέΤ όaŀŎƳƛƭƭŀƴ tǊŜǎǎΥ bŜǿ ¸ƻǊƪύ ŜǎǇΦ ǇΦмр-30.  Anticipating a 
ŎƻƳƳƻƴƭȅ ƘŜƭŘ ǾƛŜǿ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘΣ ƘŜ ǘǊŀŎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŜƳŜǊƎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ΨǊŜƭƛƎƛƻƴΩΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǇŀǊǘƭȅ 
ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ 9ƴƭƛƎƘǘŜƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ǊŜƧŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊity of Christianity, and the subsequent 
ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ ŀǘ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛǎƛƴƎ ΨǊŜƭƛƎƛƻƴΩ ŀǎ ŀ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ƎŜƴǳǎΦ  

The 19th century European expansion into Muslim lands were also accompanied by changing attitudes 
towards Islam. Masuzawa (2005) points out that even Buddhism waǎ ƳƻǊŜ άǊŜŀŘƛƭȅ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ƻƴ ǇŀǊ ǿƛǘƘ 
Christianity than was Islam and, frankly, more favorably viewed by the newly ethno-conscious Europeans of the 
19th ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅΦ aŜŀƴǿƘƛƭŜΣ LǎƭŀƳΧ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ǊŜŎŀǎǘ ŀǎ ǇǊƻǘƻǘȅǇƛŎŀƭƭȅ !Ǌŀō ς hence Semitic ς religion. In the 
course of the 19th ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅΣ LǎƭŀƳ ǘƘǳǎ ŎŀƳŜ ǘƻ ŀŎǉǳƛǊŜ ŀ ƴŜǿ ΨŀƭƛŜƴƴŜǎǎΩΧ ǘƘŜ ǊǳƭŜ ƻŦ LǎƭŀƳ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǿ 
condescendingly viewed as narrow, rigid and stunted, and its essential attributes were said to be defined by 
the national, racial and ethnic character of the !ǊŀōǎΣ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ōŜƭƭƛŎƻǎŜ ŀƴŘ ŀŘǾŜǊǎŀǊƛŀƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ {ŜƳƛǘŜǎέΣ 
(p.179).    
71 It is possible to see the effects of this in the way the uses of the Malay language have evolved during the 
Ŏƻƭƻƴƛŀƭ ǇŜǊƛƻŘΣ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜƳŜǊƎƛƴƎ ΨƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǎǘΩ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ ŘǳǊƛƴg the early 20th century. For example, 
ǘƘŜ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ΨǎƛƴŦǳƭΩ όdosa) act to admonish wrongful behaviour was used widely in the various Muslim 
scholarly texts; Islamic norms in a sense provided the moral centre within the life of these Muslim 
communities. However, with the introduction of colonial reform, the beginnings of a rupturebetween Islamic 
normative prescriptions as a basis for social ethics and the emergence of a more secularized political 
community where Islam becomes increasingly subsidiary in sǘŀǘǳǘƻǊȅ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ǘŜǊƳǎΦ άLǎƭŀƳέ ƎǊŀŘǳŀƭƭȅ ƎǊŜǿ 
ƳƻǊŜ ŀōǎǘǊŀŎǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎǇƘŜǊŜΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ {ƛƴƎŀǇƻǊŜ ōŀǎŜŘ Ψŀƭ-LƳŀƳΩ (1906-1908) for example, we begin 
ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜ ŜƳŜǊƎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ Ψōǳƪŀƴ LǎƭŀƳΩ (non-Islamic) used frequently to describe such practices. Thus, 
when a late 19th century Kelantanese ulama says, for example, the intermingling between unmarried persons 
ƻŦ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǎŜȄŜǎ ƛǎ ΨŘƻǎŀΩ (sinful) in a general sense, it is possible to observe how early 20th century Muslim 
writers had begun to vieǿ ƛǘ ŀǎ ŀƴ Ψǳƴ-LǎƭŀƳƛŎΩ όbukan Islam) practice. These changes in the use of language is 
interesting, in that it suggests ς following Milner (1995) ς how the experience of colonialism begins to alter the 
way in which the nature of social order, politics and ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŜŘΦ !ǎ άLǎƭŀƳέ ōŜƎƛƴǎ ǘƻ ƻŎŎǳǇȅ ŀ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ 
ǎǇŀŎŜ ƛƴ ŀƴ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎƭȅ ŎƻƴǘŜǎǘŜŘ ΨǿŜǎǘŜǊƴƛǎŜŘΩ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŀǊŜƴŀΣ ŀ ƴŜǿ ǾƻŎŀōǳƭŀǊȅ ōŜƎƛƴǎ ǘƻ ŜƳŜǊƎŜ ŀǎ ŀ ƳŜŀƴǎ 
ƻŦ ŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎΦ !ǎŀŘ όƛƴ hǊǎƛ ŜŘΦ нлмнύ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘΣ άΧǊŜƭƛƎƛƻƴΧŎƻƴsists of things (including 
attitudes and practices) ς ōǳǘ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘƭȅ ƛƴ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ άƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊέ ƛǎ ǿƘŀǘ ƳŀƪŜǎ 
άǊŜƭƛƎƛƻƴέ ǊŜŀƭΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ǇƻǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǘƘŜƻǊŜǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ǿƘŀǘ ŜȄǘŜƴǘ ƻƴŜ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ 
vocabulary can bŜ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊέ ǇΦофΦ          
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neighbours and sometimes all at once ï are notoriously difficult and unpredictable exercises. 

The uncertain cartography which emerged out of this went hand in hand with the production of 

knowledge ï both sitting on, as described by Benton (2010), ñmalleable epistemological 

foundationsò.72 The emerging colonial state require information to protect its boundaries, 

manage the various communities within its territories, deal with exigent neighbours and 

potential threats, and instill a workable social and political order. These overlapping activities 

became the focus of a new intellectual regime.73  

The capitals of the empire, and the maritime networks of colonial port-cities served as 

a base for these activities, supported by a network of institutions, societies and associations ï 

both formal and informal ï which sought to organise, tabulate and present this accumulated 

knowledge for the consumption and use of a whole range of public and private institutions, 

individuals and so on.74 This dialectical process was fundamental in the continuous process of 

inventing and re-inventing óknowledgeô about empire. 

It was these typologies of knowledge and the classificatory systems that accompanied 

them which proved critical in the crafting and maintenance of colonial authority and the 

establishment of the new, formalised regimes of governance. They were integral to notions of 

society, power and authority as it was imagined within a colonial context ï despite, oftentimes, 

the remarkably different and contested forms these imaginaries partook.75 Both the 

                                                 
72 Benton (2010) p.28. 
73 5ŀǊǿƛƴΣ WΦ όнлмнύΤ ǇΦнсфΦ !ǎ ƘŜ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ƻǳǘΣ άǘƘŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ŘȅƴŀǎǘƛŜǎΣ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀǊƳƛŜǎΣ ǘƘŜ Ŧƭƻǿǎ ƻŦ 
regional commerce, the migrations of peoples and tribes, religious practice and rituals, social hierarchies and 
conflicts, indigenous knowledge systems and their guardians, as well as the natural and physical worlds: all 
ǿŜǊŜ ǎǳǊǾŜȅŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŀǎǎŜǎǎŜŘ ōȅ ŀ ŎƻƘƻǊǘ ƻŦ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜǊǎΣ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ǇǳōƭƛŎέΦ 
74 Ibid; p.270. 
75 It is important to poƛƴǘ ƻǳǘ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ 5ŀǊǿƛƴ όнлмнύΣ άǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƻǊǊŜƴǘ ƻŦ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ŀ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ 
perception of Empire in British opinion. There were two reasons for this. Firstly, the information assembled in 
Britain was drawn from a wide range of informants and sources. It resisted a formulaic world-view that justified 
ŎƻƴǉǳŜǎǘ ŀƴŘ ŜƳǇƛǊŜ ƻǊ ƻŦŦŜǊŜŘ ŀ ŎǊǳŘŜ ǾƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ ǎǳǇŜǊƛƻǊƛǘȅΧ {ŜŎƻƴŘΣ ǘƘŜ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŀǘ ǿƘƻƳ 
these writers directed their words were also fragmented by interest and outlook. The empires they saw could 
ōŜ ǊŜƳŀǊƪŀōƭȅ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘέΤ ǇΦнтл-271.  
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accumulation and dissemination of óknowledgeô became key components in the securing, 

expansion and maintenance of colonial power and authority.     

Colonial (western) forms of knowledge not only challenged existing intellectual 

traditions, but in a variety of ways began to alter, abbreviate and transpose notions of identity, 

history, territoriality and authority in these new colonial situations.76 In the Muslim reform 

discourses contemporaneous to these developments, it is possible to observe the infusion of 

new vocabularies and ideas which are made manifest in different ways. Though Muslim 

narratives of reform predated imperial expansion, Western inspired interpretations of Islamic 

past and present began, in varying degrees, to influence (or are themselves shaped by) Muslim 

thinking.77 

The colonial encounter with the West in many ways is seen as pivotal to the process of 

becoming ómodernô in non-western societies. Administrative, political and legal reforms which 

accompanied colonial rule became the focus for these developments. Embedded within these 

                                                 
76 See Ricci (2013), Laffan (2006; 2011), Cohn (1995), Tuhiwai Smith (1996), Hobsbawn and Ranger (eds.) (1983) 
for a discussion on how colonial narratives on the historical, cultural and religious aspects of newly acquired 
territories exerted influence ς to a lesser or greater degree ς on native discourse. These ranged from inventing 
ΨƭƛǘŜǊŀǊȅΩ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴǎΣ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴƛƴƎ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ƴƻǊƳǎΣ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ǊŀŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŜǘƘƴƛŎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘƛŜǎΣ ƛƴǾŜƴǘƛƴƎ 
new territorial boundaries to legal and administrative reforms. However, this did not simply stem from self-
ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘΦ !ǘ ǘƛƳŜǎ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƻ ǊŜǎǳǎŎƛǘŀǘŜ ƻǊ ǊŜǾƛǘŀƭƛȊŜΣ ǿƘŀǘ Ŏƻƭƻƴƛŀƭǎ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ƻŦ ŀǎ ΨŘȅƛƴƎΩ 
traditions, and in some cases, may have been initiated to serve what was thought to be in the best interests of 
the natives themselves.   
77 This was the point raised by Laffan (2006) and Masud (2009) in the way in which Muslims began to re-orient 
their historical self-understanding through their encounter with Western accounts of Islamic history and 
tradition (more of which will be said in a later chapter). Even as astute an observer of patterns of intellectual 
and cultural change in both Muslim and Western societies as Muhammad Iqbal, appeared to have absorbed 
ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜǎ ƻŦ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ ŎƛǾƛƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŘŜŎƭƛƴŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎǎΦ !ǎ ƘŜ ǿǊƻǘŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ άwŜŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ wŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ 
¢ƘƻǳƎƘǘ ƛƴ LǎƭŀƳέΣ άŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǎǘ ŦƛǾŜ ƘǳƴŘǊŜŘ ȅŜŀǊǎΣ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ƛƴ LǎƭŀƳ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ 
ǎǘŀǘƛƻƴŀǊȅέ όǇΦмпύΦ ¢ƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ŎƭŜŀǊ ǇŀǊŀƭƭŜƭǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ LǉōŀƭΩǎ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǇƛŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ 
ǇǊŜǾŀƭŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ²Ŝǎǘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜΣ ƛǘ Ƴŀȅ ŀƭǎƻ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ LǉōŀƭΩǎ ǊŜƴŘƛǘƛƻƴ ŘǊŜǿ ŦǊƻƳ ǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ 
closer to home. The Indian reformist Ulama Qutb al-Din Ahmad bin Shah Abd al-Rahim (Shah Walli Allah) 
(d.1762) had, during the 18th century, begun an intellectual conversation with his peers on the decline of 
Islamic civilization. No doubt this was related to the severe political upheavals facing the Ottomans and its 
possible repercussions on Muslim society. Narratives of decline is not alien to Muslim thought (and neither, as 
el-Rouayheb (2015; p.3), points out, necessarily shared uniformly by by all Muslims as is sometimes wantonly 
assumed by scholars); however, it seems that as Muslim societies under colonial rule began to adopt more 
ΨƳƻŘŜǊƴΩ ƛŘŜŀǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ όǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ŀƴŘ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘƛŜǎ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŜǎ ŀǘǘŀŎƘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƳύΣ 
they also began to subscribe to a reading of their own pasts and presents shaped by an increasingly 
ΨǿŜǎǘŜǊƴƛǎŜŘΩ ƭŜƴǎΦ   
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processes are the narratives of óprogressô that appear to underpin the colonial project which 

intertwines and justifies trade-offs between articulating a rationale for expansion to their home 

society and the complex mix of motives which attended to the process of colonization.  

The idea of óModernityô is widely used in scholarship to describe the various forms of 

changes taking place in a given society ï often described as ñsocial forces and institutional 

forms ï secularization, industrialization, bureaucratization ï that embody the Enlightenment 

ideals of rationality, individual autonomy and progressò .78 However, the appropriation of the 

term ï the ways it is used and understood is recognized as being problematic.79 In the (recent) 

past scholars have tended to use the dichotomy between ótraditionô and ómodernityô as useful 

summaries of the changes societies go through in order to become ómodernô.   

Such dichotomous constructions have now relented to the recognition that neither 

ómodernityô nor ótraditionô are monolithic entities ï that the appropriation of the past is not 

necessarily a way of opposing change but can equally facilitate it; and what is often understood 

as tradition or the ópastô, may be of recent origin; that definitions of ótraditionô or óchangeô can 

be the object of bitter disputes in society (or culture).80 The idea of transitioning into a ñmodernò 

                                                 
78 /ƘŀǇǘŜǊ м ƛƴ ±ŀƴƘƻƻȊŜǊΣ YΦWΦΣ ά¢ƘŜ /ŀƳōǊƛŘƎŜ /ƻƳǇŀƴƛƻƴ ǘƻ tƻǎǘ-aƻŘŜǊƴ ¢ƘŜƻƭƻƎȅέΣ ό/ŀƳōǊƛŘƎŜ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ 
Press: Cambridge, 2003) p.7. 
79 Jeffrey Stout, the scholar of religious ethics, notŜŘΣ άbƻ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛŜǎ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŎŀǊŜŦǳƭ ƘŀƴŘƭƛƴƎ ǘƘŀƴ 
ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǘȅέΣ ƛƴ ά/ƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ¢ǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ {ǘǳŘȅ ƻŦ wŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ 9ǘƘƛŎǎέ нрκоΣ όмффуύ ǇΦно-
рсΦ CǊŜŘŜǊƛŎƪ /ƻƻǇŜǊ όнллрύ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ Ǿŀǎǘ ƭƛǘŜǊŀǘǳǊŜ ƻƴ ΨƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǘȅΩ ƻǇŜǊŀǘŜǎ ƻƴ п ƛƴter-related but 
different perspectives ς entailing a rich and diverse range of political, cultural and intellectual reform 
originating from the history of Western European societies, which then sets a pattern of development to which 
the rest of the world aǎǇƛǊŜǎΤ άŀ ōǳƴŘƭŜ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭΣ ƛŘŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǇƘŜƴƻƳŜƴŀ ǿƘƻǎŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ƻǊƛƎƛƴǎ 
ƭƛŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ²Ŝǎǘέ ōǳǘ ƴƻǿ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ ŀƴ ƛƳǇŜǊƛŀƭΣ ƛŘŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛƳǇƻǎŜǎ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ǳǇƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǊƛŎƘ ŀƴŘ 
diverse forms of human experience elsewhere; as still an esǎŜƴǘƛŀƭƭȅ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ŀƴŘ ŀŎŎƻƳǇƭƛǎƘƳŜƴǘ άǘƻ 
be defended against those who may knock at the gate but whose cultural baggage renders the mastery of 
ƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǘȅ ǳƴŀǘǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜέΤ ƻǊ ŀǎ ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ ƻǊ ŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜ ƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǘƛŜǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƴƻƴ-ǿŜǎǘŜǊƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ άŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ 
culǘǳǊŀƭ ŦƻǊƳǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƳŜǊŜ ǊŜǇŜǘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴ ōǳǘ ōǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ǘƻ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎέ όǇΦммо-
ммпύΦ /ƻƻǇŜǊ ǘƘŜƴ ŀǎƪǎΣ άƛǎ ƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǘȅ ŀ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴ ς something written into the exercise of economic and 
political power at a global level? Or is it a representation, a way of talking about the world in which one uses a 
language of temporal transformation while bringing out the simultaneity of global unevenness, in which 
ΨǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴΩ ƛǎ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ōȅ ǘŜƭƭƛƴƎ ŀ ǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ ǎƻƳŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ōŜŎƻƳŜ άƳƻŘŜǊƴέΚέ όƛbid).     
80 There is considerable literature on tradition, the invention of tradition and its various (re)definitions. See 
½ŀƳŀƴΣ aΦvΦΣ ά¢ƘŜ Ulama ƛƴ /ƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ LǎƭŀƳΥ /ǳǎǘƻŘƛŀƴǎ ƻŦ /ƘŀƴƎŜέ όtǊƛƴŎŜǘƻƴ ¦ƴƛǾΦ tǊŜǎǎΥ bŜǿ WŜǊǎŜȅ 
2002) p.1-17.  
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society is frequently seen as a critical component of political and legal reform in colonized 

societies. While frequently eschewing the need to properly decipher what is definitively or 

tangentially ómodernô about these colonial situations, it is often implied that the process of 

transforming from a ñtraditionalò to a ñmodernò society is a given.81 Therefore, the ñmodernò 

in this sense becomes associated with narratives coterminous with western imperial reform or 

through the influence of Western culture and thought. Sensibilities often associated with 

ñmodernityò (such as rationality, scientific positivism and so on) whenever it is observed within 

ónativeô or ólocalô discourses is often portrayed as a product of colonial mediation. However, 

while there are instances where this is clearly the case, it is equally important to recognize that 

outwardly similar phenomena may not necessarily stem from the same origins. The problem, 

as Cooper (2005) points out, is when noting shared resemblances, observers tend to assume 

(especially in a colonial context) some form of adoption or hybridization taking place.82 

 

Between Centre and Periphery: Colonialism, Modernity and Islam in Kelantan 

Due to its geographical, historical and cultural proximity, the influence of the Islamic 

scholastic traditions of Patani on Kelantan is significant. This can be termed perhaps as the 

                                                 
81 Cooper (2005ύ ǿŀǊƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀƴŀƭȅǘƛŎŀƭ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǘȅΩ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ǾŀǊƛŀƴǘǎ ŀǎ ŀ 
concept, especially in relation to its applicability to non-western societies and the colonial situation. He 
surmises that this is further exacerbated when one spŜŀƪǎ ƻŦ ΨƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜΩ ƻǊ ΨŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜΩ ƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǘƛŜǎΦ !ǎ ƘŜ 
ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ƛǘΣ άǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǘȅΣ ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭƛŜŘΣ Ǌǳƴǎ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳǳǘΣ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ǎƛƴƎǳƭŀǊ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭƛǎƳΣ ǘƘŜ 
nation state, and individualism ς with multiple effects and responses ς to a word for everything that has 
ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǎǘ ŦƛǾŜ ƘǳƴŘǊŜŘ ȅŜŀǊǎέΣ ǇΦмнтΦ ¢ƘŜ Ǉƻƛƴǘ /ƻƻǇŜǊ ǊŀƛǎŜŘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǎƻ ƳǳŎƘ ǘƻ ǊŜƧŜŎǘ ƻǳǘǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƘŜ 
ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǳǎŜǎ ƻŦ ǎǳŎƘ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛŜǎ ōǳǘΣ άǘƘŀǘ ƻƴŜ Ƙŀǎ ǘƻ ōŜ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀǎ ŎŀǊŜŦǳƭ ŀōƻǳǘ ŎŜƭŜōǊŀǘƛƴƎ ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ ƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǘƛŜǎ 
as about attrƛōǳǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŀ ǎƛƴƎǳƭŀǊ ƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǘȅ ƳƻǊŜ ŎƻƘŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŀƴ ƛǘ ƘŀǎέΣ ǇΦмооΦ 
82 Ibid p.47. It is possible to understand the appeal of hybridity in these late or post-modern times; in a sense it 
moves away from the kind of essentialist dichotomies which seems to charŀŎǘŜǊƛȊŜ ǘƘŜ ΨƳƻŘŜǊƴΩ- and its roll 
call of endemic problems. Yet to extend the idea that some form of amalgamation is taking place, assumes that 
ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘ ΨŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘƛǾŜƴŜǎǎΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǇǊŜǎǳǇǇƻǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŀƳŀƭƎŀƳΦ Lǘ ǎŜŜƳǎ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ ǘƻ ŀǾƻƛŘ Ŧŀlling 
ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ǘŀǳǘƻƭƻƎȅΦ /ƻƻǇŜǊ ŀǎǎŜǊǘǎ ǘƘŀǘΣ άǘƘŜ ǘǊƻǇŜ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊƴŜǎǎ ƻǊ ŀƭǘŜǊƛǘȅ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŀ ŎƭƛŎƘŞΧ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳŀǘƛŎ 
not just because of its increasing banality but because it discourages attention to non-dualistic forms of cultural 
linkage. Looking for a άǘŜȄǘǳŀƭ ƻǊ ŀ άƳŜǘŀǇƘƻǊƛŎ ŎƻƭƻƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴέ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǿƘƛŎƘ 
colonial power is exercised risks making colonialism appear everywhere ς ŀƴŘ ƘŜƴŎŜ ƴƻ ǿƘŜǊŜέΦ 
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óIslamic Ecologyô of the region.83 The inter-relatedness of Kelantan and Patani can be construed 

from the ways in which these community of scholars were formed ï further borne out by recent 

studies of the networks of reformist Muslim scholars in the region.84 

Linkages with the Arab Middle East in terms of ancestral or intellectual genealogy, 

forms an important part of the shaping of Southeast Asian Islam since the earliest times. For 

example, Hadhrami settlers in and around the Malay Muslim world often acquired considerable 

social standing within these communities, especially if they were óSayyidsô who claim some 

form of ancestral connection to the family of the Prophet. Similarly, Muslims who spent time 

in the Middle East ï either for reasons of the Haj or to be schooled in one of the more renowned 

centres of learning in Mecca or perhaps Egypt ï also gained considerable prestige within their 

own communities.  

The connection between Patani/ Kelantan Islamic communities and the Middle East is 

critical because on the one hand it illustrates the recognition of the position and importance of 

Muslim scholars from these regions in general (a reputation acquired and cemented to a 

considerable degree in the Haramayn itself) and second, it indicated the significance of their 

contribution towards the development of Islamic thought in Southeast Asia.85 There were, no 

doubt, other places in the region considered important for Muslim life ï Singapore, for example, 

                                                 
83 Partly due to the increasing pressures on Patanese society by the Siamese throughout the 19th century, there 
appears to have been considerable movement within the Muslim scholarly community to establish themselves 
in and around Kota Baru. These mitigating circumstances ς an active intellectual community and the existence 
of institutional provisions to support them ς seemed to have been a major influence in the maintenance of 
ǘƘŜǎŜ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎΦ Lƴ ǘǳǊƴΣ ǘƘƛǎ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ǿƘŀǘ wŀƴŘŀƭƭ /ƻƭƭƛƴǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ άŀ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŀƭ ƛƳǇŜǘǳǎ ǘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾƛǘȅέΦ {ŜŜ 
Collins (1998), p.643. 
84 Azra (2004), Laffan (2003; 2011), Bradley (2016). 
85 Roff noted that a fair number of students from throughout the peninsula who had studied in Kelantan went 
on to hold a number of important positions ς often in religious offices ς in their respective home states. See 
Roff, ²ΦwΦΣ άLƴŘƻƴŜǎƛŀƴ ŀƴŘ aŀƭŀȅ {ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ /ŀƛǊƻ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мфнлǎέΣ ǇΦтсΦ !ȊǊŀ ƴƻǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ΨǇƻƴŘƻƪΩ system of 
education adopted elsewhere in the Malay Peninsula were influenced by Patani. Matheson and Hooker (1988) 
suggests that these centres of learning were recognized for their advanced syllabus and as such, their highly 
qualified students were welcomed as teachers elsewhere. It has been suggested that the great Palembang 
scholar, al- Palimbani received his early education in the region.  
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was regarded as a centre of Islamic life during the late 19th and early 20th centuries ï but their 

respective contributions were quite different.86 

The late 19th century was critically important for the development of Islamic thought.87 

The emergence of the kind of óreformismô encouraged by the likes of Muhammad Abduh and 

Jamaludin al-Afghani and Rashid Rida had begun to influence Islamic thinking, not just in 

traditional centres of Islam but also in Southeast Asia and other parts of the Muslim world. This 

growing consciousness manifested itself in several ways ï first, it sparked of a range of 

theological debates on the state of Islamic thought at the time; second, it stimulated thinking 

about the role of religion in politics; third, it encouraged a more ódemocraticô approach to 

                                                 
86 Roff points out tƘŀǘΣ ά{ƛƴƎŀǇƻǊŜΩǎ ǊŜǇǳǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ŀ ŎŜƴǘǊŜ ƻŦ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ ƭƛŦŜ ŀƴŘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘŜ мфth century 
was widespread, though it rested less on the possession of a school of religious thought (or even particular 
teachers) than on its position in relation to the pilgrimage and Arab migration, and not least on its role as a 
ǇǳōƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ŎŜƴǘǊŜ ŦƻǊ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎǎέ όwƻŦŦΣ ²ΦwΦwΦΣ όмффпύΣ άhǊƛƎƛƴǎ ƻŦ aŀƭŀȅ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎƳέ 
όh¦tΥ hȄŦƻǊŘύ ǇΦпоύΦ {ƛƴƎŀǇƻǊŜΣ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŎŜƴǘǊŜ ƻŦ άŀ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƴŜǘwork which fed a constant 
ǎǘǊŜŀƳ ƻŦ ǊŜǾƛǾƛŦƛŜŘ άƻǊǘƘƻŘƻȄέ aǳǎƭƛƳ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ŦǊƻƳ IŜƧŀȊ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƴƛƴǎǳƭŀ ŀƴŘ ŀǊŎƘƛǇŜƭŀƎƻΣ ŜƳōƻŘȅƛƴƎ ƛƴ 
ƛǘǎ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŀǘƛǾŜ ǊƛƎƻǊ ƛƳǇƭƛŎƛǘ ŎǊƛǘƛŎƛǎƳ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎȅƴŎǊŜǘƛǎƳ ŀƴŘ ŜŎƭŜŎǘƛŎƛǎƳ ƻŦ ƛƴŘƛƎŜƴƻǳǎ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ ƭƛŦŜέ όƛōƛŘ ǇΦпоύΦ 
What wƻŦŦ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ŀǎ ΨƻǊǘƘƻŘƻȄΩ ŎƻǳƭŘ Ŝŀǎƛƭȅ ƭŜƴŘ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ǘƻ ŀ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ Wahabi-inspired theology, which 
reflects to some degree the ideological changes taking place within the centres of Islam in the Haramayn and 
its growing influence in other parts of the Islamic world. Singapore, for example, was a particularly important 
ǇƭŀŎŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ Ψ²ŀƘŀōƛΩ inspired tracts. This was encouraged by patrons such as the wealthy 
Hadrami shipping magnate Abd Rahman al-Saqqaff (al-Saggoff). Laffan (2011) suggests that one reason which 
may have prompted the production of such texts was to serve as rejoinders against the spread of popular tales 
(such as the poetry of Hamzah Fansuri and such similar literature which stressed upon the supernatural and 
miraculous ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ tǊƻǇƘŜǘ aǳƘŀƳƳŀŘΩǎ ƭƛŦŜύ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ŘƛǎǘŀǎǘŜŦǳƭ ŀƳƻƴƎ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ulama. Such 
sentiments eventually took the form of a series of polemical attacks against what was perceived to be 
ŘŜǾƛŀǘƛƻƴƛǎǘ ƻǊ ΨōƛŘŀŀΩ practices associated with certain Sufi tareqas. These discourses towards the end of the 
19th century also gives a glimpse of competing Muslim voices within the growing public sphere. We can 
witness, for example, the emergence of individuals such as Syed Uthman Ibn Aqil (1822-1913) (a former 
student and disciple of Ahmad Dahlan and Abdul Ghani of Bima), who was an especially trenchant critic of what 
ǿŀǎ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ΨŜȄǘǊŀ-LǎƭŀƳƛŎΩ ŜȄŎŜǎǎŜǎ ƻŦ aŀƭŀȅ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊΣ ǘƘŜ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ bŀǎƘǉōŀƴŘƛ 
tareqa (interestingly, this also points to the growing influence of a particular Wahabbi inspired Salafism 
becoming more propenderant within the Hejaz towards the end of the 19th ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅύΦ ¢ƘŜ ǊƛǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ΨƴŜǿΩ 
voices in mainstream Islamic discourse was partly the result of the opportunities offered by the new print 
technologies (Riddell, 2001; p.199-203). This bears similarity to the claims made by Milner (1995; p.149-153) 
which suggests that these polemics were also emblematic of criticisms levelled against the traditional ruling 
elites who were seen as partial to these practices. It may also relate to concerns over lingering Shiite influences 
extant in the region during the preceding centuries (especially the 17th and 18th). These elements could be 
discerned in originally Persian works trŀƴǎƭŀǘŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ aŀƭŀȅ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ άHikayat FatimahέΣ άHikayat Ali KhawinέΣ 
άHikayat Abu BakarέΣ άHikayat Muhammad Hanafiyyahέ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŜǊŜ ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜŘ ǿƛŘŜƭȅ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘŜ 
Malay world; see Ricci (2013) p.51.    
87 These aspects of reform thought and its influence on Islam on the Peninsula will be discussed in greater 
depth in the next chapter. 
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Islamic education as a whole.88 It also laid the ideological foundations for Islamic political 

activism ï which in turn, provided the stimulus for a whole range of activities associated with 

anti-colonialism and nascent nationalism.89  

Though plainly, many of the aims and consequences of the reaction for and against 

modernization in the Islamic world shared substantial similarities, there were nevertheless ï 

through the methods employed and the local dynamics of the process ï differences from one 

region to another. The introduction of British colonial involvement the various Malay 

Sultanates on the Peninsula is a case in point.90 In the Western Malay states, proximity to the 

center of colonial administration meant that despite relative freedom to oversee matters 

pertaining to óreligionô and ócustomô, in practice these ófreedomsô were decidedly limited.91 

However, the situation on the northeastern coastal states of the Peninsula were somewhat 

different. Geographical proximity, as well as political and economic circumstances dictated the 

degree of colonial involvement in the administrative affairs of these states.92 

As mentioned ealier, the introduction of more novel forms of economic activity, 

increasing urbanization (along a more ómodernô orientation), the spread of modern bureaucratic 

                                                 
88 wŀƘƳŀƴΣ CΦ όмфунύΣ άLǎƭŀƳ ŀƴŘ aƻŘŜǊƴƛǘȅΥ ¢ƘŜ ¢ǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀƴ LƴǘŜƭƭŜŎǘǳŀƭ ¢ǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴέΣ ό¦ƴƛǾΦ ƻŦ /ƘƛŎŀƎƻ 
Press: Chicago) esp. chapter 2 ς p.43-84. These types of debates, regarding what the correct understanding of 
Islamic teachings might be, though often conducted in a relation to what was thought to be the contemporary 
challenges facing the Muslim polity, has a long historical precedence and goes back to medieval or classical 
times.  
89 {ŜŜ 9ǎǇƻǎƛǘƻΣ WΦ[Φ ŀƴŘ 5ƻƴƻƘǳŜΣ WΦWΦΣ όŜŘΦύ άLǎƭŀƳ ƛƴ ¢ǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴΥ aǳǎƭƛƳ tŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎέΣ όhȄŦƻǊŘ ¦ƴƛǾΦ tǊŜǎǎΥ 
Oxford) p.24 ς рфΤ YŜŘƻǳǊƛŜΣ 9Φ όмфссύΣ ά!ŦƎƘŀƴƛ ŀƴŘ !ōŘǳƘΥ !ƴ 9ǎǎŀȅ ƻƴ wŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ ¦ƴōŜƭƛŜŦ ŀƴŘ tƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ 
Activism in MoŘŜǊƴ LǎƭŀƳέΣ ό/ŀǎǎΥ [ƻƴŘƻƴύΤ YŜŘŘƛŜΣ bΦόмфсуύΣ ά!ƴ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ wŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ LƳǇŜǊƛŀƭƛǎƳΥ tƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ 
Religious Writings of al-!ŦƎƘŀƴƛέΣ ό¦ƴƛǾΦ ƻŦ /ŀƭƛŦƻǊƴƛŀ tǊŜǎǎΥ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅύΦ  
90 Yegar (1984) where the management of religion was consolidated following the general principles of the 
Pangkor Agreement (1874), which outlined the limits of the authorities of the local ruler, limited to the spheres 
ƻŦ ΨǊŜƭƛƎƛƻƴΩ ŀƴŘ ΨŎǳǎǘƻƳΩΦ    
91 Ibid, p.189-194. Though as later chapters in the thesis suggests, the so-ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨƭƛƳƛǘŀǘƛƻƴǎΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅ ƻŦ 
ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŜƭƛǘŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƛƴ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ΨŎǳǘ ŀƴŘ ŘǊƛŜŘΩΦ !ǎ DǊŜŜƴōƭŀǘǘ όмффнύΣ 5ŀǊǿƛƴ όнлмоύΣ .Ŝƴǘƻƴ όнллнύ 
have shown, the introduction of colonial regimes did not simply curtail native agency. Quite often, the 
introduction of new legal and administrative instruments also (perhaps unintendedly) created novel avenues of 
ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǇƻǿŜǊ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ άŎƻƭƻƴƛȊŜŘέΦ  
92 As Roff (1983) suggests, despite being under British protection, Kelantan, for example, was subjected to a 
lesser degree of British involvement in their domestic affairs, as opposed to the states on the West Coast of the 
Peninsula. See Roff (1983), p.326. 
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practices and a modern Anglicised system of education ï even though this was generally limited 

to those considered most able or those from the appropriate social backgrounds ï meant that 

many aspects of more ñtraditionalò forms of social organization were being undermined.93 

According to Yegar (1979), it was the modern administrative reforms sponsored by the British 

that led to the emergence of an organized and recognized class of ulama, imams and kathis from 

the 1880s onwards. Between the two World Wars, this was further consolidated when the Malay 

states developed a central organization modeled upon European administrative patterns to 

handle matters related to Islam (or in the case of the Straits Settlements, religion).94 These 

developments (along with the earlier intellectual and political developments around the Muslim 

world) laid the foundations for the emergence of a Muslim intelligentsia, while conscious of 

their Muslim heritage, saw the potential of several aspects of Western forms of modernization 

ï especially in terms of scientific and technological óadvancesô.95  

These changes had begun to re-appropriate the roles of the ulama in the context of the 

Malay states. Prior to the establishment of the new, colonial sponsored schools, the instruction 

provided by the ulamas were perhaps the only real means within the Malay Muslim community 

of acquiring a formal education. Though later (primarily colonial) observers had described these 

scholastic settings as essentially ñreligiousò in nature, the idea of ódevotionalô practice, as 

distinguished from ósecularô, or non-devotional practice, at least in the early stages of British 

expansion, were of little consequence for the Malay Muslim polity. However, as the political 

                                                 
93 aǳǘŀƭƛōΣ IΦ όмффлύΣ άLǎƭŀƳ ŀƴŘ 9ǘƘƴƛŎƛǘȅ ƛƴ aŀƭŀȅ tƻƭƛǘƛŎǎέΣ όhȄŦƻǊŘ ¦ƴƛǾΦ tǊŜǎǎΥ hȄŦƻǊŘ ŀƴŘ {ƛƴƎŀǇƻǊŜύΣ ǇΦму-
23.  
94 See Yegar, M. (1979), p.92-93. Some of these institutions were, for example, the Council of Chiefs and Ulama 
in Perak; in Selangor, the wŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ ŀƴŘ /ǳǎǘƻƳŀǊȅ /ƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜΤ ƛƴ bŜƎŜǊƛ {ŜƳōƛƭŀƴΣ ǘƘŜ Ψ¦ǇǇŜǊ 
/ƘŀƳōŜǊΩ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ YŜŘŀƘΣ tŜǊƭƛǎ ŀƴŘ ¢ŜǊŜƴƎƎŀƴǳΣ ǘƘŜ ƻŦŦƛŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƛǘƭŜ ƻŦ Shaykh ςal-Islam. 
95 However, this in no way suggests that the reception to British presence or the kind of modernization it 
introduced were accepted uniformly. Even in places where British presence was most apparent ς such as within 
the Western Malay states and the Straits Settlements ς there was considerable tension about the effects of the 
changes being introduced, especially its impact on Malay Muslim society. Tremendous amounts of intellectual 
energy were invested in debating the possible benefits and costs of these developments amongst the growing 
indigenous intelligentsia. For an interesting example of devŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ {ƛƴƎŀǇƻǊŜΣ ǇƭŜŀǎŜ ǎŜŜ wƻŦŦΣ ²ΦwΦ ά¢ƘŜ 
Malay-Muslim World of Singapore at the close of the 19th ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅέΣ WƻǳǊƴŀƭ ƻŦ !ǎƛŀƴ {ǘǳŘƛŜǎΣ ȄȄǾ όмфспύΣ ǇΦту-
90.  
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and economic life of the Malay states were inexorably transformed under British 

administration, these traditional systems themselves underwent a process of transformation. As 

ñIslamò begun to be incorporated within the emerging and increasingly centralized 

bureaucracy, various aspects of Muslim life and practice were re-organised and restructured in 

order to retrofit it within these newly introduced state systems. A more formalized topology of 

religious life and practice, as distinct from other spheres of human activity began to take shape 

more clearly.96  

The introduction of ómodernô social, cultural and political practices ï informed and 

shaped both through the colonial experience as well as political developments in other parts of 

the Islamic world ï had begun to subtly re-orient the role of the ulama within Malay Muslim 

society. The so-called ólimitsô of monarchical authority established in principle through the 

precedent set by the Pangkor Treaty of 1874, and the way it was received and put into practice 

within the various Malay sultanates, suggests that British influence was shaped as much by the 

kinds of social and political engagements taking place in a specific, localized context, as it was 

determined by formal legislation and procedures evinced within the centres of colonial 

administration.97  

Despite disparate forms of resistance by groups and individuals displaced under British 

control, substantial portions of the Malay ruling class appeared to have accepted ï with some 

reservations ï the growing colonial presence for reasons ranging from the considerable largesse 

lavished upon the Sultanates, to political pensions for dispossessed district chiefs, membership 

to the largely ceremonial state councils, and so on.98 The British approach, which drew upon 

                                                 
96 Yegar (1985) p.191-192. 
97 The experience of Kelantan is a case in point; as will be shown in a later chapter, the formation of the Majlis 
Agama Islam in 1915 illustrated the degree through which indigenous parties were able to use the mode of 
British inspired legal reforms, as means of asserting their own interests. See later chapters in thesis ς especially 
on Ahmad al-Patani and the Majlis Agama Islam Kelantan. 
98 The role played by Brtish interlocutors in the ensuing power struggles and court intrigues in the Malay Courts 
was a case in point. Securing royal succession, affirming the position of particular factions within the state 
administrative structures, balancing indigenous demands and colonial design, assisting in creating and 
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their experiences in other colonies, seemed to be the preferred method for managing both the 

interests of the Malay ruling classes, and their own economic and political requirements.  

The dynamics that evolved out of this ï which involved a wide range of social, political 

and economic reorganization within Malay society ï posed considerable challenges for the 

Muslim Malays. Though British involvement proved, perhaps, to be the major influence behind 

these changes, it was in no way a straight forward and passive process. British observers had 

often assumed that local factions ï often made up of rulers, chiefs and so on ï were, by and 

large, óunprogressiveô.99 However, while on the surface there was some support for this view 

amongst the native intelligentsia ï especially as expressed through the writings of Munsyi 

Abdullah to the late 19th century periodical, Jawi Peranakan, the early 20th century reform 

journal, óal-Imamô, and perhaps most evident in early 20th century publications such as 

ñPengasohò ï depictions of indigenous malaise was not necessarily conjoined by an unqualified 

enthusiasm for colonial rule or colonial modes of developments.100  

These early tracts provide a useful prism for examining the emerging discourses 

amongst the native intelligentsia. Were the rise of these seemingly critical native attitudes a 

                                                 
maintaining social and political order became indentured in the processes of colonial reform. As chapter 4 in 
the thesis elaborates this changed the dynamics of the making and un-making of political authority in the 
Malay states.  
99 Presumably it meant that their perceived attitudes and social practices may have been seen as less than 
congenial towards facilitating British commercial and political interests. It is often remarked a major excuse for 
.ǊƛǘƛǎƘ ΨǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴΩ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ aŀƭŀȅǎ ΨƛƴŀōƛƭƛǘȅΩ ǘƻ ƎƻǾŜǊƴ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅΦ {ŜŜ hǿŜƴΣ bΦDΦ Ŝǘ ŀƭ όŜŘǎΦύ ά¢ƘŜ 
9ƳŜǊƎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ aƻŘŜǊƴ {ƻǳǘƘŜŀǎǘ !ǎƛŀέΣ ό¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ Iŀǿŀƛƛ Press: Hawaii, 2009) p.144-145. 
100 wŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ŀ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ƛƴ !ƴǘƘƻƴȅ aƛƭƴŜǊΩǎ όмффрύ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŦƛƎǳǊŜǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ aǳƴǎȅƛ 
Abdullah (p.81-85) and Shaykh al-Hadi (p.228-236).  Despite living several decades apart, these writers were 
deeply critical of their own societies and how the existing local rulers and leaders had failed to live up to their 
responsibilities (as compared to, ironically, the efforts made by the British administrators). However, while 
openly critical references to colonial involvement were avoided, the consistent appeal to religious reform as a 
basis for social and material improvement as well as spiritual salvation, gives the impression that they did not 
wholly embrace colonial initiatives as their writings sometimes suggests. However, writing, as they were, in the 
in the more secular environs of the Straits Settlements, allowed them a degree of freedom to put forward 
critical perspectives of Malay leadership and society without an overweening fear of censorship and official 
reprisals from the traditional ruling classes. Nevertheless, they had to be aware of the limits of their criticisms 
of the existing sources of authority to ensure that friction with colonial officialdom was avoided. For an 
example of the subtle inferŜƴŎŜǎ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ Ŏƻƭƻƴƛŀƭ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǇƻƭƛŎȅΣ ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ {ȅŜŘ {ƘŀƛƪƘ ŀƭ IŀŘƛǎΩ ŜŘƛǘƻǊƛŀƭ ƛƴ 
ΨAl-LƪƘǿŀƴΩ, Peng.1, Jilid.1 (16th September 1926). 
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peculiar development of the new colonial inspired public sphere? There is much ambiguity 

regarding this point. It seems clear that the rise of the public periodical and the increasing 

availability of new print technologies provided a new format for public discourse unavailable 

to previous generations. Pre-colonial politics in the Malay states was marked by (at least 

according western accounts) considerable instability, with widespread local factionalism and 

internecine conflict ï a situation which seemed to have changed during the period of British 

presence.101  

While grievances against the native ruling elites may have found novel avenues for 

expression with the advent of colonial rule, this could simply reflect the increasing visibility of 

political discourses in Malay society which had hitherto been limited to more ótraditionalô 

forums. As later chapters show, these criticisms were not limited to traditional authorities; 

unlike predecessors such as Munsyi Abdullah, reformists were equally quick to castigate 

colonialism and European expansionary activities.102 Neither was there uncritical support for 

even aspects of óWesternô thinking (such as the virtues of modern science) which was generally 

considered by reformist intellectuals as a vital part of their revitalization project. Though most 

of these new periodicals emerged during the colonial period, they also reflect a tradition of 

                                                 
101 For examples of this see Clifford (1905, reprint 1992), Gullick (1974), Kessler (1978). 
102 Reformist ulama, such as Ahmad al-Patani (d.1906), like his contemporary Muhammad Abduh in Egypt was 
deeply critical of western imperial activity and its impact on Muslim society. However, despite his influence on 
Islamic thought in Kelantan and the region, Ahmad al-Patani wrote his diatribes against colonialism from the 
confines of Mecca and Egypt. Reformists residing in Malaya, such as al-IŀŘƛΣ ¢ŀƘƛǊ WŀƭƭŀƭǳŘŘƛƴΣ ¢ƻΩ YŜƴŀƭƛ ŀƴŘ ǎƻ 
on, especially those directly associated with the various reform minded periodicals, tend to be more 
circumspect in formally criticizing colonial authority. For example, the exchange between al-Hadi and Zaaba 
ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ƛƴ ǇŜǊƛƻŘƛŎŀƭ άSaudaraέ ƛƴ мфнс ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘŜǎ ǘƘƛǎ ǇƻƛƴǘΦ ²ƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳŜǊ ǊŜǎŜǊǾŜŘ Ƙƛǎ Ƴƻǎǘ 
contemptuous remarks for the Malay ruling elites, the latter proved equally scathing of British rule (Ismail 
(2003) p.26-31). There were, no doubt, good reasons for al-IŀŘƛΩǎ ǊŜǎǘǊŀƛƴǘ ς Zaaba had on occasion suffered 
from British censure as a result of his unremitting criticism of colonial authority. Perhaps because of instances 
such as this, the more withering attacks against officialdom tended to come from letters (often published 
under a pseudonym). This also reflected the eclecticism and in some ways, alacrity of reformist thought. At 
times, colonial reform was seen to parallel Muslim reform ideals, whilst at others, colonial presence was 
viewed as a threat to the survival of the Muslim polity, and whose ideas of development stemmed from 
sources inimical to Islamic values. The notion of Muslim laxity remained a constant target for reformist 
critiques ς though this was often focused on the traditional ruling elites. There seemed to be no doubt that 
ΨǊŜŦƻǊƳΩ ǿŀǎ ƴŜŜŘŜŘΤ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǊŜŦƻǊƳǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜŘΣ ǿƘƻ ǿŀǎ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘŀōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳ ŀƴŘ 
what actual programs of reform was to be followed remained largely ambiguous.        
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thinking which predated British presence, and drew from a broad repository of trans-national 

reformist thinking and sentiments.     

The second half of the 19th century witnessed the emergence of the earliest Malay 

vernacular presses.103 While the early presses tended to adhere strictly to general and 

informative pieces, and did not directly touch upon politics, the turn of the 20th century saw the 

emergence of new ideologically committed and critical reform minded Muslim periodicals.    

 

Conclusion 

It has been suggested that the colonial reform played an instrumental role ï either 

directly or indirectly ï in the institutionalization of Islam in the Malay Peninsula. The two main 

processes at work were colonial administrative convenience and Islamic reform, which could 

effectively employ the technical and organizational infrastructure of the imperial 

administration. In introducing legal and administrative reforms, the colonial government had 

the intention of separating óreligionô from formal legislation. However, these developments 

may have had an uneven effect, as it appears in the case of Kelantan.104 By the early part of the 

20th century, the role of the imam had become more entrenched within the system of state 

religious bureaucracy. As with other parts of Malaya, attempts by the British to minimize what 

they assume to be the ósecularô authority of the aristocracy and ruling classes, prompted in its 

place an expansion of the institutionalization of Islam.   

                                                 
103 ¢ƘŜ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǎǘ ƴŜǿǎǇŀǇŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǇŜǊƛƻŘƛŎŀƭǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ΨWŀǿƛ tŜǊŀƴŀƪŀƴΩ (established in 1876) were largely the 
efforts of Muslims of Indian extraction located primarily in the Straits Settlements, such as Singapore and 
tŜƴŀƴƎΦ ¢ƘŜ ΨWŀǿƛ tŜǊŀƴŀƪŀƴΩ (as how they came to be known) played active roles in these colonial societies. 
Aside from their traditional involvement in trade and commerce, they were also absorbed into the public 
service and served as teachers in schools. They held fairly eminent positions within Straits society, and were 
often considered second only to the Arab migrants as leaders within the Malay-Muslim community. See Roff 
(1967) p.47-49.   
104 See Roff (1974). 
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The long standing traditions of Islamic scholarship in the Northeastern Malay states 

were considerable. Its relative isolation, and the peculiarities of Malay culture in the region, 

formed critical ingredients for the creation of an Islamic milieu unique on the Peninsula. This 

led to a set of seemingly contradictory situations; though colonial led reform and westernized 

modernity was implemented more comprehensively amongst the Federated states on the 

Peninsula, native Muslim responses and attempts at contesting colonial reform were largely 

peripheral to mainstream processes of development.105 In the majority of the Malay states, 

ñIslamò while remaining a powerful influence in Malay society, seemed to have been reduced 

to a subsidiary, and largely ceremonial role in the emerging process of state building.   

In Kelantan, the situation was different; the Kelantanese theocratic classes were more 

intimately involved in the process of reform.106 The historical standing of the ulama as well as 

an established system of religious education meant that the ideational and institutional shape of 

reform was subject to careful scrutiny. The intellectual communities in the state had the cultural 

and religious resources to not be undermined by modern British/European thinking. They 

actively pursued their own reformist agendas which at times seemed to parallel western type 

reforms, whilst at others, depart from it markedly.107 The close linkages between the ulama 

classes and the ruling elites in Kelantan meant that these theocrats became in effect the 

ócustodians of changeô.108 They became connected to processes of socio-political and religious 

                                                 
105 However, as Roff (1967) has shown, Muslim reform ideas went on to play a crucial role in the formation 
Malay anti-colonial and nationalist discourses in the following decades.   
106 Political and religious reforms in Kelantan had much earlier antecedents. See later chapters on Shaykh 
Ahmad al-Patani and the Majlis Agama Islam Kelantan. 
107 Many of the leading Muslim intellectuals and scholars form Kelantan were not only well connected to the 
centres of Islam in the Middle East, but were also held in high regard by them. Shaykh Ahmad al-Patani, 
perhaps the most influential ulama in Kelantan during the late 19th century, for example, was not only 
ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀ άǎŀǾŀƴǘ ƻŦ ƳŜǊƛǘέ ōȅ ǘƘe Dutch scholar, Snouck Hurgronje (who was then visiting Mecca), 
but was closely connected to the Ottoman courts. He was an advocate of implementing Ottoman type legal 
and political reform in Kelantan and the other Malay states. More will be discussed in a following chapter. 
108 Zaman (2002). The ulama in this sense, are seen as key components in the construction and maintenance of 
ΨŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅΩ όǇΦпс-59). 
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reform in way, as will be shown later, which is unique amongst the Malay states on the 

Peninsula. 
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Chapter 2: Kaum Muda vs Kaum Tua: Between ñTradition(s)ò and Contesting 

Ideological Hegemonies? 

Much of the literature that examines the emergence of what has come to be known as 

óReformistô or óModernistô Islam in Malaya often puts it at the centre of the schisms between 

the so-called óTraditionistsô (ñKaum Tuaò -  literally, óthe old generationô) and the ómodernistsô 

(ñKaum Mudaò ï the óyoung generationô).1 Though these labels tend to undermine the 

tremendous complexity of overlapping ideological and religious commitments, their use have 

become common place both in academic and popular expositions.  

Writers on the subject tended to concentrate mostly on the distinctions between these 

perceived ideological and religious divisions.2 Therefore, the works of authors such as Shaykh 

Tahir Jallaluddin, Syed Shaykh al-Hadi or Hamka (Haji Abdul Karim Amirullah) became 

emblematic of the ómodernistô or ñKaum Mudaò position. A major reason for this was the 

accompanying emergence of the public periodical as both a medium for reform-type discourse 

and advocacy.3 As Salvatore (2009) suggests, reformists such as Abduh and Rida put an 

ñunprecedented emphasis on the centrality of the printing press within the reform projecté 

(they) even claimed the genuinely Islamic character of the enhanced circulation of ideas 

facilitated the canonical injunction of commanding ógoodô and prohibiting óevilô (hisba) and as 

a unique stimulator of ijtihad on a mass basis. Essentially the reformulation of maslaha by 

Abduh and Rida consisted in its transfer from the realm of óilmô, by definition monopolised by 

the ulama, to the field of ósihafaô (the press) as the axis of a reform oriented public sphereò.4 

                                                 
1 ¢ƘŜ ΨKaum Muda ς YŀǳƳ ¢ǳŀΩ schisms emerging at the turn of the 20th century are most extensively 
documenǘŜŘ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǊŜŦƻǊƳƛǎǘ-ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎǘǎΩ ŘƛǎŎƻǊŘǎ ƛƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ aŀƭŀȅ tŜƴƛƴǎǳƭŀΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ 
ǊŜŦƻǊƳƛǎǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ άKaum al-Manarέ ŘŜƴƻǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŦƻǊƳ 
agenda of Abduh and al-Afghani (Roff, 1967, p.59). In many ways, Pengasoh was as central to the development 
of these discourses on the Peninsula and surrounding regions as its better known counterpart al-Imam.  
2 See for example, Roff (1967), Milner (1995), Means (2009), Kahn (2006), and Riddell (2001). 
3 The kind of ulama discourses found during the early decades of 20th ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘΣ ƛƴ ŀ ǎŜƴǎŜΣ ΨƴŜǿΩΦ 
5ƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ŀƴŘ ƭƛƳƛǘǎ ƻŦ ΨǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴΩ όijtihad) for example, are, in many ways, a 
part of a tradition of discourses traceable back to the early history of Islam. See Rahman (2000), p.115-130. 
4 Masud et al, eds. (2009) p.195-196. 
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The potential these new mediums were not lost on the Malayan reformists, and like their 

counterparts in the Middle East, quickly saw it as a powerful tool for communicating the reform 

project. Not only did this allow them to reach a broader audience, but perhaps more importantly, 

they were able to convey their ideas to a public constituency not traditionally exposed to a 

formal Islamic education. In particular, the reformistôs endorsement of religious, political and 

social reform within Malay Muslim society resonated with the various pre-Second World War 

religio-political movements emerging within the Peninsula Malay states.  

Though often associated with an anti-modern disposition, ñKaum Tuaò is not generally 

described as having a particular ideological/theological orientation, other than a strong 

resistance towards óchangeô and representative of óestablishmentô Islam.5 However, there have 

been few attempts to examine the prevailing discourses of the so-called ñKaum Tuaò and their 

sympathisers. Most of the available studies tended to focus more on the ñKaum Mudaò and their 

purported ñmodernitiesò between the late 19th and early decades of the 20th century. In this part 

of the thesis, an attempt will be made to discuss some of the major points of contention ï 

óijtihadô (usually described as ñrational judgmentò), ótaqlidô (imitative belief and practice), 

ósufismô and óbidaôahô (often transcribed as ñinnovationò, pejoratively associated with 

óerroneousô innovation) ï used to exemplify the ómodernistô/ôtraditionistô discord on the Malay 

Peninsula and the region, especially how these discourses were predisposed through the 

emerging Malay-Islamic periodicals at the turn of the 20th century.    

Though the modern nation state is a recent invention in the world of the Malay 

Archipelagic Kingdoms, discussions of the Kaum Muda-Kaum Tua episode have generally 

                                                 
5 !ǎƛŘŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘƛƴƎ ΨƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭΩ LǎƭŀƳΣ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƘŀǘ ƛŘŜŀǎ Ƴŀȅ ƘŀǾŜ ŎƛǊŎǳƭŀǘŜŘ ŀƳƻƴƎǎǘ 
ǘƘŜ ΨYŀǳƳ ¢ǳŀΩ, especially during the early decades of the 20th century, and how this, in turn, was necessarily in 
ƻǇǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ΨƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǎǘκǊŜŦƻǊƳƛǎǘΩ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ƴŜǿ ōǳǊŜŀǳŎǊŀŎƛŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŦƻǊƳŀƭƭȅ Ǉǳǘ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǊŜŎǘ 
ƧǳǊƛǎŘƛŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊǳƭŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘƛƴƎ άƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭέ LǎƭŀƳΦ {ŎƘƻƭŀǊƭȅ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ wƻŦŦΩǎ 
όмфстΤ мфтпύΣ IŜŦƴŜǊΩǎ όнлммύΣ ¸ŜƎŀǊ όмфтфύ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ aŀƭŀȅ {ǳƭǘŀƴǎ 
receded from public administration and became largely ceremonial, the emergence of new agencies to oversee 
religious and customary affairs increasingly became the focus through which royal authority were most 
effectively disposed.      
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attempted to locate it either within the discourses and geography of nation-building; or as part 

of the process of the introduction of ómodernô sensibilities into Malay-Muslim discourse.6 In 

the case of students of Islam in the region, modernist ideas are viewed largely as either 

precursors of the emergence of a more ópuristô (ósalafiô) version of Islam, or as critiques of the 

supposedly syncretic (óabanganô) beliefs and practices depicted by scholars such as Clifford 

Geertz and Harry Benda.  

While the pursuit of doctrinal authenticity seemed to have been a major subject within 

reform discourses, this did not assuage real differences of opinions nor debate amongst the 

reform ulama. Even where there was agreement amongst the ulama, for example, that certain 

forms of ñbidaôahò (extraneous innovation) practices ought to be extricated from the Muslim 

community, such seemingly confident pronouncements obscures the dynamics of the 

accompanying discourses. This underplays the complex discursive process in which the 

resulting ñfatwasò and edicts are always subject to further refinement, elaboration and, 

frequently, contestation. Under these circumstances, what an opinion could mean in more 

specific contexts are not easily determined ï and relies much of the time on the capacity of the 

interlocutors involved to tease out a position that can be abjured to collectively (óijmaô). 

Drawing upon the resources of ónormative prescriptionsô and juridical traditions (ñshariaò and 

the ñmadzhabsò) involves questions about meaning and interpretation. An interpretative scheme 

of some sort is always at work ï even amongst the most restrained ñMutjahidsò (jurists).  

In this sense, perhaps more can be said about the way in which the interplay between 

the various schemes of the accumulated traditions (textual and social practices) employed 

within these intra-Muslim factions shaped their discourses. Whatever the differences may be 

                                                 
6 !ǎƛŘŜ ŦǊƻƳ wƻŦŦΩǎ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŎ ǿƻǊƪ όмфстύΣ ƳƻǊŜ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜǎ ƻŦ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎǎ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǾŜƛƴ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ aƛƭƴŜǊ όмффрύΣ 
Matheson Hooker (2000), and Kahn (2000). In each of these examples, despite (especially in the case of Kahn) 
some recognition of the variegated nature of Malay Muslim belief, and the potential difficulties in utilizing a 
ΨƳƻŘŜǊƴκǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴƛǎǘΩ ōƛƴŀǊȅ ƛƴ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳŀǘƛȊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƧƻǊ ŘƛǾƛǎƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ aŀƭŀȅŀƴ LǎƭŀƳΣ ƛǎ ƭŀǊƎŜƭȅ ǇǊŜƳƛǎŜŘ ƻƴ ŀ 
ǘȅǇƻƭƻƎȅ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǎǎǳƳŜǎ ŀ ŎƭŜŀǊ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ƪƛƴŘǎ ƻŦ ΨLǎƭŀƳΩ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǎŜŜƴ 
ŀǎ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ΨǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎΩ ƻǊ ΨǎŜŎǳƭŀǊΩ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŀ aǳǎƭƛƳ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘΦ  



59 
 

between these identified as ómodernistsô and their opponents ultimately lie in their respective 

appropriations of religious knowledge ï both in terms of interpreting foundational texts and the 

body of traditions surrounding this that have accumulated over time. The hermeneutical 

interaction between scripture and tradition plays a critical role in shaping the process of 

deciphering and securing what is seen to be óauthoritativeô knowledge within these 

communities.       

If we were to view these schisms in Malay Muslim society as part of a continuing 

dialogue over the place of reason and its relationship to órevealedô knowledge7, then these trends 

have had a lengthy history in Islam and Islamic societies. By categorising and classifying 

individuals or groups as exemplifying a particular ideological or theological position, no doubt 

made it more convenient in examining the historical schisms and intellectual struggles within 

the history of Muslim societies.8 However, even though recent scholarship especially on the 

intellectual, cultural and political history of Muslim societies in the Mediterranean and Arab 

world have begun to emphasise more on the value of ócontextô and a comparative approach9, 

there seems to be a greater disconnect between these constituent parts of in the studies of Islam 

and the study of Muslim society in South East Asia, particularly in relation to the Malay 

Peninsula.10  

This, as Shamsul (2007; 2005) suggests, may have more to do with the ways in which 

the invention of ócolonialô topologies of geography, society and culture have gone on to shape 

                                                 
7 !ǎ ƻǇǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƻ ǎŜŜƛƴƎ ƛǘ ŀǎ ŀ ǎǘǊŀƛƎƘǘŦƻǊǿŀǊŘ ŘƛǎŀƎǊŜŜƳŜƴǘǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ΨǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎǘǎΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǇǇƻƴŜƴǘǎΦ 
Abrahamov (1998), p.vii-xi. There is a large range of written materials on the topic. Useful references include 
Rahman (1982); Leaman and Nasr (1996); Hourani (1983); Brown (1996); Enayat (1982). 
8 Most introductory texts on Medieval/Classical Islam for example, continue to use the distinction between the 
Mutazila όǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎǘǎύ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇǳǊǇƻǊǘŜŘƭȅ ƳƻǊŜ ƭƛǘŜǊŀƭ Ψ¢ǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎǘǎΩΦ /ƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛǾŜǎ ƻŦ 
each tended to be treated as examples of a type, rather than as groups or individuals in societies that 
participate in the multiple processes of change and continuity. Ibid see above, esp. Abrahamov (1998) and 
Rahman (2000, 1982, 1980). 
9 See Winter ed. (2008), introduction, p.1. 
10 {ŜŜ wƻŦŦΩǎ όмфурύ ŜǎǎŀȅΦ IŜ ŀǊƎǳŜǎ ǉǳƛǘŜ ŎƻƴǾƛƴŎƛƴƎƭȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƳŜǘƘƻŘƻƭƻƎȅ ƛƴŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƻŦ 
Islam in Southeast Asia is not only rooted in many of the presuppositions traceable to colonial discourses, but 
ŀƭǎƻ ŦǊƻƳ ΨaƻŘŜǊƴ ²ŜǎǘŜǊƴΩ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ ΨǊŜƭƛƎƛƻƴΩ ŀǎ ŀ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǇƘŜƴƻƳŜƴŀΦ 
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not just ówesternô understandings of the cultural spaces of Southeast Asian societies, but became 

over time, the ómodernô imaginings of Southeast Asians themselves.11 The introduction of these 

óparadigmsô fostered the emergence of alternative hermeneutical instruments through which 

both pre-existing ónativeô and óforeignô knowledge were subject to interrogation under new ï 

in part, colonial inspired ï epistemological schemes.12 In turn, this introduced new avenues (and 

uncertainties) about the way communities in the colonial context imagined themselves in terms 

of present, past and the future.13  

 

Traditions of Meaning? Or the Meanings of Traditions?  

Laffan (2006) asks the question, ñWhat is Indonesian Islam?ò Part of the problem appear 

to lie with what Laffan describes (with particular reference to Clifford Geertz) as a rendition of 

the past couched in terms of a dominant colonial historiography and its close corollary, the 

various ómodernistô interpretations of ñIslamò. The idea of a ópureô Islam, as expressed by 

Muslim modernist designs, acting in tandem with the colonial preference for 

compartmentalising social and cultural phenomena following schemes tailored to European 

perceptions, began to outline an óIslamô predicated on a particular notion of a óclassicalô past. 

This historical rendering became the benchmark for ótrueô or ópureô Islam. Through this lens, 

Southeast Asian Islam became ñan indigenous moment of conversion and syncretism, rather 

                                                 
11 {ŜŜ {ƘŀƳǎǳƭΩǎ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ƛƴ {ƘŀƳǎǳƭΣ !Φ.Φ όнллтύ άtǊƻŘǳŎƛƴƎ YƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƻŦ {ƻǳǘƘ 9ŀǎǘ !ǎƛŀΥ ! aŀƭŀȅǎƛŀ 
±ƛŜǿǇƻƛƴǘέ ƛƴ /ƘŜƴΣ YΦI ϧ /ƘǳŀΣ.ΦIΦ όŜŘǎύ άLƴǘŜǊ-!ǎƛŀ /ǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ {ǘǳŘƛŜǎ wŜŀŘŜǊέ [ƻƴŘƻƴΥ wƻǳǘƭŜŘƎŜΤ ǇΦ мму-138 
ŀƴŘ όнллрύΣ άLǎƭŀƳ 9ƳōŜŘŘŜŘΥ wŜƭƛƎƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ tƭǳǊŀƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ {ƻǳǘƘ 9ŀǎǘ !ǎƛŀ ŀǎ ŀ ƳƛǊǊƻǊ ŦƻǊ 9ǳǊƻǇŜέ !ǎƛŀ-Europe 
Journal (3)p. 159-178. 
12 This was particularly acute in the case of British Malaya (and later Malaysia) where a dominant colonial 
ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛƻƎǊŀǇƘȅΣ ŀƴŘ ŀ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ŀōƻǳǘ LǎƭŀƳ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ tŜƴƛƴǎǳƭŀ ŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅ ƭŜŦǘ ΨLǎƭŀƳΩ ŀǎ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ an 
addendum to mainstream modern Malayan history, or simply a cultural curiosity with a subsidiary role in the 
shaping of the social and political development of Malayan society. 
13 Though interaction with colonial rule seems to generally transform the circumstances of the communities it 
interacted with, it might be useful to question the extent to which, as Cooper (2005) points out, the 
άŎƻƭƻƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳƛƴŘέ ǿŜƴǘ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƳƛƴŘǎ ƻŦ ƳƛǎǎƛƻƴŀǊƛŜǎέ όǇΦпуύΦ 
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than the impending moment of a monotonous óorthodoxyô, flowing in from whereéfaith is 

predicated only on law and sovereignty vis-à-vis the Westò.14  

The construction of this narrative ï a product of the amalgamation of native Muslim 

modernist thinking and Western colonial discourse ï grafted a dynamic between the 

geographical and temporal óperipheryô (Muslim Southeast Asia) which represented an example 

of óheteredoxô Islam and ócentreô (the Hejaz and the Arab world) representing óorthodoxô ópureô 

Islam. The creation of these categories are bundled with a historically conceived body of 

óIslamicô knowledge (usually in reference to legal and social norms ï grouped together under 

the banner of the óShariaô and the various textual renditions attributed to its maintenance over 

time) broadly construed under the rubric of an Islamic ótraditionô. This idea of ótraditionô ï 

meant to refer to a body of óauthoritativeô knowledge ï and what is seen to be its legitimate 

appropriation became an increasingly influential component to the way in which polemics and 

debates between the Muslim óModernistsô and their opponents across the Islamic world were 

perceived.15 

Qasim Zaman (2002) points to the difficulty in ascertaining what could be meant by 

reference to an ñIslamic traditionò. ñTraditionalismò, he suggests (following William Graham), 

should be seen as fundamental component of Muslim thinking. This, however, should not be 

mistaken for dogmatic rejection of change. More properly, it lies in the conviction that the 

process of articulating authority is secured by positing and reaffirming a genuine connectedness 

to the past mediated through inspired personalities, and supported through a complex method 

of confirmation guaranteed by consensus (or óijmaô, drawn directly from the process of 

                                                 
14 Laffan (2006), p.9. 
15 In the case of the Malay Peninsula (and further afield in Southeast Asia), the periodical Ψŀƭ-ImamΩ όмфлс-08) 
όƻŦǘŜƴ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ ŀƴ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ƳŜŘƛǳƳ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǇŀƎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨKaum MudaΩ ƻǊ ƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǎǘ ƛŘŜŀǎύ ƛƭƭǳstrates this 
quite clearly. Assuming that the criticisms offered by the journal is not entirely polemical; its criticisms of, for 
ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ΨōƛŘŀΩŀƘΩ όƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛǾŜ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ōŜƭƛŜŦǎ ŀƳƻƴƎǎǘ aǳǎƭƛƳǎύ ς a major source of modernist discord 
with their opponents ς is precisely part of a series of contestations about what the legitimate sources of 
ΨǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴΩ ŀǊŜ ƛƴ LǎƭŀƳΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ǘǊŀŎǘǎ ŎƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǎŜŎǳǊƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǎƻƭƛŘŀǘƛƴƎ ΨŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘŀǘƛǾŜΩ 
knowledge in Islamic tradition. 
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authenticating the transmission (óisnadô) of the hadith of the Prophet). This forms a fundamental 

principle for the transmission of Islamic knowledge; validating claims for genealogical 

connections; legitimating collective opinion, and forms the basis for lineages of masters, adepts 

and disciples within institutionalised Sufism.16 

Zaman offers that, in this sense, a ótraditionô is ñconstituted and reconstituted not only 

by an on-going interaction between the present and the past, however, but also by the manner 

in which relations of power and other forms of contestation and conflict impinge on any 

definition on what it is to be a Muslimò.17 This, he suggests, avoids the bifurcation which results 

from reductionist attempts to interpret all facets of Muslim belief and practice in relation to its 

foundational texts, as much as trying to avoid reducing Muslim cultural and religious 

expressions to different facets of local óIslamsô.18 Through this, it is possible to move away 

from a óheterodox/orthodoxô binary in thinking about the nature of Islamic belief and practice 

which may have been unwittingly inspired by parallels with the ecclesial tradition ï a way of 

thinking about faith-traditions historically shaped by experiences of Christianity.      

Zaman refers to Marshall Hodgsonôs argument that despite the often made claim 

suggesting otherwise, modern Western societies have tended to have a much more cohesive and 

deeper relationship with their traditions than Muslim societies.19 In this sense, western societies 

appear to be far more ótraditionalô than their Muslim counterparts.  

However, for Islamic communities, the ómeaningô of their values is not necessarily 

exhausted by their social and historical situation.20 ñTraditionò (or at least the accumulated body 

                                                 
16 Zaman (2002), p.4. 
17 Ibid, p.6. 
18 A point also raised by Roff (1985). He criticizes attempts to place too much emphasis on local variants of 
ΨLǎƭŀƳΩ όǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅΣ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ŎŀǎŜΣ ƛƴ {ƻǳǘƘŜŀǎǘ !ǎƛŀύ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ƪŜŜǇƛƴƎ ƛƴ ƳƛƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
Quran and the traditions of the Prophet for the vast majority of Muslims (p.7-34). 
19 Zaman (2002) p.7. 
20 wŀƘƳŀƴ όмфунύΣ ǇΦмррΦ wŀƘƳŀƴ ŦǊŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ άƭƛǾƛƴƎ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴέΣ ōȅ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŜ ƳŜŀƴǎΣ άǘƘŜ 
process of questioning or changing a tradition ς in the interests of preserving or restoring its normative quality 
in the case of its normative elements ς can continue indefinitely and that there is no fixed or privileged point at 
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of Islamic knowledge seen to correspond to it) is understood not as a corollary to historical 

precedence which is then distinguished with the ópresentô and ófutureô (as how the idea of 

ótraditionô is often used in opposition to the ómodernô in western thought21), but as an ongoing 

process of refinement and interpretation. The óhistoricalô nature of the past mediated through 

the idea of ótraditionô becomes, in this sense, a trans-historical moment ï transcending the 

meaning of history as defined by its temporality.  

 

Islamic Reform in Flux? Articulating Reform in a Modern Context 

Khalid Masud (2009) suggests that Islamic modernism can be traced to at least four 

interrelated factors. First, as early as the 18th century, a number of Muslim intellectuals began 

to speak of a sense of decline. Influential ulama, such the Indian alim, Shah Waliullah (d.1762) 

began to stress on the need for religious reform and revitalisation. This sense of decline, in turn, 

precipitated the emergence throughout the 19th century of reform movements in several Muslim 

societies.22 What later came to be known as óIslamic modernismô is one of several responses 

that attempted to deal with this question. 

                                                 
which the predetermining effective history is immune from such questioning and then being consciously 
ŎƻƴŦƛǊƳŜŘ ƻǊ ŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎƭȅ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘέΣ wŀƘƳŀƴ όмфунύΣ ǇΦммΣ όǉǳƻǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ wŀƘman (2000) p.21).   
21 !ǎŀŘ όмффсύ ƳŀƪŜǎ ǘƘŜ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ΨǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴΩ όǎǘŀǘƛŎ ŀƴŘ ǳƴǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎƛǾŜύ ƛǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ 
ŘƛǎǘƛƴƎǳƛǎƘ ƛǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ΨƳƻŘŜǊƴΩ όǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ŎƘŀƴƎƛƴƎύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ŦǊŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅ ƳŀŘŜ ǘƻ ŘƛŦŦǊŜƴǘƛŀǘŜ 
the characteristics ƻŦ aǳǎƭƛƳ ΨƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǎǘǎΩ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊǇŀǊǘǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀƭǎƻ ŀǘ ǘƛƳŜǎ ƛƳǇƭƛŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ 
ΨƳƻŘŜǊƴΩ ƛƴ aǳǎƭƛƳ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ƛǎ ŘǊŀǿƴ ƭŀǊƎŜƭȅ ŦǊƻƳ LǎƭŀƳΩǎ ŜƴŎƻǳƴǘŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ²Ŝǎǘ όǇΦ уύΦ 
22 Qutb al-Din Ahmad ibn Shah Abd al-Rahim, known as Shah Walliullah, has been descǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ άƎǊŜŀǘŜǎǘ 
scholar of 18th ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅ LƴŘƛŀέ ό[ŜŀƳŀƴ ŀƴŘ bŀǎǊ ŜŘǎΦ όмффсύ ǇΦмлстύΣ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ƻƴ 
reformist thought both in its domestic and transnational dimensions. His interpretation of the meaning and 
role of the Sharia ƛƴ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƭƛŎƛǘ ΨƴŀǘǳǊŀƭƛǎƳΩ ƛƴƘŜǊŜƴǘ ŀƳƻƴƎǎǘ ǊŜŦƻǊƳ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎΦ !ǎ ƘŜ ǎŀȅǎΣ 
άǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ȅƻǳ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǊǳƭŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǊŜǾŜŀƭŜŘ ƭŀǿ όsharia) are in accordance with the 
habits of the common man. In this matter, there is a great and hidden divine wisdom. Therefore whenever a 
revealed law (sharia) is in the making, then, at that time, God, the sublime, looks at the habits or customs 
(ŀŘŀǘκŀŘŀΩ) of the people. Whatever is harmful among their habits, these are then to be avoided. Whatever 
ƎƻƻŘ Ƙŀōƛǘǎ ŀǊŜ ŜǾƛŘŜƴǘΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ƭŜŦǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴέ ό{ƘŀƘ ²ŀƭƭƛǳƭƭŀƘΣ άCǳȅǳŘέ ǇΦуфΣ ǉǳƻǘŜŘ 
from Rahman (2000) p.181).  

This formulation is important, not least because it serves to illuminate how prevailing discussions 
ŀōƻǳǘ άadatέ ŀƴŘ άshariaέ ŀƳƻƴƎǎǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ {ƻǳǘƘŜŀǎǘ !ǎƛŀƴ LǎƭŀƳ όǿƘƻ ǘŜƴŘ ǘƻ ǾƛŜǿ ǘƘŜƳ ƻƴ ƻǇǇƻǎƛƴƎ 
terms) requires further refinement. It also allows us to view reform discourses in Southeast Asia through a 
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Second, throughout the 19th century, this sense of ódeclineô was further compounded by 

engagement with direct or indirect colonialism in many parts of the Muslim world. The 

political, cultural, economic and intellectual impact of these experiences intensified the 

sentiments of decline more acutely.23 Third, the missionary zeal of Christian proselytizers 

arriving in the wake of colonial occupation often attacked Muslim beliefs. At times, these 

efforts were supported by colonial administrators; such as William Muir (d.1905), the Secretary 

of the Frontier Province in India. Unsurprisingly, this led to a perception amongst Muslims that 

the colonial enterprise ï and the modern developments that accompanied them ï served as a 

vehicle for the promotion of Christianity and held strong antipathies towards Islam.24 Fourthly, 

the introduction of western forms of education (often at odds with Islamic teachings and 

frequently driven by missiological concerns) gave the impression that ómodernisationô was 

ówesternisationô. Some of the later generations exposed to this (which in the colonial context, 

often meant the political and social elites) consequently began to view their own religious and 

cultural heritage as hindrances to óprogressô. As a result, many Muslim modernists began to 

view these developments as a threat to their religious and cultural identities. 

Two major areas of concern became the main focus for Muslim modernist discourse: 

reform in education and the need for a new theology.25 These two broad areas constitutively led 

to a wider program of reform and revitalisation which saw the overlap of politics, culture, 

education, religion, scientific technology and other areas of human endeavour.26 Although 

                                                 
ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǎŜǘ ƻŦ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎΦ άAdatέ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǎŜƴǎŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǎŜŜƴ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ŀǎ ΨŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜ 
deemed outside of, or extraneous to Islamic discourse, but in discursive terms, integral to it.    
23 In different colonial settings, it was possible to observe the criticisms leveled towards Islam by the political 
and cultural elites of the colonizing nations. For example, Ernest Renan (d.1892) the leading French orientalist 
of his day, described how Islam was purportedly anti-scientific progress and rationality. Similarly, William 
Hunter (d.1900) a leading official of the East India Company accused religious attitudes as the main cause of 
ǘƘŜ ǊŜǾƻƭǘ ƛƴ муртΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƭŜŘ {ŀȅȅƛŘ !ƘƳŀŘ YƘŀƴΩǎ όŘΦмуфуύ ǊŜōǳǘǘŀƭ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƛƭǳǊŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ŏƻƭƻƴƛŀƭ 
government as the primary cause behind the rebellion. See Masud, M.K., Salvatore, A., and van Brunissen, M., 
όŜŘǎΦύ όнллфύ άLǎƭŀƳ ŀƴŘ aƻŘŜǊƴƛǘȅΥ YŜȅ LǎǎǳŜǎ ŀƴŘ 5ŜōŀǘŜǎέΣ ό9ŘƛƴōǳǊƎƘ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ tǊŜǎǎΥ 9ŘƛƴōǳǊƎƘύ ǇΦнпмΦ    
24 Ibid. 
25 Ibid.  
26 YǳǊȊƳŀƴƴΣ /ΦΣ όнллнύ άaƻŘŜǊƴƛǎǘ LǎƭŀƳΥ мупл-мфплέΣ όhȄŦƻrd University Press: Oxford) p.1. For Kurzmann, the 
ƴŜǿ ΨƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǎǘΩ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ŘƛǎǘƛƴƎǳƛǎƘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ǊŜŦƻǊƳ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘǎ ōȅ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǿƛƭƭƛƴƎƴŜǎǎ ǘƻ ǾƛŜǿ 
aspects of modernization positively. Thus, activists often described themselves and their goals by the Arabic 
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óreformismô had earlier antecedents, it was the colonial encounter which saw the emergence of 

individuals such as JamǕl al-Dǭn al-AfghǕnǭ (1838ï1897), Muhammad ᾺAbdȊh (1849ï1905), 

and Mu ammad Rashǭd RiǕ (1865ï1935) and others who came to prominence in the Middle 

East in the final third of the nineteenth century.27 They argued that the decline of Islamic 

civilisation could only be reversed by drawing from the Islamic concepts of reform (islǕh) and 

reasoning (ijtihǕd) with a core principle, which seem to parallel the more libertarian aspects of 

European modernism: a willingness to criticise established order.28 Islamic modernists appears 

to exhort a universal creed which called upon Muslims to return to the true path of their faith 

by engaging the contemporary world actively (hence Abduhôs concerns over ómuamalatô), 

embracing the QurᾹǕn and the sunnah, exploring the possibilities of collective political 

mobilisation, and criticising their adherence to certain interpretations of tradition blindly and 

uncritically (taqlǭd). Rashid Ri a and other Islamic modernists developed a strong following 

amongst the Muslim intelligentsia (activists, reformers, ulamas) in the Indonesian archipelago 

and portions of Thailand and British-controlled regions of Southeast Asia.29  

The way these óreformists/modernistsô problematized their society is a critical aspect to 

their thinking. Why, for example, did some 19th century reformers in Egypt embrace the 

European interpretation of Islamic history as one of ócivilizational declineô? Asad (2003) 

                                                 
ǘŜǊƳ άjadidέ όƴŜǿύ ŀƴŘ άƳǳΩŀǎƛǊέ όŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ƻǊ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘύΦ Lǘ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ ǇƻƛƴǘŜŘ ƻǳǘ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŀǘ ŘŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ 
differences, the majority of the proponents of change nevertheless grounds their arguments within the Sharia. 
In this sense, the Sharia remains central to their aims and reasoning; it is also frequently appealed to as a 
means of legitimating a point of view.    
27 A particularly important part of social and legal reform in colonial Egypt was the introduction of new 
vocabularies intended to fŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘŜ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎΦ CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ǘƘŜ ǾŜǊōŀƭ ŦƻǊƳ άǘƻ ǎŜŎǳƭŀǊƛȊŜέ ƘŀŘ ƴƻ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ 
Arabic equivalent in the 19th century. As Asad (2003) points out, while this in no way suggests that Arabs had 
ƴƻ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨǎŜŎǳƭŀǊƛǎƳΩΣ ƛǘ ŘƻŜǎ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ 9ǳǊƻpean understanding of the term ς broadly 
conceived as articulating particular struggles over whether religious doctrines and communal morality (in their 
historical variety) ought to be allowed to influence the formation of public policy ς was not dealt with directly 
in Egypt prior to modernity. See p. 206-209.  
28 Criticising religious authority is not in any way a new phenomenon in Islamic society. But the late 19th century 
phenomena across the Muslim world intersected with a pivotal moment in the spread of European influence. 
aŀƧƻǊ ŦƛƎǳǊŜǎ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ΨLǎƭŀƳƛŎ ƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǎƳΩ όǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ !ōŘǳƘ ŀƴŘ ŀƭ-Afghani in Egypt, Iqbal in India) had all 
spent time in the West and had, it is often said, taken inspiration from Western writers (see Hourani (1983); 
Rahman (1982); Enayat (1982) et al). 
 
29 See Salvatore (2009) p.193-196, and Matheson Hooker (2000) p.20-39.  
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(following Reinhard Schulze) points to the impact that the emergence of print and the 

consequences resulting from Colonial reconfiguring of commerce and trade on Egyptian 

society. In some ways similar to the case of the Malay states, colonial economic restructuring 

transformed the nature of political and social authority, undermining (or at least changing) the 

pre-existing political and socio-economic arrangements.  

Under these new conditions, pre-colonial forms of political legitimation could no longer 

satisfy the needs of the colonial situation. This created a socio-political vacuum in which a new 

generation of indigenous elites eventually established themselves, as replacements, 

collaborators or opponents of the old regime. A new language of discourse began to take shape, 

melding both traditional and modern idioms without in many cases, necessarily abandoning one 

for the other. In the case of Egypt, some of these new elites (emerging at a time of colonial 

rule), it appears, consumed and consequently, adopted a Europeanised version of Muslim 

history which speaks of an óIslamic golden ageô and its decline under the Ottomans as well as 

the invention of a óclassicalô Islamic textual canon selected by European orientalists and by 

Westernised Egyptians. Thus óprogressô and óreformô defined through European historical 

reason became an increasingly influential intellectual undercurrent amongst reformist 

thinkers.30         

However, though it is possible to discern some ideological common ground between the 

leading examples of these ómodernô reformers, the same cannot be said about the actual 

programs being advocated by them. For example, while both Jamalluddin al-Afghani and 

Sayyid Ahmad Khan could agree that scientific and technological progress is critical to the 

present and future welfare of the Muslim community, their views on contemporaneous 

                                                 
30 See Asad (2003) p.219. It is also important to point out that tƘƛǎ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎΩ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ 
described as characteristic of the thinking of Munsyi Abdullah, the influential Malayan Muslim writer and 
Ŏƻƭƻƴƛŀƭ ǎŎǊƛōŜΦ DǳƭƭƛŎƪ όмффуύ ŀǊƎǳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘΣ άǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ǇŀǎǘΣ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƛƭƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ aŀƭŀȅ ǘǊŀŘƛtional rule, 
ƘŜ όaǳƴǎȅƛ !ōŘǳƭƭŀƘύ ōǊƛƴƎǎ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎΣ ǘƘŜ Ǉƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎƘŀƴƎŜΧ IƛǎǘƻǊȅ ŀǎ ŀ ōŀǎƛǎ ŦƻǊ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 
ǊŜŦƻǊƳέΦ {ŜŜ DǳƭƭƛŎƪΣ WΦaΦ ά! IƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ aŀƭŀȅŀƴ IƛǎǘƻǊȅ ό¢ƻ мфофύέΣ WƻǳǊƴŀƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ aŀƭŀȅŀƴ .ǊŀƴŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ wƻȅŀƭ 
Asiatic Society, vol. LXXI Part 2, 1998; p.92. 
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developments in science is different. Afghani found the materialist perspectives of scientific 

positivism inimical to Islamic belief; while Ahmad Khan felt it was critically important to 

develop a theology which could harmonise the claims of faith and that of modern science.31  

The issue of ótaqlidô is a case in point. Often taken to mean ña blind adherence to 

traditionò32 and is seen as a major element in the criticisms modernists often directed towards 

the religious establishment. No doubt Abduh was deeply concerned about the failures of the 

Azhar jurists in their examination of the Sharia to pay more attention to questions of 

ómuamalatô (rules of social relations) and less to óibadatô (rules of worship).33 But his was an 

interpretation more complex than castigating the establishment ulamas for their failures to deal 

with the social and political realities around them. It was premised on the notion that social and 

religious obligations are grounded within the Sharia itself, and the major weakness among his 

ulama contemporaries was a failure to recognise that this is so.     

The outgrowth of these discussions could be seen in the ensuing debates found in many 

of the reform presses emerging in Malaya at the turn of the 20th century. In these public forums, 

it is possible to trace the way in which modernist discourses ï framed in the context of a global 

óummaô ï filters down in a more localised (in this case, Colonial Malayan) setting. We can trace 

the processes of ideational change; how these ideas were interpreted, and understood; and how 

local Muslim intellectuals brought their own understandings to bear on these issues.   

This relates to the notion of agency; many of the available studies suggest that Southeast 

Asian Muslims were largely the recipients and transmitters of óIslamicô knowledge derived 

from the Near East and North Africa (the Islamic ñcentreò), but were by and large negligible 

                                                 
31 See Masud et al (2009), p.242-243.  
32 CŜŘŜǊǎǇƛŜƭ όмфтлύ Ǉǳǘǎ ƛǘ ŀǎ ŀƴΣ άǳƴǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴƛƴƎ ƻōŜŘƛŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ 
ƭŀǿ ŜȄǇƻǳƴŘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǳǊ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŎŀƭ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ƻŦ aǳǎƭƛƳ ƧǳǊƛǎǇǊǳŘŜƴŎŜέ όǇΦсоύΦ Iowever, Zaman suggests that 
ǘƘƛǎ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƛƴŎƻǊǊŜŎǘΤ Ψ¢ŀǉƭƛŘΩ ƳƻǊŜ ǇǊŜŎƛǎŜƭȅ ƳŜŀƴǎ άŀŘƘŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ŘƻŎǘǊƛƴŜǎ 
ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ƻŦ ƭŀǿέΦ {ŜŜ ½ŀƳŀƴΩǎ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ ƛƴ aŀǎǳŘΣ Ŝǘ ŀƭ ŜŘǎΦ όнллфύΦ 
33 See Asad (2003) p.248.     
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contributors to the development of the Islamic intellectual tradition.34 The question is perhaps 

less about the integrity and authenticity in the way these Muslims thought about their faith, but 

more properly, the underlying suggestions that their appropriation of óIslamicô ideas stemming 

from other parts of the Islamic world is uncritical and largely passive. The question remains to 

what degree is this true?     

Roff (1967) suggests that one of the major factors leading to the emergence of a 

reactionary component amongst the Malay Muslim intelligentsia was largely promulgated by 

the creation of a new bureaucratic class of ulama allied closely to the rulers of the state and 

monopolising the formation of religious practice and belief. Within the then newly introduced 

colonial state system, these religious officers acquired new concentrations of power and 

authority. The effect of these changes could be seen in varying degrees throughout the Malay 

states; however, these developments were perhaps most acutely felt within the Straits 

Settlements and the Federated Malay states.35  

Amongst the Malay Muslim intelligentsia, inspired by the ideas stemming from the 

Middle East where a rigorous critique of internal Muslim intellectual and political laxity was 

forming ï supplemented by a widespread experience of European occupation of Muslim 

territories ï fed into a growing disenchantment with Malay traditional religious and political 

authority.36 The appointment of a cadre of óreligiousô officers, more often than not determined 

                                                 
34 As mucƘ ŀǎ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ ƛƴǘŜƭƭŜŎǘǳŀƭ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭȅ ŎŜƴǘǳǊƛŜǎ όƻŦǘŜƴ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ΨŎƭŀǎǎƛŎŀƭ 
ǇŜǊƛƻŘΩύ ŀǊŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ŀŎǘƛƴƎ άƴƻ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ΨƎƻ-ōŜǘǿŜŜƴǎΩΣ ŀ ΨŘŜǾƛƻǳǎΩ ƎǳƭŦ ǎǘǊŜŀƳ ǿƘƛŎƘ ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ ōŀŎƪ 
to Europe its Greek and Alexandrine heritŀƎŜέΦ {ŜŜ ²ƛƴǘŜǊΣ ¢Φ ŜŘΦ όнллуύ ǇΦнΦ   
35 The major Muslim Modernist periodicals originated in the Strait Settlements; this is unsurprising since it is at 
these locations in British Malaya that the earliest and most developed versions of a western-type modern civil 
society were founded, with its attendant administrative and political structures as well as the beginnings of a 
ΨǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎǇƘŜǊŜΩΦ {ŜŜ aƛƭƴŜǊ όмффрΥ ǇΦто-тпύ ŀƴŘ wƻŦŦΩǎ ōƛōƭƛƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎŀƭ ǎǳǊǾŜȅ όмфтнύ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭȅ aŀƭŀȅ 
periodicals in Malaya up until the cusp of the Second World War.  
36 Scholars have often suggested that bereft of their traditional spheres of authority, the Malay rulers, under 
colonial rule, begun to focus their attention on the only areas where they retained their powers, namely 
religion and custom. However, the dynamics of this may have been considerably more complex. Colonial 
archives which remain the repository of most of the information regarding the nature of colonial rule tend to 
acknowledge events which directly involved colonial participation. Often developments within local/native 
ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ŀǊŜ ǇŀƛŘ ƭŜǎǎ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ǿƘŜƴ ƛǘ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ŎƻƛƴŎƛŘŜ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ǿƛǘƘ Ŏƻƭƻƴƛŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎΦ 9ǾŜƴ wƻŦŦΩǎ 
(1974) seminal essay on the establishment of the Majlis Agama Islam dan Adat Istiadat Melayu Kelantan is a 
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by political affiliations, also led to tensions within the ulama community. óAuthoritativeô 

religious opinion was now determined not by an assumption of superior knowledge or scholarly 

worth amongst the ulama, but replaced by a system ratified through the state.37 Those closely 

allied with the political elites who benefitted from these changes in the management of Islam 

in the Malay states were viewed by their opponents, unsurprisingly, with suspicion.         

The description óKaum Mudaô (óNewô or óYoungô generation) is meant to denote a loose 

configuration of people who, in one form or another, seem to embrace something akin to 

Muslim ómodernistô thinking.38 Peter Riddell observed that ómodernistô ideas had clearly 

extended and implanted themselves in the Malay world by the end of the 19th century.39 This 

was not merely a transfer of ideas from the Arab world but more properly a continuing dialogue 

between Muslims living in Southeast Asia and those in the Middle East.  

As suggested earlier, the distribution ï and perhaps more importantly, the consumption 

ï of the Egyptian journal, óal-Manarô throughout Southeast Asia seemed to have played an 

instrumental part in this development, prompted through the establishment of a series of new 

Muslim reform journals and periodicals, such as óal-Imamô (1906-1908) on the Malay 

Peninsula, and óal-Munirô (1911-1916) in Padang, Sumatra. These new mediums became a 

major platform for the dissemination of modernist ideas within Muslim Southeast Asia, and 

stimulated a genre of new publications which were devoted to óIslamicô issues. While some of 

these new publications were not necessarily modernist/reformist in orientation, ñIslamò was 

                                                 
case in point. While he meticulously examines the documents of the State Council (Majlis Mesyuarat Negeri), 
he ignores those of the Majlis Agama itself. 
37 !ǎ wƻŦŦ όмфстύ Ǉǳǘǎ ƛǘΣ άŀ ŘƛǊŜŎǘ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƻŦ Ŏƻƭƻƴƛŀƭ ǊǳƭŜ ǿŀǎ ǘƘǳǎ ǘƻ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜ the concentration of doctrinal 
and administrative religious authority in the hands of a hierarchy of officials directly dependent on the Sultans 
ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǇƻǿŜǊέΣ ǇΦтнΦ  
38 ¢ƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ƻŦǘŜƴ ƘŀŘ ǇŜƧƻǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŎƻƴƴƻǘŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǿŀǎ ƳŜŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǘǊƛǾƛŀƭƛȊŜ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ΨƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǎǘΩ ƳƛƴŘŜŘ 
Muslim intellectuals by their opponents on the Peninsula, Roff (1967) p.67. What has come to be thought of as 
ΨaƻŘŜǊƴƛǎǘΩ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛvely studied by Western scholars of Islam. For excellent 
discussions on the subject, refer to Hourani (1983), Rahman (1982), and Brown (1996). The most influential 
ǎǘǳŘȅ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ ƛƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ aŀƭŀȅ ǿƻǊƭŘ ƛǎ wƻŦŦΩǎ όмфстύ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ƳƻǊŜ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ǘƛƳŜs, Milner (1986, 
1995), Laffan (2003, 2011). 
39 wƛŘŘŜƭƭΣ tΦ όнллмύΣ άLǎƭŀƳ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ aŀƭŀȅ-LƴŘƻƴŜǎƛŀƴ ²ƻǊƭŘΥ ¢ǊŀƴǎƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ wŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎέΣ όIƻǊƛȊƻƴ .ƻƻƪǎΥ 
Singapore), p.208. 
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nevertheless a major component in these emerging public discourses throughout the Malay-

Indonesian region.   

Existing studies of the ómodernist-traditionalistô discourse in the Malay world have 

tended to frame the interaction in oppositional terms.40 This may be due to the fact that religious 

and political disputes are more readily identifiable, and are often seen as a useful gauge for 

observing the tensions within a given social setting. These episodes are generally taken to be a 

clear indication of the process of social, political and cultural change. However, less emphasis 

have been given to examples where óaccommodationô and ócompromiseô are more evident, and 

how the dynamics of this have contributed in shaping the prevailing social and intellectual 

milieu of a community;  or it exaggerates the significance of these episodes, as a marker of 

social change. At times the emphasis on óconflictô over extends its importance in a given social 

context ï without, at times, noting how such events sits within the ongoing processes of cultural 

and intellectual change. It gives the impression that the prevailing values in society are directly 

the result of opposing religious ideologies competing and struggling to achieve hegemony.   

An important reprieve needs to be made at this juncture; much of the available literature 

suggests that the way certain typologies of Islamic thought are regularly classified, especially 

in relation to studies of Malayan Islam are normative.41 It begs the question, óto what degree 

are these Malayan Muslim ñmodernistsò modern?ô As many scholars have made plain, there 

                                                 
40 Even a recent work on political Islam in the region (Means 2009) retains the view that there is a clear 
ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ Ψ{ǳŦƛΩ ŀƴŘ ΨƻǊǘƘƻŘƻȄΩ LǎƭŀƳΦ ¢ƘŜ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘƛƻƴ ǊŜǎǘǎ ƻƴ ŀƴ ŀǎǎǳƳŜŘ ŘƛŎƘƻǘƻƳȅ ƛƴ aǳǎƭƛƳ 
communities, where one is purportedly committed to the Sharia ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛȊŜǎ ΨǎǇƛǊƛǘǳŀƭΩ 
experiences; one believes in an immanent God and the other, in a transcendent one. See p.23-24. 
41 The immediate subject of this discussion is a case in point; most of the major attempts to examine the 
development of Islamic thinking on the Peninsula have tended to focus on the differences between the 
ΨƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǎǘǎΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇǳǊǇƻǊǘŜŘ ΨƻǇǇƻƴŜƴǘǎΩΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƭŜǎǎ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎΣ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅǎ ƛŘŜŀǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘ 
with one another, often resulting in different understandings ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨƳƻŘŜǊƴΩ ƻǊ ƻǘƘŜǊǿƛǎŜΦ 9ǾŜƴ ƛƴ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ǿƻǊƪ 
ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ aƛƭƴŜǊΩǎ όмффрύΣ aŜŀƴǎΩǎ όнллфύ ƻǊ aŀǘƘŜǎƻƴ IƻƻƪŜǊΩǎ όнлллύ ǘƘŜ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ƻƴ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ 
ƛƴǘŜƭƭŜŎǘǳŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ΨƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǎǘΩ aǳǎƭƛƳǎ ŀƴŘ ΨƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ όƻŦǘŜƴ ƎǊƻǳǇŜŘ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ as 
ΨǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎǘǎΩ ƻǊ ΨŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛǾŜǎΩύ ǎƘŀǇŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭΣ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƳƛƭƛŜǳ ƻŦ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ aŀƭŀȅǎƛŀΦ hƴ 
the other hand, the processes of intellectual change and the shifting perspectives of the figures often 
ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ΨŦƛȄŜŘΩ ƛŘŜƻƭƻƎƛŎal position, especially in discussions of the intellectual development of Malay 
Muslims on the Peninsula has not been stressed upon adequately.   
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many ways of being ómodernô.42 The key perhaps is not to necessarily dismiss the utility of 

these descriptive categories but to locate it within a set of shifting meanings and interpretations 

which are the mien of the interlocutors themselves.43  

Distinctive categories frequently employed by scholars of Islam, such as ómodernistsô, 

ótraditionalistsô, ófundamentalistsô, óconservativesô, ósyncreticô and so on often masks the 

important nuances of similarities and dis-similarities which exists among individual writers and 

thinkers (as well as the communities of which they are a part), who, on the surface appear to 

represent a common intellectual position. This frequently ignores the dynamic nature of reform 

discourses. Even the texts themselves serves different functions and purposes. This is not to 

suggest that neither common ideals nor collective loyalties are unimportant; reasonable 

amounts of ideological agreement is an important basis for effective ï ideological, social or 

political ï solidarity.44 But to equate instances of collective action with a rigid and 

unchangeable intellectual position (or indeed even necessarily to a shared ideology) is akin to 

a form of óintellectual essentialismô, may hinder a better understanding of the processes of 

intellectual change and continuity in society.     

Between Reason and Revelation: On Taqlid, Ijtihad  and Sufism 

                                                 
42 See Asad (2003; p.12-17); Hauerwas (2007; p.37-38) et al. 
43 Frederick Cooper (2005) suggests that the anthropology of colonialism has been much influenced by 
Foucault, and as such, discussions has tended to revolve around the question of how, and to what extent the 
ƳƻŘŜǎ ƻŦ ΨƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘŀƭƛǘȅΩ ǿƘƛŎƘΣ ƘŜ ǎŀǿΣ ŀǎ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎ ƻŦ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜ ǿŜǊŜ ǿƻǊƪŜŘ ƻǳǘ ƛƴ ŀ scheme of 
ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ƳŜǘǊƻǇƻƭŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƭƻƴƛŜǎΦ /ƻƻǇŜǊ ƎƻŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƻ ǎŀȅΣ άǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǘŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ CƻǳŎŀƭŘƛŀƴ 
approaches open up debate over such issues, they have proved useful; but if the experience of 19th and 20th 
century colonisers is slotted into ŀ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ άŎƻƭƻƴƛŀƭ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘŀƭƛǘȅ ƻǊ άŎƻƭƻƴƛŀƭ ƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǘȅέΣ ǘƘŜ ŜŦŦƻǊǘ 
obscures more than it reveals. Equally important to consider is whether the Foucaldian approach gives 
adequate tools to understand the deflections, reinterpretations and reconfigurations to which indigenous 
ǇŜƻǇƭŜǎ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘŜŘ Ŏƻƭƻƴƛŀƭ ǇƻǿŜǊ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎέ όǇΦпфύΦ   
44 ¢ƘŜ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ōŜƛƴƎ ƳŀŘŜ ƘŜǊŜΣ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ƛǎ ŀǇǇŀǊŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨYŜǎŀǘǳŀƴ aŜƭŀȅǳ aǳŘŀΩ (1937) an 
early nationalist organization known for its anti-colonial and radical politics (for summary, see Matheson 
Hooker (2000) p.108-110 and p.143-145). Established by Ishak Haji Muhammad and Ibrahim Yaakob, its early 
members included those such as Abdul Kadir Adabi whose ideological sympathies, unlike the left leaning 
founders, weǊŜ ƳƻǊŜ ƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǎǘκǊŜŦƻǊƳƛǎǘΩ ƛƴ ƻǊƛŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴΦ  
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The trajectories of Muslim óModernistô thought are both complex and reflexive. The 

writings of Abduh in the Middle East and individuals such as al-Hadi and Abbas Taha in the 

Malay world have been viewed as inimical towards óbidaôahô (innovative) practices, 

particularly in relation to what has been identified as óSufismô.45 However, as pointed in the 

previous chapter, this obscures the complicated relationship between Sufism and what is often 

described as mainstream Islam. In the case of Southeast Asian Islam, this is compounded further 

by a historiographical discourse premised largely on Westernïinspired understandings keen to 

draw parallels between quietist Sufi practice and (the usually pre-Islamic) Indic spirituality. 

This is then put in opposition to a more muscular and legalistic óIslamô emanating from the 

Arab world, as represented during the period in question by ómodernistsô.  

Reform attitudes towards Sufism are considerably more varied, and in some ways, 

eclectic than is sometimes suggested. Asad (2003) points out that Abduhôs criticisms of certain 

practices associated with Sufis may have been taken to be representative of his position on 

Sufism as a whole, as opposed to being addressed within a specific context.46 Abduhôs position 

on Sufism is complicated; he was certainly critical of Sufis who advocated doctrines and 

practices which he considered contrary to the Sharia (ghulat al-Sufiya) and those who supported 

the corrupt practices of political leaders by providing them with incorrect ófatwaô (religious 

justification). However, he was strongly committed to particular Sufi understandings of ethics 

and spiritual formation (ilmô al-akhlaq wa tarbiyyat al-nufus).47  

                                                 
45CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƛǎǎǳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊƛƻŘƛŎŀƭ Ψal-LƳŀƳΩ, the editors categorically stated their antipathies 
ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ǘƘƻǎŜ άǿƘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ŀƭƭ ǇǊŜǾŀǊƛŎŀǘƻǊǎΣ Ǝƭǳǘǘƻƴƻǳǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀƴŘ ƳŜrchants of 
ǘŀƭƛǎƳŀƴǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊōƛŘ ŜǾƛƭǎέ όal-Imam, vol.1, no.1; 23rd July 1906).   
46 P.224. However, it is also important to point out that criticisms of doctrines, practices and habits (as opposed 
to actual beliefs), seen as contrary to the Sharia is not unique to the modern age in Islam, nor unique to Sufis. 
Both the polymath Abu Bakr Muhammad al-wŀȊƛ όŘΦфорύΣ όƪƴƻǿƴ ƛƴ [ŀǘƛƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜ ŀǎ ΨwƘŀȊŜǎΩ ǊŜƴƻǿƴŜŘ ŦƻǊ ōƻǘƘ 
his authority on the subject of medicine and healing, ethics and metaphysics, the physical and natural sciences) 
and the renown Muslim mystic, al-Hallaj (d.922) stoked controversy, and the case of Hallaj, was condemned by 
Islamic authorities precisely for appropriating doctrines and practices viewed as antithetical to the Sharia (on 
al-Razi, see Lenn Goodman in Nasr and Leaman eds. (1996) p.198-203; and on Hallaj, see C.A. Qadir(1991) p.90-
96). On the other hand, arguably the most renowned of the post-Ghazali Sufi Shaykhs, Ibn al-Arabi (d.1240) was 
himself a Maliki jurist of great repute. 
47 Ibid. 
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Similarly, this complexity could also be discerned within Malay Muslim modernist 

discourses. In perhaps the most notable of the Muslim periodicals produced on the Peninsula, 

ñal Imamò it is possible to witness a corresponding dialectical trope. In response to a series of 

enquiries regarding the validity of certain ótareqatô48 and Sufi practices in Patani, the editors of 

óal-Imamô were clear in relation to what constitutes for them, the fundamental articles of faith, 

and much was made of threats posed to authentic belief from extraneous practices. However, 

on closer reading, this did not extend to an outright rejection Sufi belief and practice in itself. 

While the mode of the answers ï its emphasis on the Quran and Hadith ï were ostensibly 

ómodernist/reformistô in orientation, the reasoning suggests something less univocal49 and more 

ambiguous. 

This ambiguity reveals itself in the responses. Instead of providing direct answers, the 

editors of óal-Imamô posed a series of leading questions framed in relation to the principles 

which the editors felt should underpin the reasoning behind the answers. Thus, on the question 

of the óreligious valueô of ótareqatsô50, the editors asked, whether it was predicated on the 

practice of the prophet Muhammad, and if so, which Hadith (traditions of the prophet) or 

Quranic verse supports this?51 If the practice possesses a connection to the Prophet, then can 

the practice be considered as óbidaôahô (innovatory)? And if so, is it a óbidaôah hasanahô 

(salutary innovation) or óbidaôah dzalalah (dholalah)ô (erroneous innovation)? And what would 

a definition of óbidaôah hasanahô be?52 

                                                 
48 ¢ƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǘŀǊŜǉŀǘΩ ƭƛǘŜǊŀƭƭȅ ƳŜŀƴǎ ΨǇŀǘƘΩΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ŀ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǿŀȅǎ ƻŦ ŘŜŦƛƴƛƴƎ ŀ Sufi 
ƻǊŘŜǊΤ ƛƴ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜΣ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ƛǘǎ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘƛǾŜ ǊŜǇŜǊǘƻƛǊŜ ƻŦ ΨŘƘƛƪǊΩ (recitations of quranic terms), 
ΨŘƻŀΩ (prayer), and various other practices either unique to a specific order or overlapping with those of others.  
49 Al-Imam, 4th February 1908. 
50 Ibid. 
51 Ibid. 
52 ¢ƘŜ ƛǎǎǳŜ ƻŦ άōƛŘŀΩŀƘέ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǊŜƳŀƛƴŜŘ ŀ ǎƻǳǊŎŜ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǘǊƻǾŜǊǎȅ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ulama circles. There are, for 
ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ŀƳƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ ΨǎŀƭŀŦƛǎΩ (especially among the Wahabbis) those who deny outright the moral standing of 
άōƛŘŀΩŀƘέΦ .ǳǘ ŘŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŜŘ ŎǊƛǘƛŎƛǎƳǎ ƻŦ ΨƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛǾŜΩ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǎǘƛƭƭ ƳǳŎƘ ŎƻƴǘǊƻǾŜǊǎȅ ƻǾŜǊ 
what this could imply in terms of interpreting Quranic verses, the Prophetic traditions (hadith), the dialectical 
and interpretative challenges this poses as well as how this works within the specificities of changing 
circumstances. Clearly such temperance suggests a deep concern over doctrinal purity; a point of view shared 
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These óquestionsô are then served with a series of answers each clearly designed to 

encourage readers to abandon commitments to what was seen as false and erroneous practices 

and beliefs. While such instances in óal-Imamô are often taken to represent the ómodernistsô 

purported hostility towards Sufi practices, the evidence suggests that the discourses of these 

modernist ulamas may have been much more complex.53 The ócritiqueô of the óSufiô-type 

practices described in the readerôs enquiry are grounded on the basis that the said practices had 

clear elements of ótahyulô (mythical characteristics inimical to Islamic teachings ï such as 

assuming Godôs physical manifestation).54 However, the enquirer was careful to distinguish 

between these specific practices as endorsed by an individual claiming to be a Shaykh within a 

particular tareqat, and others of the same tareqat who evidently did not subscribe to such 

practices or beliefs.55 

These examples suggests that there seems to be two possible ways to view the 

complicated relationship between erroneous and correct innovation (or even among those who 

reject outright the possibility of ñbidaôahò) in the eyes of the óal-Imamô reformists ï either as a 

direct transgression of proper óIslamicô belief and conduct or perhaps (more likely) as a series 

of concerns raised in relation to the way the spread of certain localised ósufi-likeô practices 

which may have incorporated elements contrary to óappropriateô Muslim belief (or at least 

                                                 
perhaps equally as much by reformists such Muhammad Abduh, Shaykh Tahir Jallaluddin, Hamka and those 
who oppose them. 
53 ¢ƘŜǊŜ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀōƭŜ ǾŀǊƛŜǘȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǊŜŦƻǊƳƛǎǘǎΩ ǘƻǿards Sufism. Those influenced by 
certain strains of Wahabism were certainly hostile to particular types of Sufi practice ς especially those 
associated with the Nashqbandi (though ibn Abd Wahab himself, as noted elsewhere in the thesis, was thought 
to have been part of a Sufi Tareqat) and during the first Wahabi conquest of Mecca in 1803, had destroyed a 
number of Sufi shrines (along with Shia places of worship). On the other hand, reformers such as the circles 
around Muhammad Abduh in Egypt and the Muhammadiyah in Sumatra were critical towards certain Sufi 
practices but were nowhere near as extreme in their reactions compared to the Wahabis. See van Brunissen 
(2009), in Masud et al (2009), p.125.  
54 Ibid (al-Imam, 4th February 1908). Though, as Rahman (2000; ǇΦмтлύ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ƻǳǘΣ ǘƘŜ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ƻŦ DƻŘΩǎ ŘŜǎŎŜƴǘ 
(tanazzul) derived from the teachings of Ibn al-Arabi was widely taught within Sufi circles in India. This idea, 
ǿŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǘŀǳƎƘǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ΨǘŀǊŜǉŀǘǎΩ across the Malay Peninsula and it is possible that the transmission of 
these practices may have made liberal use of idioms common amongst local Malays. To an alim who received a 
ƳƻǊŜ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ΨŦǳƴŘǳǉǎΩ and later on, the Middle East (especially in Mecca during the late 19th 
and early 20th centuries), the use of such idioms may have raised questions of appropriate meaning and the 
correctness of practice. 
55 Ibid. 
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appropriate in their view). Either way, the situation is hardly clear cut ï the case in Colonial 

Malaya, similar to Muslim communities in other parts of the Islamic world at the time, concerns 

and controversies about ócorrectô belief and practice abounds. While it is tempting to view this 

as examples of ómodernô versus ótraditionalô, or ópuritanô versus ósyncreticô versions of Islam, 

the reality does not lend itself easily to such summary judgments.  

Roffôs essay on the typologies of Southeast Asian Islam suggests that despite exhibiting 

a tremendous range of seemingly different forms and patterns of worship, shared belief has 

played a far more important role in the cultural and spiritual lives of these communities then 

their purported differences.56 But the key point here is that it is possible to observe how the 

dynamics of a powerful social consciousness within the community attempts to sustain 

communal religious discipline. It also suggests that the emphases on ódistinctivenessô can at 

times obscure patterns of shared elements.57 

These responses from óal-Imamô, often taken to be critical of Sufism and Sufis outright, 

was more ambivalent ï stressing categorically that the key for authentic belief is an 

uncompromising commitment to the Sharia. Though the editors stated quite clearly that in this 

instance, the said practices58 were inimical to proper Muslim belief, they did not go on to say 

that all tareqats and by extension, Sufi practices ought to be considered in the same vein59. If 

Shaykh Tahir Jallaluddin ï one the most important intellectual influence amongst the 

ómodernistsô in Malaya at the time and a key figure in the establishment of al-Imam ï was an 

                                                 
56 Roff (1985) p.7-34. 
57 Ibid. 
58 Such as the intermingling between unrelated ς either by marriage or family ς men and women. 
59 ά.ȅ now we can observe the reported tareqat ƛǎ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ǇƭŀȅƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ DƻŘΩǎ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻƴΧǎǘǊŀȅƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǘǊǳŜ 
and genuine tareqat of the Prophet, the tareqat ŎƻƴǾŜȅŜŘ ǘƻ ǳǎ ōȅ ŀƭƭ ƭŜŀǊƴŜŘ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊǎ ƻŦ LǎƭŀƳέΣ Ψal-LƳŀƳΩ, 5th 
March 1908. 
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initiate of Abduhôs circle during his time in Egypt, then this attitude would not have been 

surprising.60     

What appears to be emerging here is an elastic amalgamation, as pointed out by Asad 

(2003), of a colonial situation where a form of ócolonial knowledgeô ï neither necessarily 

conforming entirely to notions of óIslamô preponderant within the colonial centre, nor local in 

origin ï began to filter into the way óIslamô was conceived. In this sense, a new óhistorical 

consciousnessô began to take shape within the colonial setting, bringing into play both western 

sensibilities and Muslim reflexivity. If óWesternô ideas about Islam had seeped into the thinking 

of Muslims about their own identities and traditions,  then it seems reasonable to suggest that 

as Muslim intellectuals began to wrestle with these discourses about óIslamô, this would have 

some effect on the way they imagined their social and cultural predicament.61 As their social 

and political roles changed in a new, more bureaucratized colonial environment, the space 

available for the participation of these Muslim theocrats in public life ï at least in formal terms 

ï became increasingly limited. Thus, the introduction of British legal reforms and the creation 

of a separate ñIslamic sphereò became the primary means through which the ulama community 

                                                 
60For example, Abduh in a recoǊŘŜŘ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ wŀǎƘƛŘ wƛŘŀΣ ƘŀŘ ŀǎǎŜǊǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘΣ άŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ōƭŜǎǎƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ Ƴȅ 
religion that I have received ς for which I thank God all mighty ς are due to SufismέΣ ǇΦррнΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǿŀǎ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ 
ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀŘƛƴƎ άal-tassawuf wa al-sufiyyaέΣ ƛƴ ǾƻƭǳƳŜ ǘƘǊŜŜ ƻŦ άal-Amal al-KamilaέΣ ŜŘƛǘŜŘ ōȅ aǳƘŀƳƳŀŘ 
Imara (quoted in Asad (2003) p.224).  
61 Lƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ ƻŦ 9ƎȅǇǘΣ ǘƘŜ ΨǊŜŦƻǊƳΩ όislah) movement grew increasingly critical towards various forms of 
mysticism largely because such practices were associated with what the European bourgeoisie found most 
reprehensible about Islam ς irrationalism, superstition, fanaticism (a position somewhat at odds with the 
colonial establishment in Southeast Asia ς where it was precisely these elements (under the banner of 
ΨǎȅƴŎǊŜǘƛŎΩ Lǎlam) which colonials found most congenial about Southeast Asian Islam as opposed to the irascible 
ΨLǎƭŀƳΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ !ǊŀōǎύΦ ²ƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƻŦ ŀƴ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎƭȅ ƳǳǎŎǳƭŀǊ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ Ŏƻƭƻƴƛŀƭ ǇƻǿŜǊΣ ŀ ƎǊƻǿƛƴƎ 
number of the Egyptian elites began to view their past through a prism fashioned through colonial lenses. 
¢ƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀƴ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ ΨǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴΩ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ 
backwardness (though remaining integral to their Islamic identity). European cultural and social values 
(especially those associated with scientific, technological and political thought) were increasingly seen as a 
ōŀǎƛǎ ŦƻǊ ΨŎƛǾƛƭƛǎŜŘΩ ǎǘŀǘǳǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅΣ ǳƴŘŜǊǿǊƻǘŜ ŀƴ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 9ƎȅǇǘƛŀƴǎ ŎƭŀƛƳǎ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ 
independence; Asad (2003) p.221. This tension ς between the perceived superiority of Western approaches 
towards social, political and scientific reforms and the desire to maintain a strong Islamic identity ς was a major 
intellectual preoccupation amongst both reform-minded and non-reform minded Muslims in British Malaya.  
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could advocate and enforce Muslim ethical norms, albeit it, in a limited and restricted form ï 

or perhaps more accurately, a transformed set of circumstances.   

While the resulting practice of the sharia in a more legal fashion ï at least ólegalô in a 

ówesternisedô sense ï became over time the focus of óofficialô Islam, it would be inappropriate 

to suggest that this was because it was necessarily the only real option for native agents to 

secure or attain some form of authority. Though it is difficult to determine with any certainty, 

it appears likely that as westernised governing and legal practices became more established, the 

focus of describing the activities of the óulamaô and other sources of Malay Muslim authority 

by primarily colonial or colonial inclined observers (captured most visibly in colonial accounts) 

tended to emphasise episodes and instances where the direct involvement of the colonial state 

and its legal institutions was apparent. An increasing number of the ulama may have begun to 

see the formal recourses open to them as an important (or the main) practical option for the 

maintenance and preservation of Islamic order. However, it may be a mistake to see this in 

terms of a purely ólegalisticô interpretation of the Sharia amongst the ulama.62  

In a colonial environment where formal rules of conduct are determined largely through 

legislation, and where the space available for traditional religious ethical and moral 

considerations are limited, the reconfigurations of those norms to ófitô into these newly 

developed social spaces, consequently led, at least in official terms, to the frequent observation 

that the Sharia possesses an equivalence to the ólawô. Thus, when discussions of the Sharia 

amongst the ulama are mentioned in connection to colonial or western accounts, it is generally 

assumed to relate specifically to questions of legislation. The more widely held views within 

the Muslim community about the Sharia in its more scriptural and historical sense are 

subsequently ignored or diminished.63 Furthermore, it was sometimes easy to ignore the fact 

                                                 
62 ¢ƘŜ ŜǇƻƴȅƳƻǳǎ άSharia-ƳƛƴŘŜŘƴŜǎǎέ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ōȅ aƛƭƴŜǊ όмффрΤ ǇΦмуо-195). 
63 !ǎ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘ ōȅ {ŀƭǾŀǘƻǊŜ όнллфύΣ άŀǎ ŦŀǊ ŀǎ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǳǎŜŘ ŀƴŘ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ ƻŦ aǳǎƭƛƳ 
reformers, Sharia ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ŀǎ ΨLǎƭŀƳƛŎ ƴƻǊƳŀǘƛǾƛǘȅΩ ƻǊ ΨLǎƭŀƳƛŎ ƴƻǊƳŀǘƛǾŜ ǊŜŀǎƻƴΩΣ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ 
ƭŀǿέ όǇΦмфп-195).  
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that the Sharia was not the only source of legal and regulatory structure in pre-colonial 

contexts.64           

A feature commonly associated with Muslim-Modernist thinking within larger Malay 

society was their commitment to ñijtihadò or ñfree and independent reasoningò as opposed, it 

appears, to the ñtaqlidò (blind or uncritical imitation of earlier authorities) often used to 

characterise their anti or pre-modern predecessors and contemporaries.65 However, as recent 

scholarship suggests, this perspective ignores the rich and complex process of adaptation and 

change which characterised Muslim thought and practice, in different periods and locations.66  

Another problem associated with this perspective relates to the implication by which 

ómodernistô Muslims appeared to have a tenuous relationship to ótraditionô. While it seems clear 

(as noted earlier) that Abduh himself held deep reservations against some of his Azhar 

contemporaries for their ambivalent attitudes towards making the necessary legal and 

administrative reforms to deal with the social, economic and political changes taking place 

within Egyptian society, he himself was deeply immersed in Islamic tradition and drew upon 

those resources in the development of his own thinking. He criticised their reluctance not 

because they were necessarily óboundô by a literal and rigid uncritical appropriation of 

traditional Islamic authority, but what was from his perspective, a failure to understand the 

meaning of the tradition itself.  

                                                 
64 Alam notes the different ways in which pre-modern Muslim jurists in India interpreted the meaning of the 
ShariaΦ {ŜŜ !ƭŀƳΣ aΦΣ ΨSharia and Governance in the Indo-LǎƭŀƳƛŎ /ƻƴǘŜȄǘΩ ƛƴ DƛƭƳŀǊǘƛƴΣ 5Φ ŀƴŘ [ŀǿǊŜƴŎŜΣ .Φ.Φ 
όŜŘǎΦύ ά.ŜȅƻƴŘ ¢ǳǊƪ ŀƴŘ IƛƴŘǳΥ wŜǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ wŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ LŘŜƴǘƛǘƛŜǎ ƛƴ LǎƭŀƳƛŎŀǘŜ {ƻǳǘƘ !ǎƛŀέ όDŀƛƴŜǎǾƛƭƭŜΥ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ 
of Florida Press) p.216-245.   
65 Asad (2003), p.219. 
66 Zaman (2002), p.17. According to this narrative, despite the existence of mechanisms to enable new legal 
ǊǳƭŜǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀŘŘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ ŎƻǊǇǳǎΣ ǘƘŜ ΨōƻŘȅΩ ƻŦ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ ΨƭŀǿΩ ǎŜŜƳǎ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǎǘŀƎƴŀƴǘ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǊŜ ƻǊ 
less unchanging up until the introduction of colonial rule. It was gradually dislodged to make room for newer, 
more modern legal systems in the Muslim world. 
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Recent scholarship suggests that the notion of admonishment against the practice of 

óijtihadô amongst pre-modern jurists may have been exaggerated.67 There was, for example, no 

real consensus as to the shape and limits of the process of interpreting and contextualising 

juridical precedence. There was considerable room for criticising, adapting and enriching the 

body of tradition to the changing needs of the social and political order, as well as refinements 

in theoretical perspectives. However, this does not mean that ótaqlidô was an unimportant factor 

in the considerations of the jurists.68 As the accumulated body of knowledge pertaining to the 

various jurisprudential schools grew and became increasingly comprehensive, preservation and 

precedence began to occupy an important part of Muslim juridical thinking.69 The practice of 

óijtihadô was not restricted as such, but evolved to adapt to intervening changes in the way 

accumulated tradition changed the thinking of jurists.        

The ódivideô between the activities of the ómutjahidô (those who practice óijtihadô) and 

the ómuqallidô (those who practice ótaqlidô) are often less incisive then is often depicted in 

western historical recollections.70 Though there are real theoretical differences between the two 

approaches, in practice there is substantial overlap. Jurists recognised several categories of 

óijtihadô.71 Within the gamut of this variability, and the ensuing traditions of practice that 

                                                 
67 IŀƭƭŀǉΣ ²Φ.Φ ά²ŀǎ ǘƘŜ DŀǘŜǎ ƻŦ Ijtihad /ƭƻǎŜŘΚέΤ LƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ WƻǳǊƴŀƭ ƻŦ aƛŘŘƭŜ 9ŀǎǘ {ǘǳŘƛŜǎ мс όмфупύΣ ǇΦо-
41. 
68 Zaman (2002), p.17. 
69 Ibid, p.17. 
70 There is however, another important but under-ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎŜŘ ŀǎǇŜŎǘ ǘƻ ŎƻƴŎŜƛǾƛƴƎ ΨǘŀǉƭƛŘΩ in the traditions of 
Sunni Reformist thought. Al-Ghazali was especially critical towards the Ismailis whom he considered as a real 
threat to Sunnis from both a theological and political perspective. He devoted numerous works in his refutation 
ƻŦ LǎƳŀƛƭƛ ŘƻƎƳŀΣ ƻŦ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ǊŜƴƻǿƴ ǿŀǎ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ άCŀŘŀΩƛƘ ŀƭ-ōŀǘƛƴƴƛȅŀƘ ǿŀ ŦŀŘŀΩƛƭ ŀƭ-Mustazhrriyahέ 
(The Infamies of the Batinites and the Excellence of the Mustazhirites) dedicated to the new Abbasid caliph, al-
Muztazhir. He was particularly critical of the doctrine of the infallibility of Ismaili imamate (ǘŀΩƭƛƳ), which in his 
view was tantamount to heretical belief as well as the result of poor theological reasoning. As Campanini 
όмффсύ Ǉǳǘǎ ƛǘΣ ά!ƭ-Ghazali thinks that it is deceptive and contradictory to try to invalidate intellectual reasoning 
by an apodeictic proof exalting the infallibility of the ImamsΧ LƴŘŜŜŘΣ ƛŦ ǿŜ Ǉŀȅ ǳƴŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀǇǇǊƻǾŀƭ ǘƘŜ 
LƳŀƳΩǎ ǳǘǘŜǊŀƴŎŜǎΣ Ƙƻǿ Ŏŀƴ ǿŜ ōǳƛƭŘ ƻǳǊ ŘƻŎǘǊƛƴŜ ƻƴ ǊŜŀǎƻƴƛƴƎΚ ¢ƘŜ άǘŀΩƭƛƳέ ƛǎ ƛƴ ƻǇǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜƭƭŜŎǘέΣ 
ǇΦнсмΦ !ǘǘŜƳǇǘǎ ǘƻ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜ ƭƛƳƛǘǎ ƻǊ ǎǘǊƛŎǘǳǊŜǎ ƻƴ ΨƛƧǘƛƘŀŘΩ were also connected to politics. At times, it was 
prompted by unfavourable political conditions where those in power sought to subvert juridical opinion in 
order to serve their own questionable ends.    
71 ½ŀƳŀƴ όнллнύΣ ǇΦмуΦ CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴŘǎ ƻŦ ΨƛƧǘƛƘŀŘΩ drawn from the consensus of the founders of a 
ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ΨƳŀŘƘŀōΩ (legal school), oǊ ŀ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ΨƛƧǘƛƘŀŘΩ meant for a particular issue but not necessarily 
extended to include others.  
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emerged ï where over time, the tradition of the practice of óijtihadô was seen to belong to those 

who has achieved an extremely high level of scholarship and religious wisdom ï the discourses 

of even late pre-modern jurists suggests that óijtihadô continued to play an important role in 

jurisprudential activities. Despite the fact that these legal advances may have been ñcouched in 

the rhetoric of ótaqlidô itself, but they are no less significant for being suchò.72  

As mentioned previously, earlier Western scholars examining the role of óijtihadô in 

Muslim thought in both the Middle East and Southeast Asia have often pointed to the óclosing 

of the doors of ijtihadô amongst post-classical Muslim jurists, and claimed that, contrary to the 

ótraditionalô scholars, advocates of ómodernistô thinking saw the need to adapt the legal system 

to present day requirements. This view was further strengthened by later generations of 

indigenous scholars who claimed that the experiment to integrate elements of ñWesternò 

thought into Islam, exemplified by the efforts of Abduh and the modernists, proved to be a 

failure.73        

But these narratives, as Asad (2003) points out, seems to assume ï apriori ï a conception 

of Muslim óorthodoxyô which is then distinguished from other forms of óunorthodoxô practice.74 

Implicit within this is the important, though often unsaid, distinction between the concept of an 

unchanging, pedantic ótraditionô as opposed to the rational, progressive new and modern, 

represented by interlocutors such as Abduh, Rida and their brethren in the Middle East and their 

followers in other parts of the Muslim world. But even assuming that there is a schism between 

the óreformersô (seeking to broaden the limits of interpretation and adaptation of scripture and 

tradition in relation to their social, political and cultural realities) and the óconservativesô (who 

prefer a much more restrained approach to interpreting tradition), it may have less to do with 

                                                 
72 Ibid, p.18. 
73 Asad (2003) p.219. He quotes Aharon Layish who argued that the doctrine promulgated by the modernists 
who attempted to amalgamate Islamic norms with liberal elements of Western civilization did not succeed. 
¢ƘŜƛǊ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ΨŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǎŜŘΩ ŜȄǇƻƴŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ShariaΦ {ŜŜ [ŀȅƛǎƘΣ !Φ όмфтуύΣ ά¢ƘŜ 
/ƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ aƻŘŜǊƴƛǎǘǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ {ŜŎǳƭŀǊƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ [ŀǿέΣ aƛŘŘƭŜ 9ŀǎǘŜǊƴ {ǘǳŘƛŜǎΣ ǾƻƭΦмпΣ ǇΦнстΦ  
74 Ibid. 



81 
 

the question of whether it is permissible to interpret ótraditionô ï which is being done either way 

ï than the question of what approach should guide the process. 

Hence, as Asad (2003) puts it, ñthere is no such thing as órealô óijtihadô waiting to be 

authenticatedé there is only óijtihadô practiced by particular persons who situate themselves in 

various ways within the tradition of ófiqhôò.75 Thus, when Abduh and Rida invokes the 

precedence of the practice of óijtihadô by Ibn Taymiyyah (who crafted a series of critiques 

against the existing authorities of his time), this was in no way fashioned along the lines of 

universal reason.76 There are still specific guidelines for reasoning ï informed by a theological 

vocabulary, Quranic prescription, Sunna of the Prophet, and the position of the major jurists ï 

regarding the most appropriate means of dealing with a given state of affair. And since óijtihadô 

comes into play precisely at the point where the consensus (ijma) of the ulama has proved 

inadequate, Abduhôs and Ridaôs disagreement with other Muslim parties ï past or present ï 

does not entail that their position is no longer ótraditionalô. Contrary to this, it is precisely such 

disagreement or difference which makes this episode of Muslim controversy a part of the 

tradition of Islamic jurisprudence.77 

                                                 
75 Ibid, p.220. 
76 Ibid, p.220. 
77 See above. 
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Chapter 3: Shaykh Ahmad Muhammad Zain al-Patani (1856-1906) and Islamic Reform 

in Kelantan and Patani: Transition and Transmission in Islamic Culture and Learning 

It has been suggested that the ócreoleô characteristics of these intellectual networks is an 

important part of the formation of Muslim culture in the region; up until the present, families 

who claim such a lineage often see themselves ï though not always ï as a distinctive element 

within the Malay Muslim community.1 While the Arabs and their descendants were quickly 

integrated into the larger fabric of local culture, in some cases, they remained, as well as were 

viewed as somewhat apart from it, despite oftentimes settling and marrying into the surrounding 

community. This ódistinctivenessô and a strong sense of connectedness to their Near Eastern 

past, were in some ways, an important feature which characterised (and sustained) the scholarly 

networks operating throughout the Malay Archipelago and stretched across the Indian Ocean 

littoral up until the present.2  

Shaykh Ahmad bin Muhammad Zain bin Mustafa al-Patani (1856-1906) was arguably 

the most influential ulama to have emerged in the second half of the 19th century in Kelantan 

and Patani. His paternal grandfather, Shaykh Mustafa bin Muhammad, was an important figure 

of the Patani palace during the period where the Patani ï Siamese conflagration reached its 

peak, and eventually forced the Sultanate into exile in 1785. He seemed to have been both an 

advisor to the Sultan of Patani as well as a noted military commander. As a result of the Patani-

Siamese War, Shaykh Mustafa along with many of his contemporaries, went into exile and 

relocated themselves to other parts of the Peninsula. Shaykh Mustafa, similar to many of the 

ulama from Patani, settled in Kelantan and established a religious school (ópondokô) at Sena 

                                                 
1 ¢Ƙƛǎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ΨŎǊŜƻƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩ Ƙŀǎ been described in great detail by Enseng Ho (1997; 2002; 2004). The 
άMuwallidsέ όŘŜǎŎŜƴŘŀƴǘǎ ƻŦ ƳƛȄŜŘ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜǎύ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǊŜǘŀƛƴŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŀƭ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ aƛŘŘƭŜ 9ŀǎǘΣ 
even though, in some cases, they have been generations apart from their Arab ancestry, and no longer retained 
any direct links to their original homelands.   
2 !ǎ ǇƻƛƴǘŜŘ ƻǳǘ ōȅ ŘŜ WƻƴƎŜ ŀƴŘ YŀǇǘŜƛƴ όнллнύΣ ά¢ƘŜ !Ǌŀō ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ƛƴ {ƻǳǘƘŜŀǎǘ !ǎƛŀ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ǿŜǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ 
close in touch with each other. They exchanged marriage partners, traded with each other, and informed one 
ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ŀōƻǳǘ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘǎ ƻŎŎǳǊǊƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ Ƙƻǎǘ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ aƛŘŘƭŜ 9ŀǎǘέ 
(p.3). 
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Janjar, in the district of Jambu. His influence, however, most acutely felt amongst the generation 

of Muslim theocrats (such as Toô Kenali, Haji Nik Mahmud and others) who were instrumental 

to the educational, legal and political reforms which took place in Kelantan in the first two 

decades of the 20th century. 

As described in previously, aside from trade, intellectual and religious networks which 

maintained ï to a lesser or greater degree ï the links between these widely disparate Muslim 

communities, genealogy and familial relationships were also important. Numerous ulamas 

found throughout the Peninsula not only shared similar educational experiences, but many were 

also connected through ancestral and marital connections. Four of Shaykh Mustafaôs children 

became renowned scholars in their own right ï Shaykh Abdul Latiff who settled in Bangkok, 

Shaykh Daud and Shaykh Muhammad Zain (Shaykh Ahmadôs father) who were both active in 

Mecca, and Shaykh Abdul Kadir who later attained renown in Patani, and was known as ñTok 

Bendang Dayaò.3 All of these individuals were very much part of the links and networks of 

ulama ï whilst centred in Patani and the surrounding areas ï also had connections dispersed 

across the Indian Ocean littoral.  

Following the traditions of many of the Patanese/Kelantan ulama, Shaykh Ahmad was 

sent to Mecca at an early age. He resided in the Hejaz until his adolescence. In his late teens, 

Shaykh Ahmad was then brought to Egypt where continued his studies under a number of 

highly respected ulama. It was here that his literary output began, producing early tracts in 

Arabic and Malay. Through his literary activities he also became increasingly involved in the 

production of Islamic texts ï both in Arabic and Malay.  

                                                 
3 Local traditions often attribute mystical or supernatural qualities with some of these major religious figures. 
One famous local tradition, for example, relates to the coming of the first train into Kota Bharu in Kelantan, 
ǿƘŜǊŜ ¢ƻΩ YŜƴŀƭƛ ǊŜǇǳǘŜŘƭȅ ƘŀƭǘŜŘ ƛǘǎ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎ ƳŜǊŜƭȅ ōȅ ƭŀȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇŀƭƳ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ƘŀƴŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƘŜŜƭǎΦ 
Conversation with Ustadz Abdul Razak Mahmud (June 2010). 
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It appeared that Shaykh Ahmadôs activities in Egypt drew the attention of various 

learned circles. Upon his return to Mecca, Shaykh Ahmad had begun to be recognised as a 

scholar of considerable learning and was highly regarded as a reciter of ñsyairò.4 Due to his 

standing in Meccan society, Shaykh Ahmad developed a substantial following amongst the Jawi 

community.5 He was known not only as an alim of exceptional learning in the traditional Islamic 

sciences, but also as a scholar cognizant about contemporary developments in the Middle East 

and the wider world. In this, he appeared to be somewhat apart from the other Jawi scholars 

active throughout the Haramayn at the time.6 It was thought that aside from the more 

                                                 
4 άSyairέ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ŀ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ŦƻǳǊ ƭƛƴŜ ǾŜǊǎŜ ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ƘŜƭŘ ƛƴ ƘƛƎƘ ŜǎǘŜŜƳ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŀŜǎǘƘŜǘƛŎ ŦƻǊƳ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ 
Malay literary tradition. See Matheson Hooker (2000), p.88-89.  
5 Hurgronje, for example, noted that the Jawi learners in Mecca tended to gravitate towards ulamas who 
originated from their own regions; Othman (1998). 
6 !ǎƛŘŜ ŦǊƻƳ ƳƻǊŜ ŎƻƴǾŜƴǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǘŜȄǘǎ ƻƴ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ΨLǎƭŀƳƛŎΩ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘǎ όǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ Fiqh, Tassawuf, and others), Shaykh 
Ahmad also produced texts ς ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ άHadiqatu al-Azharέ ς which dealt with subjects (such as politics, society, 
popular medicine and so on) which were generally alien to the majority of the Meccan educated Jawi ulamas. 
He appeared to have travelled widely across the region; for example, he reputedly visited Syria in order to 
meet the learned circles there ς such as Shaykh Muhammad Yusuf an-Nabbani (1849-1932), the famous 
Damascene scholar, noted both for his Barelwi sufi symphaties and his apparent antipathies towards the 
Wahabbis ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ !ōŘǳƘ ŀƴŘ !ŦƎƘŀƴƛΦ {ŜŜ {ƛǊǊƛȅŜƘΩǎ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ ƛƴ ¢ŀƧƛ-Farouki and Nafi (eds.) 2004, p. 111-112. 
Though his time in Cairo may have been important to his intellectual development, it also appeared to have 
caused Shaykh Ahmad considerable psychological and emotional distress. When reflecting upon these 
ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎǎΣ ƘŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǘƛƳŜǎ ŀǎ άAku bangsat di negeri Mesir, tak ubah seperti Nabi 
Yusuf yang terpaksa menanggung derita di dalam penjaraέ όάL ŀƳ ŀƴ ŀƭƛŜƴ ƛƴ 9ƎȅǇǘΣ ƴƻ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ from the 
ǇǊƻǇƘŜǘ ¸ǳǎǳŦΣ ǎǳŦŦŜǊƛƴƎ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ǇǊƛǎƻƴέύ ²ΦaΦ{Φ !ōŘǳƭƭŀƘ όнллтύΣ ǇΦ прΦ 
It was also at this point, it appears, that Shaykh Ahmad began to strengthen his association with the Ottomans. 
Besides developing a close rapport to the Ottoman elites who acted as custodians to Mecca at the time, he also 
met Sultan Abdul Hamid II on several occasions. This eventually led to his appointment as the head of the first 
aŀƭŀȅ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ tǊƛƴǘƛƴƎ ǇǊŜǎǎ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ƛƴ aŜŎŎŀ ōȅ ǘƘŜ hǘǘƻƳŀƴǎΣ ǘƘŜ ΨaŀǘōŀΩŀƘ ŀƭ-MirrƛȅŀƘΩ. The 
ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ aŀǘōŀΩŀƘ ǿŀǎ ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŎƻƴǎƻƭƛŘŀǘŜŘ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘ ǘƻ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛƴǘƛƴƎ ƻŦ !ǊŀōƛŎ 
translations into Malay.  

However, the introduction of mass printing did more than just offer an avenue for writers and their 
text to reach a greater audience ς it also changed the way they were read and absorbed. The rise of these new 
printed mediums also changed the mode of mediation; the traditional methods of reading and understanding 
texts, guided by ulamas in a controlled environment, were paralleled by these new informal settings where 
pre-existing sources of authority and understanding were absent, or at the very least, distant. As Reinhart 
όнлмлύ ŀǊƎǳŜǎΣ ΨƳƻŘŜǊƴΩ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǇǊŜ-modern reading, and the expectations accorded by the process is 
ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘΦ IŜ Ŧƻƭƭƻǿǎ {ƻƭƻǾŜƛǘŎƘƛƪ όмффпύ ōȅ ǇƻƛƴǘƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ ǘŜȄǘǎ άǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘ ǊŜŀŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎΣ ōǳǘ 
ƳŜǊŜƭȅ ŀ ŎƻƳǇƻƴŜƴǘ ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŜŘ ōȅ ƭŀǊƎŜǊ ƭƛŦŜ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴǎέΣ ŀƴŘ όǉǳƻǘƛƴƎ {ƻƭƻǾŜƛǘŎƘƛƪύ άŀ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ ƭƛŦŜ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ƭŜŀǊƴŜŘ 
but rather absorōŜŘΧ ƛǘǎ ǘǊŀƴǎƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƳƛƳŜǘƛŎΧ ŀƴŘ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴŜŘέΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƛƴ ŀ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘΣ άǿƘŀǘ ǿŜǊŜ 
once practices observed as a matter of course becomes practices chosen because of the commitments of 
ōŜƭƛŜŦέΦ Lƴ ŀ ǇǊŜ-modern context, for most, following the Sharia (as the tradition was interpreted and 
transmitted) was, as Reinhart argues, simply the routine of life. Though believers continue to affirm that 
ƛƴŦŀƭƭƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ wŜǾŜƭŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘŜȄǘǎ άŀǊŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ ƴŜǿ ǿŀȅ ς as infallible information, not as 
sacǊŀƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǊŜǾŜƭŀǘƛƻƴέ όǇΦмлп-105).     
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conventional óIslamicô education he received in Mecca and Cairo, Ahmad al-Patani may have 

also benefitted from some form of medical education.7   

He eventually became head of Malay publications at the Ottoman printing press in 1884 

ï a development which served a fundamentally important role in the production of Malay 

Islamic writings.8 As made mention elsewhere in the thesis, Shaykh Ahmad seemed to have 

been instrumental in convincing the Ottoman authorities of the importance of this project. Aside 

from the obvious benefits of mass printing, the introduction of bilingual editions (the complete 

vowel-ed Arabic accompanied by the Malay in Arabic script) also broadened the appeal of these 

classic texts, enabling less linguistically proficient students to engage with the reading material. 

In some ways, as Bradley points out, this changed the way Kelantanese/Patani scholars and 

their brethren from other parts of the Malay Archipelago interacted with and transmitted Islamic 

knowledge.9     

Ahmad al-Pataniôs eclectic and wide ranging intellectual interests seemed to have lent 

a less conventional approach to his understanding of the meaning of knowledge and the learning 

process. For example, he noted the emergence of the newspaper as an important intellectual 

resource and encouraged his students to read them ï a way of thinking which seemed to have 

influenced his closest students and disciples, such as Muhammad Yusof bin Ahmad (Toô 

Kenali), Nik Mahmud bin Nik Ismail (the later Datuk Perdana Menteri ñPrime or Chief 

Ministerò of Kelantan) and others.10 This appears to have been an important stimulus behind 

                                                 
7 See Azra (2004), p.151.  
8 Founded in Mecca by Sultan Abdul Hamid II. This development proved critical in ensuring that the earlier 
canon of Malay Muslim scholarly writing associated with figures such Shaykh Daud al-Patani and his 
contemporaries were made more widely available. Print technology no doubt was far more efficient replicating 
printed material than the more traditional and painstaking practice of copying by hand. 
9 Bradley, F. (2010) p.475. Though the term άLǎƭŀƳƛŎέ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ Ŏŀƴ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ōŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳŀǘƛŎΦ Lƴ ŀ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ 
ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ǿƘŜǊŜ ŀ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŜȄǇƭƛŎƛǘƭȅ ΨǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎΩ ƻǊ Ψƴƻƴ-ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎΩ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǎƻ ǊŜŀŘƛƭȅ 
ŘƛǎŎŜǊƴŜŘΣ ǘƘŜ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎ ƻƴ άLǎƭŀƳƛŎέ Ŏŀƴ Ŝŀǎƛƭȅ ōŜ ƳƛǎŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŜŘΣ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ōȅ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜrs unfamiliar with the 
ŘȅƴŀƳƛŎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŜǾƛŘŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ƴƻǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ άmaslahaέ όŎƻƳƳƻƴ ƎƻƻŘύ ŀƴŘ 
άmuamalatέ όŎƻƳƳǳƴŀƭ ǿŜƭŦŀǊŜύ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŜǊŜ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀƭ ǘƻ ǊŜŦƻǊƳƛǎǘ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜŀƭǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛǾŜƭȅ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ 
Muslim circles over politics, law and the general social order, are largely ignored within colonial accounts and 
discourses of reform.  
10 ! ǾƛŜǿ ƘŜƭŘ ƳǳŎƘ ƛƴ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ {ƘŀȅƪƘ !ƘƳŀŘΩǎ ǊŜŦƻǊƳƛǎǘ ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊƛŜǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ !ōŘǳƘ ŀƴŘ wƛŘŘŀΦ 
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the later emergence of the periodical ñPengasohò. This emergent print culture was part of a 

literary development that was to form a critical component of the growth of Malay letters in 

British Malaya, and subsequently, the intellectual antecedents of later developments in Malay 

political, literary and cultural thought.    

In his writings it is possible to find a range of discussions ï aside from outwardly 

óreligiousô topics ï about politics; society and culture; social developments; and other related 

issues, such as the nature of Malay óidentityô and language. In the ñNailu al-Amaniò11, for 

example, he attempted to tease out the schematics of what a Malay identity may look like. The 

ñMelayuwiyyahò (the Malays), he offers, corresponded to a notion of civilisation akin to other 

large cultural groups such as the ñHindisò and the ñChineseò. His treatment of óMalayô identity 

is grounded on a dynamic notion of óplaceô and óspaceô, intersected with an account of language 

(the use of Malay) quite removed from later notions of national, racial or ethnic identity. It 

stressed upon the adaptability and fluidity of Malay identity within the context of Muslim 

Southeast Asia; neither bound by the configurations of geography nor boundaries of colonial 

rule ï enveloping it seems, multiple identities.12 Shaykh Ahmad was careful to distinguish 

between the notion of óJawiô (widely used in Mecca to describe those from Southeast Asia) and 

                                                 
11 άNailu al-AmaniέΣ ǇΦнΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ƛǎ ǊŜǾŜaling of the prevailing notions of identity and culture which was 
ǿƛŘŜǎǇǊŜŀŘ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ {ƘŀȅƪƘ !ƘƳŀŘΩǎ ǘƛƳŜΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ŀ ǘŜȄǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŘŜŀƭǎ ǇǊƛƳŀǊƛƭȅ ǿƛǘƘ !ǊŀōƛŎ ƎǊŀƳƳŀǊ ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ǿƛŘŜƭȅ 
ǳǎŜŘ ǳǇ ǳƴǘƛƭ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ΨǇƻƴŘƻƪΩ system. 
12 The intellectuals and scholars of Ahmad al-tŀǘŀƴƛΩǎ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƘŀǾŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ōŜŜƴ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ς as opposed to 
later generation of writers and intellectuals, such Eunos Ahmad ς as perpetuating an uncritical version of Malay 
identity; see Milner (1995; p.119-121 and 126-128). However, it must be said that while later intellectuals (such 
as Eunos Ahmad) discussed the issue of identity within the context of a well-established colonial society and 
influenced by the ideas pervasive within that context ς embracing aspects of modern capitalism such as free 
trade, interrogating aspects of modern citizenship and delving into areas seen to be coterminous with 
problems and challenges associated with the Malay community as part of a newly emerging modernizing 
society; earlier writers, such as Ahmad al-Patani, on the other hand, were not ς to the same degree ς subject to 
the processes of social and ethnic stratification which accompanied British reforms most evident in the centres 
of colonial rule.    
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how the term is commonly understood in the Malay world, where it is meant to describe the 

óJawaô (the Javanese) ï a community distinct from the Malays.13  

The reason, he suggests, why Muslims from Southeast Asia are often grouped together 

under the term ñjawiò relates closely to the fact that within the community in the Hejaz, the 

Malay language is overwhelmingly used as a medium of communication and learning (aside 

from Arabic).14 The Malay language was widely adopted ï despite the abundance of local 

languages and dialects amongst the Southeast Asians ï because it was seen as ófluidô and óagileô 

(ñringanò). It is this óadaptabilityô and ófluidityô which, according to Shaykh Ahmad, made the 

use of Malay ï especially in relation to issues of ómuamalatô (society and politics) ï the 

predominant means of communication within the Jawi community in the Hejaz.15    

However, the question remains as to whether these issues the reformists were grappling 

with necessarily ómodernô ones? Was it a process of appropriating ówesternô doctrines and 

adapting them to native mediums? What questions does it raise about the nature of the structure 

and meaning of colonial modernity for these cosmopolitan Muslim interlocutors?  

What was observable from the writings of Shaykh Ahmad and his contemporaries, was 

an outgrowth of a series of discourses related to outwardly ómodernô concerns ï such as notions 

of political and legal reform; cultural and ethnic identity; education and so on. These were 

                                                 
13 άPenduduk Hejaz menamakan mereka dan golongan-golongan ƭŀƛƴ ŘŀǊƛ ǿƛƭŀȅŀƘ ƛǘǳ ŘŜƴƎŀƴ ǎŜōǳǘŀƴ ΩƧŀǿŀΩΣ 
dan mereka (jawa sebenarnya) itu sebenarnya menduduki sebuah pulau besar disana, dan mereka bukan orang 
MelayuέΣ bŀƛƭǳΣ ǇΦнΦ    
14 A point also raised and discussed by Hurgronje in his observations of the Jawi community in Mecca (Othman, 
1998). 
15 ¢ƘƻǳƎƘ ƛǘ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƴƻǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ !ǊŀōƛŎ ǘŜǊƳ άmuamalatέ ƛǎ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǊŜŦƻǊƳƛǎǘǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ 
Muhammad Abduh, as a basis for a critique of (in his case, his Azhar contemporaries) alims and jurists who 
declined from making pronouncements regarding the social and political realities facing the Muslim community 
at large. As suggested in chapter 2, reformists such as Abduh saw this disinclination as a misunderstanding of 
ǘƘŜ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ LǎƭŀƳ ŀƴŘ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴΦ {ƘŀȅƪƘ !ƘƳŀŘΩǎ ŜȄƘƻǊǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ǊŜǇŜŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ άUnwanu al-Falahέ 
ǿƘŜǊŜ ƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜǎΣ άMaka hendaklah bersungguh-sungguh oleh setiap yang berakal pada pekerjaan yang mulia 
yang manafŀŀǘ ōŀƎƛ ŘƛǊƛƴȅŀ Řŀƴ ŀƘƭƛƴȅŀ Řŀƴ ōŀƎƛ aǳǎƭƛƳƛƴΧōŀƘƪŀƴ ǇŜǊƪŜǊƧŀŀƴ Řǳƴƛŀ ȅŀƴƎ ŘƛǎŜōǳǘ ƛǘǳ 
setengah dari pekerjaan akhiratέΣ όάǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ŀƭƭ ǿƘƻ ǇƻǎǎŜǎǎ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ Ƴǳǎǘ ŜƳōǊŀŎŜ ǿƻǊƪ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŀƴƛŦŜǎǘƭȅ 
ōŜƴŜŦƛǘ ƘƛƳǎŜƭŦΣ Ƙƛǎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ŀƭƭ ƳǳǎƭƛƳǎΧ ǘƘŀǘ ƻǳǊ ǿƻǊƭŘƭȅ ŘŜŜŘǎ ŀǊŜ ŀƴ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀƭ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ǿƻǊǎƘƛǇέύ 
p.84.    



88 
 

couched in terminologies which reflect an increasing awareness of a cultural and political 

landscape in which pre-colonial suppositions were changing.16 There was also a sense that the 

meaning of existing óIslamic knowledgeô (ilmô) as posited by the ulama and Islamic authorities 

in these societies were proving inadequate (at least in the view of the reformists) in providing 

answers to the then existing political, cultural and intellectual realities. We also witness what 

appears to be the emergence of a new understanding of the past, present and future; óhistoryô in 

this context, becomes a fundament to a larger discursive space over issues such as identity and 

political legitimacy, though expressed in an idiomatically Malay-Muslim context.17  

As Vincent Houben suggests, the appropriation of the ópastô was in no way uniformly 

accepted ï either in terms of what was conceived by foreign or colonial agents, or between 

members of local or native intelligentsia.18 This was because, as Asad (2003; p.222) points out, 

ñwhen settled cultural assumptions cease to be viable, agents consciously inhabit different kinds 

of time simultaneously and try to straddle the gap between what Reinhart Koselleck, speaking 

of ómodernityô, calls experience and expectation, an aspect of the contemporaneity of the non-

contemporaneous. But uni-linear time, together with its breaks ï the homogeneous time of 

modern history ï in spite of it being essential to thinking and acting critically, is only one kind 

of time that people imagine, respond to, and useé when major political changes occur people 

are often unclear about precisely what kind of event it is that they are witnessing and uncertain 

about the practice that would be appropriate or possible in response to itò.   

                                                 
16 On the changes resulting from the introduction of print, and modern information technologies in the nature 
ƻŦ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ ΨŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅΩ ƛƴ aǳǎƭƛƳ ǎƻŎƛŜǘƛŜǎΣ ǎŜŜ ½ŀƳŀƴ όнллнύ ǇΦрп-58. 
17 Hourani (1983) for example, makes the point that Abduh ideas could easily have been drawn from his 
ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ !ǳƎǳǎǘ /ƻƳǘŜΩǎ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾƛǎǘ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘΦ /ƻƳǘŜΩǎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ƻǊƛƎƛƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CǊŜƴŎƘ 
Revolution, where the rationalist revolutionaries and the prevailing traditional order contested their visions of 
the future, which finally led to victory for the former, and their extreme rationalism, struck a chord with Abduh. 
This appears to have ς at least partially ς ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜŘ !ōŘǳƘΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ŦŀŎƛƴƎ aǳǎƭƛƳ 
society. However, unlike the French positivists, Abduh wanted to locate this rational sensibility within his 
reading of Islamic history and tradition. See p.139-140.    
18 Houben (2009) p.22. 
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However, not only is a conception of óhistoryô (ñtawarikhò) fundamental to the 

preservation of genealogical connections (also stressed upon by the traditions of ótareqaôsô of 

which Ahmad al-Patani himself is a particularly gifted adept) and the transmission of religious 

and spiritual knowledge, but is also of critical importance towards understanding the existing 

political, social and cultural situation facing the Muslim community.19 The idea of ñhistoryò 

and the trajectory of time within it, viewed by these intellectuals, corresponded to a powerful 

eschatological impulse.  

What seems to emerge is a series of narratives interweaving aspects of the perceptibly 

ómodernô (the present undergirded by colonial presence) and ótraditionô (retrieving pre-colonial 

or pre-modern understandings). This is not to suggest that ólocalô knowledge was necessarily 

subsumed under a newer colonial discourse; on the contrary, these texts (as the works of Shaykh 

Ahmad, Pengasoh, et al indicate) shows something quite removed from this. It is possible to 

argue that whilst these reformists wrote in an idiom clearly cognizant of changes in their cultural 

and political environment, the process of adoption and adaptation parallels and shares many of 

the elements present in the evolution of ulama discourses prevalent at different times 

throughout the history of Muslim societies.20 As suggested earlier, the language of óijtihadô21 

and ótaqlidô often used to emphasise the differences between the so-called ómodernistsô and 

                                                 
19 Hadiqatul al-AzharΣ ǇΦнлуΣ άtiadalah mereka itu dengan syaan tawarikh hingga jahillah mereka itu ke atas 
masa yang lalu.. ehwal masa yang lalu ke atas negeri mereka itu daripada masa yang hamper bahkan tiada 
megetahui mereka itu akan nama-nama segala nenek moyang mereka itu pada hal belum lalu beberapa yang 
ǎŜŘƛƪƛǘΦΦέ. Shaykh Ahmad, while intimating to his readers the uniqueness of Malay identity and cultural mores 
(distinguishing it from other Muslim communities), he nevertheless, stressed upon the closeness and the 
importance of maintaining cohesion within the larger Muslim umma. 
20 As Zaman (2010) p. 29-34 observes, the ulama ŀǎ ōƻǘƘ ŎǳǎǘƻŘƛŀƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜǊǎ ƻŦ ΨŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘŀǘƛǾŜΩ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ 
knowledge has constantly at the forefront in determining what constitute these forms of knowledge, and how 
they are shaped. In this sense, regardless of the particular religious orientation of these ulama in a given period 
(rigid or more adaptable and flexible), they are always involved in a hermeneutical process which deals with 
ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ ŜȄƛƎŜƴŎƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŀ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀƴ ΨƛƴƘŜǊƛǘŜŘΩ ōƻŘȅ ƻŦ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΦ  
21 άIjtihadέ ƛǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘ ōǊƻŀŘƭȅ ŀǎ άǊŜŀǎƻƴƛƴƎέΤ CŀȊƭǳǊ wŀƘƳŀƴ ŘŜŦƛƴŜǎ ƛǘ ŀǎΣ άǘƘŜ ŜŦŦƻǊǘ to understand 
the meaning of a relevant text or precedent in the past, containing a rule, and to alter that rule by extending or 
restricting or otherwise modifying it in such a manner that a new situation can be subsumed under it by a new 
ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴέ όмфунΣ ǇΦуύΦ άTaqlidέ ƛǎ ŦǊŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅ ǎŜŜƴ ǘƻ ŘŜƴƻǘŜ ΨōƭƛƴŘ ƛƳƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻǊ ŀŘƘŜǊŜƴŎŜέ ς thus, in much of 
ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊǎƘƛǇ ƻƴ LǎƭŀƳ ƛƴ {ƻǳǘƘŜŀǎǘ !ǎƛŀΣ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜƴ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ ƛƴ ƻǇǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ΨƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǎǘΩ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ 
ŀǇǇŜŀǊǎ ǘƻ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜ άijtihadέΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ Ŝƛǘher at opposite ends of an imaginary spectrum would be 
mistaken. For an illuminating discussion see Zaman (2002) chapter 1. 
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their opponents can, at times, exaggerate the distance between them. In turn, this creates an 

impression of a clear, ongoing ideological divide.22 These concerns also raises questions 

regarding the way in which particular verbal and written expressions were rendered ï for whom, 

when and why? And how this then, shaped its meanings and intended purpose(s).  

On Education 

In the ñHadiqat al-Azhar wa al-Rayahinò, Shaykh Ahmad laments that óthe ignorance 

and complacencyô amongst the Muslims in ñthe land below the winds (Muslim Southeast Asia) 

whom despite the bounty of their kingdoms and their lands, have led to the loss of their 

territories and their prideò.23 This, he offers, resulted from a lackadaisical and misguided 

understanding amongst the ulama about the meaning and nature of their faith (agama) and the 

responsibilities concomitant upon the believer (tanggungjawab agama). They (the ulama) 

tended to distinguish between specifically óreligiousô observances (ibadat) and ónon-religiousô 

activities, whereas proper and authentic Islamic teachings does not advocate such distinctions.24 

He goes further to suggest that human thought and action must be bound to a comprehensive 

understanding of faith, and that belief and action must operate in tandem.25  

                                                 
22 CƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ !ǎŀŘ όнллоύΣ άǿƘŀǘ ƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǘȅ ŘƻŜǎ ōǊƛƴƎ ƛƴ ƛǎ ŀ ƴŜǿ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘƛǾƛǘȅΣ ƻƴŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ǘƻ 
ethical autonomy and aesthetic self-invention ς ŀ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ΨǘƘŜ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘΩ ǘƘŀǘ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ƴŜǿ ƎǊŀƳƳŀǊέΤ ǇΦннрΦ  
23 άHadiqatul al-AzharέΣ ǇΦнлΦ 
24 ! Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǿƛŘŜƭȅ ƘŜƭŘ ŀƳƻƴƎǎǘ ΨǊŜŦƻǊƳƛǎǘǎκƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǎǘǎΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ Řƻ ŜȄƛǎǘ ǘŜƴŘ ǘƻ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ǿƘŀǘ 
ƛǎ ΨƘŀƭŀƭΩ (permitted) and ΨƘŀǊŀƳΩ (forbidden). The inference made by Ahmad al-Patani on this issue is 
interesting, showing it seems, an increasing awareness (he was at the time, writing in the Middle East) of the 
Ŏƻƭƻƴƛŀƭ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ƻŦ ŘŜƳŀǊŎŀǘƛƴƎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ƻǎǘŜƴǎƛōƭȅ ΨǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǎŜŎǳƭŀǊΩ ǎǇŀŎŜǎΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ 
have observed (following the concerns of Abduh) how social and political reform as engendered through 
colonial reform could easily lead to undesirable consequences. For a discussion of the impact of the 
introduction of new colonial regime in Muslim Egypt, see Asad (2003) p. 218-227.    
25 άDengan mengerjakan tiap-ǘƛŀǇ ȅŀƴƎ ŘƛǎǳǊǳƘ ŘŀǊƛǇŀŘŀ ǎŜƎŀƭŀ ȅŀƴƎ ŘƛŦŀǊŘǳƪŀƴ όΨŀƛƴ Řŀƴ YƛŦŀȅŀǘύ Řŀƴ 
tertahan daripada tiap-tiap yang ditegah daripada segala yang diharamkan serta taubat daripada dosa 
semada dosa besar atau kecilέΣ Unwanu al-Falah, p.84. In other words, Shaykh Ahmad is asserting that the 
ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘƛƻƴ ƳŀŘŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ΨLǎƭŀƳΩ όLǎƭŀƳƛŎύ ŀƴŘ ΨBukan IslamΩ όƴƻƴ-Islamic) is false; all there is are that 
(knowledge and action) which are ratified by God, and those He prohibits. This corresponds to the view that 
ǎƛƴŎŜ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ DƻŘΩǎ ς ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ Ŧŀƭƭǎ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ Iƛǎ ǿƛƭƭΤ ΨƘǳƳŀƴƛǘȅΩǎΩ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛǎ ǘƻ ǎeek out what His 
predisposition and design could possibly be for His creation.  
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He also points to the intellectual developments that have taken place in other nations ï 

particularly in the West, where the cultivation of knowledge and its associated institutions have 

been instrumental in allowing them to achieve their political and economic domination.26 This 

óreadingô of western modernisation was explicably, and perhaps intendedly, focused on the 

ideational foundations of western development and its possible repercussions on society. 

Influential reformists such as Afghani, for example, spent considerable time in Europe and 

immersed themselves in the works of some of the most influential European thinkers27. They 

had become acutely aware of the diminution of óreligionô in the public sphere. But some 

interpreted this social and political evolution as primarily the result of the ossification of the 

traditional institutions of religion and political authority, rather than the failure of scripture to 

compete with the emerging explicatory systems of modern science and thought28.  

                                                 
26 Ibid, p.20. Shaykh Ahmad was particularly impressed by the rise of modern scientific knowledge in the West 
and the social and political reforms, which for him, was critical to this development. Anticipating later 
generations of Muslim intellectuals in the Malay world, Shaykh Ahmad wanted to distinguish between the 
acquisition of knowledge ς which he saw as instrumental in nature ς and the social and cultural mores of 
Western societies. For him, the acquisition of knowledge was a sacredotal obligation, and is separate from how 
that knowledge is then used.   
27 In the case of al-Afghani, he developed various associations with some of the leading European thinkers, and 
in doing so, participated in a number of important discussions about the nature of Islam and Muslim society. 
According to Hourani (1983), Muhammad Abduh was well aware of the inherent tensions within the two major 
streams of education in Egypt at the time ς the traditional Islamic schools (with their antipathy towards 
modern subjects) and the more western oriented modern institutions (with their deeply felt enthusiasms for 
European ideas). He was especially concerned about the dangers of European positivism which, to him, in their 
haste to combat the teachings of the church, may prove inimical to Islamic teachings as well. This proved 
revealing, especially in light of the attitudes of the new, westernized Egyptian elites whose enthusiasm for 
Western ideas may not necessarily be tempered by a proper understanding of them (p.138-139). As Abduh 
ǿǊƛǘŜǎΣ άƛǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŀǇǇŜŀǊŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ƙŀǎ ƭŜŘ hǊƛŜƴǘŀƭǎ ǘƻ ƛƳƛǘŀǘŜ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴǎ ƛƴ ƳŀǘǘŜǊǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜǊŜ 
ƛǎ ƴƻ ǇǊƻŦƛǘΣ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ǇŜǊŦŜŎǘƛƴƎ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ǎƻǳǊŎŜǎέΣ ŦǊƻƳ RidaΩǎ ά¢ŀΩǊƛƪƘ ŀƭ-Ustadh ul Imam al-Shaykh 
Muhammad AbduhέΤ ǇΦусу όǉǳƻǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ IƻǳǊŀƴƛ όмфуоύ ǇΦмофύΦ  
28 IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ŀǎ !ǎŀŘ όнллоύ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ƻǳǘΣ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ΨǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴΩ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜǎ ƳƻǊŜ ŎŀǊŜŦǳƭ ǘƘŜƻǊŜǘƛŎŀƭ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ 
that is often found in modernist perspectives. Lǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƳƛǎǘŀƪŜƴ ǘƻ ǾƛŜǿ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ ŀ ΨǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴΩ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ 
ǇŀǎǎƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŀƴ ǳƴŎƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ ǎǳōǎǘŀƴŎŜ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ƘƻƳƻƎŜƴŜƻǳǎ ǘƛƳŜΦ !ǎ ƘŜ ǎŀȅǎΣ άǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭ 
temporal structure of tradition are obscured if we represent it as the inheritance of an unchanging cultural 
substance from the past ς ŀǎ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ΨǇŀǎǘΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǇǊŜǎŜƴǘΩ ǿŜǊŜ ǘǊŀŎŜǎ ƛƴ ŀ ƭƛƴŜŀǊ ǇŀǘƘ Řƻǿƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŀǘ ƻōƧŜŎǘ 
ǿŀǎ ŎƻƴǾŜȅŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ΨŦǳǘǳǊŜΩ όǘƘŜ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀƴ ΨƛƴǾŜƴǘŜŘ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴΩ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǳǎŜŘ 
subversively). We make a false assumption when we suppose that the present is merely a fleeting moment in a 
ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ǘŜƭŜƻƭƻƎȅ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƴƎ Ǉŀǎǘ ǘƻ ŦǳǘǳǊŜΦ Lƴ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜ ΨǇǊŜǎŜƴǘΩ ƛǎ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǘƘŜ ŎŜƴǘǊŜΦ LŦ ǿŜ ŀǘǘŜƴŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 
way time present is separated from but also included within events and epochs, the way time passed 
authoritatively constitutes present practices, and the way authenticating practices invoke or distance 
themselves from the past (by reiterating, reinterpreting, and reconnecting textualised memory and 
memorialised hisǘƻǊȅύΣ ǿŜ ƳƻǾŜ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ŀ ǊƛŎƘŜǊ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴǎΩ ǘŜƳǇƻǊŀƭƛǘȅέΦ {ŜŜ ǇΦнннΦ   
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The lessons these Muslim intellectuals drew from this was the belief that Muslim 

societies will inexorably continue their perceived ódeclineô unless they remained cognizant of 

the social and political changes taking place in their environment and react accordingly29. In 

this sense, Shaykh Ahmad shared the reformists/modernists attitudes towards educational 

reforms as a critical element within the revitalisation project. It was imperative, as far as he was 

concerned, that access to education was made available as widely as possible.30 For him, the 

spread of knowledge is essential to both temporal and spiritual well-being ï an essential 

ingredient for the reformation of society.31  

He spoke of the efforts made in the other major nations, to include as many as possible 

of their own people (including women) in the educational process.32 The benefits will not only 

be felt by the majority, but also allow the potential of the most intellectually able to serve in the 

public interest. This intellectual flourishing, he asserts, will be made manifest through the 

production and availability of texts and reading materials.33  

He also appears to validate the benefits of widespread education for the young (ñbelum 

baligh umurnyaò) and notes that in a progressive society (ñmasyarakat yang majuò) the 

opportunity to learn languages, music, and other skills should be made widely available. The 

                                                 
29 Rahman (1982), p.51. 
30 As he wrote in Unwanu al-FalahΣ άsangat amati-amati pada meninggikan agamanya dan mengambil dengan 
segala sebab bagi demikian itu setengah daripadanya mengajarkan ilmu yang memberi manafaat dan 
memudahkan menuntutinya hingaa rata antara segala mereka ituέΣ όάǘƻ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ōŜƴŜŦƛŎƛŀƭ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ 
όƛƭƳǳύ ƛǎ ǘŀǳƎƘǘ ŀƴŘ ƳŀŘŜ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ŀƭƭέύ ǇΦупΦ 
31 άSedikit amal serta ilmu itu terlebih baik daripada banyaknya serta jahil maka dari inilah belajar ilmu dan 
mengajarnya lebih afdal dari sembahyang sunnatέΣ όάŜǾŜƴ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƛǎ ŜȄǇƻƴŜƴǘƛŀƭƭȅ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ 
ignorance and those who share their knowledge receives more blessings than to peform non-obligatory 
ǇǊŀȅŜǊǎέύ ƛōƛŘΦ  
32Hadiqatul al-Azhar, p.18. In the Hadiqatul, Ahmad al-Patani made plain that whatever educational 
opportunities available should be offered both to men and women. Though no doubt, there were still an 
evident distinction to be made regarding the role of the sexes in society, Syaikh Ahmad was ambivalent 
whether this should necessarily be the case in relation to education. Fazlur Rahman (1982) makes the point 
ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǘŀōƭŜ ΨƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǎǘǎΩ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ 9ƎȅǇǘƛŀƴ !ōŘǳƘΣ ǘƘŜ LƴŘƛŀƴ !ƘƳŀŘ YƘŀƴ nor the Turkish Pasha or 
YŜƳŀƭ ŀǇǇŜŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ƛƴ ŦŀǾƻǳǊ ƻŦ ŀ ΨƳƻŘŜǊƴΩ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǿƻƳŜƴ ς though they were enthusiastic advocates 
ŦƻǊ ŦŜƳŀƭŜ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ΨǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭΩ ŀƴŘ ŘƻƳŜǎǘƛŎ ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŜǎ όǇΦттύΦ  
33 Ibid, p.18. Though what remains uncŜǊǘŀƛƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ΨǊŜŦƻǊƳΩ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ ƛǎ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩ 
ƻǊ ΨǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΩ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŘ ŀƭǎƻ ŜƴŎƻƳǇŀǎǎŜǎ ƴƻƴ-Muslim inhabitants living within these predominantly Malay 
Muslim communities.    
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young in particular must be exposed to a broad spectrum of subjects as possible which benefits 

the larger community.34 Shaykh Ahmad emphasises both the role of the state and affluent 

members of society as essential components in achieving and sustaining these aims, especially 

through the provision of adequate financial and political support.35  

It seems the time spent in Cairo and Istanbul where he witnessed the benefits of the 

efforts of the aristocracy and mercantile classes to build and finance numerous centres of 

learning (madrasahs) influenced his thinking in important ways. He observed the critical role 

played by the state as well as rich and powerful patrons in cultivating these initiatives. What 

impressed him was not only the scale but also the meticulous nature of the efforts to ensure that 

these aims were met.36  

An important part of this process was ensuring as much as possible the availability of 

printed materials ï which, for Ahmad al-Patani, meant the mass production of texts, particularly 

in Malay. Towards this end (as noted earlier), he initiated the idea of founding a publishing 

house (Matbaôah al-Mirriyah).37 The Matbaôah was the first printing house which had a section 

dedicated specifically for the publication of works in Malay. Though the Matbaôah produced 

texts for general consumption, the main aim of the endeavour was to develop a more efficient 

way to publish texts (the eponymous óKitab Kuningsô or óKitab Jawiô) intended for the various 

madrasahs and ópondoksô around the region.38 The majority of these texts appeared to be 

                                                 
34 Ibid, p.18. 
35 Ibid, p.18. 
36 Ibid, p.18. Shaykh Ahmad was particularly impressed with the architectural designs devoted towards creating 
ǘƘŜǎŜ ΨƳŀŘǊŀǎŀƘǎΩ. He also noted the efforts made to ensure that reading materials were readily available, and 
that aside from the commitments of members of the royal household, other affluent members of both 
Egyptian and Turkish society appeared to act as enthusiastic patrons of learning and culture. This appears to 
have stimulated his later attempts to ensure that the efforts of printing and translating texts into Malay were 
consolidated effectively during his time in the Haramayn. These initiatives ς of which Pengasoh forms a critical 
part (as we shall see later) ς went on to play an influential role in shaping the efforts of his students in the 
shaping of Islam and Islamic institutions in Kelantan at the turn of the 20th century.     
37 As mentioned earlier, the aŀǘŀōŀΩŀƘ was founded in Mecca in 1885 for the purposes of printing materials 
translated from Arabic into Malay as well as putting into print the texts written in Malay by some of the more 
influential Malay ulamas. It was established under the patronage of the then Ottoman Sultan, Abdul Hamid.  
38 IŜ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ άtelah menŘƛǊƛƪŀƴ ŘŜƴƎŀƴ ŦŀǊŘǳ ƪƛŦŀȅŀƘ ƳŜƴǘŀǎƘƛƘƪŀƴ ƪƛǘŀō aŜƭŀȅǳΧŘŜƳƛƪƛŀƴ ƛǘǳ ƳŜƴƻƭƻƴƎƪŀƴ 
ƳǳǎƭƛƳƛƴ ƳŜƴƎŀƳōƛƭ ƳŀƴŀŦŀŀǘ ŘŜƴƎŀƴ ǎŜƎŀƭŀ ƪƛǘŀō ƛǘǳ ƘƛƴƎƎŀ ƘŀǊƛ ƪƛŀƳŀǘΧέΣ άHadiqatulέΣ ǇΦнлсΦ !ǎ Ǿŀƴ 
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designed for study at the elementary level ï to cater for the increasing number of students 

attending the numerous madrasahs and ópondoksô spread across the Archipelago.  

A major concern for Shaykh Ahmad was how to introduce a more systematic approach 

towards learning in the traditional pondoks and madrasahs. To achieve these ends, Shaykh 

Ahmad produced a series of texts designed to deal with both the elementary aspects of Arabic 

grammar and vocabulary, as well as handbooks intended to improve the teaching skills of 

instructors39. In this, he shared the view with other prominent Malay Muslim scholars (such as 

al-Palimbani and Daud al-Patani before him) that linguistic competence ï in Arabic, and to a 

lesser degree, Malay ï was critical for effective learning as well as the cultivation and 

preservation of Islamic knowledge. He argues that, ñmany people who are able to write today 

possess only a basic understanding of language. They end up confused because they do not 

truly understand how to interpret complex materialò (Hadiqatul, p.186). This, he posits, will 

often lead the writer (or reader) into error.40 However, Shaykh Ahmad also stressed upon the 

importance of the careful use of authoritative sources, and formally educated teachers as a 

means of ensuring that the knowledge transmitted is reliable and trustworthy.41 This situation 

is compared with the Europeans (particularly the French and English) of whom he says, ñtheir 

ability to extract knowledge from the Arabs comes from their seriousness in understanding the 

                                                 
Brunissen (1994) poƛƴǘǎ ƻǳǘΣ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ άkitab kuningέ όƭƛǘŜǊŀƭƭȅ ΨȅŜƭƭƻǿ ǘŜȄǘǎΩΣ ƛƴ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 
yellowish tinge of the paper used) was widespread across Muslim Southeast Asia. These texts formed the core 
of a shared syllabus between institutions of Islamic learning spread across from the Malay Peninsula to 
Sulawesi. These include texts written and compiled by Shaykh Daud Abd Allah al-Cŀǘŀƴƛ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ άAl-Manhal al-
{ŀŦƛέΣ άWŀǿŀƘƛǊ ŀƭ-{ŀƴƛȅȅŀέΣ ά{ǳƭƭŀƳ ŀƭ-aǳōǘŀŘƛέ all of which formed an important core to the syllabi within the 
spread of the pondok system. 
39 ¢ƘŜǎŜ ōŀǎƛŎ ǘŜȄǘǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ άMatan Dammu wa MadkhalέΣ άTashilu Naili al-Amani fi as-Syarhi al-Awammil al-
Jurjaniέ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΦ 
40 Ibid, p.186. 
41 άSeperti barang yang dinaskan atasnya di dalam segala kitab Arab kecilnya dan besarnya dan demikian 
dinaskan di dalam kitab Melayu kecilnya dan besarnya yang di karang dia oleh ulama Melayu yang 
ŘƛǇŜǊŎŀȅŀƛƪŀƴ ŘŜƴƎŀƴ ƛƭƳǳ ƳŜǊŜƪŀ ƛǘǳ ǎŜǇŜǊǘƛ ǎŜƎŀƭŀ ƪƛǘŀō {ȅŀƛƪƘ 5ŀǳŘ ōƛƴ !ōŘǳƭƭŀƘ CŀǘŀƴƛέΣ Ω!ƭ-Fatawa al-
FataniyyahΩΣ ǇΦмтΦ The emphasis given to the writings of Daud al-Patani again clearly points to his central 
influence amongst the networks of Jawi ulama. It also indicates the importance placed on ensuring that the 
transmission of knowledge and learning is derived from authentic ǎƻǳǊŎŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎ ƻƴ ΨŀǳǘƘŜƴǘƛŎƛǘȅΩ Ƙŀǎ 
been a major preoccupation within the history of Islamic societies and was a particularly delicate point of 
dispute amongst reformists. For a useful discussion on the topic, see Rahman (1980); Arkoun (1994; p.45-51). 
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nature of Arabic grammar ï that is why they can learn from the great textsò (Hadiqatul, p.222).42 

Ahmad al-Patani laments that ñit is his great hope that Malay scholars pay careful attention to 

their own grammar and the rules of language in order to preserve it from corruption and ill-

conceived changes, especially when they mix with other racesò.43 He reminds his reader that it 

is important to learn many languages because of this ñthose who are not Arabs have embraced 

Islamò.44  

Therefore, what seems to be emerging from Ahmad al-Pataniôs writings is an attempt to 

instil a more systematic method of learning within the madrasahs and pondoks, as well as an 

implied critique of what he saw as the weaknesses of conventional practice. He begins with a 

clear structure indicating the critical importance of a sound elementary education to underwrite 

the later pursuit of advance knowledge.45 But how such a ñreformedò education and its attendant 

subjects were to be disposed into an ñIslamicò learning environment remained highly 

contentious among the reformists/modernists46, their allies, and those who seem to oppose 

them.  

                                                 
42 The translation movement from Arabic into the European languages has had a long and somewhat tenuous 
history. There existed between the 12th and the 14th centuries in Europe what Norman Daniel (1980) describes 
ŀǎ ΨŎŀƴƻƴΩ ƻŦ LǎƭŀƳ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜŘ ƛƴ ƴƻ ǳƴŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ǘƻ ǊŜŦǳǘŜΣ ǊƛŘƛŎǳƭŜ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎǇŀǊŀƎŜ ǘƘŜ ƪŜȅ ǘŜƴŜǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƛǘƘΦ 
What originally stemmed from medieval attempts to undermine the political and to some degree, theological 
challenges posed by Islam to Christianity became over time, a critical part of the colonial project. As the 
ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŀŎŜǊŘƻǘŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǎŜŎǳƭŀǊ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ƳƻǊŜ ǾƛǎƛōƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜƳŜǊƎŜƴǘ ΨƳƻŘŜǊƴΩ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΣ ǘƘŜ 
religious basis for the hostility towards Arabs and Turks in particular and Islam in general began to be 
supplanted by a general disdain towards Arabs and Arabic culture, and Islam as a particularly virulent extension 
of that culture. The translation of the Quran and other Arab Islamic texts into the European languages was a 
fundamental part of these discourses. See Curtis (2009) p.1-38. 
43 Hadiqatul, p.222. 
44 Ibid.  
45 Though under Sultan Mahmud, in particular, that some of the ideas propounded by Ahmad al-Patani began 
ǘƻ ōŜ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ΨǇƻƴŘƻƪǎΩ and in state legislation, he died (in 1906) before the major educational and 
legal reforms undertaken by his disciples occurred. These reforms will be discussed under the chapter in this 
thesis which culminates in the establishment and role of the Majlis Agama Islam Kelantan (1915) and the 
ǇŜǊƛƻŘƛŎŀƭ άPengasohέ όмфмуύΦ ²ƘƛƭŜ ǊŜŦƻǊƳǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǎŜƭŘƻƳ ƳŜǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŀl approval, Shaykh 
!ƘƳŀŘΩǎ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ƛƴ YŜƭŀƴǘŀƴŜǎŜ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƳŜŀƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ Ƙƛǎ ǊŜŦƻǊƳ ŀƎŜƴŘŀ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ 
the upper echelons of political power.  
46 While the later chapter on the Majlis Agama Islam Kelantan describes some of these concerns as it relates to 
YŜƭŀƴǘŀƴΩǎ aǳǎƭƛƳ ǇƻƭƛǘȅΣ !ōŘǳƘ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ŘŜŜǇƭȅ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿƭȅ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ǘǿƻ ǘƛŜǊ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƻŦ 
education in Egypt, namely, the traditional Islamic education of which the al-Azhar was the pinnacle, and the 
new more westernized education introduced by the colonial government and the missions (see Hourani (1983), 
ǇΦмотύΦ Lƴ ŀ ǎŜƴǎŜΣ ǘƘŜ ΨǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭΩ ǿŀǎ ŎǊƛǘƛŎƛȊŜŘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ŀƴ ŀǳǘƘŜƴǘƛŎ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ LǎƭŀƳΩǎ 
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Despite various setbacks, however, the pursuit of educational reform remained at the 

forefront of the reformist agenda. In the context of Kelantanese and Patani society, the threat 

posed, according to Shaykh Ahmad, by ñthose that follow their óhawa nafsuô (lust, or unbridled 

ambition) in producing texts even though they are neither reputable ulama themselves nor 

capable of reproducing ideas which originates from reliable sourcesò.47 It is imperative, he 

suggests, for the Muslim community to remain vigilant of these ñpeddlers of false truthsò for 

they ñwill lull one away from the teachings of reason and the truthò.48 Again we can see the 

emphasis on rationality (ñfikirò) and, according to Shaykh Ahmad, its sympathetic qualities to 

revealed truths.49 Without órationalityô he maintains, órevealed knowledgeô remains 

inaccessible to the human mind. Here it is possible to see the eclecticism of Ahmad al-Pataniôs 

thought; though, as his writings suggests, Shaykh Ahmad was evidently an advocate for some 

form of modern scientific education, the extent to which such an education ought to be pursued 

remained ambiguous and to a degree, uncertain. 

As with many of his reformist contemporaries, this óambiguityô regarding the place of 

ñaqôlò (reason) remained a source of unresolved tension in Ahmad al-Pataniôs writings. It was 

unclear whether he saw the importance of this more in pragmatic or instrumental terms ï 

especially in relation to the practical benefits of modern science and technology ï or whether 

he would have subscribed to the notion of cultivating the spirit of modern scientific enquiry 

                                                 
ŀŎŎǳƳǳƭŀǘŜŘ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ΨƳƻŘŜǊƴΩ ǿŀǎ ŎƘŀǎǘƛǎŜd because Western modernization was viewed as 
spiritually barren, and rife with its own internal contradictions.   
47 Al Fatwa al-Fattaniyyah, p.21. 
48 LōƛŘΣ ǇΦнмΦ ¢ƘŜ ǘŜȄǘǎ ǎǘŀǘŜǎΣ άkebanyakkan orang yang mengajarkan kitab Melayu yang tiada ada faham bagi 
mŜǊŜƪŀ ƛǘǳ ƭŀƭǳ ŀǘŀǎ ǎŜƎŀƭŀ ƭƛŘŀƘ ƳŜǊŜƪŀ ȅŀƴƎ ǘŜǊǎŜōǳǘ ƛǘǳΧƪŜŀŘŀŀƴƴȅŀ ǎŀƳŀǊ-samar seperti bayang-bayang 
atau mimpi dengan ketiadaan tahqiq yang jadi daripada fikir dan taamulέ όέǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ǎǳōǎǘŀƴǘƛŀƭ ƴǳƳōŜǊǎ ƻŦ 
ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ǘŜŀŎƘ ǘƘŜ aŀƭŀȅ ΩƪƛǘŀōΩ ǘƘŀǘ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ǎŀȅƛƴƎέύ. 
49 wŀƘƳŀƴ όмфунύ ŀǊƎǳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǎǘǎ ƻƴ ΨǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎƳΩΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǿƛŘŜǎǇǊŜŀŘΣ ǿŀǎ 
ƴŜǾŜǊǘƘŜƭŜǎǎ ƛƴŦǳǎŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎΦ CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƻ ǾƛŜǿ !ōŘǳƘǎΩ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ 
ΨǊŜŀǎƻƴΩ ŀǎ an attempt to re-introduce a type of neo-Mutazilism, the Turkish modernist, Namik Kemal, although 
recognising the tremendous contributions of the Muslim philosophers in the fields of science and philosophy, 
remains openly hostile to a Mutazili approach to religion, which to him, represented a powerful threat to faith 
itself. See p.50-51.  
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within a Muslim context.50 The degree to which a reading of Islamic tradition would illustrate 

a commitment to the philosophy of modern scientific thinking, or merely looking at science 

primarily as a means of appropriating modern technology for its practical benefits, was a source 

of considerable dispute amongst the modernists/reformists. In a correspondence sent to the 

Sultan of Kelantan, Ahmad al-Patani praised the achievements of modern science, such as rapid 

advances in transportation, electricity, communications, and so on.51 However, he cautioned 

the óWesternô notion that the scienceôs explanatory powers are unlimited; such a naturalistic 

view of the world, he asserts, is only a partial explanation, and that the then attempts made by 

its advocates that science could uncover the existence or otherwise of the soul will lead to an 

absurdity.52 To subscribe to this ideology (as it is often understood in the West), is not only 

                                                 
50 This ambivalence can also be seen in the context of reformists such as Muhammad Abduh and Jamalluddin 
al-Afghani. The intellectual temper of both of these Modernists is also observed by Hourani (1983), who says 
ǘƘŀǘ !ōŘǳƘ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊΣ Ƙŀǎ άŀ ǎƻǊǘ ƻŦ ŜŎƭŜŎǘƛŎƛǎƳΤ ŀ ōƭŜƴŘƛƴƎ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƻŦ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ǘŀƪŜƴ ŦǊƻƳ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ 
ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΧLǎƭŀƳ ǎŜŜƳŜŘ ǘƻ ƘƛƳ ǘƻ ōŜ ǘƘŜ ƳƛŘŘƭŜ ǇŀǘƘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘǿƻ ŜȄǘǊŜƳŜǎΥ ŀ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻƴ Ŧǳƭƭȅ ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜƴǘ ǿith the 
claim of the human intellect and the discoveries of modern science, but safeguarding the Divine 
transcendence, which for him as well as for al-Afghani, was the one valid object of human worship and stable 
ōŀǎƛǎ ŦƻǊ ƘǳƳŀƴ ƳƻǊŀƭƛǘȅέΤ ǇΦмпн-144. This ǘŜƴǎƛƻƴΣ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ ǾŀǊƛŜǘȅ ƻŦ ǿŀȅǎ ƛƴ ΨƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǎǘΩ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘΣ 
mirrors the inherent difficulties associated with the Asharite tradition central to Sunnism. Attempts to preserve 
ǎƻƳŜ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ƘǳƳŀƴ ŀƎŜƴŎȅ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŀ ŎƻǎƳƻƭƻƎȅ ǿƘŜǊŜ DƻŘΩǎ ŀōǎƻƭǳǘŜ ǇƻǿŜǊ ƛǎ ŜǾŜr present remains a 
delicate sticking point in Asharite theology. This at times, leads to criticisms of Asharite thinking of falling into 
ŀƴ ŜȄŎŜǎǎƛǾŜ ΨǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎƳΩ ƻǊ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŜŎǘǊǳƳΣ ȅƛŜƭŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŀƴ ŀōǊǳǇǘ ŦŀǘŀƭƛǎƳΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ 
tendency ǘƻ ŎǳƳǳƭŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜ ΨǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǘȅΩ ǿƛǘƘ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ ǎŎƛŜƴǘƛŦƛŎ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ƛǎ Ŝǉǳŀƭƭȅ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳŀǘƛŎΦ aƻŘŜǊƴ 
scientific empiricism itself is partly an outgrowth of a reaction against the metaphysical traditions of European 
rationalistic philosophy which undergirds the kinds of systematic theology espoused by the Church; see Shapin 
(1998) p.135-142.      
51 άFatwa al-FatanniyyahέΣ ǇΦмфнΦ !ƘƳŀŘ ŀƭ-Patani wrote about this at the turn of the 20th century; however, 
electricity was only formally introduced into Kelantan on the 15th of November, 1926, when the first electrical 
street lights were switched on in Kota Bharu. 
52 Ibid, p.192. This may have been written in reference to a series of controversies, and the ensuing discussions 
over the possibilities of life after death involving some of the leading intellectuals in Europe and America during 
the late decades of the 19th century.  Experimental attempts to see whether it is possible to communicate with 
the dead, unsurprisingly, stoked much controversy ς as well as stimulating considerable interest ς among some 
leading western intellectuals, such as F.W.H Myers, Henry Sidgwick, Arthur Balfour and their Society of 
Psychical Research (founded in 1882 in London) and William James, the distinguished American philosopher 
(who served as President from 1894 to 1895). James also served as vice president in the American equivalent of 
the SPR, the American Society for Psychical Research which was founded in 1884 in Boston. For an interesting 
ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ DǊŀȅΣ WΦ όнлммύΣ ά¢ƘŜ LƳƳƻǊǘŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ /ƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴΥ {ŎƛŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ {ǘǊŀƴƎŜ vǳŜǎǘ ǘƻ /ƘŜŀǘ 5ŜŀǘƘέΣ 
Allen Lane: London, p. 1-10.  



98 
 

intellectually problematic, but as far as Muslims are concerned, removed from the tenets of 

their own faith.53 

Though this notion about a systematic approach towards education may share 

perceptibly ómodernô ideals, reformists/modernists such as al-Afghani (d.1897) locates (as with 

other leading modernists) such an understanding of the nature of true knowledge and learning 

as fundamental characteristics of the Islamic intellectual tradition.54 He criticises many of the 

óulamaô active throughout the Muslim world for misunderstanding the meaning and purpose of 

the Sharia55 and the place of reason in its functioning, and the universal characteristic of 

scientific thought and scientific truths, especially amongst Muslims who saw the introduction 

of these ideas as a threat to the sanctity of ótrueô Islamic knowledge.56 Al -Afghani supports this 

                                                 
53 In the ΨIŀŘƛǉŀǘǳƭΩ, for instance, Ahmad al-Patani also briefly discusses the need to introduce greater 
ŜŦŦƛŎƛŜƴŎȅ όάlekasέύ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀǎǎ όάbanyakέύ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƎƻƻŘǎΣ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ 
όάperbicaraanέύ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƻǊŘƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ όάmuafakatέύΦ ¢ƘƛǎΣ ƘŜ claims, ought to be supported by great commitment 
όάbesar hemmahέύ ŀƴŘ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ όάjauh helahέύΦ {ŜŜ ǇΦнлΦ ¢ƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŜȄǘǊŀŎǘǎΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ 
how a reform intellectual (such as Ahmad al-Patani), observed the various processes related to the on-going 
modernisation in the West. As noted earlier, many of the lessons drawn from their observations tended more 
often than not, to focus on the direct benefits of applied science and technology as opposed to its more 
ideological or philosophical aspects.     
54 As al-!ŦƎƘŀƴƛ ƘƛƳǎŜƭŦ ǎǘŀǘŜǎ ƛƴ ŀ ƭŜŎǘǳǊŜ ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊŜŘ ƛƴ /ŀƭŎǳǘǘŀ ƛƴ муунΣ άό!ōǳ IŀƳƛŘ aǳƘŀƳƳŀŘύ ŀƭ-Ghazali 
ǿƘƻ ǿŀǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƻŦ ƻŦ LǎƭŀƳΣ ƘŜ ǎŀȅǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ōƻƻƪ ΨMunqidh min al-ŘŀƭŀƭΩ (The Deliverer from Error) that 
someone who claims that Islam is incompatible with geometric proofs, philosophical demonstrations, and the 
laws of nature is an ignorant friend of Islam. The harm of this ignorant friend to Islam is greater than the 
ƘŜǊŜǘƛŎǎ ŀƴŘ ŜƴŜƳƛŜǎ ƻŦ LǎƭŀƳέΣ vǳƻǘŜŘ ƛƴ YǳǊȊƳŀƴ όнллнύΣ ǇΦмлсΦ 
55 As al-!ŦƎƘŀƴƛ ŀǎǎŜǊǘǎΣ ά¢ƘŜ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƘƛƭƻǎƻǇƘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ShariaΣ ƻǊ άǇƘƛƭƻǎƻǇƘȅ ƻŦ ƭŀǿέΦ Lƴ 
it are explained the truth regarding right and wrong, benefit and loss, and the causes for the promulgation of 
the laws. Certainly, a person who studies this science should be capable of establishing laws and enforcing 
ŎƛǾƛƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴΧ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊŀƴƎŜǎǘ ǘƘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƻǳǊ ΨǳƭŀƳŀΩ has divided science into two parts. One they call 
Muslim science and one European science. They have not understood that science is a noble thing that has no 
ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴȅ ƴŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŘƛǎǘƛƴƎǳƛǎƘŜŘ ōȅ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ōǳǘ ƛǘǎŜƭŦέΣ ƛōƛŘΣ ǇΦмлсΦ !ƴ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƘŜ 
ǎǘǊŜǎǎŜŘ ǳǇƻƴ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ƭŜŎǘǳǊŜ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎǳƭǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ΨǇƘƛƭƻǎƻǇƘƛŎŀƭΩ ƳƛƴŘ όǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ of 
ǇǊƻƻŦǎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴύ ǿŀǎ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ǘƘŜ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ΨǎŎƛŜƴǘƛŦƛŎΩ ƻƴŜΦ   
56 Lƴ !ŦƎƘŀƴƛΩǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ wŜƴŀƴ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ƘŜ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǳǘƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǎŎƛŜƴǘƛŦƛŎ ǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎƳ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 
importance placed upon empirical evidence as a means of ascertŀƛƴƛƴƎ ΨǘǊǳǘƘΩΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ !ŦƎƘŀƴƛ ǿŀǎ ŎŀǊŜŦǳƭ ǘƻ 
ŘƛǎǘƛƴƎǳƛǎƘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǎŎƛŜƴǘƛŦƛŎ ŜƳǇƛǊƛŎƛǎƳ ŀǎ ŀ ǎǳŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘ ŎǊƛǘŜǊƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨǘǊǳǘƘΩ ŀǎ ƻǇǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƻ ŀ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴΣ 
ŀǎ ǇǊŜŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ǊŜǾŜƭŀǘƛƻƴΦ IŜ ŎƘƛŘŜǎ wŜƴŀƴΩǎ ŎǊƛǘƛŎƛǎƳǎ ƻŦ LǎƭŀƳΩǎ ǎǳǇǇƻǎŜŘ ŀƴǘƛ-rational tendencies by 
pointing to the fact that all religious traditions at differing points of time in their respective history have 
undergone the struggle between the extremes of anti-rationalism and its immediate opposite. By positing the 
rise of the modern scientific method in a historical context, Afghani wanted to remind his readers that the 
intellectual confidence of the West in the veracity of science, is essentially committing them to a position that 
Islamic civilisation had arrived at centuries earlier. In a sense, Afghani and a number of other reformists began 
ǘƻ ƛƴǾŜǊǘ ŎƻƳǇƻƴŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ΨǿŜǎǘŜǊƴΩ ƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǘȅ ς legal and political reform, a commitment to scientific 
rationalism and so on ς as a series of developments in the West which was promulgated by their interaction 
with Islamic civilisation. Thus, in large, the present malaise facing Islamic societies was because they have 
relinquished their own traditions rather than embracing it.   
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by pointing to the pivotal role of Muslim intellectuals in the establishment of philosophical and 

scientific thinking. In doing so, he turns the notion of modern science as something external to 

Islamic culture (introduced through contact with primarily European interlocutors) into an idea 

that is fundamentally óIslamicô in character, but refined by external agents, and in turn, provides 

the basis for their (the Europeans) pre-eminent position in politics, science and technology. 

Thus, the efforts at educational reforms, (as promulgated by Muslim theocrats and ulama such 

as Shaykh Ahmad al-Patani), were seen by these reformists themselves, precisely as an attempt 

to re-integrate ótraditionô ï as opposed to jettisoning it ï into contemporary Islamic thinking. 

Again it is possible to observe movement from ñpastò into ñfutureò undergirded by a particular 

teleology. Though ostensibly sharing commonalities with the óWestô, the reformistôs vision was 

clearly shaped by an underlying salvific end defined by Islam.   

But the idea of a ócollectiveô also possessed another dimension; as modern reforms (as 

envisioned by its colonial architects) were designed to address the idea of dealing and managing 

a ótotalô society, limited primarily by newly constructed social and political boundaries, many 

of these óreformistsô began to see the construction of a similar ócollectiveô as critical to the 

maintenance of a cohesive Muslim community.57 

In the context of colonial Malaya and the Muslim community, two important aspects of 

this process must be taken into consideration; first, throughout much of the late 19th and early 

20th centuries, while colonial and western commercial and administrative activities tended to 

be focused on the west coast of the Peninsula, the authoritative centres of Malay Muslim 

cultural and religious life were centred on the north eastern Thai-Malay states, where British 

colonial interests remained by and large, limited in comparison. Within these locations where 

                                                 
57 Ahmad al-Patani alluded to this in his writings, that each of the Malay states should represent individual 
political units not necessarily be entwined under a single political authority, even though they remained, 
ǊŜƎŀǊŘƭŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ άdarul al-Islamέ όLǎƭŀƳƛŎ ŎƛǾƛƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴύΦ 5ŜǎǇƛǘŜ Ƙƛǎ 
preference of Muslims living under Muslim rule, Shaykh Ahmad al-Patani considered it was more important to 
ensure that any Muslim community followed the Sharia closely ς it was not a necessity to live under a Muslim 
ruler or a ruler who necessarily embraced the ShariaΦ {ŜŜ Ƙƛǎ άFuru al-MasailέΣ ǾƻƭΦнΣ ǇΦоплΦ 
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colonial culture were perhaps more influential, were reflected in the intellectual concerns 

amongst the Malay-Muslim intelligentsia.58 The reaction to the experience of empire and 

foreign subjugation were in no way uniform (as with the nature of the communities of peoples 

conscripted by this process); whilst empire builders and their agents ï both local, foreign and 

cosmopoles ï had to respond to the challenges to the physical and political challenges to 

óempireô, local communities equally produced a range of reactions ï which at times, included 

activities, that by and large, excluded the reach of the colonial process.59 

But a deeper underlying concern with reformists such as Shaykh Ahmad al-Patani was 

the increasing instrumentalisation of Islam amongst believers. He had already learnt and 

witnessed the problems which arose in the Middle East (particularly in Egypt and Turkey) of 

the introduction of a ómodernô system of education and law, where it created divisions and rifts 

                                                 
58 This raises a number of interesting questions ς for example, while an individual such as Munsyi Abdullah has 
ƻŦǘŜƴ ōŜŜƴ ŜȄŜƳǇƭƛŦƛŜŘ ŀǎ ŀƴ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ΨƴŀǘƛǾŜΩ ǿǊƛǘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜǊƭƻŎǳǘƻǊΣ ǿŀǎ ǘƘƛǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻf his standing as an 
individual of intellectual and scholarly renown amongst the Malay-Muslim community at large, or was it largely 
ŘǳŜ ǘƻ Ƙƛǎ ǇǊƻȄƛƳƛǘȅ ǘƻ Ŏƻƭƻƴƛŀƭ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅΚ 5ŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ŀƴ άŜŀǊƭȅ ƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǎǘέ όYŀƘƴΣ нллсΤ ǇΦосύΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ƛǘ ǎŜŜƳǎ 
clear that Abdullah provided an important prism towards understanding an emerging colonial society through 
his writings, his standing as a contributor towards the development of local thought and culture in the context 
of Malay-Muslim society remains less so. But he remains in his writings, one of the most explicit observer of 
some of the fundamental transformations afflicting local society under colonial rule.  
As noted earlier, the figure of Eunos Abdullah, educated and living at the turn of the 20th century in colonial 
Singapore, was another such example. Educated at Raffles Institution, he served as the first editor of the 
Ψ¦ǘǳǎŀƴ aŜƭŀȅǳΩ. Abdullah was an active participant in the social and political life in Singapore in the early 
decades of the 20th century. As described by Milner (1995), he appears to have made one of the earliest 
ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘǎ ǘƻ ŜƭŀōƻǊŀǘŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ΨbangsaΩΦ ¦ƴƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƧƻǊƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊ aŀƭŀȅ ǿǊƛǘŜǊǎΣ ΨLǎƭŀƳΩ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ 
ΨLǎƭŀƳƛŎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩ όumma) was not central to his conception ƻŦ ΨōŀƴƎǎŀ aŜƭŀȅǳΩ. However, while he 
ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨōŀƴƎǎŀΩ, he did not conceive the idea as a given. This attempt to critically scrutinise 
the construction of a concept so readily accepted by his predecessors, maintains Milner, is a reasonably clear 
ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ŀƴ ŜƳŜǊƎƛƴƎ ΨƳƻŘŜǊƴΩ ǎŜƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀƳƻƴƎǎǘ aŀƭŀȅ ǿǊƛǘŜǊǎ όǎŜŜ ǇΦффύΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ 
questions regarding the nature and meaning of communal or ethnicized identities in a colonial centre, such as 
Singapore, where the complex process of classifying different religious, linguistic, racial categories were 
considerably more developed, would no doubt played a significant part in shaping the thinking of local 
ƛƴǘŜƭƭŜŎǘǳŀƭǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ 9ǳƴƻǎ !ōŘǳƭƭŀƘΦ Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǎŜƴǎŜΣ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ άƳƻŘŜǊƴέ όŘŜǾƛǎƛƴƎ ŀ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ ǎǘŀǘŜƘƻƻŘ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ 
attendant changes) specifically as a colonial induced process, as Milner and some of his contemporaries does, 
ǊŀƛǎŜǎ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ Ƙƻǿ ǎǳŎƘ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊǎ ŜƳǇƭƻȅ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ άƳƻŘŜǊƴέΦ LŦ ΨǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǘȅΩ ƛǎ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ǘƻ ŀƴȅ 
ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŀ άƳƻŘŜǊƴέ ǎŜƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅΣ ǘƘŜƴ ǎǳǊŜƭȅ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ǇŜǊǾŀǎƛǾŜ ŀƳƻƴƎǎǘ aŀƭŀȅ 
reform-minded ulama which long predated British presence must surely play a part in this narrative?  
59 !ǎ /ƻƻǇŜǊ όнллрύ Ǉǳǘǎ ƛǘΣ ά²Ŝ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ǎŜriously what it meant for a polity to think like an empire, to 
conjugate incorporation and differentiation, to confront problems of long distance extension and recognise 
ƭƛƳƛǘǎ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻǾŜǊ ƭŀǊƎŜ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǾŜǊǎŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴǎΧōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ŜƳǇƛǊŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ōƛƎ ŀƴŘ ƘŀŘ long communication 
routes, they depended on a range of agents, on missionaries, settlers, and fortune seekers and on local elites 
who could find an interest in imperial circuits of commerce and power, and they were vulnerable not only to 
assertions of autonomy and resistance to central authority, but to growth of circuits that bypassed the 
imperial centreέ όŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎ ƛǎ ƳƛƴŜύ ǇΦнлл-201. 
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in society, instead of consolidating the virtues of Islamic tradition and modern reform.60 óIslamô 

was in effect reduced to an ideology competing within an increasingly ósecularisedô public 

domain.61  

Similar to Abduh and his contemporaries in Egypt, Ahmad al-Patani saw part of the 

problem as a result of what was perceived to be an ineffective response from within the ulama 

community towards the social and political changes taking place in society. The appropriation 

of Islamic teachings within the community, and technically obtuse methodology which 

accompanied them, stressed upon the minutia of specific rules and normative prescriptions, but 

without reference to a unifying theology. The foundation of Islamic belief (as encapsulated in 

the notion of ñtauhidò) became, in the view of these reformists, increasingly tenuous under the 

weight of the ñaccumulated traditionsò and the claims to authoritative knowledge which often 

accompanied them.62 However, it was not the notion of ótraditionô itself that these intellectuals 

                                                 
60 The reformist {Ƙƛōƭƛ bǳΩƳŀƴƛ όŘΦмфмпύ ς ǿƘƻ ǿŀǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǳƴŘŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨNadwat al-UlamaΩ ς when 
discussing the establishment of a madrasa under the aegis of the Nadwa criticised other institutions as lacking 
ƛƴ ŀƴ άŀƭƭ ŜƳōǊŀŎƛƴƎ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴ όǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜǎύ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ƎǊŀƴŘŜǳǊέΣ ½ŀƳŀƴ όнллнΤ ǇΦтмύΦ  
 !ǎ ½ŀƳŀƴ όнллнύ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎΣ ά²Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ ǎǘǊƛƪƛƴƎ ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǎŜƴǎŜ ǿƘƛch the ulama of the Nadwa had 
possibly imbibed from colonial analyses of educational and other institutions, that religion was a distinct 
ǎǇƘŜǊŜ ƻŦ ƭƛŦŜΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ ŘŜƴƛŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ŀ άǇǊƛǾŀǘŜέ ƳŀǘǘŜǊΣ ŘƛǾƻǊŎŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ άǇǳōƭƛŎέ ƭƛŦŜΣ ȅŜǘ ƘŀŘ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ 
trouōƭŜ ǎǇŜŀƪƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŀ άǇǳǊŜƭȅ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎέ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎέ ǎǇƘŜǊŜ ŀǎ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ŘƛǎǘƛƴƎǳƛǎƘŀōƭŜ ŦǊƻƳ 
ŀƭƭ ƻǘƘŜǊǎέ όƛōƛŘύΦ  
61 This was a situation which concerned Abduh a great deal; he was conscious that developments in colonial 
Egypt were creating powerful divisive elements in Egyptian society ς a diminishing sphere where the authority 
of traditional sources (derived from religion) remained, and a growing segment within society where modern 
reason dominates. Abduh, like his mentor and colleague Afghani ς deeply immersed in the long standing 
ŘŜōŀǘŜǎ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ΨǊŜŀǎƻƴΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǊŜǾŜƭŀǘƛƻƴΩ ƛƴ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ς ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ƻŦ ΨǊŜŀǎƻƴΩ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ 
limits. While castigating some of their ulama contemporaries for their attitudes towards rationality and 
modern science, both Abduh and Afghani were equally trenchant in their criticisms of those who subscribed to 
ƳƻŘŜǊƴ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴΣ ŀ ǎǳŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ΨƳƻŘŜǊƴΩ ƛŘŜŀǎΦ aƻŘŜǊƴ ǎŜŎǳƭŀǊƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΣ 
ŀǎ !ōŘǳƘ ǎŀǿ ƛǘΣ ǿŀǎ ŀ άŎƘŀǎƳ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜǾŜŀƭŜŘ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ƛƴ ŜǾŜǊȅ ŀǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ ƭƛŦŜέΦ {ŜŜ IƻǳǊŀƴƛ όмфуоύΣ ǇΦмос-137. This 
ǿŀǎ ŀ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ǊŀƛǎŜŘ ōȅ aǳƘŀƳƳŀŘ Lǉōŀƭ ǿƘƻ ŀǊƎǳŜŘ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ άwŜŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ wŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ ¢ƘƻǳƎƘǘέΣ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ 
not the specific achievements of Muslim scientists and philosophers that mattered, but the attitudes and 
ǾŀƭǳŜǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǳƴŘŜǊǇƛƴƴŜŘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜƳŜƴǘǎΦ !ǎ ƘŜ Ǉǳǘǎ ƛǘΣ ά¢ƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ƎƛǾŜ ȅƻǳ ŀ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
achievements of Islam in the domain of knowledge. I want rather to fix your gaze on some of the ruling 
concepts of the culture of Islam ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ Ǝŀƛƴ ŀƴ ƛƴǎƛƎƘǘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ƛŘŜŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǳƴŘŜǊƭƛŜǎ ǘƘŜƳέ 
(see p.111-115). 
62 {ŜŜ ŀōƻǾŜ ŦƻƻǘƴƻǘŜ ƻƴ !ǎŀŘ όнллоύ ŦƻǊ ŀ ōǊƛŜŦ ǊŜƧƻƛƴŘŜǊ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ΨǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴΩΦ !Ǌƪƻǳƴ όмффпύ ƛƴǎƛǎǘǎ 
ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ ΨǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴΩ ς ōȅ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŜ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǘƘŜ ΨhadithΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǎǳƴƴŀΩ of the Prophet ς and its opposite, 
ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛƻƴΣ ƻǊ ΨōƛŘŀΩŀƘΩΣ άƳǳǎǘ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ǳƴŘŜǊƎƻ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƻƭƻƎȅ ŀƴŘ ƭŀǿΣ ōǳǘ Ƴǳǎǘ ŀƭǎƻ ōŜ 
treated more generally as an inherent dialectic in any society where several ethno-cultural groups struggle 
either to augment or to protect themselves from foreign elements. The Muslim community found itself 
ŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘŜƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘǿƻ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴǎέΣ όǇΦрлύΦ  
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found troubling. The criticisms against their contemporaries (both in Malaya and the Middle 

East) were not directed at the use of ótraditionô specifically, but the way in which tradition was 

appropriated, particularly in light of the way that some members of the ulama community 

reacted to the immediate problems facing society.63  

In embarking to write his ambitious encyclopaedic compendium the ñHadiqatul al-

Azharò, Shaykh Ahmad, in his own words, suggested that it was an attempt to introduce an 

approach which would ñbring forth knowledge desired in the hearts of all menò64, and it ñwould 

alleviate all their despondence and frustrationò.65 It also revealed the significance of the 

declining Ottoman Empire in the minds of Muslim intellectuals from Southeast Asia and many 

parts of the Muslim world during this period. The ebb and flow of various episodes of Ottoman 

history served as both examples of Muslim achievement and ï less frequently ï failures. Syaikh 

Ahmad, it seems, used these accounts of Ottoman experiences as a series of parables through 

which the virtues of an Islamic past and present were most effectively encapsulated.66  

 

The Science of Politics: Ethics and Religion in the Making of Political Order 

                                                 
IŜ ŀŘŘǎΣ άƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǉǳŜǎǘǎΣ ǘƘŜ ƧǳǊƛǎǘǎ ǘƘŜƻƭƻƎƛŀƴǎ tried to Islamicise the numerous 

ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻƴΧ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǊƛǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊŜƛƎƴ ǇƻǿŜǊǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 9ŀǎǘ ŀƴŘ 
West of the Empire, the Muslim political community, weakened and shrunk to a few urban centres, reinforced 
its meaƴ ƻŦ ŘŜŦŜƴŎŜ ōȅ ƛƴǎƛǎǘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƻǊǘƘƻŘƻȄȅΧόǎƛƳƛƭŀǊƭȅύ ǘƘŜ муth century reactivation of the 
dialectic between tradition and innovation was to recreate a religious base for the political unification of a 
society where segmentary structures had regŀƛƴŜŘ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴŎŜέΣ όǇΦрлύΦ  
63 Despite the criticisms levied against the ulama by the reformists/modernists, it remains unclear as to who 
these purported purveyors of tradition might be. The target of modernist critiques was often regarded as 
ulama of the establishment ς which in the context of the Malayan Sultanates, were seen primarily as 
sycophantic bureaucrats who possessed questionable scholarly credentials.  
64 Hadiqatul, p.3-пΦ Lǘ ǎǘŀǘŜǎ άaŀƪŀ ŀƪǳ ƘƛƳǇǳƴƪŀƴ ŘŜƴƎŀƴ ǇǳƧƛ !ƭƭŀƘ ¢ŀΩŀƭŀ daripada segala riwayat ulama 
ŘŜƴƎŀƴ ƪŜǇŜǊŎŀȅŀŀƴ ȅŀƴƎ ōŀƭƛƎƘ ǇŜǊƪŀǘŀŀƴ ƳŜǊŜƪŀ ƛǘǳ ŀƪŀƴ ōŀǊŀƴƎ ȅŀƴƎ Řƛ ƛƴƎƛƴƪŀƴ ƻƭŀƘ ǎŜƎŀƭŀ Ƙŀǘƛέ. The 
ǘŜǊƳ άhatiέ όΨƘŜŀǊǘΩ ƻǊΣ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŎŀǎŜΣ ΨƳƛƴŘΩύ ƛǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǎŜƴǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƭƭ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ όΨƛƭƳΩ) 
and ΨǘǊǳǘƘΩ όΨƘŀǉΩ) ultimately resides within ς a notion correspondent to the thought of many of the major 
personalities in the Asharite tradition ς such as al-Ghazali (d.1111); al-Suhrawadi (d.1191) among others. 
65 Ibid, p.3-пΦ ¢ƘŜ ǘŜȄǘ ƎƻŜǎΣ άDan menghilangƪŀƴ ƛŀ ŘŀǊƛǇŀŘŀ ƳŜǊŜƪŀ ȅŀƴƎ ƳǳǘŀΩŀƭŀƘƪŀƴ Řƛŀ ŀƪŀƴ ǎŜƎŀƭŀ Řǳƪŀ 
cita dan menegah ia daripada mereka yang mendengarkan dia akan segala kerungsinganέΦ 
66 For many modernists, the Ottomans played an important role as both symbol and exemplar (Milner, 1986; 
Othman, 1998).  
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According to Ahmad al-Patani, the óscience of politicsô (ñilmu siyasahò) is knowledge 

directed towards the betterment of society (ñmembaikkan rakyatò).67 This, he adds, is to ensure 

their ósalvationô in the present and hereafter (ñmelepaskan mereka daripada kekeruhan pada 

dunia dan pada akhiratò).68 The pursuit of the ótruthô, and ójusticeô not only preserves the well-

being of the community, but will inevitably also save governments and political authority from 

óimmolationô or ódestructionô (ñkecederaanò). Thus Ahmad al-Patani stresses that for Muslims, 

the ópoliticsô of the world can only be understood and perfected when their thought and practice 

are viewed as part of an ontology grounded in the belief that the separate óspheresô of being (the 

temporal and the spiritual; the present world and the hereafter) are manifestations of a single 

continuum. Therefore, believers must understand that ófardu kifayatô (acts of social good) and 

ófardu ainô (acts of prayer, fasting and other forms of individual spirituality) though fulfilling 

different forms of religious obligations, cannot be viewed as separate acts of worship. In this, 

Ahmad al-Patani follows Muhammad Abduhôs admonishment of the Muslims in Egypt, that 

the óretreat from the worldô (by ignoring the demands of ómuamalatô), as advocated by some of 

his contemporaries, cannot be separated by óspiritualô deeds alone, and that both are 

constitutively complementary aspects of a unitary ontology.    

Echoing this, in the Hadiqatul, Shaykh Ahmad discusses Aristotleôs purported advice to 

Alexander (Iskandar al-Yunani) regarding the responsibilities of a good and effective ruler as a 

primer for his own position on the subject.69 The purpose, it appears, was to construct a series 

of discussions pertaining to what practices the purveyors of effective government ought to instil 

in themselves and society.70 The óbalanceô which Ahmad al-Patani strove for in advocating the 

                                                 
67 Hadiqatul, p.229. 
68 Ibid, p.229. 
69 Ibid, p.230-231. See appended section where the list of advice is given. 
70 Such as appointing the wisest and most knowledgeable members of society as their counsel; to apply 
graciousness and compassion onto their subjects; to control their own lust and temper; to manage their 
passions with reason; to speak with diplomacy and politeness; et al. The Aristotelian approach was ultimately 
to remind those who lead of the immense challengers and responsibility of leadership, and that a critical but 
delicate balance in the exercise of power must be striven for if the act of government is to be successful.     
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appropriate qualities of leaders in society, again reveals a sensibility grounded in the notion that 

the act of worship is not one defined ultimately, in just spiritual terms (as far as the distinction 

between the spiritual and material retains its utility within the ongoing reformist dialectics). 

Corporeal existence (manôs tenure during his time on this material plane) and the 

responsibilities owed to one another as members of an óummaô (society) are inseparable aspects 

of that existence. óWorshipô in this sense is not limited to outwardly óspiritualô duties, such as 

prayer (though that is a fundamental part of it) but includes how human beings act in society.71 

Despite the fact that the ómodernô óPan Islamicô vision of the reformists were often associated 

with the ñKaum Mudaò (young generation), part of their criticisms of the more restrictive 

strains of the ulama (and Muslim society generally) was precisely because they have abdicated 

the ópastô.  

What is interesting to note, despite the clear message of the need for political and 

intellectual struggle within his written works, was that Shaykh Ahmad did not explicitly use the 

term ójihadô in his ófiqhô writings,  though it included lengthy discussions on ómuamalatô (social 

welfare), ómunaqahatô (marital relations), ójinayahô (moral transgression) and ótasawufô 

(spiritual beliefs and practice).72 Instead, he speaks at length about the virtues of the Ottoman 

sultans, and their struggles to bring improvement to their society. Thus, in a sense that mirrors 

some of the major debates in contemporary Muslim society (particularly within reformist 

circles), Ahmad al-Patani was deeply concerned that the notion of ójihadô was being 

misunderstood, or perhaps more pointedly, misused; and its emphasis by certain quarters of the 

ulama on only one aspect of Islamic struggle, undermines its true meaning.73 It seems evident 

                                                 
71 This is one of the major criticisms that reformists/modernists such as Muhammad Abduh, Syed Syaikh al-
Hadi, Syaikh Tahir Jajjaluddin and others leveled against their ulama counterparts across the Islamic world. 
72 He wrote two major treatises on the subject ƻŦ ΨŦƛǉƘΩΣ άUnwanu al-Falahέ ŀƴŘ άBahjatul al-MubtadinέΦ .ƻǘƘ 
ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǇƛŎ ƻŦ ΨƧƛƘŀŘΩ explicitly. 
73 As a response to foreign aggression, then (as is in the present) there were widespread calls to arms amongst 
the various Muslim communities. However, reformists such as Syaikh Ahmad, while not discounting altogether 
the need for political violence, were far more interested in re-enervating the social and political development 
ƻŦ aǳǎƭƛƳ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΦ !ǎ ƘŜ ǎŀȅǎΣ άMaka beberapa banyak daripada yang hina yang kecil, jadi elok dia tadbir besar 
dan kuatέΣ Hadiqatul, p.231. 
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from his writings that Ahmad al-Patani placed considerable importance on the cultivation and 

mastery of knowledge (óIlmô) in all its manifestations; however, he extends this to include the 

need for an effective social and political strategy.  Such an approach, to Ahmad al-Patani, is 

critical for the well-being and development of Muslim society.  

In his writings, Ahmad al-Patani may have been one of the earliest reformists from the 

Malay-Indonesian world to have articulated a systematic discussion on the subject of ópoliticsô 

(siyasah). As he points out, ñKata setengah ulama bermula kepala buda itu hiddah yakni 

bersangatan berani dan diam daripada perkataan orang yang buda itu jawabnya, bermula 

helah itu terlebih bersangatan dari kuat dan orang yang aqil itu mereka yang beramal dengan 

barang yang diketahui dan bertanya ia daripada barang ia jahil dan bermula berlambatan 

pada amal itu menghilangkan luangò.74    

He states that societies which place great importance on the preservation and acquisition 

of knowledge possess tremendous advantages. This is especially true in the case of the 

politically dominant nations, ñfor their wisdom, their depth of knowledge, and their levels of 

education which allows them to protect and preserve their own nations and to all the lands 

which have been colonisedé (their) knowledge allows them to easily take over the land of 

othersò, (Hadiqatul, p.20). Having known intimately the political and symbolic importance of 

the Ottoman Empire for Muslims across the world, and especially in Southeast Asia, he begins 

to use episodic reconstructions of Ottoman achievement in history as a series of metaphors to 

communicate moral and political lessons. For example, he draws upon the great reputation of 

the founder of the Ottomans, Osman I, as a means of edifying certain characteristics and values 

ï such as a commitment towards just rule (ñadilò); towards the present world (ñzahid pada 

duniaò) and the next (ñgemar ia pada akhiratò); to protect fellow Muslims (by force if 

                                                 
74 Hadiqatul, p.196. 
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necessary); to provide welfare (ñkebajikanò) to orphans (ñanak yatimò), unmarried women 

(ñperempuan yang bujangò) ï which, to him, remains critical to the well-being of society.75  

The major themes found in the narrative ï the virtues of knowledge and a 

knowledgeable society, the importance of the present and the hereafter, the practice of just 

governance, and social welfare ï are frequently repeated throughout Shaykh Ahmadôs writings. 

However, these narratives also serve equally well for another purpose ï as warnings and 

reminders of what could happen if such lessons are forgotten.76 In the Hadiqatul, parables of 

historical events intends a clear purpose; as a means of introducing a series of moral and 

political lessons couched in a symbolism and imagery congenial to a larger Muslim public.77 

Its modus operandi was fashioned through the links of shared memories and nostalgia derived 

from a sense of a ógloriousô Islamic past as opposed to a perception of a decadent present 

marked by western ótriumphalismô.  

It seems reasonably clear that the Ottoman Empire was an important marker of the way 

in which these reformists reconstructed their sense of both Islamic past and present. However, 

while writers like Ahmad al-Patani made effective use of how the Ottomans were often 

imagined and perceived by a Muslim public to put across his ideas, such accounts were not 

meant to serve entirely hagiographical nor polemical purposes.78 Reform-minded intellectuals 

(such as Shaykh Ahmad) were aware of contemporaneous developments in Constantinople and 

their less than sanguine accounts suggests a more balanced perspective.  

                                                 
75 Ibid, p.20. Ottoman legal and administrative reforms for example was clearly an influential component in the 
shaping of reformist thinking.  
76 CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ {ǳƭǘŀƴ aǳƘŀƳƳŀŘ L± ǿŀǎ ǊŜƳƻǾŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ Ƙƛǎ ǘƘǊƻƴŜ άŦƻǊ Ƙƛǎ ŎƻƳǇƭŀŎŜƴŎȅ ƛƴ ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘŜǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 
affairs of state, and his decadeƴǘ ǇǳǊǎǳƛǘ ƻŦ ǿƻǊƭŘƭȅ ǇƭŜŀǎǳǊŜǎέ όIŀŘƛǉŀǘǳƭΣ ǇΦмомύΦ 
77 Milner (1986; p.118-120) describes in some detail the spread and depth of admiration for the Ottomans 
amongst the Malay community during the late 19th and early 20th centuries ς a sentiment shared by many 
other Muslims across the globe.  
78 A point sometimes made of the writings of Ahmad al-Patani, particularly in light of his close associations to 
the Ottoman authorities in Mecca, and his position as head of the aŀǘΩōŀŀƘ ŀƭ-Mirriyah. Milner (1986) also 
points to the celebrated debates between Natsir and Sukarno in Indonesia over the weaknesses and virtues of 
the Kemalist revolution, in particular whether the secularist agenda of Mustafa Kemal was a legitimate fold for 
Muslim social and political development, ibid.  



107 
 

One aspect of Ottoman practice which Ahmad al-Patani noted with some emphasis was 

their willingness to change their administrative patterns in order to adapt to the evolving 

political situation in Europe. However, Shaykh Ahmad also recognised that these changes were 

somewhat enforced by the Ottomans weakening position in relation to the European nations.79 

He accused European treachery as another factor behind the Ottomanôs decline as a political 

power.80 Thus, he draws a picture where Ottoman efforts at reforms ï which would have 

brought about social improvement ï were essentially derailed as a result of the interference of 

Western powers.81 Partly because of this, Shaykh Ahmad actively sought support amongst the 

Royal houses of both Terengganu and Kelantan to remain vigilant of attempts by Western 

powers to gain a foothold in their states.82  

In a number of Ahmad al-Pataniôs fatwas, he spoke of the importance of ñmuafakatò 

(collective deliberation and action) between the sovereign, his lieutenants, and the wider 

community in order to ensure that the effective implementation of the shariaô.83 He states that 

                                                 
79 Hadiqatul, p.171. 
80 Ibid p.175. 
81 Ahmad al-tŀǘŀƴƛΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴ ŀōƻǳǘ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ²ŜǎǘŜǊƴ ŘŜǎƛƎƴǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ ƻŦ YŜƭŀƴǘŀƴ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ŜǾƛŘŜƴǘ ŀ 
decade prior to the introduction of formal British rule. After congratulating Sultan Mahmud in a letter on the 
ŜǾŜ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ŎƻǊƻƴŀǘƛƻƴΣ {ȅŀƛƪƘ !ƘƳŀŘ ǿŀǊƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿƭȅ ŀƴƻƛƴǘŜŘ {ƻǾŜǊŜƛƎƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŀƴƎŜǊǎ ǇƻǎŜŘ ōȅ άkejahatan 
segala kuffar dan tipu daya mereka ituέ όǘƘŜ ƳŀƭƛŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴƻƴ-believers (foreign powers) and their 
ƛƴǎƛŘƛƻǳǎƴŜǎǎύ ŀƴŘ άkalahkan hai Tuhanku daripada masuk mereka itu kuffar kedalam negeri Kelantan dan 
segala negeri Melayu dengan merentah padanyaέ όaŀȅ DƻŘ ǇǊŜǾŜƴǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƛƴƎǊŜǎǎ ƛƴǘƻ YŜƭŀƴǘŀƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ 
aŀƭŀȅ ǎǘŀǘŜǎύΦ {ŜŜ ²ŀƴ !ōŘǳƭƭŀƘΣ ²ΦaΦ{Φ όмффнύΣ άAl-Alamah Syaikh Ahmad al-Fatani ς Ahli Fikir Islam dan 
Dunia MelayuέΣ όYƘŀȊŀƴŀƘ CŀǘŀƴƛȅŀƘΥ Yƻǘŀ .ƘŀǊǳύΤ ǇΦмммΦ  {ǳƭǘŀƴ aŀƘƳǳŘΩǎ ǊŜƛƎƴ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ōǊƛŜŦΣ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ 
marked by a tightening of Islamic legislation. According to Mahmud (2002), Kelantan under Sultan Mahmud 
witnessed efforts to consolidate and widen the implementation of the law. See p.31-32. 
82 See above and letter to Sultan Zainal Abidin III of Terengganu (Wan Abdullah (2002) p.49) praising the efforts 
of the Sultan in preserving the state for the benefit of his people and to minimize external attempts to interfere 
with his authority, particularly amongst the Western powers that had begun to show a sustained interest in the 
region. Ahmad al-Patani also seemed to hold Sultan Zainal Abidin III in high esteem; he refers to young Sultan in 
a nuƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ǎǘŀƴȊŀǎ όάbaitέύ ƛƴ ŀ ΨǎȅŀƛǊΩ (poem) he composed, in which the virtues of the Sultan (his knowledge, 
dynamism, honour, and unstinting effort ς άƪŜƘŜōŀǘŀƴΣ ƳŀǊǳŀƘΣ Řŀƴ ƪŜǎǳƴƎƎǳƘŀƴ ǳǎŀƘŀέΤ άǊŀƧŀ ȅŀƴƎ ŀƎǳƴƎΣ 
ketilitianya pada mendalami pengetahuan, seǊǘŀ ƳŀƪǊƛŦŀǘ Řŀƴ ōŜƭōŀƎŀƛ ƛƭƳǳ ǎŜǊǘŀ ǇŜǘǳƴƧǳƪ Ƨŀƭŀƴέ) were 
ŎŜƭŜōǊŀǘŜŘΦ {ŜŜ ²ŀƴ !ōŘǳƭƭŀƘΣ ²ΦaΦ{Φ όнллнύΣ άSyair yang Indah Gubahan Syaikh Ahmad al-PatanƛέΣ ǾƻƭΦмΤ 
(Khazanah Fataniyah: Kota Bharu), p.20.  
83άmuafakat oleh sekalian hingga raja-raja dan sekelian orang yang memerintah atas menolongkan shariat, 
zahirnya dan batinnya dengan menolakkan tiap-tiap suatu yang mencederakan dia daripada maksiat dan 
ōƛŘŀŀΩƘ ȅŀƴƎ ƪŜƧƛέ, Al-Fatawa al-CŀǘŀƴƛȅȅŀƘΤ ǇΦнлфΦ ¢ƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƘǊŀǎŜΣ άōƛŘŀŀΩƘ yang kejiά ƻǊ όάdegenerate 
ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛƻƴέύ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ǘƻ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴǎ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ƻŦ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛǾŜ ǇǊƻŎŜŘǳǊŜǎ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ 
chapter again highlights the ambiguous (or perhaps flexible?) and less pedantic view over these matters. This 
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these óreformsô can only be successful if all the members of society act collectively, and that a 

proper education ï worldly (ñzahirò) and spiritual (ñbatinò) (both seen as essentially ñIslamicò 

and in some ways, inseparable) ï is made accessible (ñmemudahkanò) to the majority of society 

(ñsekalian Musliminò). This, in his view, will protect and enhance Islamic civilisation and give 

believers an opportunity to understand the true meaning of worship (ñibadahò).  

The response of Shaykh Ahmad towards increasing Western encroachment ï not just in 

political terms but also cultural and intellectual ï appears to rest on the (broadly held) reformist 

belief that intellectual laxity is central to the problems within Muslim society. It was within this 

context that the notion of óintellectual revitalisationô became key to universal Islamic reform. 

óEducationô therefore, was to represent the fundamental material from which Islamic reform 

was to be shaped.  

Administrative and political reform ï though important ï was subservient to this, and 

in some ways, the expected outgrowth if such a program of reform was followed through; 

Shaykh Ahmad (following, it seems, Hasan al-Basri) wrote, ñif there were no righteous and 

knowledgeable peopleéand if the ulama did not existéthen men will behave as animalséand 

all of their labour will be for nought and ultimately lead to the destruction of the worldò (Al-

Fatwa al-Fataniyyah; p.210).84 This perspective (or warning) reveals, as it did with reformists 

such as Afghani, Abduh, Ahmad Khan and others, is an imaginary process of social 

construction and reconstruction, a matrix of overlapping narratives with óilmô at the centre, and 

                                                 
appears removed from the rigƛŘΣ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ǎǘǊŀƛƎƘǘŦƻǊǿŀǊŘ Ƙƻǎǘƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ΨōƛŘŀΩŀƘΩ ŀǘǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǊŜŦƻǊƳƛǎǘ 
attitudes in general.  
84 Hasan al-Basri (d.728) was associated with the Kharijites and Ibadis in Basra, noted in particular for their 
dedication to pietism ς a deep and powerful desire to conform their lives to the Divine will (Blankinship in 
Winter, ed. (2008); p.39). A somewhat enigmatic figure, he appeared to have had a close association to two key 
figures of early Mutazilism, Wasil ibn Ata (d.748) and Abu Uthman Amr ibn Ubaya ibn Bab (d.769). Louis 
Massignon, for example, thought that al-.ŀǎǊƛΩǎ ΨǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎǘΩ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎŎǊƛǇǘǳǊŜ ǎŜǊǾŜǎ ŀǎ ŀ ŎƭŜŀǊ 
ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ aǳǘŀȊƛƭƛ ǎȅƳǇŀǘƘƛŜǎ όǎŜŜ ¢ƻōȅ aŀȅŜǊΩǎ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ ƛƴ ²ƛƴǘŜǊΣ ŜŘΦ όнллуύ ǇΦнсл-261). Both Qadir 
(1988; p.89) and Izutsu (2002; p.59) on the other hand, describe him as a Sufi and an outstanding ascetic.    
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the ulama serving as custodians of that knowledge ïóreligiousô or otherwise.85 An apparent 

willingness to blend different aspects of ótraditionô both óIslamicô and in some cases, otherwise, 

in order to serve some heuristic purpose. This serves both as a means of expanding or restricting 

what could be interpreted as ólegitimateô knowledge ï implicit in the dialectics of consolidating 

óauthorityô within reform circles.   

In ways similar to his reform contemporaries, Ahmad al-Pataniôs seeming eclecticism 

follows the classical Asharite position regarding the controversies which emerged surrounding 

the dialectics between reason (ñaqlôò) and revelation.86 Ibn Taymiyya, for example, held that 

the supposed dichotomy between óreasonô and órevelationô is largely based on false 

assumptions; and Revelation cannot be understood if óreasonô is not employed judiciously. 

There are numerous Quranic verses which support this claim and compel believers to use their 

reason, and he clearly asserted that this was consistent with the opinion of al-Ashari.87 What 

seems to the case here is that reformists, like Ahmad al-Patani, Muhammad Abduh, Namik 

Kemal, Muhammad Iqbal and others, as well as their classical predecessors, did not appear to 

take the view that reason and rationality ï as opposed to the more dogmatic Mutazilites and 

falasifa (though they were, somewhat like the Mutazili, not entirely averse towards the 

employment of critical reason) ï ought to be understood purely as a set of apriori abstractions.88 

                                                 
85 Zaman (2002) p.85-усΦ !ōŘǳƘ ŎƻƴƧŜŎǘǳǊŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ΨƴŜǿΩ ǘȅǇŜ ƻŦ ulama was needed, not necessarily due to 
shortcomings in the knowledge possessed by his contemporaries and their predecessors, but because of the 
ǘƘǊŜŀǘ ǇƻǎŜŘ ōȅ ŀƴ ŜƴŎǊƻŀŎƘƛƴƎ ΨǿŜǎǘŜǊƴƛǎŜŘΩ ǎŜŎǳƭŀǊƛǘȅΦ {ŜŜ IƻǳǊŀƴƛ όмфуоύ ǇΦмпл-141.    
86¢Ƙƛǎ ǿŀǎ ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ άQadaritesέ όǎǳǇǇƻǎŜŘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǇǊŜ-destination) and the 
άMutazilaέ όǎȅƳǇŀǘƘƛǎŜǊǎ ƻŦ ŦǊŜŜǿƛƭƭύ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭȅ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ ƻŦ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ ƛƴǘŜƭƭŜŎǘǳŀƭ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΦ ¢ƘƻǳƎƘ ƛǘ 
must be noted that even figures associated closely with the teachings of al-Ashari show clear differences 
regarding the way they have conceived of the puǊǇƻǊǘŜŘ ŎƻƴǘǊŀŘƛŎǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ΨǊŜŀǎƻƴΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǊŜǾŜƭŀǘƛƻƴΩΦ Lōƴ 
Taymiyya, for example, considers al-Ghazali as a pre-eminent example of an Asharite whose method and 
ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘ ŎƭƻǎŜƭȅ ǇŀǊŀƭƭŜƭǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άMutazila mutakalimunέ όǘƘŜƻƭƻƎƛŀƴǎύΦ  
87 As described bȅ CŀȊƭǳǊ wŀƘƳŀƴ όнлллύΣ ƛōƴ ¢ŀȅƳƛȅȅŀ ǇǊƻǇƻǳƴŘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ǘƘŀǘΣ άal-AshariΩ ƘŜƭŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ 
dichotomy of reason (the basis of theology) and revelation (the basis of fiqhύΧǿŀǎ ƛƴŘŜŜŘ ŦŀƭǎŜ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ 
revelation itself contains reason. Revelation not only invites the exercise of reason, but actually has many 
Ǌŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜǎέΣ όǇΦмопύΦ  
88 Hourani (1971) describes this seeming impasse within the Islamic tradition by distinguishing it as grounded 
ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ΨǘƘŜƛǎƛǘƛŎ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘƛǾƛǎƳΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎǘƛŎ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾƛǎƳΩΦ Ψ¢ƘŜƛǎƛǘƛŎ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘƛǾƛǎƳΩ ς often 
associated with the Asharite school ς ƘƻƭŘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ΨƎƻƻŘΩ ƛǎ ǿƘŀǘ DƻŘ ŎƻƳƳŀƴŘǎ ŀƴŘ ΨōŀŘΩ ƛŦ IŜ ǇǊƻƘƛōƛǘǎ ƛǘΦ 
Following this view, if both murder and polytheism is commanded by God then by definition both would 
meritorious. In other words, it is premised on the notion that morality and moral understanding lie outside 
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Rationality, they seem to contend, operates as means to testify to the soundness of a given 

proposition ï in this case, pre-eminence is given to Quranic verses as well as (with some 

reservations) the generally accepted body of the Prophetic sayings (hadiths); the soundness of 

those (first) principles cannot be determined through reason, and reason alone.        

In a letter sent to his student, Nik Mahmud bin Ismail (later Datoô Perdana Menteri or 

Chief Minister of Kelantan and part of a group of his students ï including Toô Kenali, Haji 

Muhammad and others who went on to play a pivotal role in Kelantanôs political and intellectual 

life), Shaykh Ahmad emphasises the importance of an understanding of the sharia in politics.89 

A true civilised social order can only emerge, he suggests, if there is a merging between an 

understanding and practice of the Sharia, and the prevailing political order. Social and political 

decay, he warned, will inexorably follow if the norms of the Sharia are ignored or abandoned.90 

Thus, for Ahmad al-Patani, politics is integral to the educational process, for ópoliticsô 

is a process of determining the most correct (ñafdalò) form of ólifeô, and it is only possible to 

have a better sense of that if there is continuous refinement of the individualôs and societyôs 

understanding of the óShariaô. Acute concerns about the expansion of Western colonialism (an 

                                                 
human knowledge and can only be determined through Divine revelation. Therefore only through Divine 
comandment can the moral qualities of an act be detŜǊƳƛƴŜŘΦ ²Ƙŀǘ ŎƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜǎ ΨŎƻǊǊŜŎǘΩ ŀƴŘ ΨƭŜƎƛǘƛƳŀǘŜΩ 
action in this sense are entirely drawn from Revealed moral precepts.  

hƴ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƘŀƴŘΣ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ǎǳōǎŎǊƛōŜ ǘƻ ΨǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎǘƛŎ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾƛǎƳΩ ς closely associated with the 
Mutazilites ς holds that the moral standing of an act are instirinsic to the act itself. This assessment ς at least 
theory ς could be determined through the exercise of human reason without necessarily relying on Revealed 
knowledge. Scripture, in this sense, validates and confirms the findings of the intellect.  
In theory each position appears to sit at the opposite ends of an imaginary spectrum. However, in practice it 
was almost impossible to maintain either position in a pure, unadulterated form. Historically the ongoing 
discourses between these two poles have shaped much of the discursive traditions of legal and moral thinking 
ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴ ǳǇ ǳƴǘƛƭ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ ǘƛƳŜǎΦ {ŜŜ IƻǳǊŀƴƛΣ DΦ όмфтмύΣ άLǎƭŀƳƛŎ wŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎƳΥ ¢ƘŜ 9ǘƘƛŎǎ ƻŦ 
Abd al-WŀōōŀǊέ όhȄŦƻǊŘΥ /ƭŀǊŜƴŘƻƴ tǊŜǎǎύ ǇΦу-мо ŀƴŘ hǇǿƛǎΣ CΦ όнлмлύΣ άaŀǎƭŀƘŀ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ tǳǊǇƻǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ [ŀǿΥ 
Islamic Discourse on Legal Change from the 4th/10th to 8th/14th ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅέ ό[ŜƛŘŜƴΥ .Ǌƛƭƭύ ǇΦол-32.    
89 άWawasan Pemikir Islam NusantaraέΣ ǾƻƭΦнΤ ǇΦрлΦ  
90 άLemah kita daripada mendirikan sesuatu ŘŀǊƛǇŀŘŀ ƘƻƪǳƳ ǎƘŀǊŀΩΧŘŀƴ ǿŀƧƛō ǎŜƪŀƭƛŀƴ ƳǳǎƭƛƳƛƴ ōŜǊǎǳƴƎƎǳƘ 
sungguh mencarikan jalan dengan tadbir dan siyasah dan belajar dan memperlajarkan anak-anak kita akan 
segala wasilah bagi mendirikan segala hokum syara daripada segala ilmu siyasah dan ilmu syaraΩ ƘƛƴƎƎŀ ŘŀǇŀǘ 
mendirikan dia seperti barang yang zahirέΣ όάǿŜ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ǿŜŀƪ ƛŦ ǿŜ ŘƛǎǘŀƴŎŜ ƻǳǊǎŜƭǾŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ {ƘŀǊƛŀΧ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ 
ƛǎ ƛƴŎǳƳōŜƴǘ ǳǇƻƴ ǳǎ όŀƭƭ aǳǎƭƛƳǎύ ǘƻ Řƻ ƻǳǊ ǳǘƳƻǎǘ ǘƻ ǊŜŀƭƛǎŜ ǘƘŜ {ƘŀǊƛŀ ǎƻ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ ǾƛǎƛōƭŜ ǘƻ ŀƭƭέύ όAl-
Fatwa al-Fataniyyah, p.147). 
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understanding mediated largely through British presence in Egypt, the declining influence of 

the Ottomans and the reactions this has elicited within the Middle East; Aghaniôs and Abduhôs 

exposure to European thought and their responses to it ï all of which was witnessed by Ahmad 

al-Patani) in the context of Kelantan and Patani was based on an apprehension as to what may 

result if European as opposed to Siamese rule was imposed on Malay-Muslim society.91 

While there are ostensibly similar concerns between Ahmad al-Patani and his reform 

contemporaries, his writings also sheds light on how the broader agendas of Islamic reform are 

translated into the social and political dynamics of both Kelantan and by extension across the 

Peninsula. While the general imprint of reform thinking is present, we can also observe how 

these ideas are adopted and adapted within a more specific and localised cultural context. As 

the following chapters on the rise of the Majlis Agama Islam Kelantan and Pengasoh suggests, 

attempts at instituting reform is rarely straightforward.  

                                                 
91 IŜ ǿǊƻǘŜ ǘƻ bƛƪ aŀƘƳǳŘΣ άDan kedengaran di Mekkah bahawasanya Inggeris buat kacau pada Sultan yang 
ǇŀŘŀ ǇƛƘŀƪ aŜǎƛǊέ in ά!ƭƭŀƳŀƘ {ȅŀƛƪƘ !ƘƳŀŘ ŀƭ-Patani ς Ahli Fikir Islam dan Dunia MelayuέΤ ǇΦмлфΦ 
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Chapter 4: Reforming the Modern: The Rise of the Majlis Ugama Islam dan Adat 

Istiadat Melayu Kelantan (MAIK), 1900-1915 

      

With the introduction of British presence, the centralization of legal and religious affairs 

culminated in the formation of the Kelantan State courts and the establishment of the Majlis 

Agama Islam dan Istiadat Melayu Kelantan (MAIK, in short). This has been viewed as a move 

from an organized but privately run system of Islamic education and ïto a large degree ï more 

localised forms of legal and political structures of authority to a system controlled and directed 

by an increasingly centralized state bureaucracy.1   

British Colonialism and the Secularisation of Islam in Kelantan    

There were three important developments which ultimately led to the end of direct Thai 

political influence in the state. The first was the establishment of the Majlis Mesyuarat Negeri 

(State Council) in 1902 ï which was an attempt to further consolidate the management of 

Kelantanôs political and administrative affairs under the jurisdiction of the state government; 

second, the opening of the various ójajahanô(affiliated territories under the jurisdiction of the 

state) to external interests despite reservations from Bangkok; and third, these developments 

culminated in the signing of the Bangkok Treaty of 1909 which effectively ended Thai interests 

in the region, and formally recognized Kelantan as a British protectorate.  

                                                 
1 aǳƘŀƳƳŀŘ !ƭƛΣ ά¢ǊŀƴǎƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ YƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƛƴ YŜƭŀƴǘŀƴέΣ ǾƻƭΦ [··L·Σ Wa.w!{Υ Yǳŀƭŀ [ǳƳǇǳǊΣ нллсΤ 
p.39-59.  W.A. Graham (1904), for example, observed that, even by the turn of the 20th century, most areas 
lying outside of Kota Bharu, is often the case that local communities largely adhered to the authority of the 
local ImamΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƴƻǘŜ ǘƘŀǘΣ ƛƴ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎŀƭ ΨǎǳǊŀǳΩ (mosque) functioned, 
DǊŀƘŀƳ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǇŀǊƛǎƘΩΣ ŘǊŀǿƛƴƎ ǇŀǊŀƭƭŜƭǎΣ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǿƛǘƘ the way in which parishes functioned 
in a Christian context. This remained one of the limitations of many Western observers recounting their 
observation of Muslim (as well as other religious type) communities in parts of Asia and the Near East ς the 
unavoiŘŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŘǊŀǿƛƴƎ ǇŀǊŀƭƭŜƭǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ƘƻƳŜ ΨǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎΩ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎΦ Lǘ ƻŦǘŜƴ ƭŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳƛǎǘŀƪŜƴ 
inter-mingling of ideas and concepts about the nature of these foreign agencies. Subsequently, the underlying 
ideological suppositions of the concept oŦ άǊŜƭƛƎƛƻƴέ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ Ƴŀƴȅ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ ǿŜǎǘŜǊƴ-type settings became 
coterminous with the way in which western colonial interlocutors saw the functioning of faith-based practices 
and institutions within these communities.      
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As part of the process of consolidating and centralizing the state administrative 

bureaucracy ï which, by extension, involved a more structured and organized approach in the 

management of religious affairs ï the 1890s witnessed what Roff terms as perhaps the 

emergence of a more ópuritanicalô approach towards Islam.2 This involved the introduction of 

new enactments and laws which were apparently designed to ensure greater compliance with 

the Sharia. It is difficult to acquire information and ascertain, however, to what degree these 

new legislations were instituted, and what impact it had on society generally.  

Under British protection, at least in formal terms, the authority of the native ruler now 

had to be defined in terms of the scope and reach of óreligionô and ócustomô. While the process 

of adapting to, and adopting these new formats presented new obstacles for the Kelantan 

Malays, they also, in effect, created new avenues.3 It altered, in some important ways, the 

political and religious dynamics of Kelantan.     

By the time of British colonial expansion, the meaning of óreligionô and its place in 

European public life was well established.4 This concept of óreligionô is then transposed and 

exported from the imperial metro-pole to the colonies. These ideas are then translated into a 

process of deciphering local practices which are identified as óreligiousô, óculturalô et al, or 

                                                 
2 Roff (1974) p.106. What Roff ǎŜŜƳ ǘƻ ƳŜŀƴ ōȅ ΨǇǳǊƛǘŀƴƛŎŀƭΩ ǊŜƭŀǘŜǎ ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ closely to attempts at a more 
comprehensive interpretation of the ShariaΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ŜƴŦƻǊŎŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǇǳōƭƛŎΦ ¢ƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǇǳǊƛǘŀƴƛŎŀƭΩ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ Ŏŀƴ 
be problematic. An illustration of the complexity surrounding questioƴǎ ƻŦ ΨŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅΩΣ ΨǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴΩ ŀƴŘ 
ΨŀǳǘƘŜƴǘƛŎƛǘȅΩ ƛǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƻǊȅ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ ƻŦ ½ŀƳŀƴ όнлмн; p.3-16).    
3 Benton (2002, p.12-мсύΣ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ǎǇŜŀƪǎ ƻŦ άƧǳǊƛǎŘƛŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƧƻŎƪŜȅƛƴƎέ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ǇƭŀŎŜ ƛƴ ŀƴ ƛƳǇŜǊƛŀƭ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ς 
where the consequence of new legal inventions (which was intended to extend control over the colonies) can 
also lead to unexpected opportunities for resistance and contestations within the new colonial polity. Roff 
(1974) for example notes that in the period between 1905 to mid 1909 (when the first official British advisor 
was appointed) W.A. Graham, by centralizing the judicial process, indirectly strengthened the position of the 
Mufti over all matters religious in the state ς which did not necessarily sit easily with the Sultan and some of 
the other members of the ruling elite. In matters related to the Sharia, a number of problems arose ς for one, 
ōȅ ŀƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ όŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ƛƴ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜύ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǎƻǾŜǊŜƛƎƴ ǘƻ ǊŜǘŀƛƴ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅ ƻǾŜǊ ƳŀǘǘŜǊǎ ΨǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎΩ ŀƴŘ ΨŎǳǎǘƻƳŀǊȅΩ, 
it was unclear as to where the limits of the Sharia lay, especially when it is intended to govern the entire 
ǎǇŜŎǘǊǳƳ ƻŦ ƘǳƳŀƴ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǊ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ōŀǎƛŎ ŎƻƴǘǊŀŘƛŎǘƛƻƴ όǘƘŜ ŀǇǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨǎŜŎǳƭŀǊΩ ƭŀǿ ƛƴ 
the context of Muslim society) did not sit comfortably especially with many of the ulama and at the very least, 
was the source of much debate and discussion in ensuing years.    
4 See Asad (1993) p.40-43. However, despite attempts to suggest otherwise, efforts at identifying and 
ΨƴƻǊƳŀƭƛǎƛƴƎΩ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ǘŀƪŜƴ ǘƻ ōŜ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŀōƭȅ ΨǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎΩ ǿŀǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ƭŜǎǎ ǎǘǊŀƛƎƘǘŦƻǊǿŀǊŘ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǊŜ 
complex than expected.  
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otherwise. The colonial induced process, though intended to provide an accurate depiction of 

local society (for, it must be said, foreign (colonial) consumption) often ended up as poor 

caricatures of reality.5 

While the introduction of foreign codes is a familiar narrative within the process of 

building colonial society and implementing administrative and legal reforms, it is the strategic 

distinction between ólawô and ómoralityô that defines the colonial situation. It is this separation 

which enabled the legal and political process of educating subjects into a new ópublic 

moralityô.6    

Colonial administrative and religious reform, not only introduced the notion of a 

ósecularô state, but in turn prompted developments in these Malay-Muslim communities of 

ósecularizingô religion.7 The introduction of colonial rule, made it possible to witness the 

emergence of a new modern statehood where Islam began to occupy a specific formal and 

institutionalized place in public life. Notions of Islamic óauthorityô began to be viewed 

increasingly as under the exclusive purview of the state. When the Sharia was limited to areas 

                                                 
5 Tuhiwai Smith, L. (1996; p.59-69) for example argued that a major problem facing these new colonial regimes 
was in conceiving notions of power and authority which was both sanguine to their own interests as well as 
being efficacious in the maintenance of a workable social order. However, often times the ensuing attempts at 
instituting new institutions becomes somewhat emasculated within colonial conceptions that were removed 
from local practice and beliefs. 
6 !ǎŀŘΣ ¢ΦΣ όнллоύΣ ǇΦнплΦ !ǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ōȅ 5Ω/ƻǎǘŀ όнллрύΣ άǘƘŜ ǾŜǊȅ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ άǊŜƭƛƎƛƻƴǎέ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ 
ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŀǎ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎ ƻŦ ŀ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ƎŜƴǳǎΣ ǿŀǎ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ŀ ǎŜǾŜƴǘŜƴƴǘƘ ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅ ƛƴǾŜƴǘƛƻƴΧ ¢ƘŜ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 
ǎǳŎƘ ŀ ŦƛŜƭŘ όάǊŜƭƛƎƛƻƴέύ ƛǎ ŀ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǇŀǊǘƭȅ ƭƻŎŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 9ƴƭƛƎƘǘŜƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ǊŜŦǳǎŀƭ ǘƻ ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ǘhe 
particularity of Christian revelation. Consequently, there followed the creation of a single secular history 
ǿƘŜǊŜōȅ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŜŘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ 9ƴƭƛƎƘǘŜƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ƻǿƴ ƻǾŜǊ ŀǊŎƘƛƴƎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜΣ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ 
taking seriously the different organisations of time, space, and history within the various religions. Such a 
taxonomy also failed to attend to the epistemological pre-requisites required for comprehension specified by 
ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻƴǎ ǳƴŘŜǊ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴέ όǇΦноύΦ  
7 Or at least, on the ǎǳǊŦŀŎŜΣ ŀŎŎŜǇǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳŀǘǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨǊŜƭƛƎƛƻƴΩ ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ōȅ Ŏƻƭƻƴƛŀƭ 
reformers, and instituted into the new colonial state. In some ways this forced the local Muslims to reconsider 
the means through which their practices and beliefs could best be accommodated within a new state system 
ǿƘŜǊŜ ΨǊŜƭƛƎƛƻƴΩ όƻǊ ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ƳƻǊŜ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜƭȅΣ ΨLǎƭŀƳΩύ ŎŀǊǊƛŜǎ ŀ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ǎŜǘ ƻŦ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎǎ ŀƴŘ ƻŎŎǳǇƛŜǎ ŀ 
specific place in a public space now articulated primarily by ideologies of social control derived through 
Ψ²ŜǎǘŜǊƴΩ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘƛƴƎ ŎƻƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜΣ ōŜƭƛŜŦ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ŏƻƭƻƴƛŀƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΣ 
ŎǊŜŀǘŜǎ ŀ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŀ ǎŜǘ ƻŦ ΨƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ ǘŜƳǇƻǊŀƭƛǘƛŜǎΩΦ {ŜŜ !ǎŀŘ όнллоύ p.222. 
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which primarily coincided with personal and familial status, it is, in the words of Talal Asad, 

óradically transformedô.8  

However, this is not because ï despite the arguments of later advocates of the Islamic 

state ï that by confining and limiting the Sharia, it loses any sense of political authority. 

Contrary to this, the Sharia is not so much curtailed but more properly, it was transmuted. It 

undergoes a process of diminution, where it is incorporated into a subdivision of legal norms 

(fiqh) that are authorized and maintained by the centralizing state. 

It also changed in fundamental terms the way indigenous society relates itself to the 

functioning of legalities and ethical behavior ï especially in the early periods of transitioning 

from a pre to colonial society. Though certain aspects of the Sharia were maintained and applied 

judiciously, a new distancing was introduced through the practice and application of law under 

the jurisdiction of the colonial state. The previous intimacy with the Sharia in pre-colonial 

society, expressed, for example, in the flexibility of an offended family in seeking appropriate 

ójusticeô or compensation for the grievous harm inflicted upon a member of the family, and the 

adaptability of the process of adjudication to produce and enforce an acceptable retribution, is 

replaced by procedures which, not only, may not necessarily satisfy the aggrieved parties but 

also renders them as mere ñspectators to the juridical processò.9           

While the actual administration of Islam remained, by statute, outside the purview of 

the then (British) Thai advisor, one of the first major acts undertaken by the then British-Thai 

advisor, W.A. Graham, was to reconstitute the operations of the judicial system through a 

Courts regulation which was passed through the newly formed State Council. In place of the 

old Kelantan Court, a new hierarchy of courts was established, and followed by new Criminal 

                                                 
8 ibid (2003), p.227. 
9 Moosa, E. in chapter 6 of aŀǎǳŘΣ aΦYΦΣ {ŀƭǾŀǘƻǊŜΣ !ΦΣ ŀƴŘ Ǿŀƴ .ǊǳƴƛǎǎŜƴΣ aΦ όнлмлύΣ άLǎƭŀƳ ŀƴŘ aƻŘŜǊƴƛǘȅΥ YŜȅ 
LǎǎǳŜǎ ŀƴŘ 5ŜōŀǘŜǎέΣ ό9ŘƛƴōǳǊƎƘ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ tǊŜǎǎΥ 9ŘƛƴōǳǊƎƘύΦ 
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and Civil Procedure codes, all of which based on colonial and ówesternô models.10 While this 

had weakened the traditional óSharia-basedô judicial system by limiting its scope and reach, it 

also laid the grounds for the ñdevelopment of alternative instruments for the enforcement of 

religious authorityò.11  

The ensuing divide which resulted in the creation of boundaries between areas of British 

and Siamese influence was poorly received amongst the Kelantanese elites.12 The appointment 

of the new British advisor to Kelantan, J.S. Mason, further enhanced the changes which had 

been introduced earlier under W.A. Graham. The roles of the Malay judges presiding over the 

public courts were further diminished, and their authority effectively transferred to the deputy 

                                                 
10 wƻŦŦ όмфтпύΣ ǇΦмммΦ ¢ƘŜ ΨǊǳƭŜǎΩ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƛƴƎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭΣ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ Ŏƻƭƻƴƛŀƭ 
localities are often ς to a lesser or greater degree ς the result of negotiated circumstances, and are constantly 
adapting and being molded to an ever changing social dynamic. This is especially true when foreign colonial 
agencies are often reliant on local sources to help them administer and either impose or implement social and 
political reforms. For a more detailed exposition regarding about European reliance upon local informants, 
agents and sympathisers for knowledge, credit and translation within the Indian context, refer to Cohn, B., 
ά/ƻƭƻƴƛŀƭƛǎƳ ŀƴŘ Lǘǎ CƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ YƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΥ ¢ƘŜ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ ƛƴ LƴŘƛŀέΣ tǊƛƴŎŜǘƻƴ ¦ƴƛǾΦ tǊŜǎǎΥ bWΣ ǇΦрΦ   
11 όwƻŦŦύ LōƛŘΣ ǎŜŜ ŀōƻǾŜΦ DǊŀƘŀƳΩǎ ŀƴǘƛǇŀǘƘȅ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƭŜƎŀƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ǿŀǎ ŀǇǇŀǊŜƴǘ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎΦ 
He introduced a number of Sharia court regulations which, in effect, sought to clearly limit, and define the 
ōƻǳƴŘŀǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǘΩǎ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅΦ ²Ƙŀǘ ŀǇǇŜŀǊǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ōȅ ŜƳōŀǊƪƛƴƎ ƻƴ ŀ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ 
which outlined and institutionalized the legal system ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ƛƴ ŀ ǿŜǎǘŜǊƴ ΨƳƻŘŜǊƴΩ ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎΣ 
it is possible to see the patterns of these early (and perhaps not so early) attempts ς done primarily through 
Western colonial administrators ς to conscript local forms of knowledge (in this case, regarding the Sharia) 
within a system of classification largely determined by colonial ǎŜƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ΨǎƘŀǊƛŀΩ then is, for all intents 
and purposes, reduced to the law (albeit, in a very limited sense). This was probably far removed from its role 
as a resource for achieving for Muslims ς at least in theory ς ǘƘŜ ΨǊƛƎƘǘƭȅ ƎǳƛŘŜŘ ƭƛŦŜΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ƙŀǎ ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛǾŜ 
spiritual, ethical and, by extension, legislative dimensions. It could perhaps be more accurately described, 
ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ .ǊƛƴƪƭŜȅ aŜǎǎƛŎƪΣ ŀǎ ŀ Ψǘƻǘŀƭ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜΩΣ ŀ ǎŜǘ ƻŦ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ōŜƭƛŜŦǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŜŘ ŀƴŘ 
shaped various aspects of the lives of individuals and communities within pre-modern Muslim societies. Refer 
ǘƻ aŜǎǎƛŎƪΣ .ΦΣ ά¢ƘŜ /ŀƭƭƛƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ {ǘŀǘŜΥ ¢ŜȄǘǳŀƭ 5ƻƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ IƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƛƴ ŀ aǳǎƭƛƳ {ƻŎƛŜǘȅέ ό.ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΥ 
University of California Press, 1993) p.1-3. While the recognition that the Sharia corresponds to much more 
ǘƘŀƴ Ƨǳǎǘ ƳŜǊŜƭȅ ΨƭŀǿΩ ƛǎ ƴƻǿ ŦŀƛǊƭȅ ǿŜƭƭ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŜŘΣ ŘŜǇƛŎǘƛƴƎ Ƙƻǿ ƛǘ ƻǇŜǊŀǘŜǎ ƛƴ ŀ ƎƛǾŜƴ ƭƻŎŀƭƛǘȅ ς how the 
Sharia is interpreted and understood, and how it has shaped both the norms and values as well as the 
institutions of a given society in specific circumstances ς pose considerable difficulties for the scholar.  
12 In the Anglo-Siamese Treaty of 1909, a large swath of territory north of Kuala Tabal (which had previously 
been under the jurisdiction of the Kelantan Sultanate) were configured as part of the area in northern Kelantan 
which fell under Thai sovereignty. This caused considerable tension amongst the Kelantanese, especially when 
five years earlier, an agreement had been reached between the Siamese and Kelantan that saw the area to the 
south and south west of Sungai Golok serving as a boundary between their respective areas of sovereignty. The 
decision by the British was much regretted by the then Sultan, who wrote to the British Governor in Singapore 
remonstrating that the British authorities had no right to transfer Kelantanese territory to the Thais without 
seeking proper permission from the ruler of that territory, namely the sovereign of Kelantan. Refer to Abd. 
wŀƘƳŀƴΣ aΦYΦΣ άPenasihat Inggeris di Kelantan: 1909-мфнлέ ƛƴ ά²ŀǊƛǎŀƴ YŜƭŀƴǘŀƴέ ǾƻƭΦммΣ tŜǊōŀŘŀƴŀƴ aǳȊƛǳƳ 
Negeri Kelantan, Kota Bharu, 1992, p.58-59    
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British advisor, H.W. Thomson.13 Under the pretext of streamlining and improving the 

efficiency of the courts, a number of the most senior court officers were either removed from 

their positions and replaced; or were forcibly asked to resign.14 Despite the apparent stipulated 

barriers to colonial interference in all things religious, the reconfiguration of the legal and 

administrative system, which had introduced new limits to the role of religious officers and the 

powers of the traditional courts, carried serious implications on the place of religion in public 

life.15  

 

The Establishment of the Majlis Agama Islam dan Adat Istiôadat Melayu Kelantan 

The Majlis was proposed by Haji Nik Mahmud and Muhammad bin Mohd. Said.16 

According to Roff, the approach towards the establishment of the Majlis, and its subsequent 

powers of authority in the administration and management of Islam in Kelantan was ñwithout 

apparent models either in the remaining Malay states or in the Islamic world in generalò.17  

The idea for the formation of the Majlis was announced during the meeting of the 

Kelantan State Council on the 7th of December 1915.18 Twelve individuals were named as 

                                                 
13 H.W. Thompson was assistant to W.A. Graham. He previously served as district officer of Kuantan, Pahang 
and was appointed to his then position in Kelantan under the recommendation of Hugh Clifford. See Talib, S. 
(1995), p.61. 
14 ½ŀƪŀǊƛŀΣ ½ΦΣ άKelantan Sebelum Persekutuan Tanah MelayuέΣ Ψ²ŀǊƛǎŀƴ YŜƭŀƴǘŀƴΩ ǾƻƭΦмсΣ tŜǊōŀŘŀƴŀƴ aǳȊƛǳƳ 
Negeri Kelantan, Kota Bharu, 1997, p.39. 
15 .ƻǘƘ 5ǳǘŎƘ ŀƴŘ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ ŎƻƭƻƴƛŀƭǎΣ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǎŀǿ ŀǎ ΨLǎƭŀƳƛŎŀƭƭȅ-ƛƴǎǇƛǊŜŘΩ όǘƘŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ 
ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘ Ψ²ŀƘŀōƛǎƳΩ ŀƴŘ ƭŀǘŜǊ Ψtŀƴ-LǎƭŀƳƛǎƳΩύ ƛŘŜŀǎ ŜƳŀƴŀǘƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ IŜjaz was often credited with 
inspiring widespread unrest in India, and the Malay Peninsula and archipelago, and had proved problematic for 
colonial designs. These concerns, amongst others, played an important role in informing and shaping colonial 
approacheǎ ƛƴ ŘŜŀƭƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ΨǊŜƭƛƎƛƻƴΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǎƻŎƛŜǘies. Refer to Roff (1982) p.143 and Kim (1991) p.161-162. 
16 IŀƧƛ bƛƪ aŀƘƳǳŘ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ 5ŀǘƻΩ tŜǊŘŀƴŀ aŜƴǘŜǊƛ tŀŘǳƪŀ wŀƧŀ όŎƘƛŜŦ ƳƛƴƛǎǘŜǊύ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŘŜǇǳǘȅ 
chairman of MAIK in 1915. He served as deputy ŎƘŀƛǊƳŀƴ ǳǇ ǳƴǘƛƭ мфмфΦ  IŀƧƛ aǳƘŀƳƳŀŘ ƭŀǘŜǊ ōŜŎŀƳŜ 5ŀǘƻΩ 
Laksmana, and served as the founding secretary of MAIK (1915-1919) and later replaced Haji Nik Mahmud as 
deputy chairman (1919-1933). He also served as the editor of Pengasuh (1919-1933). 
17 Roff (1974), p.103. 
18 From the minutes of the State Council, 7th December 1915 (Kel.M.239/1916). 
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founding members of the Majlis.19 Several days later, when the establishment of the Majlis was 

officially announced, the purpose and function of the newly established Council was detailed 

out during the royal address by the then Sultan. The main thrust behind the setting up of the 

Majlis was to ensure the ñwelfare of the stateò.20 The text goes on to state, that ñwith the term 

óreligionô (agama), are all things related to our faith, Islam, that may overcome the problems of 

our people (ñbring goodnessò), and to improve the welfare of our stateò. The text goes on to 

state that there is need to preserve ñistiôadat Melayuò (Malay custom), especially in relation to 

óadatô (customary practice) and óadabô (normative values) so they may continue to either 

óprosper in conjunction with the timesô or ófollow the custom of the timesô.21 

Interestingly, while Haji Muhammad was officially appointed as the Secretary to the 

Council, no mention was made about who was to serve as its chairman.22 The monarch merely 

stated that the members of the Council should collectively decide amongst themselves on the 

appointment of the preferred individual. However, once decided, the process of appointment 

was to be made through the auspices of the State Council.23 Up until October the following 

year, despite its status as an official organ for the management of Islam and related matters of 

                                                 
19 ¢ƘŜǎŜ ǿŜǊŜ IŀƧƛ !ǿŀƴƎ aǳƘŀƳƳŀŘ ¸ǳǎƻŦ ōƛƴ !ƘƳŀŘ ό¢ƻΩ YŜƴŀƭƛύΤ IŀƧƛ ²ŀƴ aǳƘŀƳƳŀŘ ōƛƴ ²ŀƴ !ōŘǳƭ 
Samad; Khatib Haji Mohd. Said Jamaluddin; Haji Wan Abdullah bin Wan Abdul Samad; Muhammad Ghazali 
!ǊƛŦŦƛƴ ό5ŀǘƻΩ .ŜƴǘŀǊŀ [ǳŀǊύΤ aǳƘŀƳƳŀŘ 5ŀǳŘ Ϫ /ƘŜ ²ƻƪ ōƛƴ {ŀƭƛƳΤ bƛƪ WŀΩŦŀǊ ōƛƴ bƛƪ !ōŘǳƭ YŀŘƛǊ ό5ŀǘƻΩ 
Bentara Dalam); Nik Wan Muhammad Amin Wan Musa; Tengku Abdul Rahman bin Sultan Muhammad III; 
Tambi Umar bin Tambi Kecik; Nik Mahmud bin Haji Wan Ismail (Dato Bentara Setia); and Haji Muhammad 
YƘŀǘƛō ōƛƴ IŀƧƛ aǳƘŀƳƳŀŘ {ŀƛŘ όƭŀǘŜǊΣ 5ŀǘƻΩ .ŜƴǘŀǊŀ WŀȅŀύΦ 
20 Refer to the Royal address announcing the establishment of MAIK on the 24th December 1915 
όάΧƳŜƴƛƳōŀƴƎƪŀƴ ōŀƎƛ ƪŜōŀƧƛƪŀƴ ƴŜƎŜǊƛ YŜlantan).  
21 ¢ƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ΨŀŘŀǘΩ ǎǘŜƳǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ !ǊŀōƛŎ άŀŘŀΩέ όƘŀōƛǘύΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŎƻƴŦƭŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ άŎǳǎǘƻƳέ ƛƴ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘΦ 
²ŜǎǘŜǊƴ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜǊǎ ƻŦ aǳǎƭƛƳ {ƻǳǘƘŜŀǎǘ !ǎƛŀ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǾƛŜǿ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨŀŘŀǘΩ as a description of practices which had 
pre or extra-LǎƭŀƳƛŎ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎΦ wƻŦŦ όмфурύ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ǘƘƛǎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ŀǎ άǎƻŎƛƻ-ƭƻƎƛŎ ŎƘƻǇǇƛƴƎέ ǿƘƛŎƘΣ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ǾƛŜǿΣ 
was a tendency seemingly intended to diminish the role of Islam in Southeast Asian societies. See chapter 1 
and 2 in the thesis for a more detailed exposition.    
22 Lƴ ǘƘŜ ǘŜȄǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ {ǳƭǘŀƴΩǎ ǎǇŜŜŎƘΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘΣ άmaka yang akhir ini kita tetapkan dia menjadi 
Setiausaha bagi Majlis iniέ όάCƛƴŀƭƭȅΣ ǿŜ ŀǇǇƻƛƴǘ ƘƛƳ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎǊŜǘŀǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ MajlisέύΦ  
23 The initiative to form the Majlis was, at that point in time, a novel exercise amongst the Malay states. The 
Majlis was for all intents and purposes, an independent body which oversaw most ς if not all ς matters related 
to Islam in Kelantan. See Yegar, M. (1979) p.60-98 for a summary of the process of the development of the 
state councils amongst the Malay states and its impact on the management of Islam and Islamic matters.  
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the state, the Majlis functioned without the benefit of official regulation. It was only on the 16th 

October 1916, that the state council approved MAIKôs official constitution or legal enactment.24  

In the first section of the ordinances governing the Majlis25, was to outline the 

ófundamental valuesô which will act as the guiding principles of the body throughout its 

existence.26 The laws and regulations pertaining to the Majlis were divided into a total of 28 

sections. Four of those sections relates closely to the powers divested in MAIK and detailing 

out the duties and responsibilities incumbent upon the Majlis. The rest of the sections attended 

to more general bureaucratic and administrative matters in managing MAIK. The four sections 

that described the shape and limits of the Majlisôs authority are critically important, because it 

lays the foundations of the influential roles that the Majlis will inevitably play in shaping 

Kelantanôs politics and socio-economic environment in the ensuing years.27 Though the 

Majlisôs authority is designed to attend to matters primarily óIslamicô, in practice, the extent of 

its powers (as conscripted under law) and the nature of the topography of Islamic practice and 

belief which underpin Malay society in Kelantan, consequently meant that it began to exert an 

                                                 
24 On 17th October 1916, during the meeting of the State Council the 14th legal enactment of 1916 was passed. 
This marked the first set of regulations which relates specifically to the functioning of the Majlis. It was called 
άUndang-undang bagi Anggota Majlis Ugama Islam dan Istiadat Melayu KelantanέΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǎŜǘ ƻǳǘ 
the duties, responsibilities and authority of MAIK. It also indicates the breadth and wide-ranging powers 
bequeathed to the Majlis which, in certain ways, could possibly be seen as an attempt by certain members of 
the Kelantan elites to reacquire authorities and powers which, hitherto, had been consolidated under the 
various legislation passed under British sponsorship. Uniquely, in approving the establishment of the Majlis, the 
State Council ς which operates under the auspices of the ruler ς had in effect, created an agency of the state, 
which in practice had jurisdictional powers, especially in matters relating to Islam, which rivaled the council 
itself.   
25 Cited above 
26 P.1. 
27 Section 24 describes the comprehensive authority of the Majlis ƛƴ ΨƻǊƎŀƴƛǎƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƴŀƎƛƴƎΩ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǎǉǳŜǎ 
ŀƴŘ ΨǎǳǊŀǳǎΩ (and all related affairs) throughout Kelantan. The next section (25) states that the Majlis is 
ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊ άmenjaga, menasihat, mengatur, memfatwa, menzahir, menguat, melulus, menimbang, dan 
menjalankan segala perkara perbuatan, tujuan dan perkataan yang berkenaan dengan ibadat dan lain-lainnya 
yang dibangsakan kepada syariat Muhammmad yang mendatangkan maslahat yang boleh menambahkan 
faedah kebajikan kepada negeri dan orang ramaiέ όΨƎǳŀǊŘΣ ŀŘǾƛŎŜΣ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ǇǊƻƴƻǳƴŎŜƳŜƴǘǎΣ implement, 
strengthen, approve, weigh, and to ensure all action, intention and articulation related to the faith will bring 
ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƎƻƻŘ ŀƴŘ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ ǘƘŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ǿŜƭŦŀǊŜκ ǿŜƭƭ ōŜƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩύ. In section 26, states 
clearly that the Majlis will be responsible for managing and deciding upon its own financial and budgetary 
requirements, the remit for which will be passed through the state council. This endeavor was not only unique 
among the states of the British Malaya at the time, but gave tremendous impetus (as well as the powers 
needed to enforce them) to the Majlis which in effect, gave it almost unrivalled authority in the state.       
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influence, which in some ways, extends beyond that of even the State Council, which ironically, 

makes up the highest legislative body in the state.28           

As a result of this, the Majlis in effect became a óquasi legislativeô body and ójudicial 

authorityô.29 An examination of the various legislation passed by the State Council during 1916, 

for example, clearly indicated the pattern to which greater authorities and powers were being 

transferred to the Majlis.30 In the following year, the Majlis organized the first meeting of the 

newly formed óulamaô council.31  

Roff (1974), for example, points to the composition of the Majlis as a reasonably clear 

indication that this was the process through which the Sultan could further consolidate his 

authority and weakens those less sanguine to his position.32 Though the way in which the Majlis 

                                                 
28 Mahmud (2010), p.35. 
29 Ibid. The Majlis could introduce new legislation ς which upon approval of the State Council, which then was 
enacted as law. Because it received the full patronage and support of the ruler, and by the nature of its 
establishment under state law, MAIK enjoyed considerable independence in its operations. It became ς at least 
from an institutional standpoint ς extremely difficult for any other agency (even the state council itself) to 
interfere in its workings, without the express consent of the Sultan. 
30 Throughout 1916, no less than 11 notices or laws were passed by the state council which fell under the 
jurisdiction of the Majlis. These were the Zakat Collection notices (Notis no.3 Tahun 1916); Prostitution Control 
Notice (Notis no.5, 1916); Amendments to the Zakat Collection Notices (Notis no.8, 1916); et al (Mahmud, A.R., 
2010, p.35-36). The scope of these legislation, (for example, involving prostitution) meant that the range of 
MAIKs influence had begun, very quickly, to overlap with those often regarded as under the purview of 
traditional law enforcement. For reasons which remain unclear, it seems that the State council was approving, 
ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƎǳƛǎŜ ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎΣ ƻŦ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ ƳŀǘǘŜǊǎΣ ŀƴ ŜȄǇƭƛŎƛǘƭȅ ΨǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎΩ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŜƴŎǊƻŀŎƘ ǳǇƻƴ ŀǊŜŀǎ 
which would normally fall under ς at least in the colonial context of the Straits Settlements and the other 
Malay states ς the jurisdiction of a secular authority. Even the office of the state Mufti which was previously 
authoritative over matters related to family law (marriage, divorcŜΣ ΨǊǳƧǳƪΩ) and religious observances (fasting in 
public during Ramadhan, attending Friday prayers, heresy), had these authorities transferred to the Majlis on 
24th August 1916 (though in 1920, these authorities were transferred back to the office of the Mufti). 
31 24th January 1918.  The purpose of this meeting was to initiate a process of organizing and consolidating 
ΨŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘŀǘƛǾŜ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨŦŀǘǿŀǎΩ. It was also designed to provide an official 
platform for any public enquirƛŜǎ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ΨLǎƭŀƳƛŎ ƳŀǘǘŜǊǎΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭ ΨtŜƴƎŀǎƻƘΩ which was produced by 
the Majlis from July of that year was meant in part, to serve as a medium where responses to these enquiries 
would be published and made available to the public. From then on, by design or otherwise, the Majlis became 
ς at least in practice ς the de facto body through decisions regarding the legitimacy or otherwise of Muslim 
practice and belief were made.    
32 P.204-205. Roff suggests that the make-up of the Majlis was designed to exclude members of the Royal 
family with whom he may have had political differences with, especially in relation to the Pasir Puteh incident; 
as well as the Mufti himself, Haji Wan Musa, with whom the Sultan apparently had an uneasy relationship. He 
also remarked that the majority of the ulama on the council appears to have been of a more ΨconservativeΩ 
ōŜƴǘΣ ŀƴŘ ƭŜǎǎ ǎȅƳǇŀǘƘŜǘƛŎ ǘƻ άKaum Mudaέ ǎŜƴǘƛƳŜƴǘǎΦ However, as mentioned in previous chapters, this may 
not have been the case. The key figures associatŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ a!LY ό¢ƻΩ YŜƴŀƭƛΣ IƧΦ bƛƪ aŀƘƳǳŘ 
et al) were connected to networks and circles of learning which also in turn included Kaum Muda ulama such as 
Shaykh Tahir Jallalluddin. 
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was established and the individuals who were instrumental in its formation shared ï to a lesser 

or greater degree ï ideological and political sympathies, it remains unclear whether this was the 

primary motivation in the ensuing developments. Though it appears that the personal and 

political concerns of the Sultan was an important factor in determining how the Majlis was 

established; the role of the Muslim ideologues, and their deep influence amongst the 

Kelantanese elites and society would have meant that their contribution in the formation of the 

Majlis would likely have been significant.33 

It seemed during the early part of 1916, Nik Mahmud, as deputy chairman of the Majlis, 

wrote a document which underlined perhaps the earliest objectives of MAIK.34 These included 

the aim to establish mosques and Arab-Malay schools; translate Arabic texts into Malay; to 

increase the physical holdings of the Majlis and as well as to establish new enterprises which 

would enable the Majlis to acquire some form of financial independence.35 This was part of the 

early exercises that the Majlis had undergone to negotiate and define its spheres of influence. 

During its first decade of establishment, the Majlis began to mark out its role of 

influence in Kelantanese politics and society in more specific terms. Aside from the collection 

of ózakatô and ófitrahô36, the areas which became its primary loci of responsibility included the 

                                                 
33 Nik Mahmud, for example, was a particularly influential advisor to the Sultan; and his teacher, Shaykh Ahmad 
al-Patani was revered within Kelantanese society, and had been, during his time, a mentor and spiritual teacher 
to the then Sultan. The traditional place of the ulama within Patani and Kelantan, had always been ς historically 
ς closely linked to the ruling elites. Some of the surviving letters of Shaykh Ahmad to the Sultan suggests that 
the Shaykh was deeply convinced that political and institutional reform in the state (especially in the 
ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ΨLǎƭŀƳΩ ς such as the setting up of an agency for the express purpose of managing religious 
affairs) was a critical component for its development. See the previous chapter.     
34 According to current officials of the Majlis, this document had been framed in the old MAIK office in Jalan 
Sultan, Kota Bharu. However, when the new premises for the Majlis was opened in 1990 (in Lundang), it had, 
by most accounts, disappeared. As a document whose contents were made publically available, it essentially 
laid down the principles which underpinned the Majlis itself.  
35 Lǘ ŀƭǎƻ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ άtujuan Majlis Ugama Islam menghimpunkan wang daripada padi zakat dan wang daripada 
harga fitrah dan BaitulmalέΦ !ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ Iŀǎǎŀƴ όмффсύΣ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜΣ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƻŦŦƛŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Mufti, had 
ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎƭȅ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨŦƛǘǊŀƘΩ contributions. However, this had proven ineffective. 
In the annual statement of the Majlis in 1917, the failure to translate the use of whatever monies that were 
collected into the upkeep of mosques and assisting the poor contributed to de-enfranchising the office of the 
Mufti from retaining these responsibilities. See p.9-10.  
36 This was a cornerstone of the Majlis efforts to consolidate their financial and economic position. Based on, 
for examplŜΣ Ψbƻǘƛǎ ½ŀƪŀǘΩ (Zakat Notices), Undang-undang No.3, 1916, which was passed by the state council 
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administration of the mosques in the state37, translating Arabic texts38, the establishment of 

ónewô schools in Malay and Arabic39, setting up their own printing press, founding the Majlis 

Ulama in 1918, publishing the journal óPengasohô (1918), and organizing English classes. 

The printing press was primarily driven from the requirements derived from their early 

activities in MAIK. The administrative activities of MAIK, which by the end of their first year 

                                                 
on the 25th January of the same year, states clearly that the Majlis was to undertake the responsibilities for the 
collection of Zakat from 21 May onwards. According to the notice, MAIK was to collect 3/5ths of all the Zakat 
contributions in Kelantan with the exception of Ulu Kelantan (it appears primarily due to bureaucratic and 
administrative problems in this far-flung part of the state). The rest of the collection was to be distributed 
amongst the various Imams representing individual mosques or other places of religious importance. On the 
17th !ǇǊƛƭ ǘƘŜ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ȅŜŀǊΣ ǘƘŜ Ψbƻǘƛǎ CƛǘǊŀƘΩ was passed (Notis Fitrah: Undang-Undang No.11, 1917) which 
extended the authority of the Majlis to include the collection of Fitrah contributions. The pecuniary advantages 
accrued from this position allowed the Majlis to eventually purchase its own buildings in Jalan Sultan, Kota 
Bharu in 1917. Even thŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ άBaitulmalέ όǎǘŀǘŜ ǘǊŜŀǎǳǊȅύ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŀŘ ǇǊƛƳŀǊƛƭȅ ōŜŜƴ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƧǳǊƛǎŘƛŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 
the aǳŦǘƛΩǎ office was, in 1916, transferred to the Majlis.   
37 Before the founding of the Majlis, the administration of mosques, the appointment of imams and the 
estabƭƛǎƘƳŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ΨƳǳƪƛƳǎΩ for Friday prayers had traditionally lain in the hands of the ruler, with 
administrative assistance from the office of the Mufti ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭ Ψ¢ƻƪ YǿŜƴƎΩ όŘƛǎǘǊƛŎǘ ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƻǊǎ 
ŀǇǇƻƛƴǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ {ƛŀƳŜǎŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘƛŜǎύΦ {ŜŜ ΨUndang2 Peraturan bagi Surau-Surau Negeri Kelantan, 3rd August 
мфлуΩΣ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴ уΣ ǇΦоΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƻƴ нн !ǳƎǳǎǘ мфмсΣ ŀ ƴƻǘƛŎŜ ǿŀǎ ǇŀǎǎŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ ŎƻǳƴŎƛƭ όUndang2 dan 
Peraturan bagi Masjid dan Surau ς Undang2 no.10, 1916) which superseded the previous legislation and 
formally recognized the Majlis as the sole de facto body overseeing all matters related to the mosques and 
suraus in the state. Both Roff (1974) and Mahmud (2010) suggests that the non-appointment of the Mufti, Haji 
Wan Musa, to the Majlis and the rapid transfer of authorities which previously had belonged to the Office of 
the Mufti to the Majlis points to the ongoing antipathies between the then Sultan (and his supporters amongst 
the ulamas and pembesars) and the Mufti himself, which quickly led to Wŀƴ aǳǎŀΩǎ ǊŜǎƛƎƴŀǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ Ƙƛǎ Ǉƻǎǘ 
(end of June 1916). The direct control of the mosques also meant control over activities taking place within its 
bounds ς ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ƻŦ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ǘƘŜ CǊƛŘŀȅ ǇǊŀȅŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ άkhutbahsέ, an ineluctably 
important part of the religious and social life of Muslims.    
38 On 5 November 1916, the office of translation (Terjemahan Kitab) was formed under the Majlis for the 
purpose of extending the materials that could be made available for those studying at institutions (pondoks or 
funduqs) officially sanctioned by MAIK and the various schools that the Majlis had planned to establish. Despite 
the fact that the existing syllabuses in these institutions were well established (Kelantan had been for some 
ǘƛƳŜΣ ōȅ ǘƘŜƴΣ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ǊŜƴƻǿƴŜŘ ŎŜƴǘǊŜ ƻŦ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴύ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨYƛǘŀō YǳƴƛƴƎΩǎ 
(the term which refers to the major texts used in the variƻǳǎ ΨǇƻƴŘƻƪǎΩ or religious schools on account of the 
yellowish tint of its ǇŀƎŜǎύ ǿƛŘŜǎǇǊŜŀŘΣ ŀ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ a!LYΩǎ ƭǳƳƛƴŀǊies, especially Nik Mahmud, Haji 
aǳƘŀƳƳŀŘ ŀƴŘ ¢ƻΩ YŜƴŀƭƛΣ ǿŜǊŜ ƪŜŜƴ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƻǎŜ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǘƻ ŀ ōǊƻŀŘŜǊ ǊŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭΣ 
ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ΨǎŎƛŜƴŎŜΩΣ ΨǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ΨƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΩΦ ¢ƻ ǎǘǊŜǎǎ ǳǇƻƴ ǘƘŜ 
seriousness of their endeavor, the two translators initially appointed, Haji Umar Nurruddin bin Ismail Sungai 
Keladi and Haji Wan Muhammad bin Daud al-Patani became, according to the annual report of 1917, the 
highest paid officers in the Majlis.     
39The first step taken towards these ends, on 5 August 1917, the Majlis extended the Madrasah 
Muhammadiyah al-YŀƭŀƴǘŀƴƛȅȅŀƘ ǘƻ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ŀ ΨMalay langǳŀƎŜΩ ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛƻƴ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳΦ a!LYΩǎ ŀƴƴǳŀƭ report at 
the end of that year reports that ōȅ ȅŜŀǊΩǎ ŜƴŘ ŀ ǘƻǘŀƭ ƻŦ омл ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ƘŀŘ ǊŜƎƛǎǘŜǊŜŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ όƴŜǿύ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΦ 
According to Mahmud (2010), the immediacy of these developments (the purchase of a new building and the 
establishment of the extension to the Muhammadiyah educational program) suggests that they must have 
been planned well before hand. This seems possible, especially when viewed in the context of the ideas that 
had been circulating amongst the circle of LǎƭŀƳƛŎ ǘƘŜƻŎǊŀǘǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ bƛƪ aŀƘƳǳŘ ŀƴŘ ¢ƻΩ YŜƴŀƭƛ ς who were 
committed (despite some reservation) towards the idea of modernizing the education system in Kelantan.    
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of operations had increased rapidly, and their intended role (at that point) as a publisher, 

naturally progressed to the acquisition of a printing press. Prior to the efforts made by the Majlis 

to establish itself as a publisher of note, there was only a single press in operation in Kelantan.40 

As the printing activities of the Majlis intensified, another machine was acquired in 1919.41 

On 24 January 1918, the Majlis established the first óMajlis Ulamaô (Ulama Council). 

It was chaired by the state Mufti, and the council was comprised of the leading ulamas in 

Kelantan.42 According to the Annual Report 1918, the purpose of the Council was to, ñanswer 

all queries and problems related to the Shariaò; to conceive and determine the appropriate 

legislation to be implemented in Kelantan; and to explain and clarify to these and related matters 

to the general public.43  Responses to the enquiries given to the Council either took the form of 

personal written replies on matters of a private capacity, or were later published in 

óPengasohô.44 It appears that the Ulama Council was an attempt to extend the Majlisôs authority 

                                                 
40 ΨYŜƭŀƴǘŀƴ tǊƛƴǘƛƴƎ tǊŜǎǎΩ ŀǎ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƪƴƻǿƴΣ ōŜƭƻƴƎŜŘ ǘƻ 5ŀǘƻΩ Yŀȅŀ .ŀƪǘƛ IŀƧƛ aǳƘŀƳƳŀŘ bin Salleh and a 
certain Wan Ali, was the earliest known printing press in Kota Bharu. It was later sold to Engku Dir. It was 
mostly used to print official letters and government documents. Most of the books and reading material 
available in Kelantan at the time was imported from other parts of the Malay Peninsula (mostly Singapore and 
Penang) as well as items that were brought in from the Haramayn, Egypt and India. Refer to al-Ahmadi, A.R., 
άbƻǘŜǎ ¢ƻǿŀǊŘǎ ŀ IƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ aŀƭŀȅ tŜǊƛƻŘƛŎŀƭǎ ƛƴ YŜƭŀƴǘŀƴέ ƛƴ wƻŦf ed. (1974).   
41 The first press was acquired from a Haji Jaafar bin Haji Mahmud at the cost of $1000 in 18 November 1917 
through the efforts of Nik Mahmud. Unlike the earlier press, this new machine was used exclusively for the 
activities of the Majlis. By 1919, however, as the printing activities of MAIK became increasingly demanding, a 
decision was made to procure a second printing press. Refer to the Annual Reports of the Majlis 1917 and 
1919. The seriousness of the aŀƧƭƛǎΩǎ approach towards its publishing activities can be seen from the 
meticulous efforts to ensure that the presses were managed by a dedicated team. In 1917, it was decided that 
bƛƪ aŀƘƳǳŘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀǇǇƻƛƴǘŜŘ ŀǎ ƘŜŀŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛƴǘƛƴƎ ǇǊŜǎǎΣ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘΣ άŎƻǳƭŘ ǇǊƻǎǇŜǊΣ 
geneǊŀǘŜ ŀ ƘŜŀƭǘƘȅ ƛƴŎƻƳŜ ŀƴŘ ōŜ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜǊ ƻŦ ǊŜƴƻǿƴΦΦέΦ {ŜŜ ǘƘŜ !ƴƴǳŀƭ wŜǇƻǊǘ мфмтΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ŜŀǊƭȅ 
developments in the Majlis illustrates the leading role played by Nik Mahmud, who appears to have been 
directly involved in many of the most important initiatives undertaken by the Majlis in its early years.  
42 However, while the Mufti was noted as the chair of the Council, no written records exists regarding who the 
other members of the Council were during its early period up until 1925. However, it is widely assumed that 
some of the most influential ulamas ƛƴ YŜƭŀƴǘŀƴ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ όǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ¢ƻΩ YŜƴŀƭƛΣ IŀƧƛ ²ŀƴ 5ŀǳŘ ōƛƴ LǎƳŀƛƭ 
Patani, Haji Umar Nurruddin Sungai Keladi and others) served as members of the Council.  
43 There was a considerable number of enquiries regardƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ΨIǳƪǳƳΩ coming not just from other 
parts of the Peninsula, but also from places as far afield as Sumatra and Java. This is unsurprising; Kelantan by 
ǘƘƛǎ ǘƛƳŜ ǿŀǎ ǿƛŘŜƭȅ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ŎŜƴǘǊŜ ŦƻǊ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊǎƘƛǇΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨKƛǘŀō YǳƴƛƴƎΩ written by 
Kelantanese/Patanese alims were widely used in the madrasahs in Sumatra and the other Malay states. The 
opinions of the ulama in Kelantan were held in high regard and carried considerable authority. See van 
Brunissen (1994). 
44 Pengasoh was published fortnightly, along with the responses to the enquiries. While the exact number of 
enquiries submitted to the Council is not known ς the actual numbers of enquiries discussed were published in 
the Annual Report from 1919 onwards. Muhammad, aΦ{Φ όмффмύΣ άJemaah Ulama MajlisέΣ Pengasoh (vol.511) 
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in Kelantan through both institutional means, and by collectively consolidating the opinions of 

the most influential and respectable ulamas in Kelantanese society under the umbrella of 

MAIK. In previous years, the reach of religious opinion tended to be ad hoc in nature, and 

frequently depended on the position of the office of the Mufti on the legitimacy of the 

judgments. The formation of the Ulama Council seemed to have deliberately introduced a more 

ócollectiveô approach in the consolidation of authoritative opinion ï and in doing so strengthen 

the position of the Majlis as a judicial authority. 

At the same time, another major initiative launched by the Majlis was when it decided 

to organize English classes45. This was part of a series of major initiatives developed by the 

Majlis as part of their attempts at reforming and modernizing education in Kelantan.46  

However, whilst it is difficult to deny the extent and reach of the Majlisôs legislative 

authority within Kelantanese society, the process of its development ï at times ï faced 

considerable resistance. The establishment of the Majlis clearly marked the weakening of the 

office of the Mufti, which had previously been the most influential óIslamicô authority in the 

state. As noted previously, Roff (1974) held that a major part of this involved the growing 

antipathy between the Mufti, Wan Musa bin Wan Samad, and the ruler himself. During early 

period of MAIKsô activities, a number of controversies arose in relation to the way in which 

the collection and disbursement of ózakatô and the way ówaqfô assets were managed.47 It seems 

                                                 
April 1991. However, by 1931, a separate section ς under Haji Umar Nurrudin Sungai Keladi ς was designated 
ǘƻ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǘƻ ΨŦƻǊŜƛƎƴΩ ŜƴǉǳƛǊƛŜǎ όǘƘƻǎŜ ŦǊƻƳ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ YŜƭŀƴǘŀƴύΦ  
45 Beginning in October 1918, the first lessons were organized by Megat Uthman bin Megat Ali and Muhammad 
Ariffin bin Dato Seri Maharaja Lela Abu Bakar. The lessons were held between 8am to 11am to enable the 
students to attend the more conventional lessons in Arabic and the Islamic sciences in the afternoon. 
According to the Annual Report of the Majlis 1918, 82 students had registered for these classes by the end of 
the calendar year.   
46 Another subsidiary development to this, was when the Majlis decided to provide financial aid to qualified 
students to attend other respectable educational institutions outside of Kelantan such as the Malay College in 
Kuala Kangsar. Refer to the Notice of the Majlis, no.16, 1916.   
47 In 1919, a petition signed by no less than 526 people, was handed over to the British Advisor by Haji Wan 
Abdullah bin Wan Samad which resolutely disagreed with the appointment of MAIK as the sole collector of 
zakat fitrah in the state on religious grounds. It also questioned the way in which the monies collected were 
spent. What perhaps gave greater credibility to these accusations was the fact that Haji Wan Abdullah himself 
had previously been a member of the Majlis. He was also the brother of the then Mufti, Wan Muhammad. 
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that this partly revolved around competing interpretations of how ózakatô ought to be managed 

and disbursed, and how ówaqfô (religious endowment) is to be understood and how this 

understanding ought to inform practice. A ówaqfô for example, is often denoted clearly for a 

óreligious or devotionalô purpose (for example, the establishment and/or the maintenance of a 

mosque); however, more often than not, say in the case of agricultural land, this relationship is 

more ambiguous. 

Conclusion  

It is this óambiguityô which perhaps describes most closely the process of reform and 

modernization which characterized the management of Islam in Kelantan during the late pre-

colonial and early colonial period. Scholarly contributions which examined this period in 

Kelantanôs history have tended to emphasise court and religious politics as critical actors behind 

the establishment of the Majlis. Though no doubt ópoliticsô forms an important part of the 

narrative in the emergence of MAIK, religious ideas and concerns are in themselves equally 

important factors in this unfolding dynamic.  

The works of scholars such as Roff (1974) and Kessler (1978), for example, have 

described in detail the complex and difficult process of political and administrative 

transformation affecting Kelantanese society in the transition into a colonised state. Both 

recognize the important roles played by incessant native factionalism and the ensuing 

immersion into the colonial experience. Legal and administrative reforms, the major 

cornerstones of the colonial institutional framework, are embedded into a narrative of 

óresistanceô resulting from the process of subordination through colonial imposition.  

However, in the words of Talal Asad, the ñdefensive characterò of legal and 

administrative reforms is not new. The features of this óamalgamationô between the reforms 

instituted by the British through their political ascendancy, and how this was then received and 
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interpreted by local/native interlocutors was not merely a process by which native agency was 

necessarily limited to dealing with new politico-legal structures instituted by colonials. They 

themselves had access to thinking about reform articulated in terms of the traditional sources 

available at their disposal.48 What appears to be the case here is that both native agents, such as 

members of the Kelantanese Muslim intelligentsia, and the agents of colonial reform (British 

administrators and their local counterparts) ñimagine and inhabit multiple temporalitiesò.49  

            

   

        

                                                 
48 As a disclaimer, the ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴΩ ƛǎ ƛƴ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳŀǘƛŎΤ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀƴ ΨLǎƭŀƳƛŎ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴΩ ŦƻǊ 
example, suggests the passing of a body of unchanging knowledge and practice, which as scholars such as 
Muhammad Qasim Zaman has illustrated, is quite removed from the actual body of knowledge derived from 
historical convention within the ulama circles. See Zaman, M.Q., (2002).                                                                       
Asad (2003) for example, points to the 18th century Arab reformer, Ibn Abdul Wahab whose ideas of reform 
ǿŜǊŜ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ΨƛǊǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎƳΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǎǳǇŜǊǎǘƛǘƛƻƴΩΦ Lōƴ !ōŘ ²ŀƘŀō ǿŀǎ Ŝǉǳŀƭƭȅ ȊŜŀƭƻǳǎ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ΨƛƧǘƛƘŀŘΩ 
όŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǊŜŀǎƻƴύ ǘƻ ΨǇǳǊƛŦȅΩ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŘƛŘ ǎƻ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ōŀŎƪŘǊƻǇ ƻŦ Ŏƻƭƻƴƛŀƭ ƻǊ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ modernity. 
Both he, and his Hanbalite precursor, Ibn Taymiyya, were considered by reformists in Egypt and other parts of 
ǘƘŜ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ ǿƻǊƭŘ ŀǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ΨǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴΩ ŜǾŜƴ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƛǎŀƎǊŜŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƳΦ {ŜŜ ǇΦннм-222.   
49 Ibid, p.222. 
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Chapter 5: Pengasoh and the Emergence of a Public Discourse in Kelantan 

 

Pengasoh: Beginnings 

As described in the previous chapter, the formation of the Ulama Council under MAIK 

in 1917 was undoubtedly an important step in the shaping of Islamic discourse in Kelantan. 

Aside from dealing with matters of a decidedly legislative nature, an equally important part of 

the Majlisôs responsibilities included overseeing various aspects of public education. The 

establishment of schools and the introduction of new, more ómodernô elements in the 

educational process was undoubtedly a significant part of this: however, aside from publishing 

textbooks, translated material (mostly from, though not limited to, Arabic), this included the 

production of a journal ï Pengasoh.1 

The periodical consequently became an important centre of literary activities in 

Kelantan, and its printing press played a critical role in the production of Malay texts in the 

state.2 In the next chapter, there will be an extended discussion on the role of Pengasoh as a 

major resource for observing the processes of intellectual/religious change, not only in 

Kelantan, but throughout the rest of Malaya. The articles and letters of the members of the 

editorial board, writers and contributors whose writings appear in óPengasohô will be examined, 

as well brief accounts (whenever possible) of their backgrounds and intellectual influences.      

                                                 
1 Roff (1967) for exŀƳǇƭŜΣ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ άPengasohέ ŀǎ ŀƴ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭ ƻǊƎŀƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Majlis Agama Islam dan Istiadat 
Melayu Kelantan όa!LYύ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ŘŜŎƛŘŜŘƭȅ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƻ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άǊŜŦƻǊƳƛǎǘǎέ ƻǊ άKaum Mudaέ όƴŜǿ 
generation). This view however is decidedly difficult to sustain. The cultural and intellectual environment from 
which Pengasoh emerged was dominated by ulama largely influenced by the reformist/modernist position. 
Though the position of the periodical may have been less openly antagonistic then, for example, the position of 
periodicals such as al-Imam, towards the so-ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άKaum Tuaέ όƻƭŘ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴύΣ ǘƘŜȅ ƴŜǾŜǊǘƘŜƭŜǎǎ ŘǊŜǿ 
considerable inspiration from the teachings of Muhammad Abduh and Jamaluddin al-Afghani, and followed 
many of their teachings regarding education, politics and social reform. See p.70. Al-Ahmadi (Roff ed. 1974) 
ƴƻǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ΨtŜƴƎŀǎƻƘΩ is the Malay periodical with the longest virtually continuous history in Malaysia.  
2 Hooker (2000) p.14-15. 
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The efforts by MAIK were meant to serve several ends ï as the Majlis became 

increasingly involved in establishing schools, adult education classes and so on, the lack of 

available materials for use in the classroom and the rapidly growing numbers of students meant 

that there was an accelerated demand for these ancillaries within the new institutions. 

Correspondent to this, many of the leading members of MAIK, as part of the reformist 

movement, intensified efforts to make more reading material available for the wider public.3  

These considerations appeared to have been a major stimulus for the decision made by the 

Majlis to acquire ï and quickly expand ï its printing facilities.4  

On 11 July 1918, the Majlis published the inaugural issue of óPengasohô.5 It appears 

that a collective decision was made to appoint Toô Kenali (whose name was Haji Muhammad 

Yusof bin Ahmad and also known as Tuan Haji Awang Kenali) as its honorary founding editor6. 

Similar to other publications of the period, it was written in Malay and printed in Jawi 

typescript. In the following decade and a half, Pengasoh was published fortnightly, and was 

later (from 8th February 1932 onwards) made into a weekly journal. However, in 1936 ï the 

penultimate year before Pengasoh temporarily halted publication ï the format of the journal 

was increased in size to correspond to the weekly tabloids of the period. The earlier (well 

                                                 
3 Literacy rates in Kelantan and the other north eastern states (Terengganu, Pahang)) were considered to be 
ŜȄǘǊŜƳŜƭȅ ƭƻǿ ƛƴ ŎƻƳǇŀǊƛǎƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ aŀƭŀȅ ǎǘŀǘŜǎΦ !ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ Ψ.ǊƛǘƛǎƘ aŀƭŀȅŀΥ ŀ wŜǇƻǊǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ мфом 
/ŜƴǎǳǎΩ ŎƻƳǇƛƭŜŘ ōȅ /Φ!Φ ±ƛŜƭŀƴŘΣ [ƻƴŘƻƴ мфонΣ ŀǇǇǊƻȄƛƳŀǘŜƭȅ у҈ ƻŦ ŀŘǳƭǘǎ ƛƴ YŜƭŀƴǘŀƴ ǿŜǊŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ 
literate, compared to almost 62% in urban Kuala Lumpur, 52% in Perak or 29% in Johore. See Roff, W.R. (1972), 
ά.ƛōƭƛƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ ƻŦ aŀƭŀȅ ŀƴŘ !ǊŀōƛŎ tŜǊƛƻŘƛŎŀƭǎ tǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ {ǘǊŀƛǘǎ {ŜǘǘƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ tŜƴƛƴǎǳƭŀ aŀƭŀȅ {ǘŀǘŜǎ 
1876-мфпмέ όhȄŦƻǊŘ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ tǊŜǎǎΥ Oxford, 1972) p.2. The efforts planned by the Majlis also involved various 
initiatives to improve the literacy rates of the public in Kelantan. This was part of their plans for revising the 
educational system through establishing schools and other centres of learning. Another somewhat peculiar 
aspect of the production of Malay newspapers and periodicals on the Peninsula was the significance of 
YŜƭŀƴǘŀƴΩǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴΣ ŘŜǎǇƛǘŜ ƘŜǊ ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŘƛǎŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜǎΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ 
First and Second World Wars, out of the 68 Peninsula Periodical s published, 12 known periodicals were 
produced in Kelantan.    
4 For a more detailed account of the process and the role of the Majlis, refer to the previous chapter on the 
Majlis Agama Islam Kelantan. 
5 ΨtŜƴƎŀǎƻƘΩ, No.1, vol.1, 1 Syawal 1336 (11 July 1918). 
6 LōƛŘ ǇΦмΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ǳƴǎǳǊǇǊƛǎƛƴƎΤ ¢ƻΩ YŜƴŀƭƛΩǎ ǊŜǇǳǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŀƭƛƳ ŀǇǇŜŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭƭȅ ǇǊŜŘƛǎǇƻǎŜ 
him to the role. Despite his close association to Nik Mahmud and the Sultan, ¢ƻΩ YŜƴŀƭƛ ǎŜŜƳŜŘ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ 
remained largely removed from the frictions thought to have affected relations between the Palace, the Majlis 
and the state Mufti, Wan Musa.  
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regarded) Islamic publications in the region (such as the Singapore based al-Imam and 

Neracha) and the more widespread and recognized publications originating from the Near East 

(such as the Egyptian al-Manar) shaped to a degree the way in which Pengasoh was conceived.7  

Haji Nik Mahmud bin Ismail (the then Datoô Bentara Setia and later to become the Chief 

Minister of Kelantan) contributed to many of the early editorials, usually in consultation with 

Toô Kenali. Not long after, Haji Muhammad bin Toô Khatib haji Muhammad Said (who later 

came to be known as Datoô Bentara Jaya and served as Kelantanôs State Secretary during the 

1920s) became editor. Aside from the three main individuals responsible for the management 

of óPengasohô and provided the editorial direction of the periodical, those who contributed 

articles during its early phase included Haji Hassan bin Idris; Toô Khatib Muhammad Said bin 

Jamaluddin8; Muhammad Daud bin Salim9 and Muhammad Ghazali bin Mohd Arifin.10 As 

expected, the early issues of óPengasohô contained articles on óreligionô and óreligiously 

associated mattersô; however, there were large segments of the journal devoted to general 

knowledge and public affairs, international news, cultural and linguistic concerns, and other 

news worthy items. The editorial segment, and the letters sections, as well as the frequent 

                                                 
7 Al-Imam (1906-1908) was the first Malay journal concerned principally with Islamic matters published in the 
ǊŜƎƛƻƴΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǎǘ aŀƭŀȅ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭ ǿŀǎ ΨWŀǿƛ tŜǊŀƴŀƪŀƴΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ǿŜŜƪƭȅ ƛƴ 
Singapore between 1876 and 1895. The first Malay language journal published within the Malay states was 
Ψ{ŜǊƛ tŜǊŀƪΩ which began publication in 1893 (Taiping). The Egyptian reform journal Ψŀƭ-aŀƴŀǊΩ (the Lighthouse), 
published 1898-1935, and is often considered as the prototype for many of the later Islamic journals that 
emerged in and around Southeast Asia.      
8 Muhammad Said was an ulama ƻŦ ǎƻƳŜ ǊŜƴƻǿƴΣ ŀƴŘ ƘŀŘ ǎŜǊǾŜŘ ŀǎ ǎŜƴƛƻǊ ΨYƘŀǘƛōΩ in the Kota Bharu Mosque. 
He was also father to Haji Muhammad (see above). The family had a historically close association to both the 
political and religious elites in Kelantan. 
9 ²ŀǎ ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ Ψ/ƘŜ ²ƻƪ WƻƘƻǊΩ ŦƻǊ Ƙƛǎ ǎǘƛƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ WƻƘƻǊ ǎǘŀǘŜ ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƛǾŜ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜΦ hǊƛƎƛƴŀƭƭȅ 
from Pasir Mas, Kelantan, he went on to serve the Kelantan Land Office from its inception in 1896 to 1904. He 
was also one of the founding council members of the Majlis Agama Islam dan Istiadat Melayu Kelantan (MAIK). 
Lƴ мфмтΣ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ŀǇǇƻƛƴǘŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ άNazirέ όǎǳǇŜǊǾƛǎƻǊύ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Madrasah Muhammadi (which was extension 
and reformulŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊ ΨpondokΩ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ŦƻǳƴŘŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘŜ ŀ ŦŜǿ ŘŜŎŀŘŜǎ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊύΦ {ǳōǎŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅ ƘŜ 
ŀǿŀǊŘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǘƛǘƭŜ Ψ5ŀǘƻΩ LǎǘƛŀŘŀǘΩ. Al-Ahmadi in Roff ed. (1974), p.172. 
10 Apparently, Muhammad Ghazali was originally from Singapore and had moved to Kota Bharu at the turn of 
the century to serve as secretary to Sultan Muhammad IV, and as tutor to his son. He was later appointed as 
the head of the government school in Kota Bharu, and was for all intents and purposes, responsible for 
education throughout the state. Ibid, p.172. 
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publication of essays contributed by readers, made it possible to observe on-going discussions 

on politics, culture and religion.              

The term óPengasohô as the title of the journal seemed to have been the subject of much 

deliberation. Similar to other reform journals of the period, the title goes some way in defining 

the approach (philosophy) of the periodical. óPengasohô means óguideô or ócaretakerô and is 

often used in relation to childcare, specifically related to responsibilities entailed in the 

upbringing of children; it can also ï in more general terms ï refer to duties more pastoral in 

nature. The term is also revealing of the attitudes involved behind the establishment of the 

journal ï parental care and the acculturation of children into society is often considered a 

fundamental part of a Muslimôs obligation to the faith.  

The use of the idea of the ófamilyô as both metaphor and subject is not alien to Muslim 

reformist thought. The introduction of colonial legal reform in Egypt for example, induced a 

series of critical reflections by Muhammad Abduh.  He was especially concerned with the 

effects of the changes in the law and how this impacted on both the meaning and role of the 

ófamilyô in society. 

In his report11 on the state of the Sharia courts in 1899, Abduh recommended a range 

of technical reforms largely concerned with issues of procedure and institutional setting as well 

as developing a method to codify and organise the Sharia ï as the Ottomans had done with their 

ómajallaô ï in order to improve the judicial process for the benefit of litigants. But it is his 

opinions on the significance of the impact of these legal reforms on the family which concerns 

this chapter directly. 

                                                 
11 !ōŘǳƘΣ aΦΣ άTaqrir islah al-mahakim al-shariyyaέ ƛƴ άAl-Amal al-kamila lil-imam Muhammad AbduhέΣ ŜŘΦ 
Muhammad Imara, vol.2, Beirut 1980. 
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He noted that increasing numbers of Egyptian Muslims of the time were beginning to 

view the Sharia court system as a preferred means of redress in issues of familial disputes.12 It 

was not reference to the Sharia itself which drew Abduhôs concerns, but the way in which the 

institution of the courts themselves were being seen as an intrusion into areas of human relations 

which would lead to undesirable consequences for the Muslim family, and by extension, the 

óummaô. The reach of the courts were so extensive, to the extent that there was no right relating 

to kin over which these courts did not possess jurisdiction. The changes in legislation and the 

effects of Egyptôs massive economic and social restructuring as a result of colonial rule posed 

tremendous pressures on the traditional extended family and kinship system which was 

intertwined with the traditional economy, especially amongst the lower classes. The strained 

socio-economic circumstance facing Egyptian society in turn threatens the security and 

wellbeing of the family.13   

The accelerated dismantling of this system meant that traditional family units which 

relied upon small scale economic activities were forced to find alternative means. One of the 

major effects of this was the decline of the security offered by networks of kinship. In turn, in 

his view, this seemed to have weakened the family unit. He cautions that these trends are deeply 

harmful to Egyptian society, as families are by definition the building blocks of the óummaô14, 

and their sustenance and welfare should be the prioritised.15  

For Abduh, the key instrument for the restoration of the family is the Sharia. Therefore, 

the courts, which are the means through which the Sharia is implemented, needs to be designed 

                                                 
12 He appears to relate this to a widespread weakening of kinship and affinal sentiments, particularly amongst 
the more affluent members of Egyptian society. See Asad (2003) p.229.  
13 Reformists in Egypt such as Abduh were deeply critical of the Islamic establishment over their seemingly lack 
ƻŦ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴǎ ƻǾŜǊ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ƻŦ ΨƳǳŀƳŀƭŀǘΩ (society). This also reflects the grave concerns reformists had over 
ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǿŜƭŦŀǊŜΦ {ŜŜ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ΨKaum Muda ς Kaum TuaΩ όŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ нύΦ  
14 Abduh uses the ǘŜǊƳ ΨǳƳƳŀΩ ƘŜǊŜ ŀǎ ŎƻǊǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜ ǘƻ ΨƴŀǘƛƻƴΩΦ 
15 Asad (2003), p.229.  
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to ensure those purposes are met.16 óSocietyô (umma) in this sense signifies not a collection of 

autonomous individuals governing themselves through their individual reasoning and 

conscience or collectively (for example, through elections), but theologically as religiously 

prescribed forms of behaviour.17     

It is important to see Abduhôs reaction not just as an exhortation for Muslims to return 

to a type of ófamilialô ideal as prescribed by (his take on) Islamic sources. He was also reacting 

to actual changes taking place in Egyptian society and its effects on the underlying social order. 

The transformation necessitated by ñre-articulation of kinship units and networksò under the 

new order, caused considerable social and economic upheavals in Egyptian society.18 These 

accelerated changes transformed the traditional family structure and ñthe network of economic 

relations and social responsibilitiesò which underpinned these ties.19 Military conscription, for 

example, removed the individual and his immediate family from the village community, and 

by extension changing the dynamics and meaning of the ófamilyô.   

Asad (2003) views these developments through reconstructions of the ólawô and legal 

institutions in relation to the family as colonial attempts to reduce religion to the private domain. 

As Moosa (2010) observes, ñthe modern nation state, beginning with the colonial state utilised 

the law in order to construct a different kind of category in the law ï namely, the family ï in 

order to constitute a new subject ï the óprivateô subjectò.20 Thus, the laws governing the family, 

implemented and supported by the colonial state became an addition to a set of legislation which 

                                                 
16 Abduh, though viewing the Sharia as integral to governance, makes the point that the state is not the source 
of its authority. He also emphasized the need for more careful separation of functions between administration 
and jurisprudence, especially greater independence of the Sharia courts from state control, (see Asad (2003) 
p.229). The stress on the independence of the Sharia courts is striking; as we saw in the previous chapter on 
the Majlis, it is precisely this de-linking between the processes of governance and the courts that was intended 
by the theocrats pushing for the aŀƧƭƛǎ !ƎŀƳŀ LǎƭŀƳΩǎ (MAIK) autonomy from state control in Kelantan. 
17 Ibid, p.230. 
18 Forced labour and military conscription, decline in petty trading and small holdings, land-holding and 
taxation reform, were some of the major factors which precipitated this situation especially within rural 
communities. Abduh was keenly aware that the pressures these social and economic changes created had 
deleterious effects on Egyptian society, particularly on the extended family.  
19 Ibid, p.232. 
20 P.170. 
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was growing increasingly remote from the question of ómoralityô. In cases where the laws had 

been codified, frequently led to injurious consequences for women and children.21 

This is the irony of modernising reforms, especially within the context of colonial 

society. Muslim reformists, eager in their attempts to find a method of overcoming the 

perceived malaise of their societies, saw European culture, with its emphasis on modern 

political, economic and administrative practices and their commitment towards science and 

technology, as the cardinal factors behind their status as a global and colonial power.  However, 

despite acknowledging (usually grudgingly) European scientific and political achievements, 

many of these indigenous reformers had serious misgivings about their ethical and social norms. 

But how these misgivings are articulated, and the way in which these writers/intellectuals 

extracted and interpreted aspects of ówesternisationô in order to distinguish them from their own 

religious and cultural vocabularies are an important aspect of Muslim modernist/reformist 

thought. As noted earlier, there were equally as many disagreements between these Muslim 

writers as to what constitutes ómodernisationô and ówesternisationô. It is possible, as we shall 

see in the next chapter, to witness how this underlying tension is expressed (between broadly 

speaking, ówesternisationô and ómodernisationô) in the contents of óPengasohô. 

As mentioned in chapter 2, it is instructive to briefly compare the founding ideas of 

Pengasoh with other Malay Muslim based reform journals of the period. There were 

similarities, no doubt, between Pengasoh and óal-Imamô (the Guide), its better known 

predecessor. Both relied a great deal on the famed Egyptian óal-Manarô for both ideological 

direction and often, content. However, adapting and the subsequent attempts at interpreting and 

refashioning reform ideas within a Malayan context was not necessarily straightforward.  These 

periodicals in various ways, illustrate the complexities, inconsistencies and peculiarities of the 

                                                 
21 Ibid. 
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process of attempting to incorporate themes drawn from a broadly Modernist Muslim 

perspective in their respective publications.22  

In the inaugural issue of Pengasoh, the then founding honorary editor, Toô Kenali 

described the purpose of the journal as an, ñeffort to serve the interests of the Muslims on the 

Malay Peninsula, especially the people of Kelantanéò. He utilises the phrase ódi ribaiô 

(literally to ñrest oneôs child while sitting cross leggedò, is commonly used to denote maternal 

or familial support) and emphasises this with the explicit use of ñkasihò and ñsayangò (love and 

affection).23 Toô Kenali also expressed his recognition of the enormity of the task as editor of 

óPengasohô and concedes that the only thing he can offer are ñangan-angan yang baikò (good 

intentions).24 In his inaugural column, he also makes clear that óPengasohô should serve as part 

of the efforts to ensure that all the Malay states on the Peninsula has at least a periodical which 

are owned by, and serves the interests of the indigenous (óanak-anak negeri sendiriô) with 

ówisdomô (ódengan bijaksanaô) for the benefit of ñwatan, bangsa dan agamaò (polity, people 

and the faith).25 What seems to be important at this juncture, was the apparent beginnings of 

                                                 
22 Lƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ ƻŦ άal-ImamέΣ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǘƛǘƭŜ Ƙŀǎ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǇŜǊƳǳǘŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ 
ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ όƛƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭύ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ƛǎ άǘƻ ƭŜŀŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ƎƻƻŘέΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǎǳǇǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŜŘ ōȅ 
ǘƘŜƛǊ Ƴƻǘǘƻ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ άMajallah Pelajaran, Pengetahuan, Perkhabaranέ ό¢ƘŜ WƻǳǊƴŀƭ ƻŦ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ YƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ 
ŀƴŘ LƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴύΦ ¢ƘŜ ΨŎƻƳƳƻƴ ƎƻƻŘΩ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ άummaέ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ aǳǎƭƛƳ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΦ {ŜŜ IŀƳȊŀƘΣ !Φ.Φ 
όмфулύΣ άAl-Imam: Its Role in Malay Society, 1906-мфлуέΣ aΦtƘƛƭΦ ¢ƘŜǎƛǎ ǎǳōƳƛǘǘŜŘ ǘƻ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ YŜƴǘΣ 
Department of History, 1980, p.23-25. 
23 Pengasoh, 11th July 1918 (p.1). 
24 Possessing the correŎǘ ΨƴƛŀǘΩ (intent) is a means of ascertaining moral responsibility in Asharite doctrine. It 
ǊŜƭŀǘŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ƻŦ ƘǳƳŀƴ ŀƎŜƴŎȅ ŀƴŘ DƻŘΩǎ ƻƳƴƛǇƻǘŜƴŎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ōƻǳƴŘŀǊȅ ǘƘŀǘ ƭƛŜǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǘǿƻΦ 
This closely follows the early theological debates regarding free will and pre-destination, especially between 
the extreme rationality of the Mutazilas and the determinists such as the aǳǊƧƛŀΩ and the Kharijites. The 
position of al-!ǎƘŀǊƛ όŘΦфофύ ǿŀǎ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘ ǘƻ ǊŜŎƻƴŎƛƭŜ ƘǳƳŀƴ ŀƎŜƴŎȅ ǿƛǘƘ DƻŘΩǎ ǇƻǿŜǊ ƛƴ ŘŜŦining reality, 
ōȅ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨƪŀǎōΩ όǘƻ ΨƭŜƴŘΩ ƻǊ ǇŀǊǘŀƪŜ ƛƴ ŘƛǾƛƴŜ ǇƻǿŜǊύ ŀƴŘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ƘŜŀǾƛƭȅ ŎǊƛǘƛŎƛȊŜŘ ōȅ ŀ 
number of Muslim thinkers as intellectually unsatisfactory. However, it has come to be a major influence 
ŀƳƻƴƎǎǘ ǘƘŜ ΨǎǳƴƴŀΩ ǿΩŀƭ ƧŀƳŀŀƘΩ. See Marmura, M. in Adamson and Taylor, R.C. eds. (2005), p.141-143 and 
Burrell, D. (2004), p.21-нфΦ ¢ƘǳǎΣ Ψangan-ŀƴƎŀƴΩ (intent or ambition) also suggests humility, recognizing that 
ƘǳƳŀƴ ΨǊŜŀǎƻƴΩ ƛǎ ŦŀƭƭƛōƭŜ ŀƴŘ ǎǳōƻǊŘƛƴŀǘŜ ǘƻ 5ƛǾƛƴŜ ǿƛƭƭΣ ǿƛǘƘƻut relinquishing the possibility of individual 
responsibility. 
25 ¢ƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘǎ Ψ.ŀƴƎǎŀΩ όΨǊŀŎŜΩ ƻǊ ΨǇŜƻǇƭŜΩύ ŀƴŘ Ψ²ŀǘŀƴΩ ό!ǊŀōƛŎ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ΨƘƻƳŜƭŀƴŘΩ ƻǊ ΨƴŀǘƛƻƴΩύ ŀǊŜ 
interesting in the context of Malay-Muslim society. Milner (1995) suggests that by end of the 19th century, the 
ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨōŀƴƎǎŀΩ ǿŀǎ ƳŜŀƴǘ ǘƻ ŘƛǎǘƛƴƎǳƛǎƘ ŀ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ΨŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ǎŜǘ ŀǇŀǊǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ 
ƳƻǊŜ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƘƛŜǊŀǊŎƘƛŎŀƭ ΨYŜǊŀƧŀŀƴΩ όΨƪƛƴƎŘƻƳΩύΦ Iƛǎ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǎ ΨƳƻŘŜǊƴΩ ƛŘŜŀǎ ōŜŎŀƳŜ 
more influential amongst the Malay intelligentsia, they began to develop new terminologies, or re-appropriate 
old ones as a means of legitimating a political program, which in their view, could contest the dominant forms 
ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǎŀǿ ŀǎ ΨǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭΩ aŀƭŀȅ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǎǘǊǳctures with its attendant hierarchy and understandings of 
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not just a growing sense of being part of a larger social and political ócollectiveô, but the need 

to cultivate, sustain and promote this new óawarenessô. 

In subsequent years, a wider pool of writers began to contribute articles and letters to 

the journal. Aside from luminaries from ulama and administrative circles in Kelantan, an 

increasing number of contributions were drawn from Muslim writers throughout the Peninsula 

and abroad. These were also supplemented by articles and opinion pieces drawn from other 

reform journals as well as syndicated pieces (mostly covering international affairs and items of 

general interests) from foreign presses.  

From the founding of the journal in 1918 and up until its (temporary) adjournment in 

1937, óPengasohô became in some ways an important cornerstone for the development of Malay 

letters in Malaya. Within the periodical, it is possible to witness the evolution of the thinking 

of many of the most important Malay religious, social and political thinkers of the period. As it 

will be possible to see later, Pengasoh published a surprisingly wide range of articles and letters 

from individuals, some of whom would not have been readily identifiable as an alim in the 

conventional sense. While, clearly influenced ï at least during these early years ï by Nik 

Mahmud, Toô Kenali and their circle, óPengasohôsô method of advocating religious, political 

and social reform was less evidently adversarial, and while at the same time being, in some 

ways, more open to an eclectic mix of opinions than the majority of the other Muslim reform 

journals.     

                                                 
authority. See p.50-53 and 89-флΦ hƴ ǘƘŜ tŜƴƛƴǎǳƭŀΣ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ άwatanέ ōŜƎŀƴ ǘƻ ōŜ ǳǎŜŘ ǿƛŘŜƭȅ ƛƴ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŘŜŎŀŘŜ 
of the 20th ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅΦ ²ƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ƛǎ ǎǘǊŀƛƎƘǘŦƻǊǿŀǊŘΣ ΨǿŀǘŀƴΩ became an increasingly 
ŎƻƳƳƻƴǇƭŀŎŜ ƴƻƳŜƴŎƭŀǘǳǊŜ ƛƴ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎǎ ƛƴ aŀƭŀȅΦ ¢ƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ŜȄŀŎǘ aŀƭŀȅ ŘŜǊƛǾŀǘƛǾŜΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ άtanah 
ayerέ όƘƻƳŜƭŀƴŘύ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǳǎŜŘΣ ΨǿŀǘŀƴΩ ŜǾƻƪŜŘ ǎŜƴǘƛƳŜƴǘǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ōǊƻŀŘƭȅ ŘǊŜǿ ǳǇƻƴ Ψtŀƴ LǎƭŀƳƛǎǘΩ 
sentiments and was intended to be provocatively political. See ibid p.105-107. The extract also invokes the 
ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨōŜǊǎŜƪǳǘǳΩ όΨŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜΩύ ŀƴŘ ΨōŜǊǎŀǘǳΩ όaŀƭŀȅ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ΨǳƴƛǘŜŘΩύ ς following on perhaps, from the Pan-
LǎƭŀƳƛŎ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ ŀ ΨǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŀƭΩ umma. However, as closer examination of the issues under discussion in the 
ΨǊŜŦƻǊƳΩ ǇŜǊƛƻŘƛŎŀƭǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ tŜƴƛƴǎǳƭŀ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘ ǘŜƴǎƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ 
loyalty to a nation or territorially bound political community, and the idea of loyalty to an umma that is 
ΨǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŀƭΩ in character.   
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Though Pengasoh shared the general view of the widespread backwardness and 

deprivation within the Muslim community, its contents ï perhaps to a degree greater than other 

periodicals of its genus in Southeast Asia ï illustrates the hermeneutical breadth at work within 

reform thought. In part, this was the result of the somewhat effusive nature of reform type 

thinking. As pointed out in chapters 2 and 3, even the most enthusiastic advocates of reform 

had to wrestle with the problems of grounding the broader revitalisation agenda within a 

specific program of action.  

While earlier periodicals published on the Malay Peninsula during the late 19th century 

were directed largely towards a local and communal based readership, the early, ideologically 

committed self-consciously óIslamicô journals emerging at the turn of the 20th century clearly 

had a broader orientation.26 Though they saw themselves as addressing a largely óMuslimô 

audience, this was seen as part of a wider, more international canvas.27 Their focus was not 

necessarily defined in terms of geography but a sense of shared beliefs and commitments, as 

well as a collective sense of heritage and memory.28 This is not to say that a more localised 

                                                 
26 No doubt technological development ς especially in the rise of modern printing, travel opportunities, 
urbanization ς and the expansion of commercial activities, especially throughout the networks of colonial port 
cities, aided in intensifying connectivity for Muslim ς as well as other ς communities around the Indian Ocean 
littoral. The growth in Haj-traffic ς which increased significantly especially after the opening of the Suez Canal ς 
cultivated a more grounded sense of identification with the notion of ŀƴ ΨǳƳƳŀΩ.  
27 The emergence of periodicals and newspapers (Kurzmann 2002) played an important role in the cultivation 
ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ Ƙŀǎ ŎƻƳŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ Ψtŀƴ-LǎƭŀƳƛǎƳΩΦ wŜƎƛƻƴŀƭ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪǎ ƘŀǾŜ ƭƻƴƎ ǇƭŀȅŜŘ ŀ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǇŀǊǘ ƛƴ 
cultivating and fostering Islamic belief and practice in maritime Southeast Asia. This is further enhanced by the 
strong genealogical links ς through trade, family, religion ς which have marked Southeast Asian Muslim 
communities. There has been a series of excellent studies drawing upon how these links were shaped and 
sustained; for an excellent description of these processes, refer to Ho Engseng (2004) and (2006) which 
examined the Hadhrami networks throughout the Indian Ocean Littoral and how this has shaped the evolution 
of their communitiŜǎ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜȅ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ǎŜǘǘƭŜŘ ƛƴΣ ƻǊ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘΦ !ȊǊŀΩǎ 
όнллпύ ŎƻƳǇǊŜƘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ƳŀǇǇƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊƭȅ aǳǎƭƛƳ ΨǊŜŦƻǊƳƛǎǘΩ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ {ƻǳǘƘŜŀǎǘ !ǎƛŀ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ 
17th century onwards and their links to the Haramayn, and in relation to this thesis, the place of the 
tŀǘŀƴƛκYŜƭŀƴǘŀƴ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊƭȅ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ƳŀǘǊƛȄΦ .ƻǘƘ wƻŦŦΩǎ όмфунύ ŀƴŘ ¢ŀƎƭƛŀŎƻȊȊƻΩǎ όнлмоύ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƻŦ 
the Southeast Asian pilgrimage routes and their impact on Muslim intellectual, cultural, familial and economic 
ties of these Muslim communities further enhances our understanding of the dynamics of this interconnected 
space. 
28 Anthony Milner (1995; p.138-мпмύΣ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ǾƛŜǿǎ Ψal-LƳŀƳΩ (the renowned Malay-Muslim reformist 
journal) as a means of criticizing ǘƘŜ ΨǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭΩ ŦƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ aŀƭŀȅ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ όǘƘŜ ΨYŜǊŀƧŀŀƴΩ centric 
ǇƻƭƛǘȅύΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ŦŀƛƭǳǊŜ ǘƻ ǎŜǊǾŜ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ aŀƭŀȅ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ǳƴŘŜǊ Ŏƻƭƻƴƛŀƭ ǊǳƭŜΦ IŜ ǎŜŜǎ Ψal-ImamΩ ŀǎ 
essentially grounded in a local discourse about the nature of political power and authority from a Muslim 
ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ΨǊŜŦƻǊƳΩ ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ al-Imam, al-Hedayah, Pengasoh and others do possess a 
strong domestic flavor and focused a considerable part of their energies on local issues, they clearly saw 
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perspective was supplanted by these developments, but more presciently, that perspectives both 

local and otherwise were fashioned within an intellectual milieu conscious of both a domestic 

and an international dimension. These new journals also ï perhaps unintendedly ï but 

undoubtedly began to challenge the privileged positions of the newly bureacratised óulamaô ï 

which under the colonial state had been transformed as purveyors of óIslamicô authority.29 

Through óPengasohô and the discursive spaces opened up by the emergence of these reform 

Muslim periodicals, we can begin to trace how this emerging dynamic takes shape. 

 

From Manuscripts to Mass Printing: The Changing Intellectual Dynamics of Islam in 

Kelantan, 1920-1940 

The relative success of óPengasohô and the establishment of new printing technology in 

Kelantan seemed to have precipitated the emergence of series of new journals and periodicals. 

The earliest of these (after óPengasohô) was the monthly journal ñal-Kitabò (óThe Bookô), which 

was first published in September 1920. It was established and owned by Haji Muhammad Said 

and Megat Othman.30 Though a significant part of the periodical was dedicated to publishing a 

                                                 
themselves as part of the broader trans-national reformist agenda. This is made plain in their references to, 
and use of, articles and opinions stemming from ς especially in the case of al-Imam, which frequently 
ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘŜŘ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ Ψal-aŀƴŀǊΩ in Cairo ς other foreign (usually Muslim) sources. But what becomes even 
more apparent is that these periodicals also reveals the tensions implicit within these discourses over 
questions about the nature of political authority, social reform and so on. Al-Imam was seen not just a 
ǇǊŜŎǳǊǎƻǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘŜǊ LǎƭŀƳƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƻǊƛŜƴǘŜŘ ǇŜǊƛƻŘƛŎŀƭǎ ƛƴ aŀƭŀȅŀΣ ōǳǘ ǿŀǎ άŀ ǊŀŘƛŎŀƭ ŘŜǇŀǊǘǳǊŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŜƭŘ ƻŦ 
Malay publications, distinguished from its predecessors in intellectual stature and intensity of purpose and in 
its attempts ǘƻ ŦƻǊƳǳƭŀǘŜ ŀ ŎƻƘŜǊŜƴǘ ǇƘƛƭƻǎƻǇƘȅ ƻŦ ŀŎǘƛƻƴΦΦέ όwƻŦŦΣ мфстΣ ǇΦрфύ ς a position broadly shared by 
Ƴƻǎǘ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǊƛǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǇŜǊƛƻŘƛŎŀƭ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŜƳŜǊƎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ΨƳƻŘŜǊƴΩ LǎƭŀƳ ƛƴ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ aŀƭŀȅŀΦ 
Very few have attempted to examine how these ideas were connected to, and were shaped by much earlier 
pre-colonial reform discourses.     
29 !ǎ ΨǊŜƭƛƎƛƻƴΩ ƛǎ ƴƻǿ ŎƻƴŎŜƛǾŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘ ǎǇƘŜǊŜ ƛƴ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΣ ŀǎ ǿƛǘƘ ΨŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΩΣ ΨƘŜŀƭǘƘŎŀǊŜΩ ŀƴŘ ǎƻ ƻƴΣ ǘƘŜ 
state designates a specific part of its bureaucraǘƛŎ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ǘƻ ŘŜŀƭ ǿƛǘƘ ΨǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎΩ ƛǎǎǳŜǎΦ Lƴ ŘƻƛƴƎ ǎƻΣ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ 
undergoes a process of privileging a particular group of ulama above others as the legitimate source of both 
LǎƭŀƳƛŎ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŀƴŘ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅΦ tŜƴƎŀǎƻƘΩǎ ǇƭŀŎŜ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ƘƻǿŜǾer, is somewhat unique. As the 
main publication of the Majlis UgamaΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǳƴŘƻǳōǘŜŘƭȅ ŀ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘƳŜƴǘ ƻǊ ΨƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭΩ άLǎƭŀƳέΦ .ǳǘ 
the themes it explores, and the generally positive attitude in its pages towards reforms advocated by the 
modernists, suggests the picture of an aggressive modernist stance against establishment Islam may be more 
complicated than what has often been depicted in earlier studies by Yegar (1979), Roff (1967) and others.        
30 Both individuals were at this time formally involved in the Majlis ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊǳƴƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ΨtŜƴƎŀǎƻƘΩ. 
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translation of the Quran31, it followed the pattern of other reform minded journals, in that it was 

divided into sections which dealt with a wide range of topics, including articles on politics and 

history as well as morality tales, frequently based on the achievements of the most important 

figures of Middle Eastern nationalism and Pan-Islamic concerns.32 In many cases, this involved 

less an attempt to provide an accurate depiction of Middle Eastern politics, but more an exercise 

in hagiography and propaganda. Despite its brief appearance, óal-Kitabô courted controversy 

with its publication of a Malay translation of the Quran which had a divided reception amongst 

the ulama.33  

óAl-Kitabô had a brief lifespan, and lasted only 4 issues. In June 1923, the first issue of 

the journal óal-Hedayahô was published. óAl-Hedayahô lasted almost three years and was 

founded by a group consisting of individuals closely associated with óPengasohô and MAIK.34 

The journal explored a series of eclectic subjects, ranging from household affairs to óscientificô 

questions. In a similar vein to other reform journals of the period, it also published a serialised 

story related to the national struggles of the Turks. It also, incidently, introduced the character 

óNicholas Carterô to a Malay audience.35 Similar to óPengasohô, óal-Hedayahô began listing 

                                                 
31 This was a translation of a translation into English that was done by Maulana Muhammad Ali. Al-Ahmadi in 
Roff (1974), p.174. 
32 LōƛŘΣ ǇΦмтпΦ LƴǘǊƻŘǳŎƛƴƎ ΨƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǎǘΩ ǘƘŜƳŜǎ ςeither through fiction, opinion pieces, or selected news was a 
common method of ideological advocacy among the Muslim reformist intellectuals.      
33 It was a translation from a series of commentaries and translations done in English by Maulana Muhammad 
Ali, despite the fact that many of the leading ulamas in Kelantan at the time were more than conversant in 
Arabic and were Quranic scholars themselves. The controversy arising over the translation was passionately 
debated in Pengasoh (20th November 1920). This it appears was one of the major factors which led to the 
demise of al-Kitab. See Al-Ahmadi, A.A. in Roff (1974), p.174-175. The reasons why this may have stoked 
controversy will be discussed in the next chapter. 
34 Lǘǎ ŜŘƛǘƻǊƛŀƭ ōƻŀǊŘ ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜŘ ƻŦ !ƘƳŀŘ ōƛƴ LǎƳŀƛƭ όōΦмуффύΣ ŀ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ƻŦ ¢ƻΩ YŜƴŀƭƛ ŀƴŘ ŀƭǎƻ ƭŀǘŜǊ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ǘƘŜ 
ŜŘƛǘƻǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿŜŜƪƭȅ Ψal-IƛƪƳŀƘΩ (Wisdom) and was a prolific translator of Arabic into Malay; Muhammad 
DƘŀȊŀƭƛ ōƛƴ aƻƘŘ !ǊǊƛŦƛƴ όǎŜŜ ΨtŜƴƎŀǎƻƘΩ ŀbove); Muhammad Adnan bin Mohd Arrifin; Haji Abdul Rahman bin 
Daud al-Makki (b.1900), who was an employee of the Majlis and later served as the principal of the Madrasah 
Zainal Abidin in Kuala Terengganu; Hasan bin Haji Omar; Mahmud Khatib bin Muhammad Said, who was the 
ǎƛōƭƛƴƎ ƻŦ IŀƧƛ aǳƘŀƳƳŀŘ ό5ŀǘƻ Ψ .ŜƴǘŀǊŀ WŀȅŀύΣ ǿƘƻ ƭŀǘŜǊ ǎŜǊǾŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ !ǎǎƛǎǘŀƴǘ 5ƛǎǘǊƛŎǘ ƻŦŦƛŎŜǊ ŦƻǊ tŀǎƛǊ aŀǎ 
ŀƴŘ ŀǎ ŀ aŀƎƛǎǘǊŀǘŜΤ ŀƴŘ aǳƘŀƳƳŀŘ ōƛƴ IŀƧƛ {ǳƭƻƴƎΦ LƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎƭȅΣ Ψal-IƛƪƳŀƘΩ was intended by its founders to 
ōŜ ŀ ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭ ƻŦ ΨŘƛǎǎŜƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ŘŜƭƛƎƘǘΩΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǿŀǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǎǘ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘǎ - 
unique amongst reform type periodicals ς to introduce an element of entertainment, presaging an attempt at 
following the formats of the more mainstream presses. See ibid p.175.  
35 Many of these Islamically oriented journals drew inspiration from their perception of Turkish struggles 
against European expansion. This was symbolically a cornerstone of Pan-Islamic propaganda in many of the 
Malay Muslim publications at tƘŜ ǘƛƳŜΦ ΨbƛŎƘƻƭŀǎ /ŀǊǘŜǊΩΣ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ōȅ 9ŘƎŀǊ wƛŎŜ .ǳǊǊƻǳƎƘǎΣ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊ ŎƻƳƛŎ 
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books and periodicals which appeared in and around the Peninsula and Indonesia. The majority 

of these, it appears, were those sharing reformist/modernist concerns, or at least, those 

perceived as advocating social and economic progress.36 The following period up until the 

Second World war saw the emergence of a further eight periodicals.37 Most of them were 

published by individuals closely associated with the Majlis as well as óPengasohô. 

Of the other pre-Second World War periodicals, it is the group consisting of ñPetraò 

(ñPuteraò)38, ñMajalah al-Kamaliahò39, ñKenchanaò40, ñSuaraò41, ñal-Hikmahò42 and ñal-

Riwayatò43 which is of interest primarily due to their connection to a group of more radical 

                                                 
ǎǘǊƛǇΣ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ƛƴ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΦ ¢ƘŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƳŀŘŜ ƛǘǎ ŀǇǇŜŀǊŀƴŎŜ ƛƴ ά! tǊƛƴŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ aŀǊǎέΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ 
ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǿƛŘŜƭȅ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭ ǎŜǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ά¢ŀǊȊŀƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ !ǇŜǎέ novels.  
36 For a cursory list, see ibid, p.176. 
37 ¢ƘŜǎŜ ǿŜǊŜ άTerokέ όǿƘƛŎƘ Ŏƻƭƭƻǉǳƛŀƭƭȅ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀ ΨǇǳǊǎŜ ƳŀŘŜ ƛƴ ŀ YŜƭŀƴǘŀƴŜǎŜ ŦŀǎƘƛƻƴΩύΣ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ƛƴ 
aŀǊŎƘ мфнт ŀƴŘ ƭŀǎǘŜŘ ŀǇǇǊƻȄƛƳŀǘŜƭȅ ŦƻǊ ǘǿƻ ƛǎǎǳŜǎΤ ǘƘŜ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ά¢ƘŜ ¢ƻǊŎƘέ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ΨhƭŘ 
aŀƧƭƛǎƛŀƴΩ an association of former pupils of the Majlis Ugama School, was published sometime in 1928, and no 
ŜȄǘŀƴǘ ŎƻǇƛŜǎ ǎǳǊǾƛǾƛƴƎ ǘƻŘŀȅΦ hŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƳŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǇŜǊƛƻŘƛŎŀƭǎΣ ΨtŜǘǊŀΩΣ ΨMajalah al-KamaliahΩΣ ΨKenchanaΩΣ ΨSuaraΩΣ 
Ψal-HikmahΩ ŀƴŘ ΨMajalah al-wƛǿŀȅŀǘΩ more will be said. 
38 First published in October 1929, and survived for six issues. It was published by the Kelab Petra, a club 
established in November 1928, aimed at fostering greater awareness and responsibilities for change and 
development amongst the young. It was edited by Abdul Kadir Adabi and assisǘŜŘ ōȅ !ǎΩŀŘ {ƘǳƪǊƛΦ tǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ōȅ 
the Kamaliah Press, it introduced reports on crime in Kelantan and at times, produced a series of withering 
attacks on perceived injustices and oppression. See al-Ahmadi, p.177-178.    
39 Appeared first in January 1930, it ǿŀǎ ƳŀƴŀƎŜŘ ōȅ ¦ƳŀǊ ōƛƴ IŀƧƛ ¢ŀƛōΣ ŀ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ !ǎΩŀŘ {ƘǳƪǊƛΣ ŀƴŘ ƻǿƴŜǊ 
ƻŦ YŀƳŀƭƛŀƘ tǊŜǎǎΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ŜŘƛǘŜŘ ōȅ IŀƧƛ bǳƘ ōƛƴ !ƭƛΣ ŀƭǎƻ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ΨIŀƧƛ bǳƘ [ŀǿȅŜǊΩΣ ŀ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Madrasah 
MuhammadiΦ Lǘǎ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘǎ ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴ ƻŦ ΨtŜƴƎŀǎƻƘΩ and it was considered as modernist/reformist in 
orientation. 
40 It was a monthly periodical which first appeared in April 1930 and survived for about a year. Also published 
by the Kamaliah Press, it was another periodical closely associated with Asad Shukri. It is notable for publishing 
a series of articles by Shukri himself on the history of Kelantan (which was later compiled into a book) and 
ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎƛƴƎ ŀ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΣ ǳǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŀǇǇŜƭƭŀǘƛƻƴ άYŀǳƳ Lōǳέ όǘƘŜ ƳŀǘŜǊƴŀƭ ŦŀŎǘƛƻƴκƎǊƻǳǇύΦ 
As with other pubƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ !ōŘǳƭ YŀŘƛǊ !Řŀōƛ ŀƴŘ !ǎΩŀŘ {ƘǳƪǊƛΣ άYŜƴŎƘŀƴŀέ ǎƻƻƴ ŎŜŀǎŜŘ 
publication. Ibid, p.179.   
41 Little is known about this periodical, which appeared in March 1931, other than it was edited by Nuh bin Ali 
Bafdzal, and managed by Ahmad bin Isa Banjari. Ibid, p.180. 
42 Was perhaps the most important periodical associated with Abdul Kadir Adabi. Published weekly from April 
мфоп ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ мфпмΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŜŘƛǘŜŘ ōȅ !ƘƳŀŘ ōƛƴ LǎƳŀƛƭΣ ǿƘƻ ǎŜǊǾŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŜŘƛǘƻǊƛŀƭ ōƻŀǊŘ ƻŦ Ψal-IŜŘŀȅŀƘΩ 
and was an active translator and adaptor of Arabic writings and was assisted by Adabi. Aside from dealing with 
political and general affairs, it devoted a considerable amount of space to serializing various novels including 
those by Adabi himself ς especially the well-ƪƴƻǿƴ άMelati Kota BharuέΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ƛǘǎ 
impressive layout (the use of photographs, for example), which was unknown at the time among publications 
in Kelantan. Both Ahmad bin Ismail and Adabi were outspoken critics on domestic issues and had a difficult 
relationship with both local and British authorities. Ibid. 
43 Edited by Ishak Lutfi Omar, the writer, activist, was published fortnightly from November 1938 onwards and 
lasted approximately for a year. It appears to have been primarily concerned with publishing translated 
ǎŜǊƛŀƭƛȊŜŘ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ !ǊŀōƛŎΣ aŀƭŀȅ ŀƴŘ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ŀ ǎŜǊƛŀƭƛȊŜŘ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ Ψ{ŜȄǘƻƴ .ƭŀƪŜΩ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊ 
ŦƛŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŘŜǘŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƻǳǎ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ ƳŀƎŀȊƛƴŜΣ ά5ŜǘŜŎǘƛǾŜ ²ŜŜƪƭȅέ όŦƻǊƳerly known as 
ά¦ƴƛƻƴ WŀŎƪέύ ƭŀǳƴŎƘŜŘ ƛƴ !ǇǊƛƭ муфпΦ ¢Ǌŀƴǎƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ Ψ{ŜȄǘƻƴ .ƭŀƪŜΩ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ όǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ƛƴ 
ŀƴ ŀōǊƛŘƎŜŘ ŦƻǊƳύ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ Ψ{ƘŜǊƭƻŎƪ IƻƭƳŜǎΩΣ Ψ{ƭŜŜǇƛƴƎ .ŜŀǳǘȅΩΣ ΨDǳƭƭƛǾŜǊǎ ¢ǊŀǾŜƭǎΩΣ ǿŜǊŜ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ψaŀƭŀȅ 
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modernist writers associated with Abdul Kadir Adabi and Asôad Shukri.44 Both Adabi and 

Shukri were the products of a relatively elite Kelantanese education. 

Unlike earlier writers in Pengasoh and even al-Imam, there was a more confrontational 

and belligerent tone in their writings. Even though they themselves were part of the theocratic 

elites within Kelantanese society, they seemed convinced that the gradualist approach of the 

earlier generation of writers and intellectuals had failed to bring about change (or at least change 

satisfactory to their expectations).45 Their method of criticism ï direct and withering ï 

unsurprisingly drew considerable consternation from some of the ruling elites.46  

However, their radicalism eventually found common ground amongst the early 

nationalists such as Ibrahim Yaakub and Ishak Haji Muhammad, the founder of the óKesatuan 

Melayu Mudaô (Young Malays Association), one of the earliest and most influential of the 

emerging ónationalistsô movements in Malaya.47 Though Malay self-determination was an 

important component in their thinking, and political agitation as an effective means, the 

                                                 
IƻƳŜ [ƛōǊŀǊȅΩ ǎŜǊƛŜs introduced by the British in 1929 designed to increase reading materials in Malay for 
schools and adults. See Hooker, V.M. (2000), p.88.  
44 !ōŘǳƭ YŀŘƛǊ !Řŀōƛ όŘΦмфпоύΣ ǿƘƻǎŜ ǊŜŀƭ ƴŀƳŜ ǿŀǎ !ōŘǳƭ YŀŘƛǊ ōƛƴ !ƘƳŀŘΣ ŀƴŘ !ǎΩŀŘ ό{ŀŀŘύ {ƘǳƪǊƛ ōƛƴ IŀƧƛ 
Muda (d.1971), (real name Muhammad Asad bin Haji Muda) was part of a coterie of more radically inclined 
writers around Kota Bharu which emerged in the 1930s. The group included among others the writer and 
ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǎǘΣ LǎƘŀƪ Ψ[ǳǘŦƛΩ hƳŀǊ όǿƘƻ ƭŀǘŜǊ ōŜŎŀƳŜ /ƘƛŜŦ aƛƴƛǎǘŜǊ ƻŦ YŜƭŀƴǘŀƴύ ŀƴŘ ¸ǳǎƻŦ Ψ½ŀƪƛΩ ¸ŀΩŀƪǳōΣ 
ŦƻǳƴŘŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ tǳǎǘŀƪŀ 5ƛŀƴ tǊŜǎǎΦ ¦ƴƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊ ǊŜŦƻǊƳƛǎǘǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ¢ƻΩ YŜƴŀƭƛΣ bƛƪ aŀƘƳǳŘ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΣ 
these newer generation of intellectuals adopted a more confrontational stance, especially towards the 
traditional elites of Kelantanese society as well as the colonial administration. 
!ŘŀōƛΣ ǿŀǎ ōƻǊƴ ƛƴ мфлм ƛƴ Yƻǘŀ .ƘŀǊǳΦ !ǎ ŀ ǎƻƴ ƻŦ ŀƴ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ {ǳƭǘŀƴΩǎ ǇŀƭŀŎŜΣ !Řŀōƛ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜŘ ŀ 
comprehensive early education which culminated at the Madrasah Muhammadiah. Soon after, he was 
appointed as palace treasurer. He was however, controversially relieved from his duties, due to allegations of 
an affair with one of the palace women. He wrote prolifically throughout his life and authored several novels 
which highlighted the problems of social inequalities and its causes. He was also a lifelong political agitator; 
leading to several altercations with authorities, and stints in exile. He eventually died of, it was said, hepatitis in 
1944. 
45 It appears that sometƛƳŜ ƛƴ мфну ƻǊ мфнфΣ YŀŘƛǊ !ŘŀōƛΣ !ǎΩŀŘ {ƘǳƪǊƛ ŀƴŘ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƛǊŎƭŜ ŦƻǳƴŘŜŘ ŀ 
ƎǊƻǳǇ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ άSetiawan Beliaέ όΨ¸ƻǳƴƎ [ƻȅŀƭƛǎǘΩ ƻǊ ά[ƻȅŀƭƛǎǘ ¸ƻǳǘƘǎΩύΦ hǳǘǿŀǊŘƭȅ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ƳŜŀƴǘ 
ǘƻ ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜ ΨŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭΩ ŀƴŘ ΨƭƛǘŜǊŀǊȅΩ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƛǘ very quickly came to be seen as a means of 
propagating the political views of the founders (Kim (2001) p.141-143). It seems this eventually caused 
ŘƛǎƎǊǳƴǘƭŜƳŜƴǘ ŀƳƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǳƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŀ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜ ΨtǳǘŜǊŀΩ Ŏƭǳō 
ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ άtǳǘŜǊŀέ όǎŜŜ ŦƻƻǘƴƻǘŜ пм ǘƘƛǎ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊύΦ 
46 IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ŀǎ ǿŜ ǎƘŀƭƭ ǎŜŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ ƻƴ ΨtŜƴƎŀǎƻƘΩ, there was significant intellectual support for their 
position amongst the so-ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛǾŜǎΩΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǿŀǎ ƭŀǊƎŜƭȅ ǘŀcit. 
47 άKesatuan Melayu Mudaέ ǿŀǎ ŀƴ ŜŀǊƭȅ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǊŀŘƛŎŀƭ aŀƭŀȅ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎǘ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǳƴŘŜŘ ƛƴ 
1937. 
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relationship between their ideological positions, however, is somewhat more complicated. 

Adabi was deeply critical of the Kelantan traditional aristocracy; like the earlier reformists such 

as al-Hadi, they blamed the óbackwardnessô and political malaise of the Malays at what they 

saw as the weak and incompetent nature of leadership provided by the Malay ruling elites. But 

in important ways, Adabiôs criticisms found more common ground with Muslim 

modernist/reformist thinking about progress and development, where the emphasis of 

órationalityô and effective political reform proved more fundamental. The óKesatuan Melayu 

Mudaô on the other hand, was composed primarily of individuals who were recipients of a more 

ósecularô education, and hence, paid less attention to the role of Islam in public life and whose 

ideological orientation may have owed more to socialist idealism than Islamic tradition.  

 

Conclusion 

What seems to be the case here is we begin to see the development of a greater overlap 

between Malay discourses of varying intellectual and ideological stripes coming together in 

unexpected ways in order to react against the political exigencies of the late colonial period. As 

the political project of the ónationô (securing a homeland) becomes the major focus for political 

and intellectual struggle amongst the Malay-Muslim intelligentsia both in British Malaya and 

the Dutch East Indies, pan-Islamic reformist thinking and the networks that have sustained it 

became subordinate to these developments. But in Pengasoh, as the next chapter illustrates, we 

can observe how the inherent tensions within the reformist discourses of the ulama may have 

unwittingly created the intellectual foment necessary for the emergence of new, more 

ideological ónationalistô ideals. The irony here is that the religious society which the Muslim 

modernists wanted to create through their efforts eventually became the means through which 

the secular state was secured. 



142 
 

Chapter 6:  Shaping the Present and the Past ï The Early Years of Pengasoh, 1918-1925 

In the Hadiqatu al-Azhar Wa ar-Rayahin, the renowned Kelantanese ulama Shaykh 

Ahmad bin Muhammad Zain al-Patani states,  

ñDan adalah hamba yang haqir bercita-cita  di dalam hati sudah beberapa lama  bahawasa 

Allah Taóala  lagi akan memperdengarkan hamba dan memperlihatkan hamba  di dalam masa 

hidup hamba ini bahawa adalah segala raja-raja Melayu yang besar-besar  istimewa segala 

raja-raja  di dalam Tanah Fatani dan raja-raja Kelantan dan Terangganu dan Kedah yang 

amat mulia dan maha besar sekeliannya dan Raja Johor yang masyhur dengan besar 

hemmahnya dan Raja Deli yang masyhur dengan murahnya dan adilnya  menaruh mereka itu  

akan cemburu  pada segala hati mereka itu dan membesarkan segala hemmah mereka itu dan 

menghadapkan óinayah mereka itu dan menyungguh-ngungguhkan usaha mereka itu  pada 

bahawa dijadikan  segala negeri mereka itu bendaharaan ilmu (custodians of knowledge) 

dan perladungan kepandaian (spread of intelligence) dan membukakan segala  mata anak 

jenis mereka itu  kepada memandang cemerlang kebajikan dan handalan  supaya ada 

kelihatan  kemegahan bangsa Melayu antara segala óalam dan tertinggi nama mereka itu 

antara bani Adam, dan bertambah-tambah kelebihan ulama mereka itu antara segala ulama, 

dan bertambah nyata agama mereka itu atas segala agama, serta dapat pula bagi segala 

hadrat raja-raja itu jikalau diperbuat demikian itu keredaan daripada Allah Taóala dan Rasul-

Nya yang mulia dan pahala yang amat besar ganda-berganda kerana pahala tiap-tiap mereka 

yang dapat manafaat dengan segala perbuatan itu dan pahala  tiap-tiap mereka yang 

mempunyai kekuasaan yang menirukan perbuatan itu terbahagi dengan mereka itu selama-

lamanya dan dapat pula bagi mereka itu sebutan yang baik dan kepujian yang eluk atas lidah 
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segala makhluk dan tersurat di dalam tarikh ulama dan buku raja-raja yang óuzama yang 

berkekalan  daripada masa hidup hingga hari kiamatò. 1 

(ñIt is with much gratitude to the Will of Allah for allowing me to see how the great 

kings and kindoms of Kelantan, Trengganu, Patani, Kedah, Johor and Deli developed their 

states as custodians of knowledge and centres of intellectual development; to open the eyes of 

their people so that the benefits of and advantages afforded by this would tremendously enhance 

the greatness of the Malays amongst all the sons of Adam. This would reflect on the superiority 

of their religion, especially all these efforts receive the blessings of Allah and His messenger. 

This would multiply the blessings placed upon passing generations throughout time, captured 

through the histories of the ulama and kings, and remain so until the end of timeò.) 

The extract provides an example of the exhortation by Ahmad al-Patani to the 

Kelantanese palace in order to encourage óeducationô as the basis for social development, not 

just in the state, but throughout the various Malay kingdoms mentioned.2 He reminds the 

Sultans that they have benefitted from having some of the finest ulama residing within their 

territories and that they possess unparalleled religious knowledge. If, according to Shaykh 

Ahmad, these Sultans comprehend their roles as patrons and custodians of such wisdom, their 

óexaltedô position will be remembered throughout history. It states categorically that ólearningô 

and the acquisition of knowledge were not only congenial to the welfare of the various Malay 

states as a whole, but was incumbent upon all Muslims.3 This, he goes on to add, is the cardinal 

responsibility of the state. The Malay states, he asserts, must become centres for the promotion 

                                                 
1 Manuscript re-published by Khazanah Fataniyah (1992) p.22-23. In the earlier copies published in Mecca and 
Penang, no specific mention was made about individual Malay Kingdoms ς may either reflect on editorial 
considerations, where the manuscript was published and the type of readership it was intended.  
2 This was an extract of a letter from Ahmad al Patani to the Royal Palace on the coronation of Sultan Mansur 
as the Sultan of Kelantan. In a correspondence sent by Sultan Muhammad IV to Shaykh Ahmad al- Patani, the 
{ǳƭǘŀƴ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ƘƛƳ ŀǎ άorang tua sahayaέ όƭƛǘŜǊŀƭƭȅΣ ΨƳȅ ƻƭŘ ƳŀƴΩ ς a term of endearment often denoting 
great respect and cordiality) suggesting the intimacy between Ahmad al-Patani and the Royal Household ς 
ǿƘƛŎƘΣ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŎŀǎŜΣ ŀǇǇŜŀǊǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ǘƘŜ {ǳƭǘŀƴ ƘƛƳǎŜƭŦΦ Lǘ ŀƭǎƻ ǎƘƻǿǎ ǿƘŀǘ ŀǇǇŜŀǊǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ǘƘŜ {ǳƭǘŀƴΩǎ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ 
deference to Shaykh Ahmad. 
3 The final sentence of the extract, for example, clearly illustrates the underlying eschatology involved.     
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of scholarship (ñbendaharaan ilmuò), for the possession of knowledge (ñilmò) and the 

development of the intellect (ñperladungan kepandaianò) is a fundament of the Islamic faith. 

Ahmad al-Patani reminds the reader that such traditions of learning and scholarship has been 

an integral part of Malay history, and its maintenance is critical so that the Malay community 

may retain its place at the ñpinnacle of those communities of Manò (ñsupaya ada kelihatan 

kemegahan bangsa Melayu antara segala alam dan tertinggi nama mereka itu antara bani 

Adamò). 

The nature of the association between the Ulama and the Kelantanese aristocracy 

throughout the 19th and early 20th centuries ï though intermittently characterised by 

aristocratic and inter palatial intrigue ï appeared to have encouraged an increasingly formalised, 

and, in some ways, more dynamic role for religious scholars in both state administrative affairs 

as well as for the growth and continuity of the traditions of Islamic scholarship in Kelantan.4 

The impact of the various religious schools (sekolah pondok) also had proved influential in the 

spread of Islamic education, not only on the Malay Peninsula but throughout various parts of 

the region. 

Shaykh Ahmad, besides being part of the close circles of advisors surrounding the 

Sultan, also served as teacher and later, mentor, to a number of individuals (some of whom 

were members of prominent families) who would go on to play an important role in stateôs 

religious and administrative affairs. Two of these individuals ï Tok Kenali and Datoô Perdana 

Menteri Paduka Raja Haji Nik Mahmud Ismail ï as well as their student and mentee Haji 

                                                 
4 In his study of the role of the Sultan of Kelantan in relation to the uprising of 1915, Cheah Boon Kheng alluded 
to evidence ς from local and colonial sources ς that one of the reŀǎƻƴǎ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ǘƘŜ {ǳƭǘŀƴΩǎ ΨŘƻǳōƭŜ ƎŀƳŜΩ Ƴŀȅ 
ƘŀǾŜ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜ ŦƻǊ ǇƻǿŜǊ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ǌƻȅŀƭ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ΨǇŜƳōŜǎŀǊǎΩ. See 
/ƘŜŀƘΣ .ƻƻƴ YƘŜƴƎΣ άIǳƴǘƛƴƎ 5ƻǿƴ ǘƘŜ wŜōŜƭǎ ƛƴ YŜƭŀƴǘŀƴ мфмрΥ ¢ƘŜ {ǳƭǘŀƴΩǎ 5ƻǳōƭŜ DŀƳŜέΣ WƻǳǊƴŀƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
Malaysian Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society, vol.68, Part 2, p.9-онΦ !ǎ wƻŦŦ Ǉǳǘǎ ƛǘΣ άƴƛƴŜǘŜŜƴǘƘ ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅ 
Kelantan was only in a limited sense a centralised polity, though the long reign of Sultan Muhammad II (1837-
86), following a bitter civil war...saw some strengthening of administrative institutions. In the early part of the 
century, authority outside the capital is said to have been exercised for all practical practices largely by the 
imam of the village surau... many changes (however) in the governance of Islam as in much else in the quarter 
ƻŦ ŀ ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŀǘƘ ƻŦ {ǳƭǘŀƴ aǳƘŀƳƳŀŘ LLέ όwƻŦŦΣ όмфтпύΤ ǇΦмлпύ  
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Muhammad bin Khatib Haji Mohd Said (who became Datoô Bentara Jaya, and later, Datoô 

Laksmana), became some of the most influential figures within Kelantanôs religious and 

political circles.5 

According to Abdul Razak Mahmud, it was the influence of Shaykh Ahmad al-Patani 

on his former students which shaped their intellectual commitments, and their approach towards 

administrative reform and institutional development within Kelantan.6 As mentioned in earlier 

chapters, this culminated in the founding of the Majlis Agama Kelantan in 1915, which became 

the earliest ï and perhaps most successful ï attempt at institutionalising Islam within the 

administrative structure of the states on the Peninsula.7 It was undoubtedly the prototype for 

similar efforts taking place in the other Malay states.8  

This could be seen in the continuing influence of Islam in the social and political life of 

these North-eastern Malay states up until recent times.9 According to Roff, this gave impetus 

to the development of a system of patronage within the religious bureaucracy tied closely to the 

                                                 
5 Tok Kenali and Haji Nik Mahmud Ismail had also studied under Tok Wan Ali Kutan al-Kalantani (Shaykh Wan 
Muhamad Ali bin Abd Rahman bin Abd Ghafar al-Kalantani, d.1913), another highly respected ulama from 
Kelantan.  {ŜŜ /ƘŜ 5ŀǳŘΣ LΦ ŀƴŘ aƻƘŘΦ !ƪƛōΣ {ΦΣ ά5ŀǘƻΩ tŜǊŘŀƴŀ aŜƴǘŜǊƛ tŀŘǳƪŀ wŀƧŀ IŀƧƛ bƛƪ aŀƘƳǳŘέΣ 
ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǇŀǇŜǊ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ άMajlis Wacana Tokohέ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŜŘ ōȅ 5Ŝǿŀƴ .ŀƘŀǎŀ Řŀƴ tǳǎǘŀƪŀ ²ƛƭŀȅŀƘ 
Timur, Kota Bharu, 20th October 2002. Tok Wan Ali was another influential teacher within the Jawi networks in 
Mecca and was thought to have been a part of the Shattariya order and closely associated with the 
Nasqshbandi (Bradley 2016; p.110-111). 
6 See Mahmud, A.R. (2010), especially chapter 1. 
7 A process usually thought of as the result of reforms encouraged and initiated under British sponsorship. 
However, as pointed out in the chapter on the Majlis Agama Islam, this assumption was in no way 
straightforward. The Kelantanese theocrats with their reformist leanings were very much an instrumental part 
of this process. See previous chapter on the Majlis Agama Islam. 
8 wƻŦŦΣ ²ΦwΦ άtŀǘǘŜǊƴǎ ƻŦ LǎƭŀƳƛǎation in Malaysia, 1890s ς мффлǎέΣ WƻǳǊƴŀƭ ƻŦ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ {ǘǳŘƛŜǎΣ фΥнΣ όhȄŦƻǊŘΥ мффуύ 
p.211.  
9 CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ !ōǳ .ŀƪŀǊ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ {ȅŜŘ !ōŘǳƭ wŀƘƳŀƴ ōƛƴ {ȅŜŘ aǳƘŀƳƳŀŘ ό¢ƻΩ Yǳ tŀƭƻƘύ ŀǎ ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ǘƘŜ 
most influential person in the state of Terengganu during the second half of the 19th century. Besides being a 
close advisor to the Sultan, he was also an alim of renown, attracting students and disciples from around the 
Peninsula as well as across Muslim Southeast Asia. He was part of the illustrious al-Idrus (Aydrus) clan that was 
deeply influential in Terengganu society and intimately connected to the Nashqbandhi ǘŀǊŜǉŀΩ (Kim, K.K. 1991; 
p.157-159). Refer to !ōǳ .ŀƪŀǊΣ aΦ όŜŘΦύ άUlama Terengganu: Suatu SorotanέΣ ό¦ǘǳǎŀƴ tǳōƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎΥ Yǳŀƭŀ 
Lumpur, 1995) for a more deǘŀƛƭŜŘ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ ¢ƻΩ Yǳ tŀƭƻƘ ŀƴŘ Ƙƛǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ¢ŜǊŜƴƎƎŀƴǳ.  
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position of the Sultan.10 This emerging dynamic contributed in shaping the context in which 

Islamicate discourses, of which Pengasoh was to play a major part, occurred.       

In the inaugural issue of Pengasoh, Datuk Sri Paduka Raja wrote11,  

ñIlmu itu pangkal bagi manusia dan pendaharaan segala hakikat dan dengan dia boleh 

menolak segala bencana dan menyampaikan kepada perhinggaan yang betul dan ialah syarat 

dan rukun yang menambatkan kelebihan- kemuliaan dan kesentuasaan pada dunia dan akhirat. 

Telah diketahui umatdi dalam alam  ini telah lebih kurang kuasanya dan tinggi rendah 

martabatnya ialah dengan sebab pengetahuan dan amalanyaò 

(Knowledge is the essence of man and the basis for all eventualities; the avoidance of disaster 

and to arrive at the correct conclusion; and is the principles which guides towards goodness and 

completeness in this world and the hereafter. It is known that in this world the basis of power 

and dignity is knowledge and its practice) 

This extract sets the tone for Pengasohôs editorial approach and philosophy ï especially 

during the early phases of its establishment.12 It guides the reader on the importance of 

óknowledgeô (ñpengetahuanò) ï both in terms of its óworldlyô (ñduniaò) purposes as well as its 

salvific dimension (ñakhiratò (hereafter) ï though what this may correspond to in more specific 

terms is indistinct). The notion of óknowledgeô here, seems to operate on two levels ï first, that 

it may provide the best possibility for understanding the nature of creation and oneôs place in it 

ï an exhortation common in Islamic tradition ï with the aim of developing a better 

                                                 
10 Roff (1998), p.211. Though this can sometime seem as if it was an attempt by monarchical authority to 
preserve an aspect of their diminishing political and administrative power, thŜ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨǊƻȅŀƭ ǇŀǘǊƻƴŀƎŜΩ ƻŦǘŜƴ 
conceals how competing stakeholders made use of the administrative instruments of the modernizing state (in 
this case, the personage of the Sultan) to press their own claims.   
11 An honorific which denotes the title of the Chief Minister of the state, a position then held by Haji Nik 
aŀƘƳǳŘ ōƛƴ bƛƪ LǎƳŀƛƭΦ {ŜŜ άPengasohέΣ муth July 1918.  
12 Mirroring other reform periodicals of the period, much emphasis was placed on the cultivation of knowledge 
όάilmέύ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ΨǊŜŀǎƻƴΩ όάŀǉΩƭέύΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŜƴŘƻǊǎŜƳŜƴǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŀƴŎƘƻǊŜŘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŀƴ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ 
ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜΦ vǳƛǘŜ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ƳǳŎƘ Ŏŀǳǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŀǾƻƛŘ ǾƛŜǿƛƴƎ ΨǊŜŀǎƻƴΩ ƛƴ ǇǳǊŜƭȅ ƛƴǎǘǊǳƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǘŜǊƳǎΦ ²ƘƛƭŜ 
critics of the reform ulama ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ƛƳǇƭƛŜŘ aǳǘŀȊƛƭƛΩ ǘŜƴŘŜƴŎƛŜs to figures such as Abduh, Rida and some of 
their contemporaries, this was intended to disparage their reputation rather than necessarily depicting their 
theology accurately. See Rahman (1982; 2000).   
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understanding of faith and the idea of Godôs omnipotence; second, it reminds the reader of the 

importance of knowledge in temporal terms, concomitant with the idea that ópowerô in worldly 

affairs resides with those who possesses knowledge.13  

This seeming ódualismô is not uncommon amongst the early Muslim 

ómodernistô/ôreformistô tracts. Nostalgia of a ógloriousô past, and the perceived decline of Islam 

as a political and cultural influence ï defined primarily by political developments in the Levant, 

and the expansion of European extra-territoriality ï encouraged the emergence of a range of 

reactions within the global Muslim community. These ranged from the emergence of a muscular 

Wahabi dogma on the Arabian Peninsula to attempts at instituting a de-sacralised 

ómodernizationô in Turkey.14 This was, as mentioned in earlier chapters, accompanied by a 

general sense of decline.  

Whilst the variegated nature of reform thought discourages easy summation (see chapter 

2 for a more detailed explication), two important strands within the ulama community began to 

emerge as a result ï those who strongly believe that óreformô should be a strenuous attempt to 

go back to the ótrueô teachings of Islam and to reject the increasing influences of modern 

development; and those who believe that Muslims must relinquish earlier forms of religious 

and political conduct and óembraceô the modern world, because it a) corresponds more closely 

to the values and principles of Islam or b) enable Muslim communities, in a more pragmatic 

fashion, to secure their place in it.15 Many of the debates within Muslim communities across 

                                                 
13 The on-ƎƻƛƴƎ ŘƛŀƭŜŎǘƛŎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ΨǊŜŀǎƻƴΩ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ Ǉƻǎǎible limits was (is) a major subject ς not just of Muslim 
Reformist thought ς ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ ŀ Ŏƻƴǎǘŀƴǘ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ LǎƭŀƳΩǎ ƛƴǘŜƭƭŜŎǘǳŀƭ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΦ wŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ 5ŀŦǘŀǊȅ ŜŘΦ όнлллύΣ 
especially the chapter by Mahdi. In the case of the reformists, Asharite thinking was an important influence in 
the shaping of their ideas ς which, at times, explains the unsettling prevarications, uncertainties and 
divergences which characterized reform thought. For example, see Ziai, H. in Winter ed. (2008), p. 66-68.    
14 See Hourani (1983), chapter 1. The idea of Muslim decline in the context of aggressive Western Imperialism 
became increasingly regnant amongst Muslim intellectuals towards the end of the 19th century, and at the turn 
of the 20thΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨŘŜŎƭƛƴŜΩ ƭŜŦǘ ŀ ŘŜŜǇ Ƴŀrk on Muslims across the Islamic world; intellectuals such 
as al-Afghani in Egypt and Iqbal in India began to question the ways in which Muslims appropriated their own 
faith, and whether this was an adequate response to their prevailing circumstances. 
15 Rahman (1982), p.46-47. 
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the globe, especially around the end of the 19th and during the early decades of the 20th centuries, 

often vacillated between these positions.   

Scholars deeply immersed within reform discourses, such as Muhammad Abduh, did 

not view modern developments ï at least in the way he understood them ï necessarily in 

contradiction to the essential teachings of Islam. Within these two broad parallels, there were 

considerable overlap, and over time, contributed to a rich matrix of Islamic discourse, which 

offered opportunities for both convergence and conflict. Reflecting the cultural dynamics of 

Muslim societies, the absence of a óchurch-likeô central authority (though the Haramayn 

remained the spiritual centre of Muslim communities) meant that the pursuit for ópureô Islam 

were made manifest in a variety of ways throughout the Islamic world.16 The meaning of 

óorthodoxyô if at all, consequently, came more to mean a series of beliefs that acquired currency 

within an influential ócollectiveô at a given point in time and context, as opposed to being 

defined against a standard set by an absent, and foreign central agency.17 Therefore, besides the 

generally accepted position of the Quran and the Prophetic Hadith, as well as (to perhaps, a 

lesser degree) the various major jurisprudential traditions, the space available for the use of 

traditional religious materials in defining what came to be accepted as óauthenticô Islamic 

practice were considerable.18   

As Azra and others have shown, there has been an extensive network of Islamic 

scholars, merchants and traders operating throughout Southeast Asia in preceding centuries.19 

                                                 
16 wƻŦŦ όмфуоύ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘΣ άƛǘ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ aǳǎƭƛƳ ǇŜƻǇƭŜǎΣ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭƭȅ ŀƴŘ Ƨƻƛƴǘƭȅ ς of 
Islamic civilization, the Islamic tradition ς has been characterized throughout by an incessant and necessary 
dialectic between that which ought to be (and its discovery) and that which is. It is this dialectic then, and the 
ƴŜŜŘ ŦƻǊ ƛǘΣ ǘƘŀǘ ŀŎǘǎ ŀǎ ƻƴŜ ƛƳǇǳƭǎŜ ŦƻǊ ŎƘŀƴƎŜΣ ōƻǘƘ ƛŘŜŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŀŎǘǳŀƭΣ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ aǳǎƭƛƳ ǎƻŎƛŜǘƛŜǎέ ǇΦонпΦ  
17 ¢ƘŜ ŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀƴ ΨƻǊǘƘƻŘƻȄȅΩ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ƛƴ ǎƻƳŜ ŘŜǇǘƘ ƛƴ /ŀƭŘŜǊΩǎ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ ƛƴ 5ŀŦǘŀǊȅΣ ŜŘΦ όнлллύΦ  
18 ¢ƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴΩ ƛǎ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ƴƻǘ ǳƴǇǊƻōƭŜƳŀǘƛŎΦ !ǎ ǇƻƛƴǘŜŘ ƻǳǘ ōȅ !ǎŀŘ όмффоύΣ ŀƭƭ ǘƻƻ ŦǊŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅ ΨǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴΩ ƛǎ 
understood to correspond to an ossified, unchanging body of knowledge; it is used, more often than not, as a 
means of distinguishing the non-Western, non-aƻŘŜǊƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨƳƻŘŜǊƴΩόǿŜǎǘŜǊƴύ ǎƻŎƛŜǘƛŜǎΣ 
ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǊŜ ΨǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎƛǾŜΩ ŀƴŘ ΨŜǾƻƭǾƛƴƎΩΦ IŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴΩ ƛǎ ǳǎŜŘΣ ŎƻǊǊŜǎǇƻƴŘǎ ŎƭƻǎŜƭȅ ǘƻ ǿƘŀǘ 
Fazlur Rahman (1980) described ŀǎ ŀ άƭƛǾƛƴƎ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴέΦ ¢ƘŜ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǇŀǎǘΩ ς such as the juridical 
ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨƳǳƘŀŘŘƛǘƘΩ (jurists) ς are seen as part of a chain of transmission and interpretation which 
continues to occupy a central place in the thinking of more contemporary jurists.   
19 Azra (2004), p.1-8 and 32-52. 



149 
 

While there are similarities between the emphases on órevitalisationô project found in Pengasoh 

and other óreformistô or ómodernistô Muslim publications of the period, most notably with the 

earlier al-Imam (1906-1908) there are also subtle, but important, differences in their approach. 

Both appear to distinguish between the idea of óknowledgeô (ilmô) as a requirement for meeting 

the demands of their social environment, and as a resource for spiritual well-being. Rather than 

viewing this as separate spheres, it seems that Reformists, such as Ahmad al-Patani sees this as 

part of an ontological continuum, shifting between different phases of existence and 

culminating in providential salvation. Discourses regarding both nature and place of 

óknowledgeô has been a critical feature of the Islamic tradition since early Islam.20  

The rise of a óMuslimô media in the region ï through the spread of print and distribution 

technologies ï facilitated the role of these new mediums as an important component in the 

shaping of Muslim beliefs, attitudes and practice. These early experiments were largely initiated 

by various groups of citizens and was mostly privately funded. Most of the early publications 

were largely restricted to addressing issues of practical utility ï such as vernacular dictionaries 

designed to improve and protect the Malay language.21 The emergence of óMalay newspaper 

journalismô paralleled these developments, and at least, amongst the earliest publications, such 

as óJawi Peranakanô concentrated on areas of general interests, and was seldom openly critical 

or hostile towards established authority.22 This situation however, began to change with the 

emergence of publications such as al-Imam in Singapore.23 In the case of al-Imam24, the focus 

                                                 
20 wƻǎŜƴǘƘŀƭ όмфтлύ ƴƻǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ άilmέ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ŦƻǊƳǎ ƻŎŎǳǊ трл ǘƛƳŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ vǳǊŀƴΦ !ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ 
Goodman (2003), cognitive themes are mentioned numerous times in the Quran, and this is supported by how 
ōŜƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŀ ǎǘŀǘŜ ƻŦ ΨƛƎƴƻǊŀƴŎŜΩ όjahilύ ƛǎ ŎƻƴŎƻƳƛǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǎƛƴΦ !ǎ ƘŜ ǎŀȅǎΣ άǘƘŜ ǎŀƭǾƛŦƛŎ ŎƻƭƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƳǇŀǊǘŜŘ ƘŜǊŜ ǘƻ 
the idea of knowledge neǾŜǊ ƭŜŀǾŜǎ ƛǘ ƛƴ !ǊŀōƛŎ ǳǎŀƎŜέ όp.144)Φ ¢ƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǳƭŀƳŀΩ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƭǳǊŀƭ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨŀƭƛƳΩ 
or learned individual. 
21 {ǳŎƘ ŀǎ ΨKitab Pemimpin JohorΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ōȅ aǳƴǎȅƛ !ōŘǳƭƭŀƘΩǎ ǎƻƴΣ aǳƘŀƳƳŀŘ LōǊŀƘƛƳ aǳƴǎȅƛ ƛƴ 
мутуΣ ŀƴŘ ΨKamus MuhammadiyahΩ ŀǳǘƘƻǊŜŘ ōȅ {ȅŜŘ aŀƘƳǳŘ ōƛƴ !ōŘǳƭ YŀŘƛǊΣ ƛƴ муфпΦ 
22 Roff (1994) p.48-51. 
23Ibid. Roff describes al-Imam ŀǎΣ άŀ ǊŀŘƛcal departure in the field of Malay publications. Newspapers and 
ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǎǘΧƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ Ƴƻǎǘƭȅ ǎƘƻǊǘ-lived and contained little more than transcriptions of overseas 
ƴŜǿǎΦΦΣ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ƭƻŎŀƭ ƴŜǿǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƻŎŎŀǎƛƻƴŀƭ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜǎ ƻŦ aŀƭŀȅ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴέΦ   
24 Al-Imam was published from the 23rd July 1906 to 1908. It was recognized as perhaps the most influential 
reformist/modernist Islamic journal throughout the Malay states and the Straits Settlements during the early 
part of the 20th century. Published in Singapore, it self-consciously styled after the reformist Egyptian journal 
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of its polemical stance, according to Roff, is first, and foremost concerned with religion, but 

not, it would appear, directly with social and political change (though in effect, the implication 

of this on Malay-Muslim society, culture and politics would be apparent).25 The focus, for 

example, it invested in discussing issues in relation to the practice of ótaqlidô (which in the al-

Imam at times seem to suggest as óblind imitationô)26 and óijtihadô (informed rational 

investigation), powerful criticisms of óun-Islamicô practices and to communicate the need for 

Muslims to return to the Quran and Hadith as well as the abundant references to, and the use of 

excerpts from their Egyptian predecessor clearly indicates.  

Though Pengasoh was unavowedly óreformistô in orientation, its countenance seem to 

draw less from the more didactic óal-Imamô than from the dialectical style of Shaykh Ahmad 

al-Patani.27 There is considerable emphasis on the use of óaqlô (rationality), especially in 

relation to their support for a óscientificô education and constant reminders of the centrality of 

the Quran and the Hadith for the followers of the faith. On such issues, the editorial position of 

Pengasoh seems to show serious commitment. However, on the debate between ótaqlidô and 

óijtihadô, the writers in Pengasoh seemed more circumspect. This was not entirely surprising ï 

for example, Tok Kenali, perhaps the most influential member of the editorial board and 

                                                 
άal-Manarέ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ƛƴ 9ƎȅǇǘ ŦǊƻƳ муфу-мфорΦ Ψal-ManarΩ όΨ¢ƘŜ [ƛƎƘǘƘƻǳǎŜΩύ ƘŀŘ ǇǊƻǾŜƴ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀƴ 
influential vehicle for the spread of the ideas associated with Jamaluddin al-Afghani (1839-1897) and his 
collaborators and disciples, Sheikh Muhammad Abduh (1849-1905) and Syed Muhammad Rashid Ridda (1865-
1935). These ideas, which later came to be associated with Islamic Modernism, have been described as having 
a puritanical, fundamental strain by later observers. 
25 wƻŦŦΣ ²ΦwΦ όмффпύΣ άhǊƛƎƛƴǎέΣ ǇΦртΦ 
26 !ǎ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ƛƴ ŀƴ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊΣ άtaqlidέ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ǎǘǊƛŎǘƭȅ ƳŜŀƴ ΨƛƳƛǘŀǘƛƴƎ ōƭƛƴŘƭȅΩΦ Lǘǎ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ 
ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ΨŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘŀǘƛǾŜ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΩ όǇŀǊǘƛŎǳlarly the cumulative traditions 
associated with the major Sunni madzhabs) is secured. As Zaman (2002; 2010; 2013) and Asad (2003) points 
ƻǳǘΣ ŜǾŜƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƻǎŜ ŀǊƎǳƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ŀƴ ΨǳƴŎƘŀƴƎƛƴƎΩ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘƛǎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜǎ ŀ ŎŀǊŜŦǳƭ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǊŜŀǎƻƴŜŘ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘǎ ς 
even if ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ƳŜŀƴǘ ǘƻ ŘŜōŀǎŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǇǇƻƴŜƴǘǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ΨŜȄŎŜǎǎƛǾŜΩ ǊŜŀǎƻƴΦ ¢ƘŜ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
ǊŜŦƻǊƳƛǎǘǎ ŀǊŜ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘƛŀƭŜŎǘƛŎǎ ƻŦ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŀǘ ΨŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ƳŀǘǘŜǊ ƛǎ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄΤ ōƻǘƘ 
ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎƛǊŜ ŦƻǊ ΨǇǳǊƛǘȅΩ όƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƧŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨŎƘŀƴƎŜΩύ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƘŜǊƳŜƴŜǳǘƛŎŀƭ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ƻŦ Ǌŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ 
deliberation remained central to reform discourses, despite the often seemingly irreconcilable positions this 
ƻŦǘŜƴ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎΦ aŀƧƻǊ ΨƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǎǘΩκΩǊŜŦƻǊƳƛǎǘΩ ς such as Abduh, al-Afghani, and their contemporaries ς saw the 
thrust of their arguments as central to the tradition; not apart from it.    
27 {ƘƻȊƛŀƪƛΣ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ƴƻǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǿƘŀǘ ƘŜ ǎŀǿ ŀǎ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ ΨŦƭŜȄƛōƭŜΩ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ Sufism 
in Pengasoh as opposed to the more ΨŘƻƎƳŀǘƛŎΩ {ŀƭŀŦƛǎƳ ƻŦ al-Imam. See Shoziaki, Y. in Bano, M. and Sakurai, 
YΦ όнлмтύΣ ά{ƘŀǇƛƴƎ Dƭƻōŀƭ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ 5ƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜǎΥ ¢ƘŜ wƻƭŜ ƻŦ ŀƭ-Azhar, al-Medina and al-aǳǎǘŀŦŀέΣ ό9ŘƛƴōǳǊƎƘΥ 
Edinburgh University Press) p.172-179. 
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arguably the most revered ulama in Kelantan at the time, was of the view that the distance 

between the so-called óreformistsô and ótraditionalistsô were largely exaggerated.28 There seems 

to be ï at least during this early stage of its existence ï a conscious attempt to follow closely 

Toô Kenaliôs editorial philosophy.29 The focus often given to the supposed antithetical nature 

of óreformists/modernistsô thought and those of their opponents tends to underestimate the 

intellectual incongruities among those claiming to be advocates of reform as well as those who 

frequently appear to oppose them. Oftentimes, the cumulative effects of such narratives 

underscores the complexities and underlying tensions existing in late 19th and early 20th century 

Malay Muslim thinking.       

An article (published on 20th October 1918) for example, associates the lack of 

knowledge (ñilmò) as the basis for the óbackwardnessô of the Malay community. The author 

states that, ñLet us not consider the Malays as inferior or insufficient in his nature as others. All 

men are created equal. The only difference between us and those from the West such as the 

English, the French and those who sit at the forefront of politics, business, craftsmanship and 

others is because we lack their education. What has been lacking for generations is the 

appropriate education. That is the disease which inflicts our societyò. The author goes on to 

add, ñWhat is more óafdalô (good or blessed) is that you pursue an education and if you are too 

old, ensure that your children will receive one, especially in order to be able to read and write, 

not only in your own language, but also in English and Arabic. Only through the acquisition of 

these languages would it enable your children to manage their own lives, and to be able to serve 

Godôs will, your King and your peopleò.30 

                                                 
28 Hashim, R. ed. (2010) p.78-81. ToΩ YŜƴŀƭƛ ǿŀǎ ƘƛƳǎŜƭŦ ŀƴ ŀŘŜǇǘ ƻŦ ŀ Sufi ǘŀǊŜǉŀΩΣ ŀ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǇƻƴŘƻƪΩ 
system in Kelantan and Mecca, a favoured student of Shaykh Ahmad (who was a staunch advocate of the ideas 
of Abduh). 
29 Lƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊΣ ¢ƻΩ YŜƴŀƭƛ ǎǘǊŜǎǎŜŘ ǳǇƻƴ άkasihέ όƭƻǾŜύ ŀƴŘ άsayangέ όŀŦŦŜŎǘƛƻƴύ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ōŀǎƛŎ ǘƘǊǳǎǘǎ 
ƻŦ ΨtŜƴƎŀǎƻƘΩǎΩ pastoral approach (p.135). 
30 Article was authored by Datuk Paduka Raja. 
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The article also adopts a critical stance against those who reject the learning of English 

as ñmengeramkan imanò (stunting faith) and describes such learning as integral (ñsyaraò) to the 

demands of the faith. The tone of the article then takes what appears to be an apologetic turn ï 

affirming the both the utility of the English language (because it was perceived as a language 

of learning and knowledge) and its alleged ósuperiorityô (di bawah ónaunganô Inggeris ï óunder 

English patronageô) ï forming an argument, it appears, which implies distinct intellectual and 

political connotations.31 On the other hand, the study of Arabic was encouraged because ñour 

religion is Islam and many of our most important texts and the Sharia are only written in Arabic 

cannot be purely under the purview of reasonò.  

The writer then adds that the learning of languages is a feature of the most powerful 

nations because in order to acquire óknowledgeô, they must have had to retrieve it from the 

ópastô. These efforts, he adds, can never relent, and are critical for success in the present and 

the hereafter. The themes explored in this essay ï the encouragement of new avenues of learning 

tempered by the accompanying cautionary message ï exhibit features commonly found in 

reformist writings.  

This article provides an example of some of the prevailing Muslim attitudes regarding 

the position of the Muslim polity, not just in Kelantan, but also shared with a broad swathe of 

opinions found throughout the Islamic world. Whilst addressing a fairly limited regional 

audience (most of whom would presumably be local, as some of the terms suggests), the issues 

raised would likely have found resonance with many Muslims around the Islamic world at the 

time. 

                                                 
31 aƻƘŀƳŜŘ ōΦ bƛƪ aƻƘŘΦ {ŀƭƭŜƘ ƛƴ ²ΦwΦ wƻŦŦ όŜŘΦύΣ άYŜƭŀƴǘŀƴΥ wŜƭƛƎƛƻƴΣ {ƻŎƛŜǘȅ ŀƴŘ tƻƭƛǘƛŎǎ ƛƴ ŀ aŀƭŀȅ {ǘŀǘŜέ 
(1974ύΣ ǎǘŀǘŜǎΣ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭȅ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ƛƴǊƻŀŘǎ ƳŀŘŜ ōȅ ǘƘŜ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ όƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŎŀǎŜΣ ƭŜŘ ōȅ wΦ²Φ 5ǳŦŦύΣ άōǊƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƻ 
the surface the hitherto obscure position of the state of Kelantan, exposed the nature and extent of Siamese 
pretensions to or claims over the state, questioned the position and sovereignty of its ruler or Raja, and led to 
the signing of the Anglo-{ƛŀƳŜǎŜ ¢ǊŜŀǘȅ ƻŦ мфлнέόǇΦооύΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ŀǎ [ŜǾƻǎ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ƻǳǘΣ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ 
Duff himself may have wanted to create some distance between his endeavours and that of the colonial 
ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ όǎŜŜ [ŜǾƻǎΣ 9ΦΣ άwƻōŜǊǘ ²Φ 5ǳŦŦΥ ! .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ {ŜƛƎƴǳŜǊ ƛƴ YŜƭŀƴǘŀƴ муфн-мфонέΣ Wa.RAS vol.70, part 
1, 1997, p.1-20).     
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The emerging dialectic relates, to some degree, the rapidly changing circumstances 

under which members of the literary and scholastic classes in Kelantan operated. It suggests 

that on one hand, the political and administrative changes taking place under the emerging 

colonial state may have unwittingly afforded greater freedom for óreligiousô and associated 

activities (see chapter 4), but on the other, these new opportunities equally meant that new, and 

often, unfamiliar rules of engagement in the public sphere were taking shape.32  

As the chapter on the Majlis Agama Islam indicates, it was in the areas of legal and 

administrative reforms, where native Muslim reflexivity was most apparent. While this process 

would have likely been confined amongst the ruling and intellectual elites, their British 

counterparts and the theocrats, in Pengasoh we can see what appears to be attempts to introduce 

aspects of the discourses associated with these developments to a wider audience.  

The first translation of English Law (serially) into Malay was undertaken by the then 

editor, Datuk Laksmana in the 21, September 1918 edition of Pengasoh. With the emphasis on 

general knowledge, reports on current events and ónewô discoveries (as understood by the 

author) became a regular feature of the periodical under his editorial control.33 The idea of 

ñlawò here is important because it illustrates, to some degree, how the Malay Muslim 

intelligentsia were beginning to consider the ramifications of the legal and administrative 

changes on their communities (especially when Pengasoh was intended for a regional 

audience). This may have had an effect on the ways in which native legal scholars had begun 

                                                 
32 This tension was not unique to Kelantan. Similar to the other Malay states, Kelantan wŀǎ άŎŀǳƎƘǘ ƛƴ ŀ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ 
ƻŦ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƴƻǘ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ƻǿƴ ŎƘƻƻǎƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƛƻƴΣ ŀǎ Ŏƻƭƻƴƛŀƭ ǊǳƭŜΧΦŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀǘǘŜƴŘŀƴǘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ 
ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƳǇƛƴƎŜŘ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎƭȅ ƻƴ ƻǊŘƛƴŀǊȅ ƭƛŦŜ ŀƴŘ ŎǳǎǘƻƳŀǊȅ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎέ wƻŦŦΣ ²ΦwΦ όмфуоύΣ 
Ψ²ƘŜƴŎŜ /ƻƳŜǘƘ ǘƘŜ [ŀǿ? Dog-{ŀƭƛǾŀ ƛƴ YŜƭŀƴǘŀƴΣ мфотΩΣ /ƻƳǇŀǊŀǘƛǾŜ {ǘǳŘƛŜǎ ƛƴ {ƻŎƛŜǘȅ ŀƴŘ IƛǎǘƻǊȅΣ ǾƻƭΦнрΣ 
ƴƻΦнΦ !ƭǎƻ ƻŦ ƴƻǘŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŀ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǇŀǎǘΩΦ wŜŦƻǊƳƛǎǘ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ ŦǊŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅ ŜƭƛŎƛǘǎ 
references to Islamic ΨhistoryΩ as a witness to a proverbial past where Islamic civilization was a dominant global 
power and cultural influence. However, ǘƘƛǎ Ƴŀȅ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŀ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ǎƘŀǇŜŘ ōȅ ΨǿŜǎǘŜǊƴΩ ǊŜƴŘŜǊƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ ŀƴ 
LǎƭŀƳƛŎ ΨƎƻƭŘŜƴ ŀƎŜΩ ǎŜŜǇƛƴƎ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƛƳŀƎƛƴƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ aǳǎlim intelligentsia. This 
was discussed earlier in chapter 2. 
33 See Pengasoh 21st September 1918. 
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to reflect upon how colonial authority had brought their own legal understanding to bear on 

local juridical traditions and the attendant bureaucratic and institutional changes taking place.34    

Another contributor lauded philanthropic efforts in the West ï especially in relation to 

education and the setting up of social services such as hospices.35 Such efforts, he suggests, 

were consistent with Islamic duties and responsibilities. He also admonished fellow Muslims 

for losing sight of the basic tenets of their faith, and stressed upon the irony that it is societies 

in the West that have imbibed themselves with these values.36 In this way, the author disparaged 

what he perceives as the lack of civic consciousness and a sense of pastoral responsibility within 

Malay-Muslim society, especially among the elites;  

ñSeperkara lagi yang setahu kita belum lagi pernah berlaku di dalam Semenanjung Tanah 

Melayu ini (kecualikan Johor dan Negeri-negeri Selat) ialah orang kaya-kaya mewakafkan 

atau mengkhairatkan harta bendanya bagi manafaat umum bagaiaman yang telah lazim 

berlaku di negeri-negeri Eropah dan amerika dan lain-lain negeri yang bertamaddun, 

setengahnya daripada masa ada lagi hayat tuan punya harta itu dan setengahnya  apabila 

mereka itu mati, ialah seperti memberikan mereka itu satu bahagian atau semua harta 

                                                 
34 wŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ¢ŀƭŀƭ !ǎŀŘΩǎ όнллоύ ŀƴŘ 9ōǊŀƘƛƳ aƻƻǎŀΩǎ in Masud et al (2009) discussion on the how the Sharia is 
ǊŜŘǳŎŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ΨƭŀǿΩ ƛƴ /ƻƭƻƴƛŀƭ 9ƎȅǇǘ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ ƛƳpact this had on the way Egyptian reformers thinking about 
the Sharia ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨƭŀǿΩΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŀǇǇŜŀǊǎ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŀ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴ ǎƘŀǊŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ΨǊŜŦƻǊƳƛǎǘΩ ulama in 
Malaya as well (see previous chapter on the thought of Ahmad al-Patani).   
35 Article bȅ ΨtŀǘǊƛƻǘΩ мst February 1919 ς ŀǎ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊ ƛǎ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ½ŀΩŀōŀΦ ½ŀƛƴŀƭ !ōƛŘƛƴ 
ōƛƴ !ƘƳŀŘ ό½ŀΩŀōŀύ ǿŀǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴǘƛŀƭ aŀƭŀȅ ƛƴǘŜƭƭŜŎǘǳŀƭκŀŎǘƛǾƛǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ нлth century. A man of 
letters, he was also instrumental ς later in life ς in the founding of the United Malay National Organisation 
(UMNO). Whilst not generally  recognized as an authority within ǳƭŀƳŀΩ circles; he was nonetheless a deeply 
respected intellectual within the Malay literati community ς especially amongst those often described as 
ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŀ ΨƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǎǘΩ ƻǊ ΨƪŀǳƳ ƳǳŘŀΩ όǘƘŜ Ψ¸ƻǳƴƎ DŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΩύ ƻǊƛŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ or favoring a more radicalised 
politics congenial to Malay self-determinationΦ !ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ !Řƴŀƴ IƧΦ bŀǿŀƴƎΣ ½ŀΩōŀ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǇǊŜ-eminent 
defender of the Malay language and culture, identifying both as critical components of nation building, and to 
ǎŜǊǾŜ ŀǎ ŀ ōƛƴŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƳǳƭƎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ aŀƭŀȅŀƴ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎǘ ǎŜƴǘƛƳŜƴǘǎ όbŀǿŀƴƎΣ !ΦΣ ά½ŀΩba: Patriot dan 
Pendeta MelayuέΣ Yǳŀƭŀ [ǳƳǇǳǊΥ ¸ŀȅŀǎŀƴ tŜƴŀǘŀǊŀƴ LƭƳǳΣ мффпύΦ   ½ŀΩ.ŀ ǿŀǎ ŘŜŜǇƭȅ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ƘŜ ǎŀǿ ŀǎ 
the collusion between the elites within Malayan society ς the aristocratic Malays, the various commercial 
interests ς and the British colonials at the expense of wider society. However, as was the case with other more 
ǊŀŘƛŎŀƭ ƳƛƴŘŜŘ ƛƴǘŜƭƭŜŎǘǳŀƭǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ 9ƳǇƛǊŜΣ ƛƴǘŜƭƭŜŎǘǳŀƭǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ½ŀΩōŀ ǿŜǊŜ ƭŀǊƎŜƭȅ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘǎ 
of a British education, and had used the cultural and intellectual resources these experiences made available to 
develop a critical stance towards colonialism.   
36 !ǘ ǘƛƳŜǎΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ǘƻ ŀǎŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ Ƙƻǿ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŀȅ ǘƘŜ ŀǇǇŜƭƭŀǘŜ άLǎƭŀƳƛŎέ ƛǎ ŀǇǇƭƛŜŘΤ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ƛǎ 
seldom taken lightly. Yet it is pǊŜŎƛǎŜƭȅ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘŀǘƛǾŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ŎƭŀƛƳǎ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ŀǎ ΨLǎƭŀƳƛŎΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ 
makes its use such an appealing and powerful rhetorical device.  
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bendanya kerana membuka tempat-tempat pelajaran atau rumah sakit (hospital) dan 

sebagainya bagi pergunaan orang ramai- maka bukankah yang demikian  itu perbuatan 

sehabis-habis mulia dan kepujian dunia dan akhirat dan sepatutnya terbit daripada agama 

Islam?ò 

(ñAnother thing absent on the Malay Peninsula, except for Johore and the Straits 

Settlements, are efforts by the affluent to donate their inheritance or to establish endowments 

for the benefit of society at large as the case is in Europe, America and other civilized countries. 

Many of them will contribute their wealth for the benefit of places of learning, hospitals and 

other institutions for the public good. These are the most laudable forms of behavior, for the 

present and hereafter, and should have emerged from what we have learnt from Islamò). 

Though this was an exhortation directed towards the Malay Muslim community in 

general, it is noteworthy that the state of Johore and the Straits Settlements (Singapore, Penang 

and Malacca) were exempted. óPhilanthropyô becomes a yardstick for social progress (in this 

case tied to the idea of ñbertamaddunò or ócivilizedô), characterized by ñmuliaò (honorable 

behavior) and ultimately bound to an eschatological understanding of the present (ñduniaò) and 

hereafter (ñakhiratò). The power of this invective primarily lie in its ability to conjure the notion 

of a practice apparently common in Western societies (in this case, philanthropy) as endemic 

to Islamic tradition ï even if, as many reform ideologues suggests, it has been forgotten or 

forsaken by most Muslims. Such points of view no doubt brokered much discussion (and 

disagreement) amongst reform intellectuals; but it seems regardless of the varying interpretative 

turns, a general consensus that much of ñWesternò triumphalism stemmed from their adoption 

and adaptation of Islamic principles remains. This, as numerous writings in the early reform 

periodicals attests, appears to have been a regular rhetorical strategy.  

Criticisms of what was described as the rudimentary nature and backwardness of the 

standards of education amongst the Malays was a consistent theme during the early years of 

Pengasoh, and to a degree reflects the peculiar anxieties and uncertainties of reform thought (or 
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perhaps more broadly amongst an elite dealing with the problems associated with rapid change). 

Drawing on Abduhôs, Ridaôs, and Ahmad al-Pataniôs penchant for exploring ideas not 

conventionally seen as óIslamicô in origin, it is possible to observe the evocation of similar 

thought experiments in the early period of Pengasoh.37 An article published on 19th November 

1918 asserts ñthat the lack of ability to read the Malay script (this refers to óJawiô) is 

compounded by the lack of reading material in Malay, which ought to be collected in 

universities or colleges as suggested by Thomas Carlyleò.38  

The same article then goes on to say that the resources available in the ótraditional 

Islamic sciencesô in Malay ï should be recognised as intellectual repositories. However the 

scarcity of materials in the ómodern subjectsô in Malay as well as ódictionariesô, óhandbooks on 

the rules of grammarô, óa dictionary of translations from foreign languages such as English, 

Arabic and so onô as well as translations of books on chemistry, medicine, mathematics and 

geography acts as major impediments to learning.39 However, as a testament to the ongoing 

uncertainties regarding how an Islamic óreformô was to be achieved, another article reminds the 

reader that there is also much that is written that may be a ñwaste of time and detrimental to 

good behaviourò.40  

                                                 
37 Drawing from a comparative religious dimension is not something alien to reform type thinking. Aside from 
AōŘǳƘΩǎ ŀƴŘ !ŦƎƘŀƴƛΩǎ ŘƛŀƭƻƎƛŎ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ǘƻ ²ŜǎǘŜǊƴ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘΣ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŜǇƭȅ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǎǳō-continent reformist, 
Shah Wali Allah, had much earlier on, took seriously the need to draw on a comparative perspective as a means 
to testify to the veracity of Islamic doctrines. See Rahman (2000), p.197-200. 
38 See p.4. The reference to Thomas Carlyle, the Scottish and Victorian critic is interesting. Carlyle himself was a 
staunch critic of the failures of Victorian society to provide sufficient economic and educational opportunities 
to the under-privileged and marginalized; see Heffer (2014); p.51-58. Here is another example of the 
heterogeneous and eclectic sources utilized by the writers in Pengasoh in advocating reform. Similar to their 
counterparts around the Islamic world, these reformists illustrate a considerable willingness to adapt resources 
which, on the surface, did not form part of the corpus of traditional Islamic knowledge.     
39 Pengasoh 4th December 1918. 
40 Ibid 25th September 1919, p.8. However, what these types of reading materials might be is not mentioned. 
These concerns were fairly widespread during the period within the Malay Muslim educated classes. The 
exposure to, and engagement with colonial power was a source of considerable unease amongst the Muslims. 
[ŜǘǘŜǊǎΣ ŜŘƛǘƻǊƛŀƭǎ ŀƴŘ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŎƻƳƳƻƴΤ ǿƘƛƭǎǘ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƴ Ψ9ƴƎƭƛǎƘΩ 
education may prove valuable in terms of improving their socio-economic status, many Muslim parents were 
deeply concerned that the traditional and religious values of their children would be compromised as a result.   
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This ótensionô reflects the ongoing difficulties in finding common ground between 

reform intellectuals. Even the most enthusiastic reformers were not vouchsafed from doubt, and 

there were ongoing uncertainties about the effects of this on the faith of the community. This 

vacillating eclecticism could be discerned in the various editorials, articles and letters published 

in Pengasoh throughout the period under discussion. What is of interest, is the apparent 

willingness of the editors of ñPengasohò to publish articles which ï at least on the surface ï 

appears critical towards the type of Islamic authority which the journal and those associated 

with it exemplify.41 This in a sense appears to move away from the views of scholars such as 

Roff (1967) and Kessler (1978) which suggests that the establishment of the Majlis Agama 

Islam was simply another means through which the monarchy sought to consolidate its 

diminishing authority in the public sphere.  

As early as 1919, the editors of Pengasoh had begun to enunciate the importance of 

developing  tertiary institutions for the training of locals and setting up medical and technical 

schools (an emphasis on both academic and vocational training ï ñhasilkan darjah yang tinggi-

tinggi daripada pelajaran ilmu-ilmu, dan kepandaian dan pekerjaanò). The accompanying 

article argues that the creation of a ójamaahô (collective) is required so that ñthe appropriate 

discussions can take place in order to design and prepare a structured program of studyò. 

In 1923, the Majlis Agama Kelantan was directly responsible for 4 different schools in, 

and around Kota Bharu ï Pasir Mas, Pasir Puteh, Kutan and Kota Bharu itself.42 The total 

                                                 
41 !ǎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊǎ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎΣ ŘŜŎƛǇƘŜǊƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴƛƴƎ ΨŎƻǊǊŜŎǘΩ ōŜƭƛŜŦ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ 
ulama community is both an unpredictable and tempestuous process ς marked perhaps more by 
disagreements and incessant factionalism. The characterization made by scholars such as Yegar (1979), Means 
(2009) and others tends to underplay this aspect of Malay Muslim discourse by emphasizing a division between 
those representinƎ ΨƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭΩ ƻǊ ΨŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘƳŜƴǘΩ LǎƭŀƳ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎǳǇǇƻǎŜŘ ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊǇŀǊǘǎΦ ²ƘƛƭŜ ǘƘƛǎ Ƴŀȅ have 
been the case in specific instances, it sometimes simplifies the complex ways in which authoritative practice 
and belief is established. Attempts to regulate what shƻǳƭŘ ŎƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ŀǎ άLǎƭŀƳƛŎέ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƻŦ ŀ 
Ŏƻƭƻƴƛŀƭ ƭŜƎŀƭ ǊŜƎƛƳŜ ŜŀƎŜǊ ǘƻ ŎƻƴŎŜƴǘǊŀǘŜ ǇƻǿŜǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜƳŜǊƎƛƴƎ άǎŜŎǳƭŀǊέ ǎǘŀǘŜ ŜƴǎǳǊŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ 
remain largely unresolved and continues to be a focus of much political and legislative contestation in later 
ȅŜŀǊǎΦ bƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ƛǎ ŀ ƴŜǿ άŘƛǎǘŀƴŎƛƴƎέ ό9ōǊŀƘƛƳ aƻƻǎŀΩǎ ǘŜǊƳ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ пύύ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ΨƭŀǿΩ 
ŀƴŘ ΨƳƻǊŀƭƛǘȅΩΣ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜŘǳǊŜǎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŀŎǘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ƴŜǿ ƭŀǿǎ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ Ŏƻƭƻƴƛŀƭ ǎǘŀǘŜ ƻōǎŎǳǊŜǎ ǘƘŜ 
process of consociation and consensus critical in the elaboration and application of pre-colonial juridical norms.    
42 Refer to chapter 4 for more information regarding these schools. 
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number in attendance was 496 students. The Majlis English School in Kota Bharu had 78 

students. This was applauded in certain quarters as an unmitigated success. In Pengasoh, 

comparisons were made with the college in Kuala Kangsar which suggested that the levels of 

education in the MAIK English School being markedly superior.43  

While articles which insists that comprehensive educational reform was fundamental to 

the development and administrative requirements of the state were becoming more widespread, 

some (such as the one below) had begun to explore how this is connected to questions about 

the possibilities of self-government: 

ñBahawa nyatalah kepada kita pelajaran kanak-kanak di negeri itu telah hasil sebagaimana 

cita-cita raja dan kerajaannya kerana orang muda-muda yang khatam daripada tempat-tempat 

pelajaran di dalam kolej atau universiti negeri-negeri itu kebanyakannya dapat kerajaannya 

menggunakan dia diberi kerja di dalam jawatan kerajaan. Wa al-hasil boleh dikatakan di 

dalam tiap-tiap negeri yang tersebut itu hampir-hampir tiada lalu bangsa asing di dalam 

jawatan kerajaannya melainkan  daripada bangsanya sehingga kepada kepada segala kerja 

yang lain-lain pun seperti tukang dan kuli dan sebagainyaò44   

(ñClearly, if the young are educated following the designs of the sovereign and his 

government, then those who are the products of these institutions of learning can be utilised to 

serve the state. As a result, it could be said that in each of those states, no foreigner (óbangsa 

                                                 
43 Pengasoh 10th November 1923. This was an important point to make for the local educators ς comparisons 
with the Malay College in Kuala Kangsar reflected an awareness of Colonial educational initiatives. On the 
surface, much was made to praise the initiative as means of providing educational opportunities as well as 
improving educational standards for Malays (in this case, the Malay elites). But this was underpinned by a 
subtle, but distinct note of disparagement ς implicit in the suggestion that the schools established by the Majlis 
in Kelantan were superior. Were the reasons behind this to show native success in replicating colonial efforts? 
Or was it to suggest the shortcomings of colonial reform? Clearly, these themes were frequently explored in 
Pengasoh, without it seems coming to any definitive conclusion. No doubt, educational reform was a critical 
feature of the revitalization strategy in Malaya. Figures such as Syed Shaykh al-Hadi established a number of 
schools (Madrasah al-Iqbal in Singapore, 1907; Madrasah al-Hadi, Malacca, 1912; Madrasah al-Mashoor, 
Penang, 1919) ς with varying degrees of success ς in order to pursue this agenda.     
44 Article by Sebang Ba fa (Pengasoh 3rd September 1921) 
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asingô) should hold a government position (as is the case now) or other forms of labour such as 

artisans, serfs and so onò). 

The writer was most likely refering to Western nations, where their leaders (ñrajaò ï 

monarch, but also as a general reference to leaders) and the ógovernmentsô ensures those 

receiving a higher education would serve the state (ñkerajaanò). To presumably distinguish 

between circumstances in the Malay states as opposed to the West, the writer notes how 

Western nations are governed by their own people, and where foreigners (ñbangsa asingò) are 

employed as labourers (ñtukangò), menial workers, servants (ñkuliò) and so on.45   

While the idea of some form of self - determination had been anticipated by earlier 

reformist writers such as Ahmad al-Patani, this tended to centre on the notion of a localised 

Muslim community underwritten by the concept of a trans-national ñummaò. But as the colonial 

state attempted to extend its influence, a different set of views amongst the locals began to 

emerge. Though the idea of a óglobal ummaô remained in some ways a larger political goal, 

concerns more pragmatic and domestic in scope - perpetuated by a Muslim intellectual class 

not necessarily bound by their alimô connections ï began to filter through more readily into 

public consciousness. But this was, to an extent, the result of the kinds of discourses that 

reformists brought into play. As Milner (1995) indicates, in an increasingly diffused Malayan 

public sphere at the turn of the 20th century, the melding of vocabularies both ñoldô and ónewô 

created novel uncertainties but also afforded tremendous interpretative possibilities. The terms 

ñijtihadò (rational deliberation) or ñtaqlidò (blind imitation), for example, were no longer 

                                                 
45 ²ƘƛƭŜ ƳǳŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊ ǊŜŦƻǊƳ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ ƛƴ ǇŜǊƛƻŘƛŎŀƭǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ Ψal-ImamΩ ŀƴŘ ΨtŜƴƎŀǎƻƘΩ stopped short of 
advocating self-determination (at least in terms of independence from colonial interference), the political 
implication of Islamic revitalization readily lends itself to those ends. As made mentioned in chapter 1, no 
doubt the more visible reformist intellectuals were aware that the British were paying close attention to their 
activities ς a number were being monitored precisely because they were thought to harbor anti-colonial 
sentiments ς or at least sentiments suggestive towards those ends. This was one reason why Syed Shaykh al-
Hadi, perhaps the most vociferous reform advocate of his generation, was careful to avoid agitating the 
colonial state. This piece, however, was one of the earliest writings in Pengasoh to openly question the neglect 
of the local populace in circles of government. Though the notion of communal autonomy may not necessarily 
coincide with earlier Islamic-reform type conceptions, it is unclear whether this was analogous to statehood in 
the strictly western or modern sense. 
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necessarily tethered to discourses amongst the ulama. In the generation of Malay intellectuals 

such as Zaôaba, Abdul Kadir Abadi, Hamka and others, themes explored through the early 

reform periodicals (educational and political reform, interrogating the limits and meanings of 

reason) gained an almost instrumental impetus.   

Despite the general enthusiasm towards educational ómodernisationô by a number of 

writers in Pengasoh, the uncertainties of what this might entail is made evident as the subject 

were explored in more detail. For example, the article46 above goes on to state, : óIn the 

universities, qualified and able religious teachers must be provided in order to ensure that there 

is religious discipline and that our religious duties are followed; and that there is an Imam who 

leads the prayer during Zuhr and Asrô.47  

The emphasis on the finding a ósynthesisô between óIslamô and what these writers saw 

as ómodernisationô was a consistent theme throughout the early period of Pengasohôs 

publication ï without necessarily agreeing to what shape and form this synthesis might take. 

Though an investment in modernising education may be demanded by the challenges faced by 

their social and economic situation, there appears to be a general consensus that the 

fundamentals of religious values must constantly underpin these ónewô forms of knowledge. 

The purpose of a ómodernô education is, inevitably, to serve the interests of the Islamic faith 

and the community at large.48  

                                                 
46 Sebang Ba Fa (Pengasoh; 3rd September 1921). 
47 It is possible to note that similar discussions were taking place in other centres of Islam at the time. 
5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƛƴƎ ǘŜǊǘƛŀǊȅ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴ ΨLǎƭŀƳƛŎΩ ƻǊƛŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǇƻǿŜǊŦǳƭ ŎŀǳǎŜ ŦƻǊ individuals such as 
Ahmad Ali Khan who went on to establish the Aligarh Muslim University in India. This was intended as an 
ŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜ ǘƻ ŀ Ψ²ŜǎǘŜǊƴΩ ǘȅǇŜ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴΦ .ǳǘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘǊƻǾŜǊǎƛŜǎ ǎǳǊǊƻǳƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ !ƭƛƎŀǊƘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛƳŜƴǘ ǎƘƻǿǎΣ 
ǘƘŜ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ΨǊŜŦƻǊƳΩ ǿŀǎ ƘƛƎƘƭȅ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘƛƻǳǎΦ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƴƎ ǊŜŦƻǊƳ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜǎ ŀǎ ƳǳŎƘ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀōƭŜ 
institutional development as well as religious legitimacy and continues to be a major source of controversy in 
Muslim educational development. See Zaman (2002; p.68-78) for a useful discussion on the developments on 
the Indian subcontinent during the period described previously. Ironically, the paragraph sums up what 
became of post-war education in Malaysia, where a syllabus largely drawn from the English system was 
ǎǳǇǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŜŘ ōȅ ŀ ŦŜǿ ΨǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎΩ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŀƭƭƻǿŀƴŎŜǎ ƳŀŘŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜǎ ƻŦ ǇǊŀȅŜǊ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘ 
practice. 
48 Determining the contours of this topic, as chapter 2 and 3 points out, was perhaps the major preoccupation 
of many of the leading reform scholars. However, as the ensuing discourses suggests, it was difficult to sustain 
ŀ ŎƻƘŜǎƛǾŜ ƛŘŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜƴǘ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǘƘŜ ōǊƻŀŘƭȅ ƘŜƭŘ ōŜƭƛŜŦ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǊŜŦƻǊƳΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǊŜǾƛǘŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩ ǿŜǊŜ 
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The regular contributor, Patriot, lamented that, ñMany Malays encourage their children 

or those of their friends to enter English schools. Some are so enthused by English education 

that they completely ignore the teachings of Islam. As long as their children acquire an English 

education for the purpose of becoming clever or in order to get a job, is more than sufficient. 

And they do not care if (the children) knows Islam only rudimentarily or if they fall into 

perversion (ómaksiatô) by copying the Europeans ï let it be! (Here the author states with irony) 

Because an English education for these people is sufficient for all their wants and desires during 

this lifetime!ò.49 

Criticisms of Malays adopting ówesternô social and cultural mores was a regular feature 

of reform discourses. Though this may seem to parallel the general unease about the possible 

consequences of modernisation, it also in some ways, points to the beginnings of sentiments 

amongst the Malay Muslim intelligentsia (perhaps ironically fuelled by rising nationalist ideas 

emerging in the Levant and Arab world) concerned about the place of óMalayô culture within 

both reformist thinking and wider society. As noted by scholars such as Roff (1967), Milner 

(1995), Hooker (2000) and others, the types of discourses found in these early reformist 

periodicals subsequently led to the emergence of cultural and political sentiments more 

outwardly ónationalistô in orientation. The tension acknowledged in earlier reformist thought 

(between the desire to modernise and acquire various linguistic/scientific forms of knowledge 

and the potential social, cultural and religious problems which may arise from this engagement) 

began to acquire a different patina. 

                                                 
needed. But it may have been impetus enough for the most intellectually capable reformists that such 
discourses stimulated much thinking and discussion amongst the wider Muslim intelligentsia ς even if at times, 
the laudatory virtues of creative reason leads to questionable opinions, or more likely that inchoate reasoning 
will lead to egregious conclusions.   
49 Pengasoh 17th March 1919. While it is possible to find many amongst the ulama community throughout the 
Peninsula who echo these sentiments, the position of the formally trained ulamas were perhaps more subtle 
ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǘǘŜǊΣ ǘƘŀƴ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ōȅ ½ŀΩŀōŀΩǎ ŎƘŀǊƎŜŘ ǇƻƭŜƳƛŎΦ .ǳǘ ½ŀΩōŀΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘ 
unique; even Syed Ahmad Khan himself had little regard for the graduates of Aligarh ς ǘƘŜǎŜ ŦƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ ΨƴŜǿ 
ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΩ ǿŀǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŘŜǊƛŘŜŘ ōȅ ŦŜƭƭƻǿ ǊŜŦƻǊƳƛǎǘǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ aŀǳƭŀƴŀ YŀƭŀƳ !ȊŀŘΣ ½ŀŦŀǊ !ƭƛ YƘŀƴΣ {Ƙƛōƭƛ bǳΩƳŀƴƛΣ 
Lǉōŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ŀǎ άmaghrib zadahέ όǿŜǎǘ ǎǘǊƛŎƪŜƴύΦ {ŜŜ wŀƘƳŀƴ όмфунύ ǇΦтнΦ 
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Attempts to emphasise the boundaries of colonial rule (in terms of sovereignty, political 

identity and affiliation) also began to shape Malay Muslim discourse in unexpected ways. We 

can see elements of this emerging in Pengasoh. Criticisms levelled at those who preferred to 

converse in a óforeignô language began to include an indictment of those who spoke in Arabic. 

An essay published on the 29 January 1922 suggests, ñwe often hear Malays who understand 

English or Arabic, when they speak with their contemporaries often prefer to use the language 

they have learnt rather than to speak in Malay, as if the Malay language is something peculiar 

(pelek). And it is the foreign language that is preferred. So Malays must consider that when 

they use of these foreign languages among each other, what will those foreign observers think? 

Are they going to say that they are not Malays? ... Is this seen as a wonderful accolade? In our 

opinion, they would surely say, óThese Malays are spoilt (mengada-ngada ñinsouciantò)ô. This 

would surely discourage foreigners from learning our language, for they would say, why should 

we learn a language that even the locals reject? There is no need to study a language that is so 

base. So my fellow Malays, remember that language is a reflection of your race (bahasa itu 

menunjuk diatas bangsa)ò.  

Was this a critique against an ulama majority for whom Arabic would have remained a 

central part of their Muslim identity?  Or perhaps a polemical indictment against a religious 

elite, whom despite their pretensions for reform, were keen to retain their status as custodians 

of the faith? No doubt, as Roff (1967), Kahn (2009) and others indicate, the rise of a new 

generation of Muslims educated outside the more traditional Islamised system may have 

introduced perspectives less reliant on the ulama discourses, and shaped by exposure to more 

ómodernô ideas ï especially in the areas of politics and social reforms.50 The idea, at least in 

this instance, that ñbangsaò (race) by implication conceived as an object of countenance 

                                                 
50 !ǎ wŀƘƳŀƴ όмфунύ Ǉǳǘǎ ƛǘΣ άƛƴ ǘƘŜ ΨǊŜŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊȅΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ōȅ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ aǳǎƭƛƳǎΣ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ ŀƴŘ 
national ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ Ǝƻ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ Ƙŀǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ōŜŜƴ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ŎƻƴǘǊŀŘƛŎǘƛƻƴΧ ōǳǘ ǿƘƛƭŜ 
uncompromising nationalists like Kemal and Kamil were necessarily secular, it seems in this genesis the two 
ǿŜǊŜ ŎƭƻǎŜƭȅ ŀƭƭƛŜŘΧ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ƭƻŎŀƭ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛsm was encouraged by identifying with the Islamic 
ǇŀǎǘέΤ p.53. 
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arguably of similar standing to ñagamaò (faith); and that the Malay language more pertinent as 

a marker of Malay Muslim identity (over and above it seems Arabic ï the language of the faith), 

is certainly surprising ï especially so when it is printed in a journal produced by perhaps the 

foremost example of establishment Islam on the Peninsula.  

In some ways, this speaks of the óopennessô of the early editors of Pengasoh, and 

perhaps more importantly, reveal aspects of the ulama culture prevailing in Kelantan at the 

time.51 Though the early Malayan reform periodicals were driven by the reformistsô broad 

órevitalisationô agenda, the implication of the wide ranging interpretative thrusts of the 

accompanying discussions over educational, political and legal reform at times led to 

unpredictable consequences. The reformistsô attempts to maintain an ongoing dialogue between 

the vicissitudes of the present and the accumulated traditions of the faith appeared to have 

precipitated the outgrowth of discourses amongst the Malay Muslims tangibly more connected 

to the more ósecularô concerns over social and political order wrought by the expanding colonial 

state.52   

Though the rise of such sentiments on a broader scale may indicate a growing 

consciousness about the role of language within the context of Malay Muslim culture and 

identity across the Peninsula and eventually feeding into sentiments more nationalistic in 

orientation, these concerns are not entirely new.53 Within a different context, these sentiments 

                                                 
51 The Muslim scholarly community in Kelantan, as mentioned in chapter 1, despite harbouring local 
attachments (clearly many of them saw themselves as loyal to the Kelantanese monarch), nevertheless 
retained powerful cosmopolitan sentiments ς especially since many of them either originated from outside the 
state or more pertinently, identified themselves with, and were cognizant of the transnational networks of 
which they were a part. 
52 As Abdul Rahman Ismail points out, in the writings of prominent reformists such as Syed Shaykh al-Hadi, 
these anxieties appear to perpetually undergird their thinking (see Abd Aziz, S. ed. 2003; p.26-30).     
53 Contrary to writers such Ariffin Omar (1995), to locatŜ ǘƘŜ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǊƛǎƛƴƎ άƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎǘέ 
sentiments as one drawing inspiration largely from the Indonesian experience puts too much emphasis on 
geography and colonial inspired cartographies of knowledge over and above the panoply of views about self-
determination which was a part of an ongoing dialogue across the Malay world. The influence of figures such as 
Ahmad al-Patani, whose writings were widely read by both Malayans and Indonesians cannot be 
underestimated. This is not to say that the particularities of colonial experiences were not significant 
determinants of such views, but that these ideas were also influenced to a degree by discourses over 
territoriality, cultural and religious integrity which drew upon a repository of thinking throughout the 
Archipelago which, in some ways, both preceded and lain outside the experience of colonialism.  
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had been anticipated by earlier writers.54 Munshi Abdullah, writing in 1849, lamented that 

Malays, ñmalays have forgotten their own language, as to have no place at all where language 

is taught... other races of this world have become civilized and powerful because of their ability 

to read, write and understand their own language which they value highlyò.55 In his óKitab 

Pengetahuan Bahasaô (Introduction to Language), Raja Ali Haji critically reflected upon the 

changes affecting the Malays; the influences of foreign fashions, the decay of customs and 

traditions, the debasement of language through bazaar usage and so on.56 Such characteristic 

attitudes towards language were a familiar feature amongst the Malay intelligentsia in the 

following years.57  

What is also equally interesting, is the tone of óPatriotôsô comment regarding how an 

emphasis on an English education may lead Malays to ñperversionò or a distancing from their 

own faith. There is much irony here, for Zaôba himself ï at least in some of his writings ï held 

little regard for Malay intellectual prowess. One of his better known diatribes was to assert that 

in relation to historical understanding, the Malays had a penchant for confusing ófactô and 

ófictionô. Malayan óhistoryô only began, he went on to say, when Richard Windstedt ï the noted 

British administrator and scholar ï started to write it.58 Though widely read, and formally 

                                                 
54 wƻŦŦΣ ²ΦwΦΣ άhǊƛƎƛƴǎ ƻŦ aŀƭŀȅ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎƳέΣ όYǳŀƭŀ [ǳƳǇǳǊΥ h¦t мффпύ ǇΦпсΦ 
55 Ibid p.46. 
56Ibid p.47.   
57 IƻƻƪŜǊ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǎŜƴǘƛƳŜƴǘǎ ŀǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ΨŜǘƘƴo-ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎƳΩ ŀǎ ƻǇǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƻ ΨƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎƳΩ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ 
themes explored in these texts do not identify the State as an object of loyalty. Instead it is the concern for the 
well being of the Malay-aǳǎƭƛƳ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǘŀƪŜǎ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘȅ όIƻƻƪŜǊΣ ±ΦaΦΣ όнлллύ ά²ǊƛǘƛƴƎ ŀ bŜǿ {ƻŎƛŜǘȅέΤ 
Allen Unwin: Australia; p.366-368ύΦ .ǳǘ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨŜǘƘƴƻ-ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎƳΩ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘǎ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎΤ ƛǘ ŀǎǎǳƳŜǎ ŦƻǊ 
ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜΣ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ άaŀƭŀȅέ ŀǎ ǳǎŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǿǊƛǘŜǊǎ ǇŀǊŀƭƭŜƭ ŀƴ ŜǘƘƴƛŎƛǎŜŘ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ rather perhaps than a 
set fluid and inter-changeable identities. Perhaps this may have resonated much more with the ideas of early 
20th century intellectuals such as Eunos Ahmad, the Utusan editor residing and working within the confines of 
Colonial Singapore, where extensive attempts to classify and categorise society were in place. But in Kelantan 
or Terengganu, with the preponderance of a rich cosmopolitan scholarly tradition, it seems more appropriate 
to identify a focus of political loyalty with the Sultanate, or a sense of collective identity bound by a common 
faith as opposed to race or ethnicity.  
58 DǳƭƭƛŎƪ όмффуύΦ ½ŀΩōŀ ǿǊƻǘŜ ǘƘƛǎ ŀǘ ŀ ŦŀƛǊƭȅ ƭŀǘŜ ǎǘŀƎŜ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ƭƛŦŜΦ !ǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜΣ ƛǘ ŀǇǇŜŀǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ƘŀŘ ōŜƎǳƴ ǘƻ 
ŀŎŎŜǇǘ ŀ ΨǿŜǎǘŜǊƴƛǎŜŘΩ ǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ΨƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΩΦ ²ŀǎ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƘƻǳƎƘΣ ŀ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ an honest sentiment or perhaps the 
ǊŜƴŘŜǊƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ ŀ ŘŜŜǇŜǊ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ŦǊǳǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ΨŦŀƛƭǳǊŜǎΩ ƻŦ ƴŀǘƛǾŜ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ !ƴƎƭƛŎƛǎŜŘ 
ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊǇŀǊǘΚ .ƻǘƘ ½ŀΩōŀ ŀƴŘ Ƙƛǎ ƻƭŘŜǊ ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅΣ ŀƭ-Hadi, whom despite their differences, were passionate 
advocates of reforming Malay Muslim education. However, their enthusiasm seemed to have waned by the 
1930s. What they perceived as the repeated failures of Muslim educational reform appeared to have 
precipitated a change of mind. Noting what was seen as the effectiveness of colonial education, they began to 
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educated in colonial setting, Zaôba was not known to have acquired anything more than a basic 

education in Islamic subjects; yet here we have a Malay intellectual writing sardonically in a 

periodical especially known for its association with the renowned ulama of Kota Baru on what 

is clearly a religious topic. 

The changing and somewhat inconsistent tone in Pengasohôs early years make it appear 

difficult to pin down a clear message ï certainly in comparison to al-Imam. In many cases, the 

seemingly arbitrary nature of the editorial responses lack the clear thrust and vitality of similar 

writings found in the earlier periodical. But the apparent prevarication found in Pengasoh, may 

in fact point to a closer approximation of the underlying characteristics of reform thought 

espoused by Shaykh Ahmad al-Patani and his predecessors.  

Both Afghani and Abduh, for instance, saw ñmuamalatò as encompassing a willingness 

to engage in the wider contemporary world through the prism of the accumulated traditions of 

Islam. Quite clearly, this meant delving into new areas of social thought and reform. This in 

turn necessitates, to a degree, creative thought experiments which may lead to mistakes and 

dead ends ï a problem both Abduh and Afghani were well aware off. But they saw this as 

integral to their reform project, perceiving it as an ongoing discourse in refining understanding, 

and hopefully attaining greater wisdom rather than simply a means of rendering absolute 

                                                 
advocate an amalgam of the two without necessarily being reliant on the underlying Islamised principles of 
reform which informed Malay Muslim discourse in the preceding decades (Hashim, R. in Hashim, R. ed. 2010; 
p.129-136). 
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judgment.59  The ñrationality of this rhetoricò seems to understand that in the basis of language 

and speaking ñthe very thing that makes it possible is ambiguityò.60      

The temper of Zaôbaôs criticisms would have likely found sympathy amongst the 

younger pseudo-nationalists emerging during the second and third decades of the 20th century 

in British Malaya. However, despite sharing general antipathies towards Western encroachment 

in Muslim territories, Malay intellectuals such as Zaôba had begun to move away from the ideas 

promulgated by reformists such as Ahmad al-Patani, Toô Kenali and their associates. The more 

sanguine, and perhaps, less palpably antagonistic approach of the ulama (some of whom, 

despite their antipathies towards colonial authority, remained outwardly loyal to the Malay 

Sultanates and older governing traditions) may have been thought to be inefficacious as a means 

of political mobilisation.61   

It is possible to observe, at this point, how aspects of the thinking of the reformists 

(desire for intellectual advancement; political, legal, and educational reform; a form of trans-

national Islamic identity and so on ï all under the aegis of óIslamicô revitalisation) while being 

absorbed by younger members of the Malay intelligentsia, also provided some important points 

                                                 
59 Such a position might be vulnerable to charges of tautological obscurantism. However, as Calder (2000), 
Abrahamov (1998) and others have observed, traditional Muslim theologians have always recognised the 
ǇƻǿŜǊ ƻŦ Ǌŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ όάŀǉƛƭΩέύΣ ōǳǘ ǳƴƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŜȄǳōŜǊŀƴǘ ŜȄǇƻƴŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǇƘƛƭƻǎƻǇƘȅ ŀƴŘ ǎǇŜŎǳƭŀǘƛǾŜ 
theology such as the Mutazila, Sunni theologians sees rational judgment as in servitude to Revealed tradition, 
and certainly gave allowance to the uncertainties and limits of human knowledge and understanding. Despite 
at times powerful invocations against the Murjia or the Qadarites, the {ƘŀŦƛǘŜΩ scholar, al-Bayhaqi 
όŘΦпруκмлсрύΣ ŦƻǊ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜΣ ƎǊƻǳǇŜŘ ōƻǘƘ ŀǎ άǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƻŦ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛƻƴέ όal-ƴŀŦȅ Ψŀƴ ƳǳƧŀƭŀǎŀǘ ŀƘƭ ŀƭ-ōƛŘŀΩŀ) and 
went as far as to say they have no connection to Islam. However, such views tended to the extreme and 
perhaps less representative of mainstream Sunnism as represented by those such as al-Khatabbi (d.998), al-
Baghawi (d.1122) and so on. See Abrahamov (1998), p.28-31.      
60 !ǎ .Ǌǳƴǎ Ǉǳǘǎ ƛǘΣ άhǳǊ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǎ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ǳƴŘŜǊƭƛŜ ŀƴŘ ǎƘŀǇŜ ƻǳǊ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŜǾƻƭǾŜ ƛƴ ƻǳǊ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ 
ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƴǎŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŎŎǳǊ ƛƴ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ƛǘǎ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎΧ ǘƘƛǎ ƭŀǘŜǊŀƭ ŘƛŀƭŜŎǘƛŎŀƭ 
process underlies the hierarchicaƭ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ƭƻƎƛŎ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƪŜǎ ƛǘ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜέΦ {ŜŜ Bruns, G. in Malpas, Arnswald 
and Kertscher ed. (2000) p.53.  
61 ¢ƘŜ ȅƻǳƴƎŜǊ YŜƭŀƴǘŀƴŜǎŜ ƛƴǘŜƭƭŜŎǘǳŀƭǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ !ōŘǳƭ YŀŘƛǊ !Řŀōƛ ŀƴŘ !ǎΩŀŘ {ȅǳƪǊƛ ōƛƴ IŀƧƛ aǳŘŀΣ ǿƘƻ ŘŜǎǇƛǘŜ 
their initial enthusiasm for the reform project, felt it did not instigate radical change ς or least change radical 
ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜǎǘƛƳŀǘŜΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŦƻǳƴŘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭ άPuteraέ ƛƴ мфнф ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ƻǇŜƴƭȅ ƘƻǎǘƛƭŜ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ǘƘŜ 
ruling elites. This was the first in a series of journals founded by Abdul Kadir and his associates which eventually 
culminated in the well-ƪƴƻǿƴ άal-Hikmahέ ό²ƛǎŘƻƳύ ƛƴ мфопΦ ¦ƴƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ǇƘƭŜƎƳŀǘƛŎ άPengasohέΣ ǘƘŜǎŜ 
publications were much more politically charged, and found itself at odds with the authorities numerous times 
όaŀƘƳǳŘΣ !ΦwΦ άPercetakan dan Penerbitan di KelantanέΣ ²ƻǊƪƛƴƎ tŀǇŜǊ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ άKolokium 
Peradaban Melayu Kawasan Timur Laut 2έΣ Yǳŀƭŀ ¢ŜǊŜƴƎƎŀƴǳΣ о-5th October 2003.  
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of departure. Here we seem to witness a peculiar inversion. The ulama discourses which speaks 

of intellectual and educational reform prompted much discussion over the nature and meaning 

of education ï especially its role in individual and social formation ï was, in many ways, critical 

in shaping the thinking of younger intellectuals such as Zaôba, Burhanuddin al-Helmy, Ibrahim 

Yaakob, Ishak Haji Muhammad, Abdul Kadir Adabi and others. But as Roff (1967), Milner 

(1995), Kahn (2010) and others seem to suggest, the changing political circumstances both 

either warranted or shaped a new kind of political language where the types of discourses 

encouraged by the earlier reformist ulama lacked perhaps the didactic qualities needed for the 

emerging politics of identity. 

In doing so it broadened the meaning and scope of Islamic discourse ï challenging the 

boundaries of both the more restrictive elements within the ulama community as well as 

colonial attitudes towards Islam and the Muslim community.62 Through this we can observe 

how the óreformist/modernistô agenda(s) described in previous chapters are introduced 

increasingly into the public domain. It could be argued that these early reform publications was 

an important contribution in ódemocratisingô Islam during the early decades of the 20th century 

and re-imagining the nature and location of óIslamicô authority in the process.63       

                                                 
62 ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ άƳƻǊŜ ǊŜǎǘǊƛŎǘƛǾŜ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎέ ŀǊŜ ŎƻǘŜǊƳƛƴƻǳǎ ǿƛǘƘ ΨŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘƳŜƴǘ ǳƭŀƳŀΩ 
as sometimes described by Roff, (1967), Kahn (2009) and others. Even Shaykh Tahir Jalalluddin ς often 
considered amongst the most critical voices within the Malay Muslim community ς had himself served for a 
brief while as Mufti of Perak. In the context of the formalization of Islamic authority during the colonial period, 
ΨŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘƳŜƴǘ LǎƭŀƳΩ ǿŜǊŜ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ōƻǳƴŘ ǘƻ ŦŀŎŜ ŀŎŎǳǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ƻǎǎƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ dogmatism ς particularly from 
the more radical reform sympathisers.  

One reason for this may be closely tied to the way in which legal reforms was instituted under the 
colonial state. The reduction of the Sharia from being the principle source of legislative reasoning to merely a 
means of adjudicating a limited part of civil life (usually defined in relation to the notion of religion and 
customary practice as articulated in the treaties of protection) not only diminished to the authority of the 
ulama classes, but perhaps more importantly, challenged the moral parameters of their faith. Whatever was 
left of the Islamic principles of adjudication (fiqh) was increasingly bounded up with, and dictated by the format 
of western legal practice ς as a subsidiary element in the management of society.  
63 These developments parallels the ideas promoted by Ahmad al-Patani on educational, social and political 
reform. For a discussion refer to earlier chapter on Ahmad al-Patani in the thesis. However, it must be pointed 
ouǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ōǊƻŀŘŜƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊƛƭȅ ŀ ǇǊŜŎǳǊǎƻǊ ǘƻ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ ΨƻǇŜƴΩ ƻǊ ΨŘŜƳƻŎǊŀǘƛŎΩ 
Muslim society. The discourse of reform ulama such Abduh, for instance, retained an elitist conception of 
ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǇƻǿŜǊ ōƻǳƴŘ ǳǇ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ άǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ƭƻƻǎŜƴ ŀƴŘ ōƛƴŘέΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǿŀǎ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ 
ǎǳōǎǘŀƴǘƛǾŜ άijmaέ όŎƻƴǎŜƴǎǳǎύ ǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ ǿƘŀǘ ƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŎƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ ΨŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘŀǘƛǾŜΩ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΦ .ǳǘ 
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The tone and subjects of discussion in Pengasoh during its early years, as with other 

Malay publications of the period, offers a glimpse into the cultural, social and political 

dynamics which preoccupied the concerns of Malay scholarly and literary circles. Here we can 

see how some of the major issues that were part of a larger globalised Islamic discourse were 

absorbed, interpreted and expressed in a more specific context, and played out in various ways.  

Suggestions over the means through which an endowment for education could be established 

amongst the writers in Pengasoh revealed an interesting set of unconventional attitudes. One 

method suggested that the most effective way of acquiring the appropriate financing was 

through the creation of a public lottery.  

This appeared to have provoked certain members of the religious establishment, which 

in turn received a response from the editors stating, ñWe published the article on the lottery 

purely on the grounds of sharing knowledge. As the old Arab (Muslim?) proverb says, to know 

something (presumably this means any form of knowledge) is better than being ignorant of itô. 

Therefore, the readers should not doubt the intent of the articleò.64 The method of refuting 

accusations made against the editorial is equally revealing. No attempt was made to defend the 

status of the lottery in Islamic terms. The writer avoids the question of ómoral standingô of the 

proposed enterprise altogether. Instead, he makes the point that while the pursuit of raising 

funds for public welfare was meritorious from an Islamic point of view, exploring possible 

means ï including the said lottery ï should not be summarily dismissed. To present an 

opportunity to discuss the moral standing of means and methods of achieving a laudable goal 

(even those which are conventionally considered unorthodox) is a virtue, and is consistent with 

Islamic teachings which prioritises the cultivation of knowledge above all.    

                                                 
on the question of how these elites were to be chosen, Abduh and some of his contemporaries remained 
ambivalent. See Zaman (2012), p. 45-55. 
64 Pengasoh 2nd January1923. 
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This juxtaposition ï between that which is expressly prohibited (in this case, exploring 

the potential virtues of something conventionally seen as a form of ógamblingô) and that which 

is considered meritorious (serving the public good) ï illustrates how the tropes of ócorrectô 

belief are brought under scrutiny in a more or less public discourse. Through the dialogues 

within Pengasoh it is possible to see various attempts to broaden, limit and consolidate possible 

ways of imagining ócorrectô practice. 

A similar reaction was elicited from certain sections of the ulama towards the 

publication of a series of articles translated from English, authored by a Syed Ameer Ali, which 

began on the 30 May 1923.65 The article was titled, óA Summary of Arab Historyô. It drew 

considerable criticism from various prominent scholars at the time. An editor of Pengasoh, óFa 

faô (a pseudonym) wrote a stirring defence of the articles, in which he says, ñWe would like to 

remind our readers that any sentence or sentences in the Summary of Arab History is 

inconsistent with the famous and established Islamic texts, we would certainly not have 

published the articles, especially in relation to fiqh (Islamic Jurisprudence), iôtiqad, and other 

related subjects which must be consistent with the famous and accepted textsò.66  

This episode was significant because it appears that the editor who wrote the defence 

must have himself been a respected scholar. It also brings into play a discussion about how 

authoritative opinion is secured.67 References to óaccepted and famousô texts seem to 

                                                 
65 Syed Ameer Ali (1849-1928) was a prominent English trained jurist and scholar from India. He was 
particularly noted for his writings in English on Islamic history and was the first Indian to serve as member of 
Judicial Council of the Privy Council in London. A vociferous supporter of restoring the Ottoman caliphate, 
!ƳŜŜǊ !ƭƛ ǿŀǎ ŀ {ƘƛƛΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ƴƻǘŀōƭŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ά{ǇƛǊƛǘ ƻŦ LǎƭŀƳέΣ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ƪƴƻǿƴ Ŧor articulating a 
ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ǎȅƴǘƘŜǎƛȊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ΨŀǇƻǎǘƻƭƛŎΩ {Ƙƛŀ LƳŀƳŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ΨǇƻƴǘƛŦƛŎŀƭΩ {ǳƴƴƛ ŎŀƭƛǇƘŀǘŜ όYǳǊȊƳŀƴΣ нллнΤ 
ǇΦомсύΦ !ƳŜŜǊ !ƭƛΩǎ άaǳƘŀƳŀŘŀƴ [ŀǿέ ǿŀǎ ŀ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŎƻƳǇƻƴŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǎŜǊǾƛƴƎ ŀǎ ŀ ǎƻǳǊŎŜ ƻŦ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ 
conceiving (along witƘ IƻǿŀǊŘΩǎ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ bŀǿŀǿƛΩǎ άaƛƴƘŀƧ Ŝǘ ¢ŀƭƛōƛƴέύ άLǎƭŀƳƛŎ ƭŀǿέ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ !ǘǘƻǊƴŜȅ 
General on the Peninsula (such as the establishment of the Muhamadan Marriage Ordinance in 1922). It is 
ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ǳƴǎǳǊǇǊƛǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ !ƳŜŜǊ !ƭƛΩǎ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎǎ όŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ǎƛƴŎe he was also a Shii) was given significant 
attention in Pengasoh (Yegar, 1979; p.137-138). 
66 Pengasoh 14th July 1923. 
67 As Zaman (2012) suggests, there is much disagreement amongst both medieval and modern scholars 
regarding the location of authoritative ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴ ƛƴ aǳǎƭƛƳ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΦ {ƻƳŜ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊǎ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ άǇŜƻǇƭŜ 
ƛƴ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅέ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƛƴ ǇƻǎǎŜǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƛǾŜ ǇƻǿŜǊΦ hǘƘŜǊǎ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ǘƘƛǎ ŀǎ 
referring to the ulama. Modernists/reformists such as Abduh, Ridda and their adherents tended to adopt an 
ΨƻǇŜƴ-ŜƴŘŜŘΩ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘΣ ŜƴƧƻƛƴƛƴƎ ōƻǘƘ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ ŜƭƛǘŜǎΣ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴǘƛŀƭ ƛƴ 
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presuppose that the content of the articles could readily be justified by reference to the 

traditional religious materials with which the ulama would have been familiar. It could also 

imply that the critics themselves may have been guilty of being ill-informed about those texts 

ï which in the context of such scholarly circles, raises questions about the credibility and 

authority of those involved. 

As Zaman points out, the legitimacy of ulamas are closely tied to their reputations as 

custodians of religious knowledge. As he says, ñdistinctions between those who possess the 

knowledge that is religiously and culturally valued and those who are lacking in it ï the óalimô 

and the ójahilô, or ignorant ï were central...to the ulamaôs worldviewò.68 This leads to two other 

key points; first, the notion of religious authority is closely tied to oneôs mastery of Arabic69, 

and second, this is revealed in the way in which an alim is able to understand and interpret 

traditional religious texts correctly. Consensus plays a major part in this ï the alimsô scholastic 

abilities is confirmed through assent by respectable members of the scholarly community, 

which in turn lends credibility to the opinion rendered by the individual scholar. However, as 

in the case of individuals such as Toô Kenali in Kelantan or Toô Ku Paloh in Terengganu, figures 

of considerable reverence amongst the ulamas themselves, much more flexibility applies.  

                                                 
ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ŀǎ ΨǘƘƻǎŜ ƛƴ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅΩΦ !ǎ !ōŘǳƘ Ǉǳǘǎ ƛǘΣ άΨǘƘƻǎŜ ƛƴ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅΩ ŀǊŜ aǳǎƭƛƳǎ ǿƘƻ ΨƭƻƻǎŜƴ ŀƴŘ ōƛƴŘΦ !ƴŘ 
these are rulers and the governors, the ulama, military commanders, and all those leaders and notables, to 
whom people turn in need and in matters concerning the common good (al-masalih al-ΨŀƳƳŀ), when they all 
agree on a matter, it is necessary they be obeyed, provided (the following conditions are satisfied): that they be 
from among us; that they do not contravene a command of God or the (most authoritative of) reported 
teachings of the Prophet..; that they be unconstrained in their discussions of the matter in hand and their 
agreement on it; and what they do agree upon is itself a matter of the common good and one that those in 
ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǉǳƛǎƛǘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ǘƻ ǊǳƭŜ ƻƴΧέ όǇΦпт-50).  
68 Zaman (2002), p.99. 
69 The importance of Arabic to Muslims is, of course, fundamental. However, ever since the Abbasids, the 
importance of Arabic culture and language has acquired another dimension. As Amir-Moezzi (2011) argues that 
while Arabic as the language of Revelation sent down to the Prophet was intended for all Muslims (Q12:2; 
13:37; 16:103 and so on) it quickly became the basis for ideological and apologetic arguments in various 
ǘƘŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘǊŜƴŘǎ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘƛƴƎ Ψ!ǊŀōƴŜǎǎΩ ŀǎ ŀ ǎƛƎƴ ƻŦ άŘƛǾƛƴŜ ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴέ ŀƴŘ !ǊŀōƛŎ ŀǎ ŀ άŘƛǾƛƴŜ 
ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜέΦ This had a particularly strong hold in Sunni Islamic thinking and played an important role in the 
nationalist sentiments emerging across the Arab world during the early 20th century. See Ali-De-Unzaga, O. 
όнлммύ όŜŘΦύΣ άCƻǊǘǊŜǎǎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ LƴǘŜƭƭŜŎǘΥ 9ǎǎŀȅǎ ƛƴ IƻƴƻǳǊ ƻŦ CŀǊƘŀŘ 5ŀŦǘŀǊȅέΣ όLƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ƻŦ LǎƳŀƛƭƛ {ǘǳŘƛŜǎκ LΦ.Φ 
Tauris: London; p.59-77.  
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Thus, criticisms, such as the one levelled above, operates on two levels; it accuses the 

critics of being unapprized of basic texts in the Islamic corpus, and this, by extension, could 

only be possible due to two factors ï an inadequate level of Islamic knowledge or, more 

pointedly, a weak understanding of Arabic, which in this case, leads to a misunderstanding of 

the text. In the context of the ulama community, such charges carry serious implications.70 

Therefore, while óopennessô is encouraged, this is constantly undergirded by reminders of the 

nature and meaning of Islamic authority, which remains a fundamental part of the discourses 

found in Pengasoh.71      

Aside from local (Malay) contributors and ostensibly óIslamicô subjects, as pointed out 

earlier, there were also efforts to include articles from foreign sources on topics not discernibly 

óIslamicô. These articles were then translated into Malay for publication. This was consistent 

with the editorial position of Pengasoh which emphasised the need to broaden the educational 

spectrum, and to include an óinternationalô perspective. An example of this would include 

ñWhat inventions would the world need mostò, written (we are told) by Karl Flademer and A. 

Canally ï both instructors in electrical engineering from Cornell University and an Alfred 

Golad Smith, who was presumably, head of the Antiquities Committee (ñditua bagi lembaga 

al-athariò).72 

                                                 
70 As discussed earlier in the chapter on Kaum Muda and Kaum Tua, the point about language is an important, 
but often ignored part of the ulama ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊƛƻŘΦ ¢ƘŜ ΨŎƻƴǘŜǎǘΩ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǘǿƻ ŦŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ 
seen as ideological ς ǘƘŜ ΨǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴƛǎǘǎΩ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ΨƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǎǘΩ ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊǇŀǊǘǎΤ ōǳǘ ŀƴ Ŝǉǳŀƭƭȅ ƛƳǇƻrtant 
ǳƴŘŜǊƭȅƛƴƎ ŦŀŎǘƻǊΣ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅΩ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ς how it is created and 
ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŜŘΦ ¢ƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǎŜ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ άKaum Mudaέ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘ ŦƻǊƳŀƭƭȅ ŜŘǳŎŀǘŜŘ ulama, 
thus lacking both familiarity with Arabic and the traditional texts, rendered their criticisms, regardless of how 
ΨǾŀƭƛŘΩ ǘƘŜȅ Ƴŀȅ ǎŜŜƳΣ ƭŜǎǎ ǘƘŀƴ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƧƻǊƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ulama. For a useful discussion of the 
dynamics of the process of maintaining and transmitting authority in ulama discourses, see Zaman (2002), 
chapter 1.   
71 As pointed out in chapter 2, while the most influential reformists (such as Abduh) were critical towards 
aspects of established Islamic authority, this was intended to broaden and strengthen both the meaning and 
ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ŎƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ǎǳŎƘ ŀƴ ΨŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅΩΦ tǊŜǎŜǊǾƛƴƎ ΨŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘŀǘƛǾŜΩ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ 
about verification and authentication (though this is a necessary part of it); it also includes the critical 
components of criticism and inteǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴ όΨǉƛȅŀǎΩ ς analogical reasoning) secured by confirmation through 
consensus (ijma).   
72 Pengasoh 26th September 1923. 
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In an early edition of Pengasoh, Toô Kenali ï one of the most significant ulama of the 

period and had served as an editor to the journal ï wrote an article which strongly suggests the 

concerns of the religious establishment towards recent social and political developments taking 

place in Kelantan (and perhaps farther afield) when he advocated, ñthat it is enough to listen to 

the criticisms of outsiders (ñBangsa asingò ï does this refer to the British? Or was it in reference 

to other Muslim writers ï especially those of a more confrontational disposition? Or perhaps 

Muslim intellectuals lacking the formal education of the ulama?) Who enter our state to pour 

scorn on our ulamas (as if to suggest that they are useless) whereas in reality how can they be 

of any use if people in the present refuse to listen to themò. He then goes on to say that the 

problems facing the Malays is their failure to understand that to distinguish one form of 

endeavour to another (in this case, he uses the example of those who pursue wealth and worldly 

possessions; and those who choose the pursuit of knowledge at the expense of all else) is a task 

in futility. Success is achieved when ñefforts are consolidatedò.73  

This piece may provide an example of the reaction of a writer such as Toô Kenali 

towards criticisms of the ulama on their inability, perhaps, to cope with contemporary social 

and cultural developments; and to castigate those opinions which, in his estimation, may lead 

to the disregard of religious tradition.74 The reader is then reminded that the establishment of 

local newspapers or periodicals may encourage and foster a more knowledgeable society. Such 

efforts may also provide a forum for social reform.75 The pursuit of knowledge, so integral to 

the general theme of the journal, is fundamental, and the value it possesses cannot be estimated 

                                                 
73 Pengasoh 7th September 1918. 
74 ¢Ƙƛǎ Ƴŀȅ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƳƛǘǎ ƛƳǇƻǎŜŘ ǳǇƻƴ LǎƭŀƳΩǎ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƭƛŦŜ ǳƴŘŜǊ Ŏƻƭƻƴƛŀƭ ǊǳƭŜΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ the role of the 
ulama as a source of legal authority was severely compromised. While this is not to suggest that criticisms of 
the ulama were necessarily wrong, it does indicate that even if those appointed as officials in charge of Islamic 
affairs desired appropriate legal reform, the opportunities to do so might have been severely ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘΦ ¢ƻΩ 
YŜƴŀƭƛΩǎ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘΣ ƛƴ ŀ ǎŜƴǎŜΣ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ǘŜƴƻǊ ƻŦ ǊŜŦƻǊƳƛǎǘ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ 
ΨƳƻŘŜǊƴΩ ƛǎ ƛƴŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘŜŘ ŀǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ΨǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴΩΣ Ƴŀȅ ŀƭǎƻ reflect an awareness of the challenges faced by those 
intending reform. See Asad (2003; p.218-227ύ ŀƴŘ aƻƻǎŀΩǎ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ ƛƴ aŀǎǳŘΣ ±ŀƴ .ǊǳƴƛǎǎŜƴ ŜŘǎΦ όнлмлύΦ   
75 Pengasoh 21st September 1918. 
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in financial terms.76 The article then goes on to state that such commitments are the cornerstones 

of success (in an Islamic sense).77  

In fact, in some of the early writings in Pengasoh, it is fairly common to associate 

scientific and technological development with the Islamic emphasis on the pursuit of 

knowledge. These writers describe the success of the West (in this regard) as a result of the 

application of what is in essence, in their point of view, a trait of Islamic belief. Through the 

adoption of these óIslamicô intellectual habits, is a ónaturalô progression towards what might 

have resulted if Muslims themselves had a deeper and more authentic understanding of Islam. 

Therefore, the main reason behind the backwardness of Muslim societies is anchored on the 

fact that they have ignored their own traditions. ñTraditionò is viewed, in this sense, as integral 

to the idea of óprogressô.78     

There were also attempts to relate óprogressô (kemajuan) with the notion of ócivilisationô 

(tamaddun). The basis of ócivilisationô is ñperangai yang tinggiò (esteemed behaviour, or 

refinement of character ï referring perhaps to high ethical standards) and if these óvaluesô are 

ignored or forgotten in the pursuit of material progress, then a society will fail .79 Some writers 

go further, adding that these óvaluesô (high ethical standards) are held in higher esteem in 

building a civilised order (tamadun) than even óintelligenceô (ñkecerdikkanò). They recognise 

that though the cultivation of the intellect is an integral aspect of achieving progress, the 

culmination of that process must rest, ultimately, on the cultivation of virtuous behaviour 

                                                 
76 Pengasoh 20th October 1918. The author draws the analogy by referring to the works of al-Shafie and asks, 
άǿƘŀǘ ƳƻƴŜǘŀǊȅ ǾŀƭǳŜ Ŏŀƴ ȅƻǳ Ǉǳǘ ƻƴ όǘƘŜǎŜύ ǿƻǊƪǎΚέ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŜǾƻƪŜǎ ŀǇǇǊŜƘŜƴǎƛƻƴ ŀƳƻƴƎǎǘ aŀƭŀȅ aǳǎƭƛƳ 
intellectuals and the ulama that rapid developments under colonial rule had begun to engender a growing 
sense of materialism amongst the Muslims.  
77 Ibid. 
78 Pengasoh 1st April 1919, article by Patriot. Again we can observe the underlying tensions regarding the 
ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ΨǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎΩΦ Lǘ ŀǇǇŜŀǊǎΣ ŦƻǊ ƭŀȅ ƛƴǘŜƭƭŜŎǘǳŀƭǎ ƭƛƪŜ ½ŀΩŀōŀΣ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǘǘŜǊ ƛǎ ƳƻǊŜ 
straightforward; laying blame for the malaise besetting Muslim civilization as a result of abdicating the 
teachings of their faith. Reform-minded ulamaΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ¢ƻΩ YŜƴŀƭƛΣ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƘŀƴŘΣ ǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ more 
ŎƛǊŎǳƳǎǇŜŎǘΦ ²ƘƛƭŜ ǎȅƳǇŀǘƘŜǘƛŎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎŜƴǘƛƳŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ƛƴǘŜƭƭŜŎǘǳŀƭǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ½ŀΩŀōŀΣ ǘƘŜȅ ƴŜǾŜǊǘƘŜƭŜǎǎ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŜ 
that the process of cultivating correct belief and practice is complex, and adopting such synoptic views might 
not serve in the best interests of the community.   
79 Pengasoh 8th November 1919. 
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(ñperangai tinggiò)80. For these commentators, the final arbiter (or test) of ócivilityô lie in the 

capacity to obey óGodôs commandsô.81  

There was, however, also recognition that these exhortations corresponded to a set of 

ideals, and human tendencies are naturally flawed. Therefore, in order to mitigate the impact of 

humanityôs óbaserô self, the author expounds the need to ñberamalò (practice and cultivate a 

constant consciousness of God). Such constant óawarenessô of God acts a safeguard against the 

excessive tendencies (ónafsô) in human behaviour, regardless of the circumstances.82     

In the early years of Pengasoh, much was written to encourage modern reforms in 

education. In a broad sense, this was a common thread running through reformist thought. Yet, 

articulating an actual program of improvement, yielded little in the way of a consensus.83 

Considerable space was also given to criticisms of, and stern reminders about the pitfalls of a 

western-type education. The criticisms were multi-faceted. The intellectual and developmental 

virtues of modernisation was lauded (partly the result of encounters with colonial powers but 

also through works that had emerged from other parts of the Muslim world). However, whatever 

enthusiasm these writers had were tempered by their concerns about the impact of western 

education on culture and religion. It also reflected concerns about social developments taking 

place within the Malay community (writers such as Zaôaba, had, in his other writings, been 

                                                 
80 Pengasoh 22nd WǳƴŜ мфнмΦ !ƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ άberperangai tinggiέ όǾƛǊǘǳƻǳǎ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǊύ ƛǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŎƻǘŜǊƳƛƴƻǳǎ ǿƛǘƘ 
ƻƴŜ ǿƘƻ ǇƻǎǎŜǎǎŜǎ άadabέ όǘƘŜ !Ǌŀō ǘŜǊƳ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ άǘƻ ōŜ ŎƛǾƛƭƛȊŜŘέ ƻǊ ƛƴ ǇƻǎǎŜǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƘƛƎƘ ƳƻǊŀl character/ 
ƻǊ ŀ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ƻŦ ƎǊŜŀǘ ǊŜŦƛƴŜƳŜƴǘύΦ άAdabέ ƛƴ ǘǳǊƴ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ Ǌƻƻǘ ǿƻǊŘ ŦƻǊ άperadabanέ όŎƛǾƛƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴύΣ ŀƴ ŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘŜ 
ǘƻ άtamadunέΦ ¢ƘŜ ǿŀȅ άkecerdikkanέ όƛƴǘŜƭƭƛƎŜƴŎŜύ ƛǎ ǇƻǎŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜ ŀǎ ŀ ƳŜŀƴǎ όƻǊ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŀƴǎύ 
through which a civilized order is secured suggests a hierarchy of values implicit in reformist thinking. However, 
how this then fits into the kind of religious cosmology desired is ambiguous. Despite the outwardly confident 
ǘƻƴŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭŜƳƛŎǎ ƻŦ ΨǊŜŦƻǊƳΩΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ǘƘŜ ΨŀƳōƛƎǳƛǘȅΩ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ƻƴ ŎƭƻǎŜǊ ƛƴǎǇŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ōŜǎǘ 
characterise these narratives. 
81 Muhammad Daud, article in Pengasoh 11th July 1918. 
82 Abdullah Hj. Yunus, article in Pengasoh 18th January 1919. 
83 Though no doubt, in the case of the Majlis Agama Islam Kelantan, consolidating opinion and implementing 
change through a powerful agency of the state is one way of overcoming the lack of a broader consensus (this 
is discussed in greater detail in the chapter on the Majlis Agama Islam Kelantan). But this in no way suggest 
that deep disagreements did not exist amongst the reformists themselves. Processes of social and cultural 
change are perhaps more readily recognizable by divisions and contestations than through uniform opinions. 
Pengasoh, in a way, provides an illustration of the range of opinions which exists amongst the reformists.  
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extremely critical about sections of the Malay community that had whole-heartedly embraced 

ñwestern attitudesò at the expense of their religion and culture).84 

The general approach of Pengasoh during the early years of its publication was best 

summed up by an editorial written on 9 December 1923 by Syamsuddin bin Mohamad Yunus, 

who stated,  

ñTiadalah panduan lain yang boleh mengeluarkan kita dan anak cucu kita daripada 

gelap gelita yang amat dahsyat ini melainkan pelajaran yang sebenarnya (there is no guide 

that can release us from this unfathomable darkness than an authentic education). Hubaya-

hubaya pelajaran yang saya maksudkan ini ia itulah seboleh-boleh pelajaran yang bukan 

semata-matanya pelajaran Inggeris yang sekadar dapat menjadikan kita berani didalam 

pejabat-pejabat kerajaan atau gudang-gudang perniagaan, ataupun pelajaran melayu yang 

setakat menghasilkan pekerjaan semata-mata (the fundamental meaning of the kind of 

education I refer to is not just an óEnglishô education which allows us an opportunity to work 

in a government bureaucracy or the commercial sector, or a óMalayô education that allows us 

to participate in menial labour). Sungguhnya dengan pelajaranlah dapat sesuatu bangsa 

kehidupan yang sempurna dan segala kemuliaan, dan lagi jika kita pakai cermin tarikh lain-

lain bangsa nescaya didapati pelajaranlah asas kemajuan (It is only through an authentically 

comprehensive education that a community can live in perfection and with dignity ï this we 

can see when we reflect upon the history of other (great) civilisations). 

Maka ada beberapa saudara kita yang menyangka bahawa yang mustahak memberi pelajaran 

kepada kita iaitu kerajaan semata-mata (some of us believe that it is the sole responsibility of 

the government to provide us with an education). Tidak begitu mahfum jua, ayuhai saudaraku 

kerana adalah bagi kerajaan beribu-ribu macam pekerjaan, bukan semata-matanya menjaga 

masalah pelajaran kaum Melayu, sebagai jika lagi diperhatikan niscaya didapati adalah 

                                                 
84 See Rosnani Hashim, ed. (2010), p.118-140.  
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kemajuan sesuatu bangsa itu ghalibnya dengan bantuan sekolah-sekolah, atau maktab-maktab, 

atau jamiah-jamiah yang dibangunkan oleh anak negerinya (Not only is this opinion 

unfounded, considering that the government has many responsibilities ï not just the ensuring 

an education for the Malays (this maybe the reaction to criticisms from certain quarters that the 

óBritishô government had failed to provide adequate educational opportunities) ï and this can 

be seen through what we have today, where we have many schools and centres of learning 

which is the result of our collective (social stakeholders) endeavours). Lihatlah negeri India 

yang sangat berdekatan dengan kita, bukankah lebih 50 persen tempat-tempat pelajaran 

seperti tersebut diatas ini jasa anak negerinya? (Just look at our neighbor India ï where over 

50 percent of their educational institutions were the result of their own indigenous efforts)ò.85 

Finding a method towards alleviating the perceived óbackwardnessô of Malay muslim 

society was a major preoccupation in Pengasoh and among the other Muslim reform minded 

journals. While, on the surface, this editorial shares the general concerns with other Malay 

language publications of the pre-second world war period about the state of education within 

the Malay community, and that it remains the greatest impediment to óprogressô, the editorial 

position of Pengasoh maintained an irenic position regarding the appropriate approach in 

attending to these problems.86 Though, as with their contemporaries across the Islamic world, 

these alims recognised the potency of Western modernisation ï which were largely shaped by 

their experience of colonial expansion and imperialism (as well as the gradual weakening of 

the Ottomans) ï and the attendant material óbenefitsô accrued through these forms of óbecoming 

modernô, they seemed ambivalent in defining the notion of óprogressô simply in those terms.  

                                                 
85 Pengasoh 9th December 1923. 
86 While the complexities and problems facing the attempts at educational reforms afflicting modernist 
educational experiments throughout the Muslim world have been discussed widely (Rahman (1982); Zaman 
(2002); et al) little has been said about similar efforts on the Malay Peninsula. Attempts to establish schools by 
Syed Shaykh Al-Hadi in Penang and Johor, for example, met with little lasting success (though in the case of the 
al-Masyhur in Penang, the school has continued to survive up until the present, albeit in a very different form). 
For a brief account of these developments, see the chapter on Syed Shaikh al-Hadi in Hashim, R. (ed.) (2010).   
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Aspects of what has come to be known as the larger óKaum Mudaô and óKaum Tuaô 

debates could be discerned through the various topics explored in Pengasoh.87 This reflected, 

perhaps, on the ideological and religious commitments of the editors as well as of the 

contributors. Pengasoh, often described as a óKaum Tuaô publication, on closer inspection may 

prove to be more critical (and in certain ways, more radical) in exploring themes in politics, 

religion and society than the other purportedly more óKaum Mudaô oriented journals.88 It may 

also shed some light on religious politics in Kelantan (and in many ways, wider Malay society) 

at the time, and as part of the struggle to determine the shape of the Islamic landscape of both 

Kelantan and the other Malay states on the Peninsula. Through these public forums, we begin 

to see the dynamics of a new kind of religious politics, whereupon both religious scholars, 

members of the ruling elites, men of letters, and colonial agents ï working either in tandem or 

in opposition under the aegis of an emerging colonial state ï shaped, and in turn, were shaped 

by these emerging discourses. 

This is not to suggest that the reactions to the social and political changes taking place 

in Kelantan and the Peninsula amongst the Muslims were in any way uniform in nature. Though 

the majority of the alims and educated classes of Malay Muslims would have been Sunni and 

mostly adhered to traditions of Shafiôi, the way in which these late 19th and early 20th century 

Muslim intellectuals responded to specific issues were varied, and often, at odds with one 

another.  

                                                 
87 wŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ άKaum Muda ς Kaum Tuaέ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŘƛŀƭŜŎǘƛŎǎ ƻŦ ǊŜŦƻǊƳƛǎǘ 
thought are explored in more depth, especially on the topics which have been frequently assumed to represent 
a clear division in the thinking of Malay Muslim society ς ƴŀƳŜƭȅ άtaqlidέ όƻŦǘŜƴ ŀǎǎǳƳŜŘ ǘƻ ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ΨōƭƛƴŘ 
ƛƳƛǘŀǘƛƻƴΩύΣ άōƛŘŀΩŀƘέ όΨŜǊǊƻƴŜƻǳǎ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴΩύ ŀƴŘ άijtihadέ όΨǊŜŀǎƻƴƛƴƎΩύΦ  
88 Both Roff (1967) and Hooker (2000) for example, appraised the Majlis (and by extension, Pengasoh) as 
ǎȅƴƻƴȅƳƻǳǎ ǿƛǘƘ ΨŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘƳŜƴǘΩ LǎƭŀƳ ŀƴŘ ƘŜƴŎŜΣ ƛƴ ǎȅƳǇŀǘƘȅ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ΨKaum TuaΩ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴΦ Lǘ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ǘƘŜ 
ŎŀǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊ ŀǎǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ΨKaum ¢ǳŀΩ nature of Pengasoh are attributed to its status as the 
official publication of the Majlis Agama Islam KelantanΣ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭΩ LǎƭŀƳΣ ǘƘŀƴ 
ŀƴ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ŀŎǘǳŀƭ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘǎΦ .ȅ ΨǊŀŘƛŎŀƭΩΣ ǿŜ ƳŜŀƴ ŀ ŎƭƻǎŜǊ ŀǇǇǊƻȄƛƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƴƻǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ǘƘŜƳŜǎΣ ōǳǘ 
perhaps more importantly, an adoption of a dialectical style which moves away from the polemical advocacy of 
their reformist predecessors to a more discursive medium.  
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 However, as mentioned throughout the thesis, the apparent disagreements emerging 

from these Islamicate discourses should not be seen as originating from bounded ideational 

complexes. No doubt, at times, irreconciliable differences with little room for consensus and 

agreement is apparent; however, these disputes are, by and large, located in a discourses clearly 

cognisant of, and underwritten by an intent to locate itself as part of the Islamic tradition ï not 

something separate from it.    
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CONCLUSION 

As pointed out throughout the thesis, much of the prevailing literature on late 19th and 

early 20th century Islam on the Malay Peninsula is premised on what is perceived to be a series 

of disagreements between the rational, critical, and somewhat anti-establishment reform 

minded modernisers, often grouped together as ñKaum Mudaò and their opponents, those 

associated with the restrictive, reactionary so-called ótraditionalistô ñKaum Tuaò. This imagined 

dichotomy, sits within a long standing tradition in Southeast Asian studies keen to emphasise 

the ósyncreticô character of Islam in the region, without, seemingly recognising the equally 

potent aspects of shared beliefs and practice. Drawn from a panoply of sources rooted in 

colonial/European accounts and perpetuated through the works of western scholars such as 

Geertz, Benda, Gellner, (early) Roff, Milner and others, supplemented by studies of major 

figures of reform Islam in the Middle East exhorting the rational minded virtues of Abduh, 

Rida, Afghani and others, these accounts became the dominant narratives in describing the 

historical trajectory of Islamicate discourses in Southeast Asia. 

The problem is further exacerbated when boundaries between disciplines (what is 

usually thought of as ñIslamic studiesò, ñhistoryò, ñanthropologyò) and geography or óarea 

studiesô (for example, ñIndonesianò or ñMalaysianò Islam) engendered readings of social and 

historical phenomena tethered to cartographies of periods, space and politics. This generally 

stems from drawing on the traditions of scholarship derived from colonial perspectives or from 

more prescient scholars, who in their haste to emphasise the óuniqueô characteristics of 

Southeast Asian Islam, tends to de-emphasise elements of shared beliefs and practices which 

transcends the porous, and sometimes subliminally imposed barriers of geo-political 

convention. This is perhaps best exemplified by the use of categories of description such as 

ñsyncreticò, ñmodernò, ñtraditionalò and other varieties of ñIslamsò, which while useful in 

calling attention to the distinctive aspects of belief and practice of specific communities, 
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sometimes lack a more nuanced understanding of the subtle and often extremely dynamic ways 

in which identity, belief and practice change, converge and diverge ï both over geographical 

and temporal terms.  

A clear illustration of this, for example, can be found in the way Azyumardi Azraôs 

works which focuses on the trans-national networks of ulama and the significance of this on 

the transmission of Islamicate ideas (how ideas drawn from the accumulated traditions of Islam 

are dispersed, shared, transmitted, translated, interpreted and understood across geography and 

time as well as how this has shaped notions of óauthoritative knowledgeô, ócorrect beliefô and 

ópracticeô, óorthodoxiesô and so on within Muslim society) are dispensed from having a critical 

conversation with Milnerôs or Roffôs accounts of intellectual discordance within the Muslim 

community on the Malay Peninsula. This is especially critical in relation to Kelantan, which 

not only served as an important part of these networks, but perhaps more presciently a critical 

component in understanding how the dialectics of these discourses in Malaya are shaped.            

What we see in the various reform discourses in the thesis and their analogues in the 

Islamic world during the colonial period describes a sense of how the ideas associated with 

ñReform Islamò was articulated within the context of an emerging ómodernô statehood. The 

introduction of the modernising state and discourses that accompanied them; legal and 

administrative reforms; the place of religion in public life; these form part and parcel of the 

complex dynamics of nation building constituted and reconstituted within a colonial context. 

Muslim intellectuals were faced with the difficult challenge of conceiving their faith within a 

new kind of polity ï colonial in orientation and secular in philosophy.  

During the early years of Pengasoh, it is possible to discern the distinct peculiarities and 

eclecticism of Malay reformist thinking. There is the apparent openness towards different 

opinions and ideas; on the other hand, a disciplined commitment to Sunnism is maintained.  

This seems consistent with general reformist approach which broadly holds that there is no 
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contradiction between the principles of faith and modernization, or rather, that óreasoningô is 

an integral part of revealed knowledge. However, as pointed throughout this dissertation, this 

did not allay the underlying tensions as to what this might mean in more concrete terms within 

the discursive process.  

The reactions to the social and political changes taking place in Kelantan and the 

Peninsula amongst the Muslims were in no way uniform in nature. Though the majority of the 

ulama and educated classes of Malay Muslims were Sunni and generally adhered to traditions 

of Shafiôi1, the way in which these late 19th and early 20th century Muslim intellectuals 

responded to specific issues were varied, and quite often, at odds with one another. This, it 

appears, was conjoined to broadly held concerns amongst the ulama over moral turpitude and 

degradation. Consequently, we have episodes of tremendous controversy regarding the correct 

interpretation and application of the law in relation to specific instances, and attacks and 

criticisms of a number of different ótareqaô such as the Ahmadiyya on the basis of what was 

perceived to be ódeviantô practices.2 These issues, though probably debated more strenuously 

outside of public scrutiny, were, nevertheless, given considerable attention within Pengasoh 

and other Islamically oriented journals of the period. 

Seeing how their faith and the accompanying traditions of practice and belief fit within 

these new emerging (and largely uncertain) schemes not so easily articulated nor malleable to 

ñIslamicò concerns is visibly rendered in the ongoing discourses. Naturally, during these 

periods of rapid and at times radical social transformation, much tension and ambiguity 

abounds.   

                                                 
1 Yegar (1979) p.7. 
2 These episodes of controversy are interesting in the sense that not only do they reveal the different and 
changing patterns of Islamicate thinking, but as mentioned earlier in the thesis, how examples of such frictions 
ς played out in the public world of the periodical ς may also provide a glimpse into the intra-Islamic polemics 
within the bounded world of the ulama. It was fairly well recognised, for example, that a number of 
ŘƛǎǘƛƴƎǳƛǎƘŜŘ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ tŜƴƛƴǎǳƭŀ όǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ¢ƻΩ YŜƴŀƭƛ ŀƴŘ Ƙƛǎ ŎƛǊŎƭŜ ƛƴ YŜƭantan) had affinities with 
controversial tareqa such as the Ahmadiyya.     
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It is notable that prevarication was not uncommon amongst the reform minded ulama. 

This, however, appears symptomatic of a theological tradition shaped largely by al-Ashariôs 

and subsequent attempts to reconcile the seemingly contradictory aspects of Islamôs 

monotheism. But this also in some ways, explains why ñijmaò (consensus seeking) forms such 

an important part of reform discourses. As Rahman (2000) points out, the vitality of the 

Islamicate discourses amongst the ulama thrived as a result of the variability of opinions and 

the attempts to find an acceptable compromise between them. No doubt, this was a source of 

considerable discord amongst the ulama but also provides a fertile and verdant intellectual 

resource for articulating and rearticulating creative argumentation.  

However, the consolidation of opinion can be a complex process which sometimes relies 

less on the veracity of a given view (the ability to draw upon and corroborate a judgment 

through the judicious use of sources) than the immediate circumstances ï political, social, et al 

ï surrounding the interlocutors. At times, there was a tacit understanding that achieving a form 

consensus especially amongst the learned classes was key to maintaining an acceptable 

discipline over issues of correct belief and practice.3   

How these perspectives have shaped writings on Southeast Asian Islam (particularly in 

the case of the Malay Peninsula) are discussed in greater detail in chapters 2 and 3, especially 

through the prism of the well -known ñKaum Muda ï Kaum Tuaò discourses, and the writings 

of Shaykh Ahmad al-Patani, one of the most influential óreformô figures in Kelantan (Malayan) 

Islam at the turn of the 20th century. In both chapters, we attempted to describe how Muslim 

reform thought are shaped through a complex dialectic which does not necessarily correspond 

to a ómodern-traditionalô nor ósyncretic-orthodoxô dichotomy, but rather as part of an ongoing 

                                                 
3 This was a tradition of practice going back to the earliest periods of Islamic development. Tarif Khalidi (1996), 
for example, interred that the later Umayyads and early Abbasids attempted to instil uniformity in legal 
ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘ ǘƻ άŎŜƴǘǊŀƭƛȊŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ǊƻǳǘƛƴŜέΦ !ǎ ƘŜ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ƻǳǘΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪǎ ƻŦ ǇǊƻƳƛƴŜƴǘ ƧǳǊƛǎǘǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ 
!ōǳ ¸ǳǎǳŦ όŘΦмунκтфуύ ŀƴŘ ¸ŀƘȅŀ ƛōƴ !ŘŀƳ όŘΦнлоκумуύΣ άǘƘŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŀ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǎŜƴǎǳǎΧ ƛǎ ƴƻt 
so much a spontaneous growth of like-minded groups of jurists as much as a government inspired imposition of 
ǳƴƛŦƻǊƳƛǘȅ ƻƴ ŀ Ƴŀǎǎ ƻŦ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŎƻƴǘǊŀŘƛŎǘƻǊȅ ǾƛŜǿǎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎέ όǇΦпп-45). 
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discourse over questions of correct belief and practice, in engagement with both the precedence 

of accumulated tradition as well as the uncertainties and ambiguities of the present.4 It is within 

this milieu that the constellation of ideas which in part given form through the establishment of 

the Majlis Agama Islam Kelantan and the writings found in Pengasoh emerged. 

The Majlis is critically important because it sets the institutional backdrop for the 

Islamicate discourses taking place in Kelantan during the period under study. While both 

colonial reform and factional politics amongst the Kelantanese ruling classes have been 

emphasised in previous studies of the emergence of the Majlis, these have generally 

underplayed ï or ignored ï the role of discourses rooted within the traditions of óreformô Islam. 

In either case, the Majlis has been generally viewed as a prototypical representative of 

óestablishmentô Islam in Malaya and by extension, closely associated with the ñKaum Tuaò. 

However, the close linkages between Kelantanese ulama and the reform networks suggests that 

the establishment and growth of the Majlis must be seen as part of the discursive traditions from 

within the eclectic but deeply influential ulama community in Kelantan. In some ways it is the 

most prominent and successful example of the institutionalisation of reformist Muslim ideas on 

the Peninsula.   

Situated within the dialectics of Islamic reform, both MAIK and Pengasoh are key 

components in developing a better understanding of reform-type discourses on the Peninsula. 

Through a selected reading of the material, it is possible to observe how an ongoing dialectic 

which seems relentless in seeking purchase over questions of correct or erroneous belief and 

practice are not simply the result of clearly etched ideological binaries. What becomes more 

apparent is that these discourses ï even over topics which appear irreconcilable ï are tied to a 

continuing dialogue among Muslims over correct belief and practice, replete with contradiction, 

                                                 
4 As Moosa (in Rahman (2000) p.204) suggests, the views of the ReformŜǊǎ όƻǊ ǘƘŜ άmujaddidέύ ŀǊŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ 
ǳƴŘŜǊǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ōȅ ŀ άƴƻǊƳŀǘƛǾŜ ƳƻŘŜƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǇƘŜǘƛŎ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ƻǊ ǎƻƳŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƘƛƎƘ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƻŦ aǳǎƭƛƳ ƛƴǘŜƭƭŜŎǘǳŀƭ 
ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜƳŜƴǘ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ !ōōŀǎƛŘ ǇŜǊƛƻŘέΦ  
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contingency, ambiguity and complexity. More importantly, it sheds light on how the 

transmission of ideas is rarely straightforward, and are subject to continuous interpretation, 

contestation and refinement.  

Within this context, the narratives of ómodernisationô is not necessarily conjoined to 

instrumental reason nor an encroaching ósecularityô. Rather the notion of óprogressô 

(ñkemajuanò, ñpembaharuanò, ñpembaikkanò)5 fostered harbours an underlying óahistoricalô 

historicity, where the órationalityô of the present is interpreted as a continuous intellectual 

presence filtered through the growing body of accumulated traditions. While the particularities 

of the present (or the unique qualities of specific periods in history) are not denied, Muslim 

revitalisation, through the eyes of these reformists, is seen as a vital and ongoing conversation 

between ópastô and ópresentô ï without, it seems, necessarily privileging one over the other. 

Within this scheme, a deep historical sensibility is necessary; but unlike history in the modern 

temporal sense, the past is given a different kind of teleological bearing.  

There appears to be an inversion at work; the purpose of revitalisation is to perceive an 

ontology drawn from a dialectic strikingly Hegelian in character ï vacillating between attempts 

to determine the appropriate lessons drawn from accumulated tradition, seeing how this fits 

within the uncertainties and ambiguities of the present, and how these unpredictable and at 

times, incommensurable and irreconcilable vicissitudes are eventually consolidated and 

synthesised under divine providence.  

Scholars such as Fazlur Rahman (2000; 1982) were deeply critical of what he perceives 

as fundamentalist attempts to appeal to an idealised past as a corrective to an unpalatable 

present.6 Within this imaginary ñQiyasò (analogical reasoning) then assumes a position of 

                                                 
5 !ǎ ǘƘŜ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎǎ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǘƘŜǎƛǎ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎΣ ǘƘƛǎ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎΩ ƛǎ ƛƴǘƛƳŀǘŜƭȅ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŀ ŘŜŜǇ 
moral sensibility.  
6 !ǎ aƻƻǎŀ Ǉǳǘǎ ƛǘΣ άόCƻǊ wŀƘƳŀƴύ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀƴ ƛƭƭǳǎƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ Ǉŀǎǘ ƛǎ ŀ ǿƻǊƪŀōƭŜ ƳƻŘŜƭ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 
future. It is an analogy based mind-ǎŜǘΧ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ƻƴƭȅ ƘŀǾŜ ƭŜƎƛǘƛƳŀŎȅ if they can find a 
ǇǊŜŎŜŘŜƴǘΣ ƛǊǊŜǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǊŜƳƻǘŜΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀŎǘǎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƳƻǊŀƭ ǾŜŎǘƻǊέΤ wŀƘƳŀƴ όнлллΤ ǇΦнлрύΦ   
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privilege in determining ócorrectô belief. Though it is possible to imagine the psychological 

comfort afforded by an óidealised pastô, as pointed out by Asad (2003) and Zaman (2002), in 

practice this did not demur the ulama from engaging in a complex process of reasoning to 

determine what might correspond to ócorrectô belief or a form of  óorthodoxyô at a given point 

in time.   

Notions of óorthodoxyô are seldom stable ï despite the attempts made to imagine the 

possibility of an óidealô past that could somehow be resurrected through reifying a ópureô 

tradition unencumbered by the excesses of accumulated traditions.7 The process of valorisation 

requires constant affirmation ï this is where ñijmaò is critical ï but in practice drawing out 

consensus among the ulama in practice is rarely straightforward8, and is usually accompanied 

much disputation. This is part of the problem of grafting the notion of an óorthodoxyô unto these 

óIslamicateô discourses without ï in more specific terms ï defining what could be meant by the 

use of the term óorthodoxô.            

While the verbose and didactic style of the early reform periodicals can be suggestive 

of clearly defined parameters of religious disagreement, on closer examination this may not 

necessarily be the case. As this thesis argues, such a rendition underplays the complex and often 

shifting dynamics of these discourses, where appeals to broadening and restricting the 

possibilities of interpreting tradition are sometimes brokered in unexpected ways (such as the 

circumstances leading to the establishment of the Majlis in Kelantan) and subsequently, led to 

                                                 
7 Hence, the continuing ς and oftentimes fierce ς ŘŜōŀǘŜǎ ƻǾŜǊ ǿƘŀǘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŎƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴΩΦ 
As Greenblatt (2010) ƻōǎŜǊǾŜǎΣ άǿŜ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ŎƻƭƻƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŜȄƛƭŜΣ ŜƳƛƎǊŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǿŀƴŘŜǊƛƴƎΣ 
ŎƻƴǘŀƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ǳƴƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜǎΣ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǿƛǘƘΧǘƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ŀƴŀƭȅǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƻƻƭǎ 
have taken for granted the stability of cultures, or at least have assumed that in their original or natural state, 
before they are disrupted or contaminated, cultures are properly rooted in the rich soil of blood and land and 
ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ǾƛǊǘǳŀƭƭȅ ƳƻǘƛƻƴƭŜǎǎέ όǇΦн-3). 
8 9ǾŜƴ ƛŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǊǳƭŜǎΩ ƻŦ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻǊ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ ŀǊŜ Ǝenerally agreed upon. By rules of discourse we mean the 
existing norms of a given socio-historical setting ς the larger context in which those in a community interacts 
ǿƛǘƘ ƻƴŜ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŀƴ ŀǇǇŜŀƭ ǘƻ ǎƻƳŜ ǎƻǊǘ ƻŦ ΨƛƴŎƻƳƳŜƴǎǳǊŀōƛƭƛǘȅΩ ŀǘ work (the idea that 
discourses are innately culture or religion specific and operates on the basis of irreconcilable epistemologies) 
but to understand the meaning of a given discourse as how it is meant to be understood within their socio-
historical contexts.   
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unintended consequences (how the ñpuristò agenda of the reformists such as Ahmad al-Patani, 

Toô Kenali, Shaikh Tahir and others in Malaya eventually gave room for the emergence of later 

Wahabbi minded salafis or the óliberalô neo-Mutazila commitments of individuals such as 

Harun Nasution in Indonesia).9   

The problem with accounts of Muslim thought on the Peninsula have either ignored the 

transnational aspects of the ongoing discourses, and the ways in which this has shaped (or not) 

localised developments, or, to adopt a seemingly simplified view of reform/modernist ideals 

and to transpose them as constitutive of these Islamicate dialogues without paying sufficient 

attention to the uncertain, subtle, discordant and often, nuanced processes of ideational 

consolidation and contestation.10 What seems apparent is that questions surrounding the 

veracities of faith ineluctably involves concerns deeply spiritual, ontological and at same time, 

social and political in nature. Those involved within this milieu are constantly involved in a 

process of deciphering the vicissitudes of their circumstances, how this fits in with the demands 

of what is viewed as óauthoritative knowledgeô and how such forms of shared understandings 

are constituted and re-constituted over time.  

When certain forms of knowledge are formalised through institutional means (such as 

the establishment of ñecclesiastical lawsò under the colonial established state councils to 

manage óreligiousô affairs in Kelantan and other states on the Peninsula without paying 

sufficient attention to the question of how authority is shaped, secured and maintained within 

                                                 
9 {ŜŜ ¢ŀǳŦƛƪ !ōŘǳƭƭŀƘΩǎ Ŝǎǎŀȅ ƛƴ ²ƻƻŘǿŀǊŘ ŜŘΦ όмффсύ ǇΦпт-89. It is equally important to note that there are 
different strands of Salafis ς Egyptian Salafis and their Meccan counterparts both share and depart from each 
other on a number of doctrinal issues. Some scholars have begun to recognize the variegated nature of Saudi 
Salafism. Wiktorowicz, for example, identifies three major factions amongst the Saudis ς ǘƘŜ ΨǇǳǊƛǎǘǎΩΣ ǘƘŜ 
ΨǇƻƭƛǘƛŎƻǎΩΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ΨƧƛƘŀŘƛǎΩΦ {ŜŜ ²ƛƪǘƻǊƻǿƛŎȊΣ vΦΣ ά!ƴŀǘƻƳȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ {ŀƭŀŦƛ aƻǾŜƳŜƴǘέΣ ƛƴ ά{ǘǳŘƛŜǎ ƛƴ /ƻƴŦƭƛŎǘ ŀƴŘ 
¢ŜǊǊƻǊƛǎƳέΣ нф όнллсύΤ ǇΦнлт-239.  
10 wƛŎŎƛ όнлмоύ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴ άŀǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ŀ ƭŀǊƎŜǊ aǳǎƭƛƳ ǿƻǊƭŘ ŀƴŘ ŀƴ ŀǊŜŀ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘǎ ƻǿƴ 
networks and characteristics ς were not in any way static. On the contrary, they were constantly shifting, both 
internally and in relation to otheǊ ǊŜƎƛƻƴǎΧ ŀ ǘŜȄǘǳŀƭ ŎƻǊǇǳǎΧ ŀƭƭƻǿǎ ǳǎ ǘƻ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜ Ƙƻǿ ŀƎŜƴŘŀǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǎŜǘ 
differently for different Muslim communities while, concurrently, a certain process of standardisation was 
ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ǇƭŀŎŜΣ ǎƘŀǇƛƴƎ ǎƘŀǊŜŘ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŀƭƭŜƎƛŀƴŎŜǎέ όǇΦнстύΦ  
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the context of larger Islamised norms), their ñauthorityò is often taken as given. However, 

through the works of Copper, Burbank and Cooper, Benton11 and others, we have learnt that 

within a colonial setting, it is critical to take into account the functioning of state-sponsored 

initiatives (such as the law) and its reach into the general community and how it often operates 

within a social environment where pre-colonial networks, norms and practices continue to exert 

influence of varying levels. Even the formation of the Majlis Agama Islam Kelantan ï often 

summarily taken as an example of colonial led reform in practice ï provides a glimpse of the 

complexities of the processes of change under colonial rule.   

This, of course, relates to questions over the nature of textual transmission and 

translation. As Moyn and Sartori suggests, ñthe contact between languages, whether or not 

contiguous in their usageò, are indentured ñwith their own historical trajectories, semiotic 

ecologies, and hence specific possibilities of mutual translatabilityò.12 Quite clearly, within the 

reformist discourses allayed through the works of Ahmad al-Patani and his contemporaries, the 

essays in Pengasoh or al-Imam, and various forums and corpuses of reform thought of the 

period, these elements are ever present. Much of the existing scholarship on Islam in Peninsula 

however, ignores these aspects of reform thought. They focus instead on purported cleavages 

within the Muslim community (often seeing this as a result of irreconcilable intellectual 

antipathies) without setting these ótensionsô in the context of a more sympathetic sociology, or, 

if there are real theological differences, how this is then either patterned after an ongoing 

historical discourse or reactions to something more immediate and contemporary? This 

dichotomizing accentuates elements of the discourse which perpetuates the notion of ideational 

differences without, by and large, understanding it within the context of what Roff describes as 

the dialectic of ñshared beliefsò.13 This creates a series of illusory binaries, where Milnerôs 

                                                 
11 Cooper (2005), Burbank and Cooper (2012), Benton (2011). 
12 Moyn and Sartori eds. (2015), p.10-11.  
13 Roff (1985), p.7-34; (1987), p.31-34. 
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ñsharia-mindednessò, Geertzôs ñsantri ï abanganò, or Gellnerôs ñfolk or high Islamsò become 

the dominant paradigms of either establishing the markers of change or underwrites the 

conceptual basis of the social, cultural and/or intellectual life of these communities.  

These pretexts at times lends an undue emphasis on seeing, for example, the overt 

criticisms of Sufi practice within óal-Imamô or the ósalafismô of Shaykh Tahir Jalalluddin and 

his contemporaries in colonial Malaya as indictments of óextraneousô practices (emergence of 

a more ópuritanicalô vision of Islam) or as a generic repudiation of Sufism amongst reform 

minded Muslims as opposed to viewing it as part of a more complex, nuanced set of discourses 

reflecting the ongoing dialectic within the ulama community reacting both to the present as 

well as older traditions of practice and thought.14 Rather than seeing even the most trenchant 

examples of discord amongst these Muslim intellectuals as the result of óimmutableô, 

irrevocable differences, or characteristic of ófixed attributesô in Islamicate thinking amongst 

both reform advocates and their opponents, perhaps it is more useful to understand them as an 

ongoing discourse on the possibilities and limits of óreasonô in relation to revealed knowledge 

and accumulated tradition.  

We see within the discourses a process of moving through a panoply of ideas, revising, 

adopting, truncating, expanding and at times completely shifting positions on numerous issues. 

Prevarication and anxiety appear in tandem to suggest that ñthe relationship betweenò those 

within the reform religio-political project and those who either oppose them or choose not to 

associate with them ñis marked as much by continuities, complex overlaps, subtle 

differentiations as by radical breaksò.15        

                                                 
14 ¢ƘƻǳƎƘ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ŎƻƴŦƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎόǎύ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳǎ ΨǎŀƭŀŦƛΩΣ ΨƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǎǘΩΣ ΨǊŜŦƻǊƳƛǎǘΩΣ 
ŀƴŘ ΨLǎƭŀƳƛǎǘΩΣ there are differences and variability of opinion which exists among intellectuals who find 
themselves identified as part of, or identify themselves as belonging to a group or groups. See Euben and 
Zaman eds. (2009) p.5-27.   
15 Euben and Zaman, eds. (2009), άtǊƛƴŎŜǘƻƴ wŜŀŘƛƴƎǎ ƛƴ LǎƭŀƳƛǎǘ ¢ƘƻǳƎƘǘέΣ tǊƛƴŎŜǘƻƴ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ tǊŜǎǎΥ 
Princeton (p.4-5). 
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Possible Future Research: 

To contextualise the findings within this dissertation with wider developments in 

Muslim reform thinking around the Malay Archipelago and across the Indian Ocean littoral. 

This is critical in order to develop a better understanding of the dynamic process of the 

transmission of knowledge within these circles and how óaccumulated traditionô is adapted, 

shaped, interpreted and used within the ongoing discourses as well as the multifaceted forms of 

consensus, contestation and consolidation which emerges as a result.  

A major part of this dissertation examines how attempts at ólegitimating authorityô is 

fundamental to the ongoing reform dialectic. This was, and remains, a key aspect within the 

establishment and maintenance of authority within Muslim circles. Following this line of 

argument, we intend to explore similar processes of maintaining, challenging and consolidating 

Muslim óauthorityô taking place both throughout the Peninsula and wider Southeast Asia in 

relation to colonial reform and local reflexivity.  

Much of the recent work on Islam in Southeast Asia explores the vitality and 

significance of connections and networks which transcends more traditional configurations of 

cultural, political and religious boundaries. This in turn, have shaped notions of politics and 

culture (broadly construed) ï to a lesser or greater degree ï across these societies in unique and, 

sometimes, unexpected ways. Haj voyages, taxonomy of names, genealogical linkages, trade 

networks, formation of textual canons, inter and intra-textual exchange and inter and intra 

religious engagement have often been the focus of these studies. This feeds into the ongoing 

discourses over consolidating, expanding, or restricting ñIslamicò knowledge and authority. We 

hope explore this further by examining how the formation of Islamicate opinion amongst the 

ulama are connected to this dynamic, and how in turn, this has shaped Muslim attitudes towards 

nation-building, state formation, legislative institutionalisation, and inter and intra-religious 

politics.
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