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Mainstreaming of Study at al-Azhar and
Modernization of Islamic Religious Schools in Malaya

Hiroko Kushimoto
Graduate School of Area and Culture Studies, Tokyo University of Foreign Studies

Abstract :

This article aims to show how the modernization of al-Azhar and the mainstreaming
among Malay Muslims to study at al-Azhar related to the modernization of Islamic
religious schools in Malaysia(Malaya)in mid-20th century. Al-Azhar as the center of
knowledge of Sunni Islam has attracted huge number of foreign students for centuries and
many studies has done on the role of them. While many of those studies focus on the
formation of international networks or the transmission of ideas, little has been done on
the influence of institutional transformation of al-Azhar on the Islamic religious education
in the other part of the world.

Modernization of religious education was often done as crucial tool to control
religion for governments, either colonial or modern nation states. One of the main
motivation for modernization of al-Azhar was also the will of the government to control
religion and religious scholars (ulama). However in the case of Malaysia, the government
succeeded the British principle of noninterference to the Islamic religious schools until
1960s. In spite of this noninterference, many of the private Islamic schools led by
individual ulama voluntarily transferred the religious studies into the form of modern
schools by taking al-Azhar as their model. This voluntary transformation following al-
Azhar was caused by the increase of the number of Malay students continue their study in
al-Azhar and of the popularity and authority of al-Azhar in the Malay society. The
modernization of Islamic religious school followed al-Azhar model was a result of the
expansion of international movement of people and idea. However it also worked as
preparation for active interference and control of the government after late 1960s such as

unification of curriculum and nationalization of religious schools.

Keywords : al-Azhar, Modernization, Study Abroad, Malaysia, Islamic Religious School

29



