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Mohd Kamarulnizam Abdullah

The Augmentation of Radical Ideas
and the Role of Islamic Educational
System in Malaysia

Abstraksi: Dalam sejarahnya, lebih tepatnya sejak abad ke-19, lembaga
pendidikan Islam—Dbaik pondok ataupun madrasah—memainkan peran
penting bagi proses perkembangan dunia pendidikan di Malaysia. Beberapa
Pondok faktanya berhasil membentuk relasi yang baik dengan beberapa
wilayah baik di Asia—Pakistan, Indonesia, Thailand, India—ataupun de-
ngan wilayah Timur Tengah dan Mesir. Jika pondok-pondok yang tersebar
di bagian tengah dan selatan Malaysia semisal Johore, Negeri Sembilan,
Selangor, dan Perak memiliki relasi historis dengan beberapa pondok di wi-
layah Jawa—termasuk pondok di Penang and Perak Utara dengan beberapa
pondok di Sumatera Utara—maka di negara bagian utara Malaysia pun
mengalami proses yang sama. Proses ini berjalan efektif seiring kehadiran
sejumlah guru agama asal Thailand selatan yang mengajar di wilayah uta-
ra Malaysia seperti Perlis, Kedah, Penang, Kelantan, serta Terenggani.
Dampaknya, sejak saat itu, Malaysia disemarakkan oleh khazanah baca-
an yang sangat plural. Dari Indonesia, mereka mengadopsi Kitab Kuning,
sebuah kitab yang mencakup beberapa elemen penting tentang ajaran Islam,
Figh, Tawhid, Hadith, Kaidah Bahasa Arabic serta Tafsir. Beberapa judul
yang populer di sana di antaranya Kitab Sarh Ibn Aqil ‘ala Alfiyah, Nahw
and Sarf, dan Matn al Ajurumiyah—kajian Bahasa Arab—serta Qalyubi
wa Umayrah dan Al Asbah wa al Naza'ir fi Qawa’id wa Furu’ Figh al
shfi’l untuk kajian figh. Kitab lainnya adalah Matn Arba’in (hadith),
Sirojul Huda (Civic), Agidatun Naajim (Tawhid), Syarhul ‘Asmawi (figh
dan tawhid), Penawar bagi Hari (Tasawuf) yang ditulis oleh para ulama
asal daerah Patani, Thailand Selatan. Pada perkembangnya, kitab-kitab ini
turut pula dijadikan referensi bagi terbentuknya kurikulum pendidikan
Islam Malaysia saat ini. -
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Artikel ini, selain menjelaskan proses perkembangan dunia pendidikan
Islam di Malaysia, berupaya mengungkap sebuah fakta bahwa lembaga
pendidikan Islam tersebut dijadikan ruang bagi terciptanya doktrinisasi
ideologis atas sebuah keyakinan tertentu. Sistem pengajaran serta kuriku-
lum yang terdapat di beberapa madrasah ataupun pondok di Malaysia saat
ini berkecenderungan untuk terseret pada pembentukan embrio gerakan
radikalisme Islam yang semakin berkembang pesat. Terlebih, beberapa va-
riabel terlihat terjalin erat, mulai dari kondusifitas lingkungan, kurikulum
pendidikan islamis, hingga para pengajar (tuan guru) yang memiliki per-
spektif ideologis. :

Penting dicatat adalah bahwa pada dekade terakhir ini, semakin ba-
nyak guru agama di Malaysia yang merupakan alumni perguruan ting-
gi Timur Tengah, khususnya yang berasal dari Universitas Al Azhar,
Mesir. Merekalah yang selanjutnya menjadi tumpuan bagi proses tumbuh
berkembangnya lembaga pendidikan Islam di Malaysia semisal sekolah
Islam—Sekolah Kebangsaan Integrasi (National Integrative School) dan
Sekolah Agama Negeri (SAN)—Pondok Pesantren (Sekolah Menengah
Agama Persekutuan [Federal’s Secondary Religious School]), Sekolah
Agama Independen, Pondok Independen, ataupun Madrasah Independen
yang hingga kini berjumlah sekitar 1713 institusi.

Namun, pasca tragedi 11 September 2001, beberapa lembaga pendi-
dikan Islam . tersebut mendapat sorotan tajam dari berbagai kalangan,
terkhusus pemerintah Malaysia. Terlebih ketika nyatanya laporan South
Asian Analysis Group (SAAG) menyebutkan bahwa 167 pelajar Malaysia
terdaftar sebagai pelajar di beberapa madrasah Pakistan yang disinyalir me-
miliki relasi kuat dengan kelompok Al Qaeda dan Jamaah Islamiyyah (J1).
Kedua kelompok radikal ini memiliki anggota dan simpatisan yang berasal
dari dua ragam latar belakang, yakni mereka yang berasal dari lembaga
pendidikan sekular, yang direpresentasikan oleh Azhari Karim, pemimpin
JI yang merupakan profesor teknik kimia di Universiti Teknologi Malaysia
(UTM), dan mereka yang merupakan alumni dari lembaga-lembaga pendi-
dikan Islam tradisional baik yang ada di wilayah Asia Selatan, India dan
Pakistan, ataupun Asia Tenggara seperti Indonesia, Thailand Selatan, ter-
masuk Malaysia. '

Terkait dengan hal tersebut, beberapa tokoh Islam Malaysia seperti,
Ahmad Tajudin bin Abu Bakar—ketua kelompok militan Kumpulan
Mugjahidin Malaysia (KMM) yang bermarkas di negara bagian Perak, mi-
salnya, diketahui sebagai alumni Pondok Lanai, Baling Kedah, Malaysia.
Begitu juga Nik Adli Nik Aziz—pemimpin nasional KMM—ijuga dikenal
sebagai alumni madrasah Deoband Darul Ulum, India sebelum akhirnya
menjadi salah satu staff pengajar di Madrasah Darul Anuar, Pulau Melaka,
Kelantan.
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Introduction

Jemaah Islamiyah (JI) has created new security challenges

that need to be reckoned with. The way these so-called ter-
rorist groups organize themselves, their ability to garner supports
from ordinary Muslims and to seek sympathy from newly con-
verted Muslims are a phenomenal aspect of the current study of
terrorist threats. The groups do not have formal membership and
their activities center on the use of a cell system. What is more im-
portant is that these Mushim terrorist groups have contributed to
an huge misconception about Islam. Aside of being perceived as a
religion of war, Islam isa now linked to radicalism and terrorism.
Consequently, Islam has become the most miscomprehended reli-
gion in the world.

Members and sympathizers to al-Qaeda and JI came from two
different backgrounds. The first group is from a secular background.
In fact, this group has been the most active and influential in both
groups. One of the most wanted JI leaders, Azhari Karim, for in-
stance, was a professor in chemical engineering from Malaysia’s
Technological University (UTM), one of leading Malaysian univer-
sities specializing in technology and advanced techno-engineering.
He also received graduate instruction at European universities. The
second group consist of the alumni of the traditional Islamic school
system, i.e. madrasahs and pondoks either from South Asia such as
Pakistan and India, or from the Southeast Asian region such as
Indonesia, Malaysia, and southern Thailand.

Inevitably, it has been widely believed that the traditional Islamic
school system i.e. madrasahs and pondoks, has shaped the ideological
way of thinking and the worldly view of those who are involved
in terrorist groups. It has also been argued that the madrasah edu-
cational system produces radical students who are fed-up with
Western political discrimination and exploitation. In Southeast
Asia, several madrasah schools such as the now defunct Madrasah
Lugmanul Hakim in Johore, Malaysia and the Madrasah Diniyah
in Solo, Indonesia, were identified as one of the breeding grounds
of Muslim radicalism in the region. At the same time, graduates
from madrasahs in Pakistan such as the Darul Uloom Hagqgania and
the Madrasah Binori have been closely associated with al-Qaeda.
Hence, it can be argued the madrasah school system is, arguably, to
some extent, responsible for the rise of Muslim radicalism since it

The emergence of and the threats posed by Al-qaeda and the
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produces graduates who struggle to create a united and powerful
ummah to counter the threats posed by secular ideas.

Based on the above assumption, this article analyses how the
Islamic educational system in Malaysia, particularly the role played
by madrasahs and pondoks, shapes its graduates’ perception and
mindset. The questions that will be raised are therefore: to what
extent does Islamic education in Malaysia contribute to the rise of
radical Muslims? What aspects of the teachings, pedagogy and/or
curriculum provided in the Islamic educational system is capable
of generating feelings of hatred against non-Muslims in Malaysia’s
multi-religious society. Are there other independent variables that
may contribute to, and explain why, the Islamic educational school
system has been identified as breeding ground for Muslim terror-
ism? The scope of this paper then focuses on the traditional Islamic
educational system especially the partially state funded and pri-
vately run madrasahs and pondoks.

The Evolution of Islamic Education

The pondok system established itself on Malaysian soil around
the start of the 19" century largely through the active role played
by local religious leaders (locally known as tuan guru), who came
home to Malaysia after their religious educational sojourn in Mecca
in Saudi Arabia. The pondok system is considered the earliest and the
traditional form of formal Islamic educational system in the coun-
try. The system was privately operated and its success and fame
were largely dependent on the reputation of the tuan guru. His rep-
utation in turn depended on several factors such as on the duration
of his stay in Mecca and the intensity of his association with earlier
reputable and famous tuan gurus (Kamarulnizam Abdullah 2003).
The pondok system was mainly criticized for pondok its conventional
teaching methods. Students were not subjected to neither a system-
atic curriculum nor to periodic assignments. Students furthermore
were discouraged to ask questions or to argue with the tuan guru.
As aresult, the system produced very inward-looking students who
lacked intellectual and academic capabilities (Firdaus 1985).

Pondok in Malaysia have historical linkages with other places in
Nusantara. In the northern states of the Malaysian Peninsula, the
expansion of the pondok system was largely the result of close rela-
tions southern Thailand. For centuries, these states, Perlis, Kedah
(Penang was administratively part of Kedah until the early 19% cen-
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tury), Kelantan and Terengganu were part of the Pattani Islamic
Kingdom before the Siamese Kingdom defeated it in the late 18™
century. In the 1905 and 1907 Anglo-Siamese Treaties, the former
areas of Pattani were divided over Siamese and British colonial
power largely intended to undermine local opposition to Thai rule
(Pitsuwan 1989). Yet close relations between Southern Thailand
and the northern states of peninsular Malaysia continued. Shared
social structures, language and blood ties explain this close rela-
tion. Religious teachers from southern Thailand were well sought
after by independent religious schools or pondoks in the northern
Malaysian states. At the same time, Malaysian students were also
sent to pondoks in Southern Thailand to study Islam.

The pondoks in the central and southern parts of peninsular
Malaysia such as Johore, Negeri Sembilan, Selangor, and south
Perak enjoyed historical ties with pondoks in Java whereas pondoks in
Penang and northern Perak has closed relations with those in north-
ern Sumatra. The ties were due to the blood and ethnic relationships
that existed prior to the arrival of colonial powers in the region.
There was a free movement of people between the two areas and
many Javanese settled at the coastal areas of Johor and Selangor.
Hence, the demand of religious teachers (better known as ustaz or
kiai) As this community increased because the Javanese community
became larger, the demand for religious teachers (ustaz and kiai) in-
creased as well. Some of these kiais decided to open a pondok to serve
the community. The arrival of Indonesian teachers either to deliver
sermons in mosques or to set up religious schools with the help of
locals continued even after the region became two separate states.
This explains why Abu Bakr Ba’asyir could be accepted by the lo-
cal community when he fled Soeharto’s regime for fear of prosecu-
tion in the 1990s. Abu Bakr Ba’asyir’s strategy initially to settle in
Banting Selangor was because of the large number of Javanese set-
tlers in the area. After earning the confidence of the local popula-
tion, he was able to set up the Madrasah Lugmanul Hakim in Kota
Tinggi, Johor, which also has a large Javanese community.

Islamic education faced its first wind of changes when Pondok
Tok Kenali in Kota Bahru, Kelantan, carried out major reforma-
tion in the pondok educational system during the second quarter of
the 20" century by introducing a more systematic class system and
grading assessment in evaluating the performance of its students.
The reform was partly in response to the Middle Eastern educa-
tional reform movements and the arrival of novel tok guru teach-
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ers who had received higher education from the Middle East. The
religious educational reform introduced by Pondok Tok Kenali had
paved the the way for the introduction of more systematic, modern
and formal religious schools within a so-called madrasah school sys-
tem. The opening of this system was in fact pioneered by students
who had graduated from Pondok Tok Kenali earlier on. This then
was the beginning of a more modern Islamic educational system in
Malaysia. ‘

In the new madrasah school system, students were consistently
evaluated and graded, teachings were based on a pre-designed
curriculum, and the subjects taught combined “...an inculcation
of interest in world affairs with religious reformist instruction...”
(Firdaus 1985:15). Although students were not exposed to secular
subjects like Sciences and Mathematics, the educational experience
in the madrasah system did raise their political consciousness. It
also created self-consciousness among students about the plights of
Malay-Muslims who were subjugated under British colonial rule.
Hence, the madrasah system did not only become the pioneer of
modern and systematic Islamic schools but also became the venue
for the growth of Malay nationalism and political reformation in
the country. Madrasahs such as Al-Mashyur al-Islamiyah in Penang,
al-Hadi in Melaka, Maahad Il-Ehya Assyarif Gunung Semanggul in
Perak, and Madrasah Ubudiah in Selangor, were synonymous for,
and associated with anti-colonial and nationalist movements in the
- late 1930s and 1940s (Nabir Abdullah 1976).

The introduction of a more reformed Islamic educational system
was also closely associated with the emergence of a conflict between
traditionalists and reformists. The reformists, who were also the
promoters of the modernization of the pondok system, criticized the
way the state managed religious affairs. The British did not interfere
with matters pertaining to Islam and Malay customs and left these
issues to individual sultans because of earlier political agreement
between the British and the sultans. Yet the administration of reli-
gious affairs was in disarray. Graduates of the madrasah system criti-
cized the inability of the state to response to a modern management
system and demanded that religious administration be centralized
under one administration only. At the same time, they also asserted
that all the sultans had to be stripped of their above-the-law-status
and subsequently had to submit to shariah law. They also revolu-
tionalized the idea that the authority of Islamic affairs had to be
handed over to the council of ulama. The calls, however, were per-
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ceived as threats to the sultans’ status quo and yet, at the same time
did not receive supports from the British because they refused to
mingle with the religious matters of the country.

In post-independent Malaysia, the management of Islamic affairs
is governed by the Federal Constitution. Islamic affairs continue to
fall under the authority of the individual Malay states. Matters such
as Islamic jurisprudence, Muslim family law, and religious educa-
tion, fall under the purview of each individual sultan as he is the
head of his state and at the same time the prime protector of Islam.
Each state establishes its own Islamic Religious Department (Jabatan
Agama Islam) to monitor and administer Islamic related matters.
The state Religious Department, furthermore is headed by a mufti
(head of ulama) who also advices and assists the sultan. Muftis of
all the states meet at least once a year in a fatwa committee which
is coordinated by the Prime Minister Department’s Islamic sec-
tion. The section was later upgraded into the Islamic Center during
Mahathir’s tenure and in the early 1990s was renamed the Jabatan
Kemajuan Islam Malaysia (Department of Islamic Advancement) or
JAKIM, to streamline the implementation of Islamic administration
among states. ‘

On the federal level, the Yang Di Pertuan Agong (hereafter re-
ferred as the Agong) is the head of the country. The Agong, elected
every five years by the Council of Sultans, also enjoys prime au-
thority over Islamic affairs in states where there is no sultan such
as Penang, Melaka, Sabah, Sarawak, and the Federal Territories of
Labuan, Kuala Lumpur, and Putrajaya.

In addition, each state has its own mechanism in administrating,
formalizing, and promoting Islamic education. Johor, the south-
ernmost state of peninsular Malaysia, is the pioneer of state-sup-
ported Islamic education, not intended to become an alternative
but to compliment the secular education offered by the Federal
Government. Instruction under this Islamic educational system is
usually offered after the official school hours. The State Religious
Department builds and manages at least one Islamic school in every
town and village in the state. The school system uses a modern con-
cept in which well-qualified religious teachers are appointed and
basic teaching facilities are similar to those provided by federal edu-
cational facilities. Teachers appointed at least hold a Senawi quali-
fication (equivalent to the Religious High School Certificate) recog-
nized by the State Government. In recent years, more and more of
these religious teachers also hold a degree in Islamic Studies from
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Al-Azhar University in Cairo or from another Middle Eastern or
local university.

The state of Selangor has the same system whereas the state of
Negeri Sembilan has recently followed suit by offering after-school
Islamic education. Unlike in Selangor and Johor, Islamic education
in Negeri Sembilan is provided on the federal school compounds
due to limited spaces and buildings. Other states however, do not
have a formal Islamic educational system and rely on independent
or state supported religious schools known as Sekolah Agama
Rakyat (SAR) or People’s Religious School.

The formal Islamic educational system offered by these three
states, Johor, Negeri Sembilan and Selangor is well received and
popular among the Muslim community since it gives fundamental
religious knowledge to Muslim children from the age of seven to
twelve which is not offered comprehensively by the federal secular
educational system. Subjects offered at the elementary level include
Tawhid, Figh, Quranic recital, and prayer. Furthermore, formal
Islamic education is offered at the high school level either by a state
or by the federal government. The federal government establishes
several full-boarding Islamic high schools. Students, admitted to
this type of school excelled in the national comprehensive exami-
nation at Year Six. Instead of going to a full-boarding secular high
school, they applied for an Islamic one. It can be argued that Islamic
education offered by an individual state or the federal government
(at high school level) is well structured and modern compared to
that offered under the independent pondok system.

The introduction of state supported religious schools however
was not at the expense of madrasahs and pondoks. The madrasah and

- pondok systems continued to exist in post-independent Malaysia.
The pondok system maintains its very traditional teaching meth-
ods without a structured curriculum, whereas the more modern-
ized version of the pondok system is carried out by madrasah schools.
Madrasahs continue to flourish in various forms compared to that of
pondok.

The Attraction of the Islamic Educational System: Pull and Push
Factors

Historically, Malay-Muslim parents in Malaysia preferred
Islamic education over the secular educational system run by the
British. Myths circulated among Muslim parents that English educa-
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tion would train their children in, and convert them to Christianity.
English schools during the colonial period were thus mostly at-
tended by non-Malay students. As a result, a huge social-economic
gap came into being between Malays and non-Malays. Seculary-
trained non-Malay children usually became professionals, whereas,
the Malay that were religiously educated students became religious
teachers or imams. There was a small number of Malay children
who graduated from English schools but most of them came from
royal or aristocratic family backgrounds.

Itis interesting to note, however, that Islamic education remained
popular among modern Malaysian Muslim society. The traditional
Islamic educational system offered by madrasahs and pondoks was
no longer the preferred choice, and more and more Malay Muslim
parents decided to send their children to a formal state funded or
partially state funded Islamic schools. '

There were no specific reasons why parents decided to send their
children to Islamic schools. Generally, however, two factors brought
parents to send their children to religious education. The first was
religious consciousness and obligation." Where and which Islamic
schools the children were sent to was not an important issue for
the parents. As long as their children received religious instruction,
they were willing to enroll them into either state-funded Islamic
schools or private ones, which were run by an Islamic movement
or a Muslim political party. For modern Malaysian Muslim parents,
the major religious obligation they have in life is to provide their
children with spiritual knowledge. This factor is also closely associ-
ated with the second one, which is time. Modern Malaysian Muslim
parents have difficulties in finding time to teach their children about
Islamic matters especially when both parents work. Hence, the
availability of private and state-funded Islamic schools serves for
their busy lives well. The children thus attend secular educational
school in the morning and religious education in the afternoon.

Yet, there is also an increasing number of parents who opt to
send their children to Islamic high schools or madrasahs that com-
bine secular and Islamic education. Initially Islamic high schools
and madrasahs attracted students who did not excel in their forma-
tive years at the elementary level or those who wanted to deepen
their Islamic knowledge with further studies at universities in the
Middle East such as the Al-Azhar in Cairo or universities in Medina
in mind. But these perceptions tended to change partly because of
the evolution of the Islamic educational system especially under the
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Mahathir period. The Islamic educational system at the high school
level has been afforded due emphasis in the national educational
development. Hence, federal funded Islamic high school known as
Sekolah Menengah Agama Persekutuan (Federal Religious High
School), a full boarding school, and Sekolah Kebangsaan Integrasi
were introduced. The Federal Religious High Schools in fact com-
plimented the role and functions of full boarding Federal Science
High Schools introduced earlier.? Students who scored high marks
in the national comprehensive examination conducted at Year Five
(later changed to Year Six) were selected to enroll in this type of
school. This type of school system blends secular and religious ele-
ments in its teachings. As a result, the Islamic educational system at
the high school level was no longer associated with religiously in-
clined and weak students. What’s more interesting is that students
who graduated from this type of school furthered their tertiary edu-
cation at Western universities and chose professional fields such as -
Law, Engineering, Medicine, Business, and Accounting. The federal
government’s inclination to promote this type of school is very in-
teresting since this kind of role was usually jealously guarded by the
individual states. The federal government’s active role has opened
up a more flexible and modern concept of Islamic education.

At the same time, privately or state funded Islamic schools or
madrasahs, both at elementary and high school levels continue to
receive wide support from parents who are concerned with their
children’s upbringing. Some privately funded Islamic high schools
or madrasahs not only offer secular subjects to their students and
combine them with religious understanding and flavors but at the
same time reintroduce a modified halagah teaching style. In the tra-
ditional halagah method, students sat cross-legged in a circle where-
as the teacher’s spot in the circle was made prominent by a special
small-sized carpet and a sitting pillow. There were no question and
answer sessions. The tok guru would give his sermon based on cer-
tain kitabs (religious books). Although teachers are surrounded by
students during learning sessions, unlike the conventional halagah
style, students are now allowed to ask questions and to discuss the
subjects they learn.

Privately funded Islamic high schools or madrasahs have become
increasingly popular among parents. Even students from well to
do backgrounds enroll. At the Madrasah Darul Anuar at Pulau
Melaka, Kota Bahru Kelantan, for instance, students come from as
far as Kuala Lumpur and Johor. The school, which started as an
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independent pondok in its early stage is a PAS-linked and private
Islamic school. It is partially funded by the Kelantan Council for
Islamic Affairs and Malay Adat. The school offers both Islamic sub-
jects (such as Tasawuf, Arabic, Figh etc) and secular ones (such as
Chemistry, History, Biology, Physics, etc.). Students follow the na-
tional curriculum for Islamic and secular subjects so that they can sit
for the Sijil Pelajaran Tinggi Agama Malaysia (Malaysian Certificate
for Higher Religious Studies), which is equivalent to the O-level
of the British educational system. Hence, parents believe that their
children would be equipped with not only this secular but also re-
ligious knowledge.

The pondok system, however, remained the same in post-inde-

~ pendent Malaysia. Private and independent pondoks continue to

offer non-official religious education to interested and prospective
students. This type of Islamic educational system does not offer for-
mal religious education but offers a combination of the secular and
religious system to its students. The background of pondok students
is also different from that of students of normal religious or ma-
drasah schools. There is no age barrier to enroll in the system. Most
pondok students were high school alumni (who had completed their
Malaysia Certificate of Education or SPM) and mature students or
pensioners who decided to deepen their Islamic studies /knowledge.
These students rent some pondok provided by a tuan guru (religious
teacher) for a certain period of time depending on their financial
capability. Their reason to enroll into the pondok system is merely to
deepen and strengthen their faith and knowledge.

Transforming the Dynamic of Islamic Education

The state government, under the federal political system in

. Malaysia, continues to play crucial role in promoting Islamic educa-

tion by not only creating the state-supported religious school sys-

tem, discussed above, but also by assisting the privately run school

system through the state’s Religious Affairs Department. Generally,
there are five types of Islamic schools in contemporary Malaysia:

1. Islamicschoolsatelementary and highschoollevels, financed and
administered by State Religious Departments (Jabatan Agama
Islam). This includes Sekolah Kebangsaan Integrasi (National
Integrative School) and Sekolah Agama Negeri (SAN)
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2. Islamic boarding schools (only at secondary level) financed and
administered by the Federal Government through the Ministry
of Education. Schools are situated in several parts of the coun-
try and are called Sekolah Menengah Agama Persekutuan
(Federal’s Secondary Religious School).

3. Independent madrasahs and Islamic high schools known as
Sekolah Agama Rakyat (SAR) or People’s Religious Schools
at elementary and high-school levels. These madrasah types of
schools are registered with state religious departments. They
are also sometimes partially financed by the council or state’s
Baitulmal (Alms Collection Agency).

4. Independent religious schools run by foundations, Islamic
movements or parties usually at the elementary (foundation)
level.

5. Independent pondoks.

It can be argued that Sekolah Agama Rakyat (SAR) is a modern
version of the madrasah system. There are 1713 registered SARs in
Malaysia of which 223 are religious high schools while the rest are
elementary religious schools (see Table 1). A SAR receives financial
backing from independent Islamic foundations, individuals, and to
some extent from political parties and a small annual grant from the
state’s Baitulmal (Alms Collection Agency). In recent years, these
schools are obliged to register with the state’s religious council as
well as with the Ministry of Education in order to obtain financial
support from the government. The financial support usually covers
the administrative part i.e. the salary of the teachers. The registra-
tion is also a crucial step for students to enroll in the federal’s na-
tional examination system offered every year.

Table 1: Total number of People’s Religious Schools (SAR)
- Primary and High School (as in 2005)
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Federal Territory of
Kuala Lumpur

Federal Temtory
of Labuan

Source: Jabatan Kemajuan Iblam Malaysia, JAKIM, 2005

Initially, the SARs, traditional madrasahs, and pondoks were not
a major political concern. There has been continuous tug-a-war be-
tween the government and major Islamic political parties regarding
political infiltration into SARs, madrasahs and pondoks. The govern-
ment accused the Parti Islam Malaysia (PAS) of using SAR and ma-
drasahs for its political mileage. It has been alleged that some par-
tially state-financed SARs and madrasahs were used by PAS to instill
hatred against the government. Several PAS-sympathetic pondoks
were even used by the party recruitment center (Utusan Malaysia 25
October 2002).

Yet the September 11 incident has put these types of Islamic
schools under closer scrutiny. Several madrasahs, pondoks and SARs
were identified as breeding grounds for militants. Ahmad Tajudin
bin Abu Bakar, who was arrested under the Malaysia Internal
Security Act (ISA), for instance, was believed to be the head of a
local militant group, Kumpulan Mujahidin Malaysia (KMM) in the
state of Perak. He is an alumnus of Pondok Lanai, Baling Kedah.
KMM is allegedly linked to a regional terrorist group, the Jemaah
Islamiyah (JI). Another ISA detainee, Nik Adli Nik Aziz, believed to
be the KMM national leader, was a member of the teaching staff of
the Madrasah Darul Anuar at Pulau Melaka, Kelantan. The madrasah
has a closely linked to militant Islam since the school was founded
by Nik Aziz Nik Mat, PAS’s spiritual leader and the Kelantan’s cur-
rent Menteri Besar. In addition, there were several other individuals
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who were arrested under ISA who had graduated from indepen-
dent madrasahs or SARs.

The Malaysian Government reacted swift and uncompromising
to the alleged involvement of SAR and madrasah alumni or members
in spreading radical Islamic ideas and in providing their venues as
platforms for government bashing. During the Mahathir adminis-
tration, it was decided that the government would withdraw the
small annual subsidies given to SARs and madrasahs until they met
several conditions set by the government. One of the cond’itions
it set was that the schools targeted had to restructure and revamp
their academic curriculum by adhering to the national syllabus. The
schools were not allowed to teach only religious subjects but had
to incorporate non-religious important sciences and vocational sub-
jects. Since most of the teachers did not have any formal training
in education, they were also required to attend teaching seminars
and courses organized by the federal Ministry of Education. At the
same time, individual state governments such as Kedah decided to
take over the management of privately funded SARs (Berita Harian
2 February 2008). This politically motivated move arguably was to
undermine PAS’s influence.

The pondok system, however, still runs independently in Malaysia.
At this moment, no data are available of the number of fully inde-
pendent pondok/madrasahs that are not registered with the state’s
religious council. Most pondoks are funded through zakat (tilts)
from Muslims or from a Baitulmal (Alms Collection Agency). In
Terengganu for instance, several pondoks receive annual grants from
the state’s religious department. Pondok Al-Falahiah in Kerandang
Besut, about 100 km from the capital city of the state of Terengganu,
for instance receives 20,000 ringgit annually whereas Pondok Darul
Islam Kuala Ibai near Kuala Terengganu received an annual grant
of 30,000 ringgit (Haji Abdul Rahman, Interview 10 February 2006).
The pondok system does not offer formal Islamic education and con-
tinues to emphasize the teaching methodology known as halagah
which was in use during the colonial period. (Kamarulnizam
Abdullah 2003).

This type of independent pondok system, especially in Kedah and
Kelantan, however, is in a dying stage. This is because the survival
of the system, as discussed earlier, rests upon the tuan guru and his
initiatives. It is common practice for the son(s) of tuan gurus or his
trusted lieutenants to continue to administer a pondok if the tuan
guru is ill or has passed way. Yet in many cases the pondok were left
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dying when the tuan guru passed away since his son either refused
to take over or ventured into other lucrative and recognized profes-
sions.

In Terengganu, the state government took several initiatives to
modernize the pondok system. The strategy is to ensure that the name
and the legacy of the pondok does not dwindle with the demise of the
tuan guru. The above-mentioned Pondok Al-Falahiah, for instance,
is one the most famous pondoks in the state. Nonetheless, the tuan
quru of the pondok, who is also originally from the Pattani province
in Southern Thailand, suffers kidney problems and is bed-ridden.
He is unable to continue his religious lectures to his students. At
the same time, he does not have a trusted lieutenant to continue
his legacy and his sons decided to join other professions. Given his
age and legacy, the state decided to build a new building complex
next to the pondok. The building complex is named after the pondok
and is placed under the concept of the madrasah system. The state of
Terengganu’s move is in fact in line with the current federal govern-
ment’s move to support the school system financially.

Interestingly,* however, the pondoks in Kelantan have set up a
private consortium to ensure the continuity and survival of the in-
dependence of the pondok system. There are only 13 pondoks left in
Kelantan. They form a business entity called Pusat Pembangunan
Pondok Berhad (PPPB) or Pondok Development Center Private
Limited. PPPB was registered in 1995 as a private limited company.
One of the objectives of the company is to promote and to strength-
en the pondok educational system through self-sustaining financial
assistance. Kelantan’s pondok system is an illustration of a success-
ful organizational reformation (Haji Adam Abdullah, Interview 18
February 2006). It shows that because demands to enter a pondok
have been dwindling, the remaining pondoks have to find alterna--
tives by venturing into business to ensure the survival of this type
of educational system. By combining individual pondoks into a con-
sortium, they could pull their strength together by sharing resourc-
es and by modernizing the system without changing the traditional
and conventional aspects of the teaching pedagogy and methodol-

ogy.
Curriculum Development in the Islamic School System

Questions however remain whether the religious curriculum
contributes to the rise of religious zealousness among madrasah, pon-
dok or SAR graduates. To what extent do educational methodology
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and the curriculum of these types of religious education contrib-
ute to the development of radicalism and rehg1ous intolerance in
Malaysia?

As mentioned earlier, only three states i.e. Johor, Negeri Sembilan
and Selangor, offer systematic Islamic education at the elementary
level. Nonetheless, only Selangor and Johor conduct state-wide ex-
amination. Johor offers a Peperiksaan Kelas Khas Agama (Special
Religious Class Examination) at Year Seven. Those who pass this
examination are qualified to apply for religious teaching posts in
the state once they have obtained their high school diploma. Negeri
Sembilan, however, is quite new in the religious educational system.
Hence, it does not offer any comprehensive religious examination
to students. The state’s main objective is merely to provide basic
Islamic knowledge to elementary and to some extent high school
students.

Selangor, like Johor, also offers comprehensive religious educa-
tion from elementary to tertiary level. The Jabatan Aga®ma Islam
Selangor (Selangor’s Department of Religion) or better known as
JAIS coordinates all Islamic schools statewide. The Curriculum of
JAIS schools concentrate on Arabic language, Quranic citation, Figh,
Sirah, and Islamic and Quranic calligraphic.

What is interesting however is that private Islamic elementary
schools have to follow the JAIS curriculum. Nonetheless, these
schools were given the freedom to structure and to add subjects
deemed appropriate with the objectives and aspiration of the
school. The Angkatan Belia Islam Malaysia (ABIM, Islamic Youth
Movement of Malaysia), for instance, does run ‘elementary Islamic
schools in various parts of the state. The structure of ABIM’s school
curriculum is similar to that of the state’s, but, different emphasiz-
es have been given on certain subjects for example Quranic ones.
Rather than treating Quranic citation as a single subject like in JAIS
schools, ABIM Islamic schools divides the subject into three sub-
 subjects ~Hafazan (Tahfiz); Tafsir and Hadith. At the same subjects
on Figh, Tawhid and Sirah are combined under the title Islamic
Foundation.

The ABIM school system also offers its own statewide com-
prehensive examination known as SPRA (Sijil Penilaian Rendah
Agama) or Certificate of Elementary Religious Examination, at Year
Five which covers the above mentioned subjects. This exam is in ad-
dition to JAIS’s PSRA (Peperiksaan Sekolah Rendah Agama) or an
Islamic Elementary School Examination, which students from JAIS
and private schools have to take.
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The high school system starts from year 7 to 11 in Malaysia. It is
divided into two levels, junior-highs from year 7-9, and senior-highs
from year 10-11. At year 9, the students’ academic performance is
accessed through a national examination called Penilaian Menengah
Rendah or Junior High Assessment Examination or PMR. Based on
the PMR results, students would be placed either in the science, so-
cial science and arts, or business and accounting stream from year
10-1. Yet some students may opt for the Islamic religious school sys-
tem, which offers secular as well as Islamic based subjects.

The subjects offered at the high school level in all state supported,
partially supported, or private Islamic schools is similar to that of
the national type schools except on religious subjects. At the junior-
high school level, students have to take subjects including Bahasa
Melayu, English, Mathematics, Science, History, Physical and
Human Geography, Living Skills, and Islamic Education. Unlike the
national type schools, however, students at religious type schools
also have to take the extra subjects such as al-Quran, Arabic, and
Communication Arabic. At the senior-high school level, students in
Islamic schools have to sit a comprehensive examination namely the
Sijil Menengah Agama Examination (SMA), which is equivalent to
O-level in the British educational system.

Individual schools may decide themselves that subjects they of-
fer. Compared to the secular school system, the subject offered at
the Islamic school system are many and extensive. Some schools
specialize on social sciences and humanities subjects while oth-
ers offer science and technology subjects. At the Sekolah Agama
Menengah Harapan, a privately funded Islamic school in Jenjarum,
Selangor, Year 10 students have to take Arabic 1 (Nahu & Sorof),
Arabic 2 (Mutalaah & Insya), Tafsir, Hadith, Figh, Tawhid, Tajwid,
and al-Quran. At Year 11, they also have to study Bahasa Melayu,
English, Arabic Communication, Advanced Arabic, Mathematics,
Science, History, Commerce, Islamic Syariah, Quranic Education,
al-Quran and Sunnah, Islamic Education and Accounting

The Sekolah Menengah Agama Tinggi Hisamuddin, one of the
oldest and famous state-supported religious schools in Selangor, for
instance, offers science-based subjects such as Chemistry, Physics,
Biology, Economy, Accounting, Calculus, and Mathematics in ad-
dition to other subjects such as Bahasa Melayu, English and reli-
gious related subjects such as Islamic Syariah Education, Arabic,
Communication Arabic, Quranic Sunnah, Syariah and Usuluddin.

The curriculum at the pondok “system, however, is largely self-
developed. The pondok system in Malaysia continues to guard its
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traditional way of transmitting knowledge. As mentioned earlier,
since the the pondok system in Malaysia was influenced by tuan gu-
rus from either neighboring southern Thailand, northern Sumatra
or Java, reference books known as kitab were mostly written by
well-known religious teachers from those sama areas. The books are
known as Kitab Kuning (Yellow Books). Kitab Kuning contain com-
prehensive elements of Islamic teachings, covering Figh (Islamic ju-
risprudence), Tawhid (A study of faith), Hadith (Prophet’s sayings),
Arabic Grammar, and Tafsir (Interpretation). Among the popular
books on Arabic grammar are Kitab Sarh Ibn Agil ‘ala Alfiyah, Nahw
and Sarf, and Matn al Ajurumiyah. As for the Islamic jurisprudence
subjects, textbooks such as Qalyubi wa Umayrah and Al Asbah wa al
Naza'ir fi Qawa’id wa Furu’ Figh al shafi’i are widely used (see also
Nabir Abdullah 1976:292-293 and Hasan Madmarn 1999:23-32).

At the same time, many pondoks in the northern part of penin-
sular Malaysia use kitab written by ulama from southern Thailand,
especially from Pattani. They use the same books, for instance, Matn
Arba’in (hadith), Sirojul Huda (Civic), Agidatun Naajim (Tawhid),
Syarhul ‘Asmawi (figh and tawhid), Penawar bagi Hari (Tasawuf),
due to the close links these pondok historically have, as mentioned
and discussed before (Hasan Madmarn 1999).

Interpreting the role of Islamic Educational System in the
Expansion of Radical Ideas

From the above discussion becomes clear that it can argued that
except in the pondok system, students who graduate from SARs and
madrasahs have been exposed to, and are well equipped with secular
and advanced Islamic education. Therefore, it appears that the re-
ligious curriculum in the partially and state funded Islamic schools
system in Malaysia has not directly contributed to the rise of radical
ideas. In fact, the alumni from the Islamic school system are flexible
due the fact that they received both religious and secular educa-
tion. Students from the Islamic school system could opt to continue
their tertiary education in Islamic studies locally or abroad. Many
universities in Malaysia such as the National University of Malaysia
(UKM), University of Malaya (UM), International Islamic University
of Malaysia (ITUM) and Science University of Malaysia (USM) offer
Islamic studies. At the same time, these students could also choose
professional or secular tertiary education such as Engineering,
Accounting, Political Science, or International Relations.
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One question begs to be answered; can the unstructured curricu-
lum of the pondok system contribute to radicalism in Malaysia since
it is not controlled by the authorities? Furthermore, tuan gurus in the
pondok system can also teach and preach beyond the contents of kitab
they use. There are two probabilities arising from these questions. It
can be argued that the halagah method of teaching in the pondok sys-
tem produces anomaly in the intellectual development of the stu-
dents. Students are not allowed to ask questions or to challenge the
teachings of the tuan guru’s. Through this one-way communication,
students accept knowledge as it is and hence believe whatever is
taught as black and white in Islam (Mohd Afandi Salleh, Interview
11 February 2006). The implication of this type of teaching method-
ology is the blind acceptance of knowledge.

But the halagah method alone cannot be blamed. Most of Jemaah
Islamiyah followers apprehended in Malaysia were either former
students or teaching staff at state-funded as well as privately owned
Islamic schools such as SARs and madrasahs. It can be argued that
some ustaz in this type of school tised their transformational leader-
ship style to influence their students’ mindset by using their teach-
ing opportunity to instill their political believes among the students.
It should be noted that the ma®¥jor criticism against the Malaysian
educational system concerns its exam-oriented method. Teaching
communication is considered one way since students prefer not to
ask questions and are more interested to know what would be cov-
ered in the examination. Teachers with ulterior motives would take
the advantage by linking the subjects they teach with contempo-
rary issues pertaining to Muslim plights. At the same time, teachers
who are also active in extra curriculum activities would use the op-
portunity to deliver “sermons” to student about injustices against
Muslims and government political inability. Most of them used their
experience overseas by either joining Mujahidin resistance against
the Soviet invasion in Afghanistan or obtained religious education
from pro al-Qaeda madrasahs or pondoks to motivate students and
to raise needless hatred against western governments. Once these
teachers were able °to influence selected students’ minds and per-
ceptions, the students would be invited to join so-called Islamic
movements to expand their horizons and beliefs without knowing
that they had in fact become part of a Jemaah Islamiyah’s cell of
networking in the region.

The role of politically inclined fuan gurus and their assistants
could also explain how students could be exposed to radical ideas
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and thinking in the religious educational environment. Ustazs use
this opportunity to brainwash and to influence their student for per-
sonal mileage (Mohd Afandi Salleh, Interview 11 February 2006).
Students would become entrenched with fuan gurus and their as-
sociates’ passionate calls for jihad in this “injustice world”. An ex-
ample of this argument is Mohd Amin Razali. Mohd Amin was the
leader al-Maunah, a militant group that was blamed for the Bukit
Jenalik Incident. In the incident, Mohd Amin led an attempted coup
by staging an armed heist and by kidnapping several security of-
ficers. It was argued that his character and political inclination were
largely influenced by his exposure to radical religious ideas and
concepts while he was studying at the Madrasah Misbah Al-Falah
Lanai, Baling Kedah, a state in the northeast of peninsular Malaysia
(Massa 15-21 July 2000: 16). The madrasah was well-known for its
political inclination towards the PAS. Mohd Amin was said to be at-
tracted by the story of Ibrahim Libya who was killed during a clash
between the government law enforcers and PAS followers in the
Memali incident. He continued to mesmerize his audience with the
incident whenever he delivered his religious sermons in PAS-sup-
ported madrasahs and SARs (Utusan Malaysia 6 April 2001)

What is even more interesting to analyze is how graduates from
the Islamic educational system adapted to the multicultural and
multi-religious society of Malaysia. It can be argued that students
in the Islamic educational system are not exposed to the reality of
Malaysian society since the school or madrasah population is domi-
nated by Malay-Muslim students. The school system might cre-
ate ‘alim (learned people) with a religious and secular educational
background, yet the question is whether the school system is able to
produce accommodative and liberal students. Inadequate exposure
to the Malaysia’s multicultural society might create students with
a religious background with a parochial way of thinking and with
an inferiority complex and, unable to interact with people from
different cultural backgrounds (Mohd Afandi Salleh, Interview 11
February 2006).

It has also been widely debated in Malaysia that the local edu-
cational system fails to integrate society. The Chinese community
in particular inclines to send their children to a Chinese language
school since the federal’s national school is perceived to be too
Islamic in the orientation of its teaching. As a result, the majority of
the student population at the Malaysian national schools is Malay.
Malay-Muslim families, furthermore, begin to send their children
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to the Islamic based schools. The growing middle class in Malaysia
has also made it possible for Malay-Muslim families to send their
children to private Islamic schools and madrasahs. The school at-
tracts the attention particularly of religious-conscious families that
have little quality time to spend with their children. As a result,
Malaysia’s future generation might be compartmentalized into dif-
ferent strata of society due to diverse educational backgrounds. This
kind of scenario is highly dangerous to the societal and cultural de-
velopment of the country since it might create a generation with an
attitude of indifference generation, might create a phenomenon of
cultural and religious hatred, and lead to an environment of politi-
cal instability.

Conclusion

Critics might argue that religion can be a potent weapon to mo-
bilize and unite people, and it has been used and misused in this
way throughout human history. However, religious militancy does
not arise in a vacuum. There must be reasons why people decide to
resort to violent behavior to protect what they believe. This article
is part of a research project trying to look at the role and function
of Islamic education in Malaysian society. There was an assump-
tion that Islamic education produced a very parochial trait of in-
ward looking students who only are interested in the Hereafter.
Furthermore, there was the argument that the curriculum used in
the Islamic educational system could become a potent source of re-
ligious radicalism in Malaysia and in the region.

Yet this article argues otherwise. Islamic schools are neither a
source of threats nor contribute to the expansion of radicalism, at
least in Malaysia. This is because the religious curriculum offered
either by the state funded or privately funded religious schools is
well structured and controlled by the government. In fact, Malaysia
is promoting an Islamic school system that integrates religious and
secular education. Students are exposed not only to professional
cum secular subjects but at the same time are taught religious sub-
jects to enrich their spiritual knowledge. At the elementary and high
school levels, this type of educational system has been introduced
since thirty years ago. The setting up of the International Islamic
University (ITUM) and various other Islamic University colleges are
manifestations of the government’s commitment to integrate Islamic
and secular knowledge. So far the experiment has succeeded in pro-
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ducing professionals with religious knowledge. Nonetheless, this
article is also concerned with the role of tuan gurus or ustazs who
have ulterior motives that could influence students’ perceptions
and mindset about the world. The role and leadership of teachers,
then, has to be continuously checked so that they will not become a
torn in the flesh in the Malaysian Islamic educational system.
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Endnotes

*

This article is based on research funded by the Japan Society for the Promo-
tion of Science (JSPS). The project’s anthro-sociological approach brought
author to various parts of Malaysia and southern Thailand to investigate
the particularities of the curriculums and the madrasah and pondok school
systems’ social contribution. The author is immensely grateful to the stu-
dents and teachers of the madrasahs and pondoks as well as to individuals
who directly or indirectly helped the author to finish this project.

This is based on interview conducted for this research project with stu-
dents, parents, and teachers from various Islamic schools.

Since the introduction of the New Economic Policy, rural students who
scored high marks at the Year Five National Comprehensive Examination
were sent to federal funded science based boarding high schools. The em-
phasis on the science subjects was in line with the government policy to
produce professionals in hard and applied sciences such as engineering
and medicine.

It is very interesting to note that although it was an individual state’s re-
ligious council that gave the annual grants to these independent Islamic
schools or SARs, the money was provided through the federal govern-
ment’s assistance to the individual state

The Mahathir administration was accused of neglecting and politically dis-
criminating the pondok system. The administration believed that the pon-
doks as well as privately funded madrasahs were the venues for anti govern-
ment activities. Yet the current Abdullah Badawi administration tends to
distance itself from the earlier policy by giving more assistance to pondok
and madrasah schools (Metro Ahad 17 February 2008)

Islamic education at the elementary level is offered after the school hours
of Federal schools, whereas, Islamic high school system is offered full time.
Since five years, the Selangor state also offers the Islamic educational sys-
tem at the tertiary level through the International Islamic University Col-
lege Selangor (KUIAS)

ABIM is a non-governmental and Islamic youth based organization that
was established in 1972 by the leaders of a student movement led by An-
war Ibrahim. The main objective of the movement is to bring major legal,
political, societal and economic reforms in the Malaysian society. As a po-
litical movement, ABIM has called for more transparency, justice, and ac-
countability in the Malaysian political system. For more discussion of the
history and development of the movement, please refer to Kamarulnizam
Abdullah (2003), Zainah Anwar (1987), Nagata (1980, 1984) and Muham-
mad Nur Manuty (1989).

The information on history, school and student activities, and subjects of-
fered can be accessed through the school official website at http://www.
geocities.com /samth00/

According to transformational leadership theory, people will follow a per-
son (leader) who inspires them. Transformational leadership starts with
the development of a vision, a view of the future that will excite and con-
vert potential followers. This vision may be developed by the leader, by
the senior team or may emerge from a broad series of discussions. The
next step, which in fact never stops, is constantly to sell the vision. This
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takes energy and commitment, as few people will immediately buy into a
radical vision, and some will join the show much more slowly than others
will. The transformational leader thus takes every opportunity and will
use whatever works to convince others to climb on board the bandwagon.
Please see Bass, B.M. Leadership and performance beyond expectation. New
York: Free Press, 1985; Bass, B.M. ‘From transactional to transformational
leadership: Learning to share the vision’. Organizational Dynamics, (winter
1990): 19-31. ; and Burns, ].M. Leadership. New York: Harper & Row, 1978.

For more discussion on the issue, please see Kamarulnizam Abdullah
2001. “Limiting the threats of Ideological-based Terror Groups: Lessons to
be Learned from Malaysia?” In Nuclear War and Planetary emergencies 31°
Session: The Cultural Planetary Emergency: Focus on Terrorism, edited by R.
Ragaini. New Jersey, London, Singapore etc.
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