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Motoki Yamaguchi

Islamic School and Arab Association:
Ahmad Strkat's Reformist Thought and Its Influence
on the Educational Activities of al-Irshad

Abstract: Al-Irshid is an organization formed by the Arabs in present-day
Indonesia in 1914, which advocates Islamic reform. This article examines
its educational activities in the Dutch colonial period, elucidating the
thoughts of its founder and leader, Abmad Sirkati, and the process of the
integration of Arabs into the host society. Siirkatis thought is distinguished
[from other Arab reformists for its emphasis on “egalitarianism” and its lack
of a tendency towards Arab nationalism. From early on, he attempted to
adapr the al-Irshid schools to the colonial education system in order to
attract indigenous (pribumi) students, as well. In the late 1920s, he began
to be locally oriented, with a focus territorially limited to Indonesia. The
educational activities of al-Irshid in the 1930s also indicated the weakning
of Hadrami/Arab-orientation. By the late 1930s, the opinion of al-Irshid

was decisively inclined toward integration within the host society.

Keywords: Ahmad Sarkati, al-Irshad, Islamic Reformism, Arabs in

Indonesia, Integration.
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Abstrak: Al-Irshid adalah organisasi yang didirikan oleh orang-orang Arab
yang berada di Indonesia pada tahun 1914, yang mendorong gerakan reformasi
Islam. Artikel ini mengkaji aktivitas Al-Irshid dalam bidang pendidikan
pada periode kolonial Belanda, menjelaskan pemikiran-pemikiran pendiri
sekaligus pemimpinnya, Abmad Siirkati, dan proses integrasi orang-orang Arab
terhadap masyarakat pribumi. Pemikiran Sirkati dapar dibedakan dari para
reformis Arab lainnya karena lebih menekankan pada “egalitarianisme’, dan
ia pun kurang menarub perbatian terhadap nasionalisme Arab. Sejak awal, ia
berusaha menyesuaikan sekolah Al-Irshad terhadap sistem pendidikan kolonial
agar menarik minat siswa-siswa dari kalangan pribumi. Pada akbir 1920an,
ia mulai berorientasi secara lebib lokal, dengan fokusnya terbatas pada konteks
Indonesia. Selanjutnya, aktivitas Al-Irshad di bidang pendidikan di tahun
1930an juga menunjukkan bahwa mereka telah terpisah dari pengarub orientasi
terhadap Hadrami/Arab. Kemudian pada akbir tahun 1930an, pandangan Al-
Irshid secara jelas cenderung terintegrasi dengan masyarakat pribumi.

Kata kunci: Ahmad Sarkadi, al-Irshad, Reformasi Islam, Orang-orang
Arab di Indonesia, Integrasi.
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Islamic School and Arab Association 437

I-Irshad (spelled Al-Irsyad in present-day Indonesian) is the
Ainost prominent organization formed by Arabs in Indonesia. It
an also be counted as one of the leading advocates of Islamic
reformism in Indonesia, along with Sarekat Islam, Muhammadiyah,
and Persis (Persatuan Islam). Al-Irshad has operated mainly in the
educational field, opening and managing modern-style Islamic schools
across the country. This paper examines the educational activities of this
organization in the Dutch colonial period, focusing on the thoughts
of its founder and leader, Ahmad ibn Muhammad Sirkati (1875/6—
1943), the Sudanese @/im (traditional Islamic scholar).

The Arabs in Indonesia occupied a unique position in society,
especially during the Dutch colonial period. Based on racial division,
the government of the Dutch East Indies categorized them, together
with Chinese and other Asian minorities, as “Foreign Orientals”
(vreemde oosterlingen).! Each group was governed by different laws
and separate systems, and prevented from having a common will,
but the Arabs shared a common religion with the vast majority of
“natives” (inlanders), locally called the pribumi.> Their economic and
legal superiority to pribumis, as well as their religiously noble origin,
helped them to exercise considerable influence on the local Muslim
population. Arabs had been active in maritime Southeast Asia since at
least the eighteenth century (Ho 20006, chap. 6). As is well known, they
played an important role, especially in the beginning of the Islamic
reform movement in early twentieth-century Indonesia (Noer 1973,
56—69; Steenbrink 1986, 58—62). Therefore, an investigation into their
activities provides important insights into the relationship between the
Islamic movement and social integration in the emerging Indonesian
state.

Recent studies, however, describe al-Irshad too simply as a Hadrami
organization with a separatist character. Hadramis, meaning immigrants
from Hadramawt (a region of South Arabia) and their descendants,
have composed the vast majority of the Arabs in maritime Southeast
Asia. Natalie Mobini-Kesheh, who investigates the activities of al-
Irshad in the Dutch colonial period, argues that the early twentieth
century for Arabs was the period of “nabdah Hadramiyah,” that is to
say, the awakening of a distinctive Hadrami identity (Mobini-Kesheh
1999). She explains the role that the educational activities of al-Irshad
played in forging Hadrami identity based on the discussion in /magined
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438  Motoki Yamaguchi

Communities by Benedict Anderson. According to Anderson, the Dutch
colonial education system brought into being a common experience
among pribumis from all over the Dutch East Indies. This common
experience facilitated a sense of belongingness to the territory, helping
to create an Indonesian identity (Anderson 2006, chap. 7). On the
other hand, Mobini-Kesheh argues, the system of al-Irshad schools (or,
rather, almost all of the Arab schools) was entirely separate from the
colonial education system, due to the division of the population. The
school system was intended to prepare students for further education
in the Middle East, mainly in Cairo. As a consequence, the graduates
from the al-Irshad schools came to identify themselves as Hadramis
above all, different from Indonesians (Mobini-Kesheh 1999, chap. 4).

This view fails to account for two important points concerning al-
Irshad. The first is its identity as an Islamic reformist organization. This
oversight is notably reflected in the fact that the role that the founder
and leader of al-Irshad, Sarkad, though non-Hadrami, played in the
activities of the organization is not considered. He has been regarded
as one of the pioneers who introduced the discourse of the Islamic
reformists of the Arab Middle East, represented by Muhammad
‘Abduh and his disciple Muhammad Rashid Rida, to the Indonesian
archipelago (Hamka 1961, 30-34; Riddell 2001, 209-10). It has
been pointed out, however, that the roots of modern Islamic reformist
influence from the Middle East have been vaguely attributed to ‘Abduh
and Rida, and the difference in individual reformers has almost been
disregarded (Feener 2007, 29, 65; Laffan 2003, 9). The peculiarity of
Sarkati’s thought should be clarified, considering its relation to the
Hadrami organization.?

The second point concerns the process of integration of the Irshadis
(members or supporters of al-Irshad) into Indonesian society. Recent
studies tend to emphasize the distinctive identity of Arabs, especially
of Irshadis, in the early twentieth century, and differentiate them from
the development of pribumi Muslim society. Michael Laffan, although
he underscores the importance of Islam in the early development of
Indonesian nationalism, treats the activities of the Arabs (Hadramis)
as “a foreign movement within the bilid al-jawa” (Laffan 2003, 189—
195). His discussion focuses only on pribumis, just like other studies
on Indonesian nationalism, neglecting the social bond based on shared
religion across the different categories of the population.
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As for the integration of Arabs into Indonesian society, much
attention has been paid to the Persatoean [Partai] Arab Indonesia
(Indonesian Arab Union [Party]; PAI) (Haikal 1986, chap. 5; Jonge
2004, 2009; Mobini-Kesheh 1999, chap. 7). Established in 1934
by peranakan (locally born) Arabs, the PAI advocated Indonesian
nationalism, and this led to serious conflict with Irshadis and other
Arabs who regarded Hadramawt as their homeland. Nevertheless, it is
fallacious to discuss the whole process of the integration of Arabs only
from the perspective of the PAI. Recent works by Ismail Alatas examine
how the ‘Alawis, another Arab group, have formed and strengthened
the social bond with Indonesian Muslim society, utilizing their religious
practice in the post-colonial period (Alatas 2011, 2014). Because most
of the Irshadis chose to remain in Indonesia after independence, we
should consider the process of their integration, too.

This paper aims to elucidate the reformist thought of Sarkati, how
it developed in Indonesian society, and what role it played in the
educational activities of al-Irshad. In this respect, it also demonstrates
the process through which Irshadis oriented themselves toward the host
society. To consider the relationship between Hadrami Irshadis and
Sarkati, it would be helpful to contradistinguish the school (madrasah)
of al-Irshad and the association (jam 7yah) of al-Irshad. This paper also
uses carefully and differently the words “Hadrami” and “Arab,” because
it focuses on the non-Hadrami Arab Sarkati. The primary sources used
in this paper are contemporary Arabic periodicals and brochures of al-
Irshad. Although Sarkati did not write much, we can find his articles,
records of interviews, and speeches in those materials.*

Suarkati’s Early Career

Ahmad ibn Muhammad Sarkati (or al-Sarkati, Sarkitti) al-Ansari
was born on the Island of ‘Arqa, near Dongola, North Sudan, in
1292/1875-06, although the date and the place are debated (Abushouk
2001, 59; 2002, 204).° As his last name indicates, he descended from
one of the Ansar, named Jabir ibn ‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Amr. His family had
produced many scholars, like his grandfather and father, both of whom
had studied in Cairo. After receiving a basic education from his father,
Sarkati attended several Qur’anic schools in the Dongola region. He
intended to continue his studies at al-Azhar in Cairo, as his father did.
However, it is said that the troubled situation in North Sudan, caused
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by the Mahdist movement, did not allow him to achieve this goal. He
chose the Hijaz as an alternative location to study and traveled there
in 1314/1896-97. He first stayed in Madinah, and then moved to
Makkah, spending fifteen years in total there, studying under several
scholars, and later teaching.® In 1908, Strkati succeed in obtaining a/-
shahadah al-dlimiyah (certification to teach at al-Masjid al-Haram) (al-
Anwar 1943, 9-12).

Seemingly, it was in the Hijaz that he was first influenced by modern
Islamic reformist thought. He is said to have read the works of Ibn
Taymiya and Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziya, two medieval scholars who were
very influential on the modern reformist movement, and also to have
acquired ‘Abdul’s writings and Ridas journal, a/-Mandir (Bluhm-Warn
1997, 303; Noer 1973, 64; Pijper 1977, 110). In addition, although he
had received only a traditional Islamic education, he came into contact
with the trend of modern Islamic education in Makkah. When his
Sudanese friend, ‘Abdullah Hamdih, opened his Qur’anic school, he
asked Sarkati to work with him. Compared with traditional schools,
this school had new features, such as dividing students into grades and
teaching arithmetic (i/m al-hisab). In 1330/1911-12, this school was
transformed into a modern-style Islamic school named Madrasat al-
Falah (Duhaysh 1986, 19-20; al-Jabbar 1982, 165).

Surkati worked at the Madrasat al-Falah only for a short term,
because a major turning point in his life occurred. In 1911, an Islamic
organization in Indonesia named Jam‘iyat Khayr (Benevolent Society)
offered him a teaching position at its school. Founded by Hadrami
merchants around 1901 in Batavia, the Jam‘Tyat Khayr operated
modern-style Islamic schools in Batavia and Buitenzorg (Bogor). Strkati
accepted this offer and arrived with two other teachers from Makkah,
Muhammad al-Tayyib al-Maghribi and Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Hamid
al-Stdani. Appointed as the headmaster of a school in Pekojan (an Arab
district in Batavia) and the inspector of all schools, Sarkati succeeded in
promoting the educational activities of the Jam‘Tyat Khayr. As a resul,
its leaders entrusted him to seek more teachers from abroad. He invited
four Sudanese ulamd, including his own brother, Aba al-Fadl al-Satti
Strkat in 1913 (Naji n.d., 32).

Soon, however, severe dissension arose between Sirkati and the
leaders of the organization. It was caused by the difference of opinion on
the position of the descendants of the Prophet Muhammad, generally
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called sayyid or sharif:- In Hadramawt, a clan of the descendants of
Prophet Muhammad, named Alawi (or Ba ‘Alawi), traditionally
had high social status. In Southeast Asia, they tried to preserve their
authority and initiated the foundation of Jam‘iyat Khayr. The ‘Alawis
had enjoyed some privileges in Hadramawt society. For example, the
marriage of a daughter of an ‘Alawi, called sharifah, and a man other than
a descendant of Prophet had been strictly prohibited. This restriction
was justified on the account that such a marriage did not fulfill the
kafdah (suitability) of the groom to the bride with regards to nasab
(pedigree) (Bujra 1967; Serjeant 1957). Nevertheless, some Arabs in
Southeast Asia began to disregard this restriction on marriage. In 1913,
when Strkati traveled to Surakarta (Solo) during school holidays, he
was asked at a certain meeting about the legality of such a marriage. He
answered that the marriage could be legal, refuting superiority based on
pedigree. This statement caused the ‘Alawis of JamTyat Khayr to resent
him. Sarkati tendered his resignation.”

Sarkati’s view on the problem of marriage was later compiled in
a booklet titled Siarat al-Jawib (Form of the Answer). In it, Sarkati
declared that Islam assures the equality of all believers:

As for the Islamic religion, as known by everyone who is acquainted with its
lofty dogmas and noble principles, it is the religion of justice and equality
(din al-'adl wa al-musawah). It is the religion in which reason (g/) can
consent to its regulations without any suppression, compulsion, or threat.
[...] It is the religion in which a child is not blamed for the parent’s sin,
and the parent is not blamed for the child’s sin. It is the religion whose
lawgiver [i.e. Muhammad] publicly stated that, “there is no superiority
of an Arab over a non-Arab (4 jami), nor that of a non-Arab over an Arab
except by God-fearing (faqwa), nor that of a black man (aswad) over a
white man (ahmar), nor that of a white man over a black man except by

God-fearing.” (Sarkati 1915, 15-16)

In hisopinion, because all Muslims are to be treated equally in Islamic
jurisprudence, the suitability of pedigree is not a condition that must
be taken into consideration in a legal marriage. The sole condition of
legal marriage between two Muslims, Sarkati argued, was the woman’s
consent, if she was adult, or the approval of her guardian(s), if she was
still a minor. He maintained that what determines the superiority of a
person is not “the innate quality of one’s blood and flesh (dhir damuhu
wa lahmubu),” like pedigree or race, but “the acquired qualities (a/-
sifah), marks (al-athar) and good education (pusn al-tarbiyah)” (Surkati
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1915, 9). Among these qualities, Strkati emphasized the importance of
education, saying, “Education is the foundation of every progress, the
beginning of every glory, and the principal reason for every success in
the world” (Sarkati 1915, 26).

It must be noted here that an emphasis on equality among all
Muslims is not particular to Sarkatl’s thought, but is commonly
shared by modern Islamic reformists.® Rashid Rida, for example, had
already stated the same opinion on the marriage problem. In 1905,
when a sharifah in Singapore and an Indian Muslim were married, a
controversy arose. Because the authenticity of the groom’s pedigree was
questionable, although he claimed himself to be descended from the
Prophet, the ‘Alawis objected to the marriage. In reply to a question
proposed by a reader of al-Mandir of Singapore, Rida answered that
the marriage could be legal regardless of the groom’s pedigree. Like
Sarkati, Rida stated that, because “the Islamic law is a law of justice and
equality (shariar adl wa musawaih),” all believers are basically equal in
its jurisprudence.” Modern Islamic reformism strictly denounced the
practices that they considered to be related to shirk (polytheism), while
emphasizing tawhid (the unity of God) and insisting that all Muslims
are in the same position in front of the one and only God.

Dualism within the Organization

After his resignation from the Jam‘yat Khayr, Surkati opened a
private school in Batavia, named Madrasat al-Irshad al-Islamiyah
(Islamic School for Guidance) in September 1914." This is the
beginning of the al-Irshad schools. The name “al-Irshad” is said to
have been derived from the Madrasat al-Da‘wah wa al-Irshad (School
for Propagation and Guidance), established by Rida in 1911 in Egypt
(Pijper 1977, 109). In order to raise funds for this school, supporters of
Sarkati, who consisted mainly of Hadramis, formed a new association,
called Jam‘Tyat al-Islah wa al-Irshad al-‘Arabiyah (Arab Association for
Reform and Guidance), namely the association of al-Irshad. It must be
pointed out that we can find some significant differences between the
school and the association.

The association of al-Irshad was distinguished by its Arab/Hadrami
identity. Its first constitution, published in 1915, stated the purposes
of its activities, such as “to promote the customs of the Arabs (a/-
‘awd’id al-Arabiyah) that accord with the religion of Islam” and “to
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educate the Arab community (al-ummah al-Arabiyah) in reading and
writing” (Qadnun Jam'iyat al-Islih wa al-Irshid al-Arabiyah: Al-Asasi
wa al-Dakhili 1919, 12—13)." Its membership was opened to all male
Muslims, aged eighteen and over, who were living in the Dutch East
Indies (Qanin jamyat al-Islih wa al-Irshid al-Arabiyah: Al-Asisi wa
al-Dakhili 1919, 13). Thus, unlike the ‘Alawis, a descendant group,
any Muslims who accepted the ideal and purpose of al-Irshad could
become Irshadis, regardless of their origin. Yet, in practice, the core
members of the association consisted of non-‘Alawi Hadramis. During
the Dutch colonial period, no one else became members of the central
executive of the association. Even Surkati, although he was regarded as
the founder and leader of al-Irshad, was no exception (Mobini-Kesheh
1999, 58-67). He exerted influence on the association mainly through
the education of future cadres.

Moreover, the association clearly displayed an anti-‘Alawi character.
Al-Irshad received assistance from some ‘Alawis who agreed with the
association’s Islamic reformist ideas, especially in its early period. For
instance, ‘Abdullah ibn ‘Alawi al-‘Attas made significant contributions
to the al-Irshad schools, and ‘Abdullah ibn Aba Bakr al-Habshi presided
over the first committee of the al-Irshad schools (Mobini-Kesheh 1999,
63; Noer 1973, 64). Nevertheless, the constitution of the association
included the sentence, “no one from the sayyids (sida) is allowed to
become a member of the central executive” (Qanin Jamiyar al-Islih
wa al-Irshid al-Arabiyah: Al-Asisi wa al-Dakhili 1919, 14). When
the constitution was drafted, arguments among the Irshadis occurred
over this sentence; Strkati opposed it most harshly. Finally, however,
the matter was settled by vote, ending up with the stipulation of the
sentence (al-Anwar 1943, 100—101). It is reasonable to consider that
this anti-Alawi character also reflected the Hadrami identity of the
association. For some of the Hadrami Irshadis, al-Irshad was formed
to compete against the traditional leadership of the ‘Alawis within the
Hadrami community (cf. Bujra 1967, 356).

In contrast to the association, the al-Irshid school was less restricted
to Arabs or Hadramis, and rather marked by openness to all Muslims.
Because the Sudanese teachers whom Sarkati had invited to the
Jam‘lyat Khayr moved with him, non-Hadrami Arabs occupied a
significant proportion of the teaching positions in the al-Irshad school
in Batavia (Junus 1960, 267). Moreover, not only Arab or Hadrami
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students, but also many pribumi Muslim students, entered the school.
In 1917, the al-Irshad school of Batavia enrolled seventy Arab students,
while pribumi students numbered eighty.!> Considering the ratio of
the population, the proportion of Arab students was fairly high. Yet,
the number of pribumi students was never said to be inconsiderable.
It should be added that the al-Irshad schools turned out quite a few
leading pribumi Muslims, among whom were Junus Anies and
Moehammad Faried Ma‘roef (leading figures of Muhammadiyah),
Mohammad Rasjidi (the first Minister of Religious Affairs), and M.
Hasbi Ash Shiddieqy (lecturer of Institut Agama Islam Negeri). It is
said that al-Irshad had an agreement with Muhammadiyah to train the
cadres of the latter (Bluhm-Warn 1997, 307; Naji n.d., 122-24).

There is one other thing that differentiates the school from the
association: even ‘Alawis were entrusted with important positions.
A former student of the Jam‘Tyat Khayr school, ‘Abdullah ibn Salim
al-Attas, transferred to the al-Irshad school along with Strkati. After
graduation, he became a teacher of the al-Irshad school in Surabaya, and
was later even appointed its head teacher (Naji n.d., 121)."* Moreover,
when Strkati moved the main school of Batavia to the Mangga Besar
area in 1924, he recruited Muhammad ibn ‘Abdullah al-‘Attas, an
‘Alawi who had studied in Istanbul and Europe on a scholarship from
the Ottoman government. Appreciated as “one of the most advanced
Arabs” (arqa Arabi), Muhammad al-‘Attas was in charge of secular
subjects such as English, Dutch, bookkeeping, and chemistry (Noer
1973, 34; Sarkati 1924).

These differences between the association and the school can be
attributed mainly to the difference between Surkati and the Hadrami
Irshadis. Obviously, a part of the latter did not fully agree with, or
did not understand, Surkat’s reformist thought. This disagreement
was clearly manifested in the issue of madhhabs (Islamic schools
of law). Modern reformist Muslims, in general, rejected uncritical
taqlid (mere imitation of opinions of previous ulama), calling for
exercising 7jtihdd (individual effort in arriving at legal decisions). As
a consequence, the authority of each of the established madhhabs was
relativized and ultimately discredited. In the early twentieth century, a
harsh controversy occurred among Indonesian Muslims over adherence
to the Shafi'l madhhab, which had been dominant in Southeast Asia
(Feener 2007, 10, 25-26).
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In this respect, Sturkati clearly took the reformist position. In his
booklet, named al-Masdil al-Thalith (Three Questions) and published
in 1925, he maintained the following:

Itis understood from the whole that the blind zag/id that we are conforming

to at present is not permissible, except for a simple ordinary person (Gmmi

basit) who does not have any understanding (fzhm), any knowledge (/m),

any preparation (istiddd), nor any reason (agql). Iljtihid to understand
the Qur'an and the Sunnah (practice of the Prophet Muhammad) is an
obligation for every person who possesses understanding, if allowed the

opportunity, in every time and at every place, according to one’s ability
(Sarkati 1925, 18).

In another article of the same period, he mentioned that all schools
of thought (madhihib, masharib) should be unified ultimately into
one madhphab. This new madhhab would be based on only the Qur’an
and the Sunnah, being free from “innovations (bida), superstitions
(khurafah), national partiality (ehwa’ gawmiyah), and racial fanaticism
(asabiyah jinsiyah).”"

Nevertheless, and despite their leader’s vision, there was strong,
persistent adherence to the Shafi't madhhab among the Irshadis. The
bylaws of the association, published in 1919, stipulated that “the
official school of thought (al-madhhab al-rasmi) of the schools that
belong to this association is that of al-Imam al-Mujtahid Muhammad
ibn Idris al-ShafiT as for the jurisprudence (a/-figh)” (Qanin Jam iyar
al-Islah wa al-Irshid al-Arabiyah: Al-Asisi wa al-Dakhili 1919, 15). Tt
must be noted that the persistent adherence to the Shafit madhhab in
al-Irshad was derived from its Hadrami identity. This is obvious from
the fact that some Irshadis attempted reconciliation with the ‘Alawis
based on the Shafii madhhab. For example, in 1928, ‘Abd al-Rahman
ibn ‘Ubayd Allah al-Saqqaf, a renowned ‘Alawi @/im of Hadramawrt,
came to Surabaya in order to mediate the controversy (al-Bakri 1936,
336-38). In 1932, ‘Umar Manqush, one of the central figures in the
formation of al-Irshad, negotiated with Abd Allah ibn Husayn al-
‘Aydaris for reconciliation. In both of the attempts, the adherence
to “the madhhab of Hadramis,” that is to say, the Shafii madhhab,
was stated as one of the terms of settlement. Although neither of the
attempts was successful, a certain number of Irshadis gave their assent
to them. On the other hand, Sarkati, although he himself was active in
the settlement of the controversy, never agreed with any reconciliation

based on the Shafiv madhhab.'®
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Not to mention the rejection of adherence to one of the established
madhhabs, the openness to all Muslims in the al-Irshad schools also can
be attributed to Surkati’s reformist thought, that is to say, its emphasis
on the equality of all believers. It is obvious, therefore, that his reformist
thought potentially could have conflicted with Arab/Hadrami identity
within al-Irshad. Let us discuss the development of the educational
activities of al-Irshad, focusing on this difference.

Adaptation to the Colonial Education System

Soon after its formation, al-Irshad began to expand its activities
beyond Batavia. In the late 1910s, its branches and schools were
established one after another in Tegal (1917), Pekalongan (1918),
Cirebon, Bumiayu and Surabaya (1919) (Naji n.d., 115-17). With the
growth of the organization, Sarkati felt it necessary to systematize the
educational activities, considering the developments in both Indonesian
society and the outer Muslim world. Interestingly enough, his remarks
on education from the 1910s to the mid-1920s reflected two different
viewpoints.

In 1919, Surkati submitted a reform plan for the al-Irshad school
system to the central executive of the association (al-Anwar 1943,
138-41). Its contents included the appointment of a supervisor of
the schools, unification of curriculums and textbooks, compilation of
textbooks suitable for students of Indonesian society, establishment
of a library, publication of a religious magazine, establishment of a
counsel committee composed of delegates of every branch office, and
clarification of the responsibilities of teachers. As for this proposal, what
is most pertinent for this study was the introduction of “the program
of the government elementary schools” (barijrim madaris al-hukimah
al-ibtiddiyah). In summary, Sarkati intended to adapt the al-Irshad
schools to the colonial education system. According to the proposal,
Islamic and Arabic subjects would also be taught.

The reason that he stated for this was to meet the needs of pribumi
Muslim students. He explained that they had to acquire an equivalent
qualification to those who received the colonial education, so that they
could find employment after graduation:

When they [pribumi students] present themselves to any governmental

or commercial places, certainly, they will request diploma (al-shahidab al-
madrasiyah) from them [Irshadis]; they will only recognize the government’s
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diploma (shahddah al-hukimab). If the first generation to graduate from
the al-Irshad schools fails to make a living, al-Irshad will earn a bad
reputation among the pribumis. They [pribumi students] will turn away
altogether from al-Irshad schools, and they will regret approaching them
and wasting time (al-Anwar 1943, 141).

In the early twenteth century, the government of the Dutch East
Indies expanded the Western-style public education system as part
of the so-called “Ethical Policy” (Ethische Politiek)." In consequence,
more and more of the local population regarded access to colonial
education as crucial for upward social mobility (Shiraishi 1990, 28—
30). Leaders of the Islamic movement did not remain indifferent to this
situation. A pioneering reformist in West Sumatra, Abdullah Ahmad,
transformed his Islamic school, Sekolah Adabijah, into a Dutch-Native
school (Hollands-Inlands school) in 1916 (Steenbrink 1986, 38—40). In
the 1920s, Muhammadiyah eagerly worked on the establishment of
schools of the same type. In 1923, its first Dutch-Native school opened
in Batavia. Afterwards, the number of Muhammadiyah schools that
accorded with the colonial education system increased rapidly and
numbered about sixty in 1927 (Salam 1965, 98-99).

Sarkats proposal, however, was not accepted by the central
executive of the association.'® It is reasonable to consider that the main
reason was a strong aversion to Western education among the Arabs.
Generally speaking, they were very reluctant to enroll their children
in schools of the colonial education system, because they regarded
them as “Christian schools,” whose education had a pernicious effect
on the Islamic faith of their children (Algadri 1984, 19; Berg 1886,
130). Indeed, when the government proposed to establish a Dutch-
Arab school (Hollands-Arabische school), analogous to a Dutch-Native
school, in 1916, the Arabs in Batavia rejected the proposal, because the
program did not include Islamic and Arabic subjects.” We should add
one other reason. Because most Arabs ran their own businesses, and
their children were supposed to succeed them, opportunities for upward
social mobility provided by the colonial education system might have
been less attractive to them (cf. al-Bakri 1936, 242; Mobini-Kesheh
1999, 82).

It was only in the late 1920s that Sarkati’s proposal began to be
carried out. In 1927, the congress of the teachers of al-Irshad, held in
Batavia and presided over by Suarkati, decided to change the al-Irshad

school system.?® According to the plan, its four-year elementary schools
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would be divided into two types: one that would continue to use Arabic
as its language of instruction, and the other that was equivalent to the
link school (schakelschool) of the colonial education system. In the latter
type of school, instruction was given in Dutch, and Arabic and Islamic
subjects would be taught in addition. The graduates of link schools
were as qualified as those of Dutch-Native schools, and could proceed
to secondary education.

This decision of al-Irshad can be considered a reflection of the
changing attitude of the Arab community as a whole. In the 1920s,
even the Arabs began to show higher interest in colonial education,
especially its elite elementary education. Because at that time no
Dutch-Arab school had opened, the main options for Arab children
were Dutch-Native schools or link schools. The proportion of “the
Arabs and other Foreign Orientals (excluding Chinese)” in Dutch-
Native schools hovered around 0.1% from 1912 to 1921. It gready
increased, however, in the 1920s, counting 0.24% in 1923, 0.75% in
1925, and reaching 0.86% in 1927 (Hollandsch-Inlandsch Onderwijs-
Commissie 1930, 29).%!

Nevertheless, the attempt to incorporate link schools into the al-
Irshad school system did not turn out well. Although the Surabaya
branch established a link school in 1927, the school closed after a
short time. Most of the students soon left the school, because they
felt apprehension about their studies of Arabic and Islamic subjects. In
1929, the Surabaya branch drew up a renewed plan for a link school,
but only failed again in its implementation.” It is obvious that even in
the 1920s, although a certain number of Arabs felt a necessity for access
to the colonial education system, stiff opposition to Western education
remained in their community.

On this point, we should remember that there were two different
standpoints within al-Irshad. While Strkati, as mentioned above,
actively sought to attract pribumi students, some Hadrami Irshadis
thought that the al-Irshad schools should primarily serve Hadrami
children. In the late 1920s, when a certain Hadrami called in at the al-
Irshiad school of Batavia, he asked Siirkati about the number of students
and the proportion of the Arabs to pribumis (a/-Jawiyin). Surkati
replied, saying, “They are all Muslims and Muslims are brothers. We
never differentiate any one of them.” But this Hadrami was not satisfied,
insisting on knowing the number. Eventually, Sarkati confessed that
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the proportion was 30%. Although the proportion of Arab students
declined from 1917, it still remained high, in relation to the proportion
of the population in Batavia.” Yet this Hadrami was shocked to hear
the answer, lamenting the indifference of “our people of Hadramis”
(sha‘bnd al-Hadrami) toward education.?® Hadrami Irshadis, like him,
who regarded al-Irshad primarily as a Hadrami organization, did not
seem willing to approve of Sarkati’s plan, which would have fulfilled
the needs of pribumi students.

It must be noted that the plan to adapt al-Irshad schools to the
colonial education system was proposed as early as 1919, and began
to be realized in the late 1920s. Surkatd took the leading role in
this plan, because he intended to attract not only Arab or Hadrami
students but also pribumi students. This view was apparently based
on egalitarianism. It did not, however, come into line with the Arab/
Hadrami identity of the association of al-Irshad. The Arab community,
in general, was still reluctant to provide its children with a Western
education. In consequence, Surkatl’s intention was hampered, and took
a long time to be realized.

Plan for an Educational Institution in the Arab Region

It is very interesting to note that, when Sarkati attempted to adapt
the al-Irshad schools to the colonial education system, he also suggested
another educational plan oriented toward the Middle East. He stated
the plan in his treatises on the caliphate, published in 1924.% The
caliphate was the subject of heated debate in the Muslim world at that
time. Influential Muslim intellectuals, such as Rashid Rida and Abul
Kalam Azad of India, wrote about it (Haddad 1997; Willis 2010).
Immediately after the caliphate was abolished in Turkey in 1924, Sharif
Husayn of Makkah proclaimed himself the new caliph, and ulama’s
of Azhar announced a plan for an international conference in Cairo
to discuss the future of the caliphate (Kramer 1986, chaps. 7, 8). As
a response, Indonesian Muslims established a Caliphate Committee
(Comite Chilaafat) and addressed this issue in a series of Al-Islam
Congresses of the Indies (Congres Al-Islam Hindia) (Bruinessen 1995).

In his treatises, Strkati suggested that, as one of the roles of the new
caliphate, it would send gadis (judges) and mufiis (deliverers of a legal
opinion, fatwa), who would serve as the caliph’s deputies in each region.
This required an educational institution affiliated to the caliphate:

Studia Islamitka, Vol. 23, No. 3, 2016 DOI: 10.15408/sdi.v23i3.3268



450  Motoki Yamaguchi

As for [the training of] the gddis and the mufiis of Islamic law, Muslims
must designate proper persons from every Islamic region and establish an
adequate educational institution (madrasah kabirah kéfiyah) in an Arab
Islamic country for them; the expense will be borne by all Muslims.*

There is no doubt that Sarkati had envisaged graduates from the
al-Irshad schools would be sent to the institution, if the plan had come
to fruition.

In fact, Irshadis worked to make the plan a reality. At the fifth
Al-Islam Congress of the Indies, held in Bandung in 1926, the
Surabaya branch of al-Irshad proposed that a university (#niversiteir)
be set up in Taif, a town near Makkah.?” The content of the proposal
was almost the same as Sarkat’s: graduates from “Islamic schools
from around the world (sekolah-sekolah Islam di seloeroeh doenia)”
would be able to enroll in the university. They would be trained as
propagandists (propagandist) of Islam at the expense of the whole
Islamic community. At that time, the Islamic World Congress
(Mu’tamar al-Alam al-Islimi) was planned to be held in Makkah and
delegates from Indonesia were to join in it (Noer 1973, 222-223).
This proposal, thus, would not be so visionary.

Nevertheless, neither the new caliphate, nor the educational
institution as Sarkati planned, came into being. The General Islamic
Congress (al-Mutamar al-Amm al-Islami), held in Jerusalem in 1931,
decided to establish such a university, but this plan ended in failure
(Kramer 1986, chap. 11). Cairo was where al-Azhar, Dar al-‘Ulam
(teacher’s college) and other educational institutions were located, and
became the main destination of graduates from the al-Irshad schools.
By the 1920s, Cairo had emerged as the hub of modern education in
the Muslim world, attracting an increasing number of Southeast Asian
Muslim students (Roff 1970).

There is one other important thing in Sarkatis treatises on the
caliphate that indicates the peculiarity of his reformist thought. The
plan of an educational institution affiliated with the new caliphate was
not new, in and of itself. Immediately before Sturkati’s treatises were
published, Rida proposed a similar educational scheme in his articles
on the caliphate.?® Presumably, many Muslims shared a vision of the
renewal of the caliphate, combined with the unification of Muslim
education. Nevertheless, we can recognize clear differences between

Sarkati’s and Rida’s proposals.
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In his writing, Rida indicated a clear tendency toward Arab
nationalism, which could be inconsistent with the concept of
egalitarianism. He argued that the new caliph must be an Arab of
Quraysh descent (the tribe of the prophet Muhammad).” It might
be said that he followed prevailing classical Sunni jurisprudence.
Nevertheless, in connection with this qualification of a caliph,
he emphasized the centrality of Arabs in Islam and their religious
superiority to non-Arabs. His inclination toward Arab nationalism
is also represented in his insistence on the absoluteness of the Arabic
language. According to him, while Arabic is the language that could
unify all Muslims, other languages would lead to “fanaticism of race”
(asabiyar al-jins), causing the Islamic community to fracture. Non-Arab
Muslims, he argued, could serve the community only according to the
degree of their skill in Arabic.”® This kind of inclination toward Arab
nationalism is commonly recognized among Arab reformists (Haddad
1997; Hourani 1983, chap. 11).*!

Meanwhile, it is hard to find any tendency toward Arab nationalism
in SarkatT’s treatises; they were more consistent with egalitarianism. He
did not require Quraysh descent, or even Arab origin, for a legitimate
caliph, but instead insisted that it is not necessary to consider races
(ajnds) or tribes (qabail). In his view, a caliph should be chosen from
men who exceed in “Islamic knowledge” (al- ulim al-Islimiyah), “social
knowledge” (‘ulim al-ijtima’), “sensory ability” (sa'at al-madarik), and
“the goodness of morality” (ahdsin al-akhlig). He even spoke of his
conviction that it was desirable that a caliph appear from “the most
trivial family of Muslims” (absat buyitat al-Muslimin), in order to
encourage competition among talented Muslims and demonstrate “the
justice of Islam” (‘adl al-Islam). As one of the suitable persons for a new
caliph, he mentioned Abul Kalam Azad, an Indian Islamic scholar and
activist, who was not of Quraysh descent, nor Arab.»

Additionally, unlike Rida, Strkati recognized the relative importance
of languages other than Arabic. Of course, he never devalued Arabic as the
language of the Qur'an and as the common language of all Muslims. He
stated that its diffusion would be one of the duties of the new caliph. Yet, it
is worth noting that, according to his proposal, the educational institution
would instruct “languages necessary for mission” (fughit daririyah li al-
tabligh). In the case of Indonesia, these languages were Dutch and Malay.
In fact, Strkati had some of his works translated into these languages.”
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The educational institution in the Arab region that Sarkati planned
seems inconsistent with his attempt to adapt the al-Irshad schools to
the colonial education system. Nevertheless, both of the ideas were
considered to be based on egalitarianism; all Muslims, whether Arabs
or pribumis, were equal members of the Islamic community, regardless
of their origins. At this period, therefore, the scope of SurkatT’s view was
directed to the borderless Islamic community, although he indicated
some tendency towards integration with the host society.

Surkati’s Changing Views

In 1928, Sarkati made a pilgrimage to Makkah, and then visited
several Middle Eastern countries: Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and his native
Sudan.** It was after returning to Indonesia that he changed his view
on educational activities; he began to show a negative attitude towards
sending students abroad. At the end of that year, during an interview
with a reporter of an Arabic journal, a/-Dahna, he was asked for his
opinion on the necessity and destination of “educational delegations”
(al-ba athit al-ilmiyah). It was a topic that was eagerly discussed among
the Arabs in Indonesia at that time, because they had come to feel that
their communities were seriously lagging behind in education.® While
Sarkati admitted to the benefit of such delegations, he answered as
follows:

Nevertheless, in my opinion, the Hadrami community should never send
an educational delegation abroad, except in the case of emergency. When
the members of the delegation would return here (to Java), they would bring
with them much knowledge useful to the community. They, however, would
relinquish their fundamental principle (mabdauhum al-asli), and rather
bring with them fatal social epidemics (awbiah ijtima tyah fattika).

If the Hadramis insisted on sending students abroad, Surkati
argued, a supervisor (muriqib) needed to accompany them. If the
students could study in the same way in Indonesia, they should never
go abroad.*

What did Sarkati mean by the terms “their fundamental principle”
and “fatal social epidemics”? In a speech of the same period, he spoke of
the critical situation of the Muslim world, which had begun in Turkey.
According to him, some young Turks, who had studied in Europe, had
lost “the traditions of their ancestors (tagdlid aslifihim), the nature of
Orientals (shargiyatuhum) and even their religion (dinubum).” As a
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consequence, “an intellectual revolution against Islam and Muslims”
(thawrah fikriyah didd al-Ilim wa al-Muslimin) had occurred in
Turkey, and its influence was spreading to other regions.” We can be
fairly certain that “their fundamental principle” signifies the traditional
character of Orientals, especially their religion, and that “fatal social
epidemics” signifies Western-influenced, anti-religious thought or
“secularism.”® To summarize, Surkati opposed sending students
abroad because he was apprehensive that they would be influenced by
secularism.

Then, would there be any problem if the students went to study
in Eastern Muslim countries? In another speech, Surkati criticized
education in Egypt, the main destination for Hadrami students. He
admitted that Egypt was one of the most developed Eastern countries,
equipped with an organized education system and various levels of
educational institutions. Nevertheless, he pointed out that the country
was still virtually ruled by foreigners, and Egyptians were yearning
for freedom (hurriyah) and independence (istiglil). He explained the
situation by comparing knowledge (%/m) to a sword (sayf). Just as a
sword is useless, except when it is seized by a strong hand (yad qawiyah),
knowledge is meaningless without good education (rarbiyah).”
Seemingly, he said that Muslims from Indonesia studied in Egypt only
to obtain superficial modern knowledge.

It is wrong to assume here that he intended to diminish the education
system in Egypt, in particular. Rather, he attempted to dissuade Irshadis
from studying outside Indonesia. In the same speech, he praised
the situation of education in the Hijaz under the rule of Ibn Sa‘ud.
However, he never recommended study in Makkah or Madinah. The
focal point of his speech was the need to develop educational activities
within Indonesian society. In his opinion, the al-Irshad schools were
better than those in Egypt with regard to primary schools. Yet, in terms
of the school system as a whole, al-Irshad still fell behind. Therefore,
Sarkati called on Irshadis to establish a secondary school (madrasah
thanawiyah) first of all. %

It can be presumed that this secondary school would have been
one that accorded with the colonial education system. In the interview
mentioned above, Strkatl stated that, in the secondary school that
al-Irshad hoped to establish, Hadrami youth should study modern

sciences and, above all, economics:
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Economics (%m al-igtisid), or commerce (tijdrah), is among the most
important sciences in the view of these [active and diligent] communities.
After economics come agriculture, jurisprudence, and other sciences which
they [Hadramis] need in order to defend their community’s honor and to
heighten its reputation in the face of other communities, by taking part in
the Volksraad (majlis al-‘umizm, People’s Council) and other governmental
assemblies.*!

Moreover, Surkati emphasized the importance of learning foreign
languages:

These [Hadrami] youth are very much in need foreign languages,

especially Dutch because they live on a Dutch island. [...] If the Hadrami

community wishes the progress (taqaddum) completely, it must obtain

much knowledge. This can only be done through the understanding of
foreign languages.*

Studying these subjects with the intention of creating upward social
mobility would necessitate a school that was comparable to the schools
of the colonial education system.

Here, we note that Sarkati gave a different reason for the introduction
of the government curriculum. In his proposal for educational reform
in 1919, he stated that it was necessary in order to meet the demands of
pribumi Muslim students. On the other hand, he now asserted that the
Hadrami students also had to receive a colonial education, so that they
could catch up with the progress of Indonesian society. We may say that
he came to consider it inevitable for the Hadramis to adapt themselves
to the host society.

Surkati’s statement, however, provoked a harsh backlash from the
Irshadis. As mentioned above, at that time, young Hadramis were
planning to send students to more advanced countries, especially to
Egypt. Sarkati was accused of hindering the progress of the Hadramis.
In the end, he retracted his remarks, conceding to sending students
abroad.® Yet, he seemingly tried to entrust his students to a reliable
supervisor. Mohammad Rasjidi went to Egypt in 1931 after graduation
from the al-Irshad school in Lawang (East Java), where Surkati
moved his school for a short period. Rasjidi was given a letter of
recommendation by Strkati and visited a famous reformist scholar, al-
Tantawi al-Jawhari, in Cairo, who took care of Rasjidi (Ananda 1985,
14; Rasjidi 1972, 89).4

There is one further point that is important in Sarkat’s statement
during this period. He was apprehensive of the threat of secularism,
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not only to Islam in general, but also to the position of the Arabs in
Indonesia. He persuaded them to cooperate more closely with pribumi
Muslims. In his opinion, young Muslims, or Orientals in general,
who lost their morals due to European influence, came to contend
against their brethren. The Arabs were also about to be separated from
pribumis by their enemies. Nevertheless, they did not recognize that
critical situation and even helped their enemies.

Sarkati appealed, based on a Quranic verse (5:2), that “the duty
of the Arabs is to mingle and come to terms with pribumis. We never
succeed without alliance and mutual help with them in piety and God-
fearing.” In this regard, he emphasized their equal position:

‘We must not disregard our fraternal pribumis, who are spending money
and time to serve Islam. The degree of pribumis’ ulama’ (al-‘ulama’ al-
Jawiyin), who are serving Islam, is not defective, even when we consider
that of active and sincere Arabs. Islam has no particular racial character

(jinsiyah kbdssah).

Sarkati named not only members of reformist groups, such as
Muhammadiyah and Sarekat Islam, but also kyais (al-kiydyat), or local
traditional Islamic scholars, as fraternal pribumis who served Islam.
This statement leads to the interpretation that he came to attach greater
importance to the unity of Muslims in Indonesia, than to the rivalry
with traditionalist Muslims.*

It should be noted that Agoes Salim, one of the leaders of Sarekat
Islam, shared the same view on education as Siirkati. In the late 1920s,
a young Muslim activist from West Sumatra, Hamka, was staying in
Makkah after the pilgrimage. He was debating whether he should
remain there to pursue the academic path or return to Indonesia. Salim,
who then visited Makkah, admonished him to return home (Hamka
1951, 104). Furthermore, in the early 1930s, Salim, commenting on
the educational activities of al-Irshad, advised that it was more beneficial
to invite a teacher from Egypt than to send five or ten students to
that country at the same cost.* It is highly likely that the change of
Sarkati’s view on educational policies was partly related to his intention
to cooperate with pribumi Muslims.

It can be said that Sarkati began to assume a “local-orientation”
in the late 1920s.”” This view was apparently distinguished from his
previous ones, in that the scope was limited geographically to Indonesia.

Opposing sending students abroad, he admonished the Irshadis to
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confine their educational activities to Indonesia, and emphasized the
necessity for close cooperation between Arabs and pribumi Muslims.
This change was caused by his apprehension of secularism that was
spreading throughout the Muslim world. Indeed, a secular nationalist
movement seriously threatened the position of the Arabs in Indonesia
at that time.

Competing Orientations within al-Irshad

The concept of Indonesian nationhood, which was based on
pribumi consciousness, had gained ground in the Indonesian political
movement by the late 1920s. This concept excluded Europeans and
Foreign Orientals, even if they were born in Indonesia (Elson 2008,
78; Suryadinata 1978, 11-12). Moreover, among those non-pribumi
groups, Arabs were stlongly disliked especially by secular nationalists,
such as members of the Partai Nasional Indonesia (Indonesian National
Party).*® They regarded Arabs with hostility, because some of them had
taken an arrogant attitude toward pribumis, adhered to a sense of racial
superiority and their own language, and practiced usury even though
it is against Islam (Plas 1931, 176-77). As Surkati warned, the Arabs
were about to be separated from pribumis.

At the same time, the Arab community began to be polarized
according to their sense of belonging. On one hand, the Hadramis
in Southeast Asia expressed stronger concern for Hadramawt as their
homeland than ever before. In particular, the two Hadramawt Reform
Congresses held in 1927 in Sifr (a coastal town of Hadramawt) and
in 1928 in Singapore gave impetus to the ambition to improve the
poor conditions of their homeland (Mobini-Kesheh 1999, chap. 6).
On the other hand, there was an increasing number of peranakan Arabs
who attached more importance to the land where they had been born
and grown up. This group established the PAI in Semarang in 1934.
Its founder and leader was Abdul Rahman Baswedan, a peranakan
Arab born in Surabaya. He studied at several schools in Surabaya and
Batavia, including the al-Irshad school where Strkati taught. Although
he once joined in the Surabaya branch of al-Irshad, he quit, as he was no
longer satisfied with its activities (Haikal 1986, 365-72). He declared
that the homeland of peranakan Arabs was Indonesia, not Hadramawrt,
which was only the homeland of their fathers and ancestors. The PAI
attempted to support and join in the Indonesian nationalist movement.
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In that period, Some Irshadis displayed a strong orientation towards
Hadramawt and Arab countries. They tried to establish modern-style
schools in Hadramawt, and harshly disputed the problem of identity
with members of the PAI (Mobini-Kesheh 1999, chaps. 6, 7). Moreover,
as mentioned above, quite a few graduates from the al-Irshad schools
aspired to continue their studies in Arab countries. Some Hadramis,
who were closely connected to al-Irshad, established a committee for
the delegation of students in Surabaya in 1929. This committee began
to send students to Cairo from 1931. According to Salah al-Bakri,
who was sent by this committee to Cairo after graduation from the al-
Irshad school in Batavia, around forty Hadramis, apparently including
Irshadis, were studying there in the middle of 1930s (al-Bakri 1936,
345-46; 1992, 177).

Nevertheless, it should not be overlooked that, even at that time,
al-Irshad continued its attempt to adapt its educational activities to the
colonial education system.” It opened a Dutch-Arab school in Batavia
in 1932 and a Dutch-Native school in Tegal by 1938.>! Moreover,
graduates from these schools succeeded in proceeding to the secondary
level of the colonial educational system. In 1938, six students from the
school in Batavia acquired “diplomas of the government” (shahidah
hukiimiyah), three of whom entered a MULO school (corresponding
to junior high school) managed by Muhammadiyah, and one of whom
enrolled in a commercial school (a kind of secondary technical college).
The other two continued to study at the evening secondary school,
teaching in Arab schools during the day.>

It can be said that, in one sense, the Hadrami/Arab identity
gradually weakened in the educational activities of al-Irshad. What is
notable is that the al-Irshad Congress, held in 1931, decided to erase
the stipulation of the Shafi'T madhhab from the bylaws.>® This reflects
the fact that Sarkati’s reformist thought began to gain predominance
over Hadrami identity, which adhered to the madhbab. Moreover,
in the late 1930s, the central executive of al-Irshad advertised the
openness of its education to all Indonesian Muslims and emphasized
the importance of cooperative relationships with pribumi Muslims. In
a brochure published in 1938, it was stated that the al-Irshad schools
were not restricted to Arab children, but willingly accepted Indonesian
Muslim children (anak Indonesia-Islam) in general (Mabdidi’ al-Irshid
wa Magasiduha: Tadbkir wa Irshid wa Nasaih 1938, 6).>* In fact,

Studia Islamitka, Vol. 23, No. 3, 2016 DOI: 10.15408/sdi.v23i3.3268



458  Motoki Yamaguchi

Indonesian children (Indonesische kinderen) accounted for 80% of the
students in the Dutch-Arab school in Batavia around the same year.”
The same brochure proposed a plan to establish a secondary school that
accorded with the colonial education system. It stated that if it was
impossible to carry out the plan by al-Irshad alone, a concerted effort
should be made with one of the indigenous Islamic associations (ihda
min jamiydt al-ahdli al-Islamiyah) (Mabadi’ al-Irshad wa Maqasiduba:
Tadbkir wa Irshid wa Nasaih 1938, 30).%°

It was the jubilee congress in celebration of the organization’s
twenty-fifth anniversary, held in Surabaya in 1939, that was crucial
in determining the orientation of al-Irshad in a definitive fashion.
Speeches made by leading Irshadis at this congress reflect both the
Hadrami/Arab-orientation and the local-orientation. The director of
the al-Irshad school in Surabaya, ‘Umar ibn Salim Hubays, spoke on
“the position of al-Irshad facing Hadramawt.” He called for Irshadis
to pay much more attention to their homeland, stating that “after a
quarter of a century passed, as its big second step, al-Irshad wants to
cross the sea to Arab countries, especially Hadramawt.” On the other
hand, the speech of ‘Ali ibn ‘Abd Allah Harharah, the second secretary
of the central executive, was concerned with “the position of al-Irshad
facing the Indonesian awakening and movements.” He asserted that al-
Irshad was prepared to support any indigenous organizations, whether
religious or political.””

At the end of the congress, Strkati delivered a speech that clarified
his position; he supported the local-orientation and denied the
Hadrami/Arab-orientation. First, he persuaded Irshadis to cease their
quarrel with members of the PAI and cooperate with them. For him,
“most of them [members of the PAI] are graduates of the al-Irshad
schools or those who are infused with the principles of al-Irshad and
have their soul influenced by its education.” As their success would
benefit also the Irshadis, he argued, they should help them to achieve
their goals. Secondly, Sarkati threw out the proposal that al-Irshad
expand its activities in Hadramawt. In his opinion, it was not al-
Irshad but al-Jam‘yah al-Kathiriyah al-Islahiyah (al-Kathiri Reform
Association) that should work to spread education in Hadramawt.’®
He explained that he had discussed with those colleagues who wished
to work for Hadramawt and agreed with them on the founding of a

new organization with that purpose.”
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Apparently, it was the local-orientation, which Sarkati supported, that
dominated al-Irshad in that period. The congress decided to divide the al-
Irshad schools into three types: The first was a school with Arabic as the
language of instruction and additional foreign language teaching (Dutch,
English, or Malay). The second was a Dutch-Arab (Native) school with
additional Arabic and Islamic subjects. The third was a continuation
school (vervolgschool) of the colonial education system, whose language of
instruction was Malay, and that had some additional Arabic and Islamic
subjects. The decision to integrate schools with Malay (Indonesian) as the
medium of instruction into the school system demonstrates the increasing
tendency to adapt educational activities to Indonesian society.’

There are two more things that are important from the congress.
First, youth members of the Bondowoso branch presented a play
entitled Kesadaran (Awakening). In this play, those who had not yet
awakened wore kopiah (rimless caps) of various kinds, while those who
had awakened wore kopiah pecis, which were regarded as a symbol
of national identity. That is to say, this play upheld the Indonesian
nationalist movement. Furthermore, the idea of the superiority of Arabs
over non-Arabs was thrown out in this play. PAIs journal, Aliran Baroe,
reacted favorably to SturkatT’s appeal for reconciliation, as well as to the
play for its support of Indonesian nationalism.®' Second, the congress
decided to eliminate from the constitution the clause concerning the
exclusion of the ‘Alawis from the central executive of the association
(al-Anwar 1943, 101).9

Around the same time, the association of al-Irshad changed its official
name to JamTyat al-Islah wa al-Irshad al-Islamiyah (Islamic Association
for Reform and Guidance), exchanging the word “Arab” with “Islam.”®
It clearly indicates an attenuation of the Arab/Hadram identity within it.
While some Irshadis ultimately chose to move to Hadramawt (Ingrams
1966, 36), most of them, including leading members such as ‘Umar
Hubays, remained in Indonesia, as exhorted by Strkati.

Conclusion

It should be concluded from what has been said above that the
most remarkable point of Sarkat’s reformist thought is egalitarianism.
Egalitarianism, as such, should be regarded as one of the qualities
shared by modern Islamic reformists in general. Nevertheless, Surkati
was distinguished from other Arab reformists in that he lacked a
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tendency toward Arab nationalism. In the beginning, SurkatTs view
focused on the borderless Islamic community. In the late 1920s,
however, his thoughts underwent significant change. The perceived
threat of secularism, both to Islam in the entire Muslim world and
to the position of Arabs in Indonesia, made him advocate the local-
orientation that focused territorially on Indonesia.

We can safely say that his reformist thought played a crucial role
in the educational activities of al-Irshad. The egalitarianism of Sarkati
brought openness to all Muslims, welcoming them to the al-Irshad
school. It is noteworthy that, from early on, Sarkati attempted to adapt
the al-Irshad schools to the colonial educational system in order to
attract not only Arab or Hadrami students, but also pribumi students.
While contradicting the Arab/Hadrami identity within the association
of al-Irshad, his intention was gradually achieved throughout the Dutch
colonial period. The educational activities of al-Irshad, thus, were never
separated from the colonial education system.

Furthermore, Sturkat’s reformist thought was pivotal in the process
of the integration of Arabs into the host society. From the late 1920s,
Sirkati called on the Irshadis to limit their educational activities to
Indonesian society and to closely cooperate with pribumi Muslims. At
the same time, the problem of belonging arose in the Arab community.
Both the Hadrami/Arab-orientation and the local-orientation can
be recognized in the educational activities of al-Irshad in the 1930s.
Indeed, some Irshadis sent students to Egypt and established schools
in Hadramawt. On the other hand, the attempt to adapt the al-Irshad
schools to the colonial education system continued. By the late 1930s,
around the jubilee congress in 1939, the opinion of al-Irshad swung
in favor of the local-orientation. It can be concluded that al-Irshad
denied, or at least weakened, the Arab/Hadrami character, choosing to
be integrated into the host society.

Al-Irshad continues its activities as one of the main Indonesian
Islamic organizations. Seemingly, the general integration of the Irshadis
and Arabs into the host society succeeded after independence. However,
this study was limited to analysis of the Arab community. It was one
thing for the Arabs to decide to become Indonesians, and quite another
for pribumis to accept them as fellow citizens. A further study should
be conducted on the integration of Arabs within a broader context,
considering the perceptions of the pribumis.
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While the Chinese made up the vast majority of “foreign Orientals,” Arabs composed the
second largest group. According to the Dutch Census, Arabs numbered 27,399 (1900);
29,588 (1905); 44,902 (1920); and 71,335 (1930). (Volkstelling 1930, vol. 7: 48)
Pribumi means indigenous people in present-day Indonesia. In the early twentieth
century, the word bumiputra was also used frequently, with the same meaning.

Some studies have been conducted on Surkatis life and thought. Affandi (1991; 1976)
discusses his works and reformist ideas in general. O’Fahey and Abu Salim (1992) and
Abushouk (2001, 2002) investigate his career in the Sudan and the Hijaz. Bluhm-Warn
(1997) focuses on his role as a mediator of the reformist thought of the Arab Middle East.
Abushouk (2011) discusses his charismatic quality and reformist message, especially with
regard to the ‘Alawi-Irshadi dispute. Nevertheless, his thought is dealt with superficially,
and differences between him and Hadrami Irshadis are neglected.

Many of the materials relating to Sirkati were compiled into al-Anwir ed. (1943).
Ahmad Ibrahim Abushouk published a revised edition of this manuscript (Abushouk
2000). The present writer obtained a copy of the original manuscript from Geys Amar, a
former president of al-Irshad, in Jakarta.

There are contradicting stories concerning the date and the place of his birth. The
following biographical sketch is mainly drawn from the account of his brother, Aba Fadl
Muhammad al-Satti Sarkati (al-Anwar 1943, 9-13).

For the details of Sarkati’s teachers in Madinah and Makkah, see O’Fahey and Abu Salim
(1992) and Abushouk (2001, 2002).

For the incident in Surakarta, see “Al-Stidaniytin wa al-Alawiyan,” al-Trshad 17 (October
14, 1920): 2-3. Another practice of the ‘Alawis, the “kissing hands” (tagbil, or shamma),
which had been generally followed in Hadramawt, is also considered to lead to discord
in the Arab community in Southeast Asia (Schrieke 1921, 191). Sarkati was asked by a
man of the executive of the Jam‘iyat Khayr to make his students follow the practice, but
he refused (al-Anwar 1943, 97).

Kazuo Otsuka argues for common features of reformist thought from the Wahhabi
movement of eighteenth century to the present day Islamist movement, based on the
“pendulum swing theory” of Ernest Gellner (Otsuka 2000, chap. 10).

Rida wrote three articles in a/-Mandir on the marriage problem in Singapore: “Tazwij
al-Sharifah bi Ghayr Kufu’ wa Sabb al-‘Ulama’ wa Thanat Kutub al-‘Ilm,” a/-Mandir 8/6
(May 1905): 215-217; “Tazwij al-Sharifah bi Ghayr Sharif wa Fadl Ahl al-Bayt,” a/-
Mandr 8/15 (September 1905): 580—588; and “Mas’alat Tazwij al-Hindi bi al-Sharifah fi
Singhaptra,” al-Mandir 8/24 (February 1906): 955-977.

‘This date, although officially designated by the organization, is rather debatable (Mobini-
Kesheh 1999, 56, fn. 18). Some sources say the first al-Irshad school opened in 1913.
See, for example, “Madrasat al-Irshad al-Kubra,” al-Maarif’3 (May 26, 1927): 3.

The constitution of al-Irshad was originally published in Dutch in Javasche Courant
no. 65 (August 20, 1915): 1066-1067. Later, it was published as a brochure composed
of both Arabic and Malay versions. The pages mentioned here are those of the Arabic
version.

The Arabic version says only “person” (shakhs), but the Dutch and Malay versions write
clearly “male” (mannelijk/laki2). Later, gitls also could enroll in the al-Irshad schools,
and the association of al-Irshad established a women’s wing, named Nahdat al-Mu'minat
(Awakening of the Female Believers).

The numbers of students were obtained from an advertisement of the al-Irshad school
of Batavia, which appeared repeatedly in Pertimbangan in 1917. According to Noer
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(1973, 66), pribumi students of the al-Irshad school in its early period were mainly from
Sumatra and Kalimantan.

‘Abdullah al-Attas later became a member of the Volksraad (People’s Council). He
explained his career there. See Handelingen van den Volksraad, July 12, 1935, 163.
“Al-Khilafa,” al-Dhakbirah al-Islimiyah 8-9 (May 1924): 415, 418.

“Aml Jadid: Al-Sulh bayn al-‘Alawiyin wa al-Irshadiyin ‘ala Asas al-Madhhab al-Shafi‘i,”
Hadramawt 378 (December 22, 1932): 1; “Fi Sabil al-Sulh,” Hadramawt 379 (December
26, 1932): 2. One of the attempts at reconciliation in which Sarkati took the leading role
is discussed in Yamaguchi (2012).

For a concise explanation of colonial education, see Wal (1961). Primary education
was divided into vernacular education and Western education. Dutch-Native schools
belonged to the latter.

As a result, Surkati left his office temporarily and began to run his own business. He
returned to school in 1923 (Naji n.d., 109-10). Noer (1973, 64), on the other hand,
states that Strkati left al-Irshad for the purpose of reconciliation with the ‘Alawis (Noer
1973, 64).

“Hollandsch-Arabische School,” Pertimbangan 2/56 (March 10, 1917): 1.

“Mu’tamar al-Mu‘allimin,” a/-MaGrif'1 (May 12, 1927): 1-2. For the other decisions of
the congress, see “Qarar Mu'tamar al-Mu‘allimin,” 2/-Ma Grif 6 (June 16, 1927): 4.

We cannot say exactly how much these figures consisted of Foreign Orientals other than
Arabs. Yet, it is reasonable to consider that the other Foreign Orientals who received
colonial education were very few. According to the Dutch census of 1930, about 60%
of Indians, who composed the majority of the group, were born outside Indonesia, and
most of them ultimately returned home. On the other hand, 90% of the Arabs were
born in Indonesia and showed a strong tendency to be domiciled (Volkstelling 1930, vol.
7: 160-161).

For attempts by the Surabaya branch to establish link schools, see “Ijtima‘ al-Irshad,”
al-Misbah 5-6 (May 1929): 111; “Khawatirna,” al-Dabnd’ 2/16 (August 1929): 11. A
brochure published by the Surabaya branch in 1936 mentioned the failure of the schools
and proposed a renewed plan (Jam tyat al-Irshid Siribaya [Al Irsjad Soerabaia: Verslag
Tahoenan 1935-1936] 1936, 12). This brochure has both Arabic and Malay versions. The
page mentioned here is that of the Arabic version.

Among the population of Batavia in 1930, Arabs numbered 5,231 of the total population
of 435,184 (about 1.2%) (Volkstelling 1930, vol. 1: 122-123; vol. 7: 307). According to
the figure that Surkati stated, the proportion of Arab students in the school is about 23%.
“Al-Hadarima wa al-Ta'lim,” a/-MaGrif' 5 (June 9, 1927): 2.

“Al-Khilafah,” al-Dhakbirah al-Islimiyah 8-9: 408—420; 10 (June 1924): 501-510. This
journal has Arabic and Malay editions. The pages mentioned here are those of the Arabic
edition. Surkati did not state the location of the institution. However, since he argued
that the new caliph should be based in Makkah, the institution would also most likely be
established near Makkah.

“Al-Khilafah,” al-Dhakbirah al-Islimiyah 8-9: 415, 418.

“Congres Al-Islam Hindia Loear Biasa Jang ke V,” Soeara Perdamaian 2/8-9 (February
25—-March 04, 1926): 3.

Rida’s writings on the caliphate were serialized in @/-Mandr. For his plan for an educational
institution, see “Al-Khilafa al-Islimiya,” a/-Manar 24/2 (February 16, 1923): 109-111.
“Al-Ahkam al-Shar‘iyah al-Muta‘alliqah bi al-Khilafah al-Islamiyah,” al-Mandr 23/10
(December 18, 1922): 737-744.

“Al-Ahkam al-Shar‘tyah,” al-Manar 24/2, 118-120.

Before Rida, a Syrian reformist, ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Kawakibi, also stated a plan of revival
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of the Arab caliphate by a Quraysh descendant (Hourani 1983, 271-273).
“Al-Khilafah,” al-Dhakbirah al-Islimiyah 10, 508-509. Besides Azad, Surkati mentioned
Rida, Abd al-Aziz al-Jawish, and Muhammad Farid Wajdi as qualified persons for a
caliphate. Interestingly, Azad also argued that the condition of Quraysh descent was
invalid based on the equality of all Muslims. An Arabic translation of the treatise of Azad
on the caliphate was published in @/-Mandr. On the condition of Quraysh descent, see
“Al-Khilafa al-Islamiya,” a/-Mandr 23/10 (December 18, 1922): 752-757. Rida made
the counterargument in a footnote. For further details of the differences between Rida
and Azad regarding the caliphate, see Willis (2010).

Because he himself seemed to lack Dutch and Malay skills, he received help in translation
from his friends and disciples. In Dutch, he published Zedeleer uit den Qoran. This book
was composed especially for Western-trained Muslims in Indonesia (Soerkati 1932, 3).
Surkati left Batavia in April 1928 and returned to Indonesia in November of the same
year. “Ila Umm al-Qura Za‘im al-Nahdah al-Islamiyah fi al-Sharq al-Aqsa,” a/-MaGrif 29
(April 12, 1928): 1; “Ada al-Ustadh al-Jalil,” a/-Misbih 1/1 (December 1928): 13-15.
For example, see arguments in these articles: “Nazra fi Madarisind,” a/-Dahna 1/12
(December 1928): 6; “Madarisuna: Kalimat Naqd fi al-Ta‘lim ‘indana,” a/-Dahna’2/10
(May 1929): 9; “Nid2 ‘Amm ila al-Sha‘b al-Hadrami,” 2/-Dahni’2/11 (mid-May 1929):
1-3.

“Sa‘a ma‘a al-Ustadh Ahmad al-Sarkati,” a/-Dahna’2/3 (January 1929): 14-15.

“Haflat al-Tkhtibar fi Far* al-Irshad bi Pamakasan: Khutbat al-Ustadh al-Shaykh Ahmad
al-Sirkati,” al-Dahna’ 214 (February 1929): 5.

Sarkati himself did not use a term that means “secularism.” Nor is it clear how he
viewed the relationship between state and religion. This paper uses the term “secularism”
expediently because it best represents the thought and principle that harshly conflicted
with Islamic movement around the Muslim world at that time, including Turkey and
Indonesia.

“Al-Irshad Tahtafi bi Za‘imiha,” al-Misbih 1/2: 32-36. A summary of this speech in
Malay is “Lezing t. Ahmad Soerkati,” Perdamaijan 4-5 (February 20, 1929): 53-57.
“Al-Irshad Tahtafi bi Za‘imiha,” al-Misbih 1/2: 32-36. A summary of this speech in
Malay is “Lezing t. Ahmad Soerkati,” Perdamaijan 4-5 (February 20, 1929): 53-57.
“Si‘a ma‘a al-Ustaidh Ahmad al-Sarkati,” al-Al-Dabna’ 2/3, 14-15.

“Si‘a ma‘a al-Ustadh Ahmad al-Sarkati,” a/-Dabni’ 213, 14-15.

“Kitab Maftth,” al-Dahna’ 219 (April 1929): 16-17; “Ila Ibn Jala,” al-Al-Dabna’ 2/12:
24-26; “Min Ibn Jala,” 2l-Dahna’ 2/13 (mid-June 1929): 9-10.

Al-Tantawi al-Jawhari was known for his support of Southeast Asian students in Cairo
(Laffan 2003, 217-218).

“Haflat al-Ikhtibar,” a/-Dahna’ 2/4, 5-6.

“Hadith ma‘a al-Za‘im al-Kabir al-Hajj Aqus Salim,” a/-Hudi 24 (November 2, 1931): 3.
Because Siirkati avoided political issues, the term “Indonesia-orientation” should be
avoided, as it denotes a political viewpoint.

Some studies claim that not only secular but also Islamic movement in Indonesia had
marginalized and excluded Arabs by the 1920s (Laffan 2003, 189-95; Mobini-Kesheh
1999, 41-48). This argument, however, should be questioned. There is good evidence to
show cordial relations between the Arabs and the pribumi Islamic leaders even in the later
period. For example, at the eighth Al-Islam Congress of the Indies, held in Pekalongan in
1927, the delegates to the second Islamic World Congress, which was planned to be held
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excused himself. Here is another example: in 1931, when the Islam Committee (Komite
Al-Islam) was established in Surabaya under the leadership of Sarekat Islam, some Arabs
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the brochure of the twenty-fifth anniversary of al-Irshad uses the name “Jam‘fyat al-
Irshad al-Islamiya (the Islamic Association for Guidance)” (Mulakbkhas Tirikh al-Irshid
Jfi Rub® Qarn n.d., 24). Yet, because it mentioned Indonesia’s independence, presumably
it was made after the proclamation of independence.
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