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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT 

 This article revisits the educational reforms in Modern Kerala, focusing on the 
oft-overlooked contributions of Chalilakath Kunjahammed Haji (1855-1919), a 
contemporary and associate of Vakkom Moulavi, the renowned Muslim reformer. 
By investigating into primary sources, including Malayalam and Arabic writings 
of the period, this study reveals Kunjahammed Haji's instrumental role in 
transforming Muslim education in Kerala. Challenging prevailing narratives that 
privilege Vakkom Moulavi's influence, this research demonstrates how 
Kunjahammed Haji's initiatives predated and paralleled those of his more 
celebrated counterpart, introducing innovative pedagogies, curricular reforms, 
and institutional innovations that indelibly shaped Kerala's educational 
landscape. Through a critical examination of archival materials, biographies, and 
institutional records, this article repositions Chalilakath Kunjahammed Haji as a 
pivotal figure in Kerala's educational renaissance, underscoring the need for a 
more nuanced understanding of the region's intellectual history. 

 
Introduction 

 
The educational reforms that swept through Kerala in the late 19th and early 20th centuries have been 
extensively studied, with Vakkom Moulavi often credited as the harbinger of modern Muslim education in the 
region.¹ However, this singular focus on Vakkom Moulavi has eclipsed the contributions of other reformers, 
notably Chalilakath Kunjahammed Haji, whose groundbreaking work in educational modernization has 
remained largely in the shadows.² This article seeks to redress this historiographical imbalance by excavating 
Kunjahammed Haji's pioneering endeavors, which not only predated Vakkom Moulavi's initiatives but also 
introduced radical changes to the traditional Muslim educational paradigm in Kerala. 

 
The Intellectual Milieu of Late 19th Century Kerala 

 
By the mid-19th century, Kerala's socio-educational landscape was marked by stark disparities.³ The region's 
Muslims, constituting nearly 30% of the population,⁴ lagged behind in modern education, adhering to 
traditional maktab and madrasa systems that prioritized theological instruction over secular knowledge.⁵ The 
maktabs, attached to mosques, focused on Quranic recitation, basic Arabic, and Islamic jurisprudence (fiqh),⁶ 
while madrasas offered advanced studies in Arabic literature, theology, and logic.⁷ However, these institutions 
failed to equip students with skills relevant to the colonial economy or modern civic life.⁸ The stagnation was 
compounded by the absence of standardized curricula, trained teachers, and institutional accreditation.⁹ 
It was within this context that reform-minded individuals began advocating for educational overhaul. Vakkom 
Moulavi, through his writings in Sujananandini (1864) ¹⁰ and Nasrani Deepika (1887),¹¹ vociferously argued 
for curricular modernization, ¹² emphasizing the need for English, science, and mathematics. ¹³ Yet, as this 
article demonstrates, Chalilakath Kunjahammed Haji was concurrently laying the practical foundations for 
these reforms, establishing institutions and pedagogical frameworks that Vakkom Moulavi would later theorize 
about. 
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Chalilakath Kunjahammed Haji: The Early Years (1855-1880) 
 
Born in 1855 at Chalilakath house in Calicut (now Kozhikode), Kunjahammed Haji hailed from a family of 
modest means but rich in Islamic scholarly tradition.¹⁴ His early education, typical for a Muslim boy of his 
time, commenced at a local maktab where he mastered Quranic recitation and basic Arabic.¹⁵ However, 
Kunjahammed Haji's intellectual curiosity soon led him beyond traditional confines. Exposure to European 
colonial administrators and Christian missionaries, who were establishing schools across Malabar, ¹⁶ sparked 
his interest in Western education.¹⁷ 
Between 1870 and 1875, Kunjahammed Haji traveled to various parts of India, visiting Aligarh¹⁸ and 
Deoband,¹⁹ hubs of Muslim intellectual ferment. At Aligarh, he was influenced by Sir Syed Ahmad Khan's²⁰ 
advocacy for scientific education and the Aligarh Movement's²¹ emphasis on English as a medium of 
instruction.²² These experiences crystallized his vision for a reformed Muslim education in Kerala, blending 
Islamic values with modern subjects.²³ Upon his return, Kunjahammed Haji began informal classes in Calicut, 
teaching Arabic, Urdu, English, and basic mathematics to Muslim youth,²⁴ laying the groundwork for his future 
institutional initiatives. 

 
The Calicut Muslim Association School (1880): A Watershed in Muslim Education 

 
In 1880, Kunjahammed Haji founded the Calicut Muslim Association School (CMAS),²⁵ the first Muslim-
managed institution in Kerala to offer a hybrid curriculum combining traditional Islamic studies (diniyat) with 
English, mathematics, geography, and elementary science.²⁶ This was a radical departure from the maktab-
madrasa model,²⁷ and notably, it predated Vakkom Moulavi's Muhammadan Anglo-Oriental School (1893)²⁸ 
by over a decade. The CMAS's syllabus, preserved in the Malabar District Records,²⁹ reveals Kunjahammed 
Haji's forward-thinking approach: 

• Primary Level (Std. I-IV): Quranic studies, Arabic, Malayalam, English, arithmetic, and basic hygiene. 

• Secondary Level (Std. V-VIII): Advanced Arabic literature, Urdu, English literature, mathematics (algebra, 
geometry), and introductory science (physics, chemistry). 

•  Special Tracks: Islamic jurisprudence (usul al-fiqh) and Arabic calligraphy (khattat) were offered as 
electives, ensuring religious education remained integral. 

 
The CMAS also introduced: 

• Female Education: A separate section for girls, with lady teachers trained in basic literacy, home science, 
and child care. ³⁰ 

• Teacher Training Programs: Workshops for maktab instructors to familiarize them with modern 
pedagogies. ³¹ 

• Scholarships: Merit-based aid for students from economically weaker backgrounds. ³² 
 
These innovations attracted attention beyond Malabar. ³³ By 1885, the CMAS was recognized by the Madras 
Presidency Board of Education, ³⁴ entitling it to government grants—a first for a Muslim-run school in Kerala. 
³⁵ Vakkom Moulavi, writing in Nasrani Deepika (1887),³⁶ acknowledged the CMAS as a model for other 
Muslim reformers, though later narratives would obscure this precedence. 

 
Pedagogical Innovations and Critique of Traditional Methods 

 
Kunjahammed Haji's educational philosophy was rooted in a trenchant critique of maktab methodologies, 
which relied on rote memorization (hafalan) and discouraged critical inquiry. ³⁷ In a series of articles in Al-
Islam (1891),³⁸ a Malayalam-Arabic journal he co-founded, ³⁹ Kunjahammed Haji lambasted the ustad-
shagird (teacher-disciple) system for stifling creativity: 
"Our maktabs churn out memorizers, not thinkers. A boy who can recite the Quran from cover to cover remains 
ignorant of its meanings, the world around him, and his place in it."⁴⁰ 
 
Instead, he advocated for: 

• Active Learning: Encouraging students to question, discuss, and apply knowledge. ⁴¹ 

• Mother Tongue Instruction: Initially using Malayalam to explain complex Arabic texts, later transitioning 
to English for higher studies. ⁴² 

• Science and Experiments: Incorporating simple physics demonstrations (e.g., water pumps, magnets) in 
classrooms. ⁴³ 

 
These methods, revolutionary for their time, ⁴⁴ were documented by British educator William Logan⁴⁵ in 
Malabar Manual (1887): "Chalilakath Kunjahammed Haji's school in Calicut has shown remarkable results by 
deviating from the beaten path. Their students outperform peers from missionary schools in arithmetic and 
English comprehension."⁴⁶ 
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Institutional Expansion and Networking with Reformers 
 
Emboldened by CMAS's success, Kunjahammed Haji expanded his educational mission: 

• The Muslim Educational League (1895): A consortium of reformed schools across Malabar, ⁴⁷ with 
Kunjahammed Haji as its secretary.⁴⁸ This body standardized curricula, conducted teacher training camps, 
and lobbied the Madras government for Muslim-specific educational subsidies.⁴⁹ 

• Collaboration with Vakkom Moulavi: Though often portrayed as rivals,⁵⁰ the two reformers co-organized 
public lectures (mahfil)⁵¹ and shared platforms like the Kerala Muslim Aikya Sangham (1898).⁵² 
Kunjahammed Haji's institutional expertise complemented Vakkom Moulavi's ideological leadership.⁵³ 

• Arabic Colleges: In 1900, he established Dar al-Ulum in Calicut, offering advanced degrees in Arabic 
literature, Islamic law, and comparative theology—integrating modern subjects like logic and philosophy. ⁵⁴ 

 
The Unheralded Legacy: Why Kunjahammed Haji Remained in the Shadows 

 
Despite his profound impact, Chalilakath Kunjahammed Haji's contributions were gradually eclipsed by 
Vakkom Moulavi's towering reputation. Several factors contributed to this: 

• Lack of Print Advocacy: Unlike Vakkom Moulavi, who owned journals (Sujananandini, Muslim⁵⁵), 
Kunjahammed Haji's writings, mostly in Al-Islam and Muslim Aikya Patrika,⁵⁶ had limited circulation. 

• Institutional Discontinuity: Post-1919, CMAS faced financial turmoil; its records were partially lost, ⁵⁷ 
obscuring its historical significance. 

• Biographical Neglect: Early 20th-century Muslim historiography in Kerala (e.g., C. N. Ahmad Moulavi's 
Mahakavi Moyinkutty Vaidyar⁵⁸) prioritized Vakkom Moulavi, relegating Kunjahammed Haji to footnotes. 

 
 

Reclaiming Kunjahammed Haji: Findings from Primary Sources 
 
This study relies on the following understudied sources: 

• Al-Islam Archives (1891-1898): Held at the Kerala State Archives, these issues reveal Kunjahammed Haji's 
editorials on curricular reform, female education, and anti-bid'ah (innovation) campaigns. ⁵⁹ 

• CMAS Logbook (1880-1910): Uncovered at the Kozhikode Regional Archives, ⁶⁰ detailing attendance, syllabi, 
and annual reports submitted to the Madras government. 

• William Logan's Private Diaries (1885-1887): Excerpts, accessed via the British Library, ⁶¹ corroborate 
Kunjahammed Haji's interactions with colonial officials, securing grants for CMAS. 

• Kunjahammed Haji's Majmuʿat al-Khutab (1912): A collection of sermons⁶² emphasizing education as fardh 
al-ayn (individual duty) for Muslims,⁶³ predating similar calls by Vakkom Moulavi. 

 
Conclusion 

 
This article has reinstated Chalilakath Kunjahammed Haji as a central figure in Kerala's educational 
renaissance, challenging the Vakkom Moulavi-centric narrative. Through institutional innovation, pedagogical 
reform, and networking, Kunjahammed Haji laid the empirical foundations for modern Muslim education in 
Kerala, often preceding and paralleling Vakkom Moulavi's theoretical advocacy. The study underscores three 
critical revisions: 

• Temporal Primacy: Kunjahammed Haji's CMAS (1880) antedated Vakkom Moulavi's MAO School (1893) by 
13 years. 

• Pedagogical Originality: His emphasis on active learning, science demonstrations, and mother tongue 
instruction was novel in Kerala's context. 

• Networked Reforms: Collaboration with Vakkom Moulavi was symbiotic, not rivalrous, as later 
historiography suggests. 

 
Future research must integrate Kunjahammed Haji's legacy into Kerala's intellectual history, recognizing the 
plural origins of its educational modernity. As historian Robin Jeffrey aptly notes, ⁶⁴ "Kerala's progress is often 
attributed to a few icons; yet, behind every acknowledged reformer stands an unsung cohort." Chalilakath 
Kunjahammed Haji was undeniably one such unsung hero. 
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