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ABSTRACT 
 

This article explains briefly the role played by the al-Azhar University in the dissemination of Islamic 
religious knowledge in Malaysia through its graduates. Prior to the establishment of Islamic studies programs at 
University of Malaya in late 1960s and at National University of Malaysia in early 1970s, the al-Azhar 
graduates from the faculties of Islamic theology and Islamic law were the pioneers who spread and disseminated 
Islamic religious knowledge in Malaya and Malaysia. Malaya was declared independence August 1957 and 
Malaysia in September 1963. After 1970s, the graduates from the Malaysian universities in the Islamic studies 
programs began to join the al-Azhar graduates in spreading Islamic religious knowledge as the teachers in the 
national primary and secondary schools to Malaysian Muslim students in the national school system. 
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Introduction 
 

The al-Azhar University has played an important role in Malaya and Malaysia in disseminating and 
spreading Islamic religious knowledge or Islamic religious sciences based on the Holy Quran and the Prophetic 
tradition known in Arabic as the Hadith or Sunnah of the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him).  Some of 
the al-Azhar graduates mostly from the faculties of Islamic theology or Usul al-Din and Islamic law or Shari‘ah 
became the teachers in the national primary and secondary schools in Malaya and Malaysia. This paper presents 
the relationship between Malaysia and Egypt, in terms of educational and cultural relationship, especially the 
role of the al-Azhar University in disseminating Islamic religious knowledge in Malaysia. 

 
The foundation of al-Azhar University and its Role in General: 

 
The al-Azhar University was originated from the al-Azhar mosque founded by the Fatimid commander 

named Jawhar in 356AH/969AD and its doors were opened  for Muslims in Ramadan 361/June 972 after the 
construction of the mosque was completed. The Fatimid was one of the Isma‘ili sects who acknowledged Ismail 
bin Ja‘afar al-Sadiq as their Imam. Ja‘afar Muhammad al-Sadiq was the sixth Imam of the Shiites who was born 
in 702 and died in 765. The Fatimid dynasty ruled Egypt for many decades and the name Fatimid is related to 
the name Fatimah, the daughter of the Prophet Muhammad (pbuh). She was married to ‘Ali bin Abi Talib who 
became the youngest Muslim and then the fourth pious caliph in Islamic history.  

The name al-Azhar in Arabic is related to light and shining and Fatimah was known as Fatimah al-Zahra’. 
The system of education at al-Azhar remained relatively unchanged since its early history. For many decades 
since its foundation, the al-Azhar was an open education center because it had no entrance requirements, no 
formal curriculum, and no degrees awarded. The basic study programs were the courses on Islamic law, Islamic 
theology, the Hadith, the Quran and the Arabic language (http://w.w.w.britannica.com/EBcheck/topic/46851/al-
Azhar University). 

Although the Fatimid dynasty was defeated by the Ayyubid, the Muslim Sunnis, but the al-Azhar was not 
closed down. Later on the Ayyubid dynasty was defeated by the Mamluks (1250–1517).  Under the Ayyubid 
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and the Mamluk dynasties, the al-Azhar University became one of the Sunnite educational centers for the 
Muslims who wanted to study Islamic teachings covering Islamic law, theology, ethics, the Quran and the 
Sunnah. The Sunni scholars or Sheikhs dominated the al-Azhar University 
(http://w.w.w.britannica.com/EBcheck/topic/46851/al-Azhar University). 

The Ottomans continued to open and support the al-Azhar University for the Muslims to become their 
Islamic higher educational centre when the Ottomans became the Muslim rulers or sultans for the Muslim 
world. After the abolishment of the Ottoman caliphate by Mustafa Kamal Attaturk in 1924, the al-Azhar 
University came under the Egyptian government and her sultans. After Egypt became a republic under the 
leadership of President Jamal Abdul Naser in 1950s and 1960s, the al-Azhar University began to establish new 
faculties for science, medicine and engineering in addition to continuing the old existent faculties of Islamic 
studies. The al-Azhar University has been an unrivaled flagship of Islamic higher educational institution and it 
has produced millions of graduates to the Muslim world.  

 
The Relationship between Malaysia and Egypt: 

 
When Malaya was under the British rule, there were few Malayan Muslim students studied the al-Azhar 

University. Malaya was declared independence in August 1957 from the British rule. The independent Malaya 
began to establish the diplomatic ties with Egypt in 1959. The independent Malaysia in September 1963 
continued what was established between the independent Malaya and Egypt. Both nation states, Malaysia and 
Egypt have been the prominent members of the Organization of the Islamic Conference (OIC), and the Non-
aligned Movement as well as in other international organizations. The two countries are mutually support their 
respective candidates for posts at the international level.  

In education and cultural cooperation between Malaysia and Egypt, there have been more Malaysian 
students educated in Egyptian universities and most of them have been at the al-Azhar University. The Egyptian 
government has also granted scholarships to few Malaysian students every year. Malaysia has welcomed the 
lecturers from the al-Azhar University to teach at few universities in Malaysia. Malaysia also established a 
learning center for Malaysian studies in Cairo University in 2003 to provide information on Malaysian politics, 
economy, culture and laws. Table 1, shows the agreements signed between Malaysia and Egypt between 1977 
and 2005:  
 
Table 1: Agreements signed between Malaysia-Egypt 

No. Agreements Date 
1. Trade agreement. 8 /1/1977 
2. Agreements in the fields of culture, science and technical. 8/1/1977 
3. Memorandum of understanding between the Center for Information and Decision Support of Egypt and 

Malaysian Institute of Electronics Systems. 
13/3/1996 

4. Agreement on the encouragement and protection of investment. 1997 
5. Agreement to avoid double taxation. 1997 
6. Agreement on air transport. 1997 
7. Memorandum of understanding for tourism cooperation. 1997 
8. Memorandum of understanding for cooperation in the field of religious affairs and endowments. 1998 
9. Memorandum of understanding for cooperation between the Malaysian Timber Industry Board and the 

Province of Damietta. 
1998 

10. Memorandum of understanding between the Institute of Diplomacy and the Malaysian Institute of 
Diplomatic Affairs. 

2000 

11. Agreement on educational cooperation between al-Azhar University and the Ministry of Education of 
Malaysia. 

2000 

12. Memorandum of understanding for cooperation on the field of science and technology. 2001 
13. Memorandums of understanding for cooperation in the field of media. 2002 
14. Memorandums of understanding for cooperation in the field of health and medical sciences. 2005 
15. Agreement between The Islamic Science University of Malaysia and al-Azhar University in providing 

surgery lecturers and conduct join research in related fields. 
2005 

Source: http://w.w.w.mfa.gov.eg/MFA_Portal/ar-EG/Foreign_Policy/International_Relation/ Egypt_asia/EgyptianASEAN+Telations.htm 
 

The Role of the al-Azhar University in Malaysia: 
 
At the end of the nineteenth century and early twentieth century, a small number of Malay students from 

Malaya completed their studies at the al-Azhar University. They became Islamic religious scholars in Malaya. 
One of the scholars who graduated from the al-Azhar University was Muhammad bin Idris al-Marbawi. He was 
born in 1894 in the state of Perak, in Malaya and travelled to Egypt to become the student of the al-Azhar 
University and stayed in Egypt for many years after his graduation from the university. He came back to Malaya 
and very knowledgeable scholar in the fields of the Quranic exegesis, the Prophetic tradition and Arabic 
language. He was very active in writing books on Islamic teachings, dictionaries and other forms of literature 
(Haji Kia, 1993). 
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The establishment of Islamic religious schools in Malaysia: 
  
The graduates from the al-Azhar University built Islamic religious schools in Malaya and Malaysia to 

provide Islamic education to the Muslim children. In addition the graduates from the al-Azhar University also 
become the Islamic missionary men and women for the young and adult Muslims at many mosques and learning 
institutions in Malaysia (Abdul Kadir, 1992). 

 
The Influence of Arabic on Malay Language: 

 
The influence of Arabic on Malay language is very apparent. Too many Malay words originated from the 

Arabic words but they are spelled and written according the Malay spelling system (Haji Kia, 1993). Arabic 
language is taught in the national primary and secondary schools for Muslim students as a language subject as 
well as the Islamic education subjects for learning and reading the Holy Quran. Arabic language is an important 
course for the undergraduate and graduate programs in Islamic studies at National University of Malaysia and 
University of Malaya. Adult Muslims learn Arabic language at mosques and other Islamic learning institutions. 

 
Conclusion: 

 
The al-Azhar University has evidently played a very important role in spreading and disseminating Islamic 

teachings based on the Holy Quran and the Prophet Tradition among Malaysian Muslims through its graduates 
who become Islamic religious teachers in the national primary and secondary schools under the Malaysian 
Ministry of Education and who become lecturers in Islamic studies in the Malaysian public universities under 
the Ministry of Higher Education.  

 
References 

 
Abdul Kadir, Wan Hussain Azmi, 1992. al-Da‘wah al-Islamiyyah fi Malizia: Zuhuruha wa Intisharuha. Kuala 

Lumpur: Watan Printing. 
Haji Kia, Abd. Wahhab, 1993. Muslimu Malizia bayn al-Madi wa al-Hadir. Libya: Faculty of Islamic Da‘wah. 
http://w.w.w.britannica.com/EBcheck/topic/46851/al-Azhar University 
http://w.w.w.mfa.gov.eg/MFA_Portal/ar-EG/Foreign_Policy/International_Relation/ 

Egypt_asia/EgyptianASEAN+Telations.htm 


