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Abstract
This obituary honours the enduring legacy of  Royal 
Laureate Professor Tan Sri Dr. Syed Muhammad 
Naquib al-Attas (1931–2026), arguably the most 
consequential contemporary Muslim philosopher, 
historian, and institution-builder. Tracing his lineage 
back over a millennium through the noble Sayyid 
Bā ʿAlawī family, this tribute outlines his early life, 
military training at Sandhurst, and pioneering 
academic career at Universiti Malaya and Universiti 
Kebangsaan Malaysia, culminating in his founding 
of  the International Institute of  Islamic Thought 
and Civilization (ISTAC) in 1987. It highlights his 
monumental intellectual contributions, specifically his 
sophisticated methodology of  semantic field analysis 
linking language to thought and ontology, his holistic 
exposition on the concept of  religion (al-dīn) in relation 
to a number of  essential concepts which altogether 
constitute the fundamental elements of  the worldview 
of  Islam, and his revolutionary educational philosophy 
of  taʾdīb. Celebrated as a true polymath and a man 
of  absolute rectitude who was formally conferred 
the rank of  Royal Laureate Professor in 2024, his 
permanent conceptual frameworks remain foundational 
to the scholarly custody and contemporary mission 
of  TAFHIM.
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It is with a profound sense of  loss, yet with immense gratitude for his enduring 
intellectual legacy, that the editorial board of TAFHIM: IKIM Journal of  Islam and 
the Contemporary World dedicates this tribute to the memory of  Royal Laureate 
Professor Tan Sri Dr. Syed Muhammad Naquib al-Attas, who returned to the 
mercy of  Allah on 8 March 2026/18 Ramaḍān 1447H. A visionary philosopher, 
historian, and institution-builder, he was arguably the most consequential 
Muslim thinker of  the contemporary era. His metaphysical and epistemological 
frameworks have profoundly shaped the scholarly discourse of  this journal 
since its inception.

Lineage and Formative Years

Sayyid Muḥammad Naquib ibn ʿAli ibn ʿAbd-Allāh ibn Muḥsin al-ʿAttas was 
born on 5 September 1931 in Bogor, West Java. His lineage can be traced 
securely back over a millennium through the noble Sayyid Bā ʿAlawī family of  
Hadramawt, leading directly to Imām Ḥusayn, the grandson of  the Prophet 
Muḥammad.1 This illustrious ancestry, renowned for its custody of  prophetic 
knowledge, spiritual chivalry, and intellectual refinement, profoundly embedded 
an unshakeable orientation toward sacred metaphysics and ancestral adab within 
his early development.

This rich inheritance gracefully preceded a life marked by early structural 
discipline. After undergoing military training at the Royal Military Academy 
Sandhurst (1952–1955) and serving as a commissioned officer in the Royal 
Malay Regiment during the Emergency, his profound inclination toward 
scholarship led him to transition permanently to the academia. He pursued 
postgraduate studies at the Institute of  Islamic Studies, McGill University in 
Montreal, Canada, earning his Master of  Arts degree with distinction in 1962. 
Following his time in Canada, he pursued doctoral research at the School of  
Oriental and African Studies (SOAS), University of  London, completing his 
landmark two-volume thesis, The Mysticism of  Ḥamzah Fanṣūrī, with distinction 
in 1965 and thus becoming its first doctorate graduate from the Malay world. 
Throughout his studies at both McGill and London, he remained an ardent 
defender of  Islamic orthodoxy, actively rectifying prevalent misconceptions 
of  the faith.2

1. Wan Mohd Nor Wan Daud, Profesor Diraja Terpuji Syed Muhammad Naquib al-Attas: Mujaddid 
dan Ilmuwan Ulung (Kuala Lumpur: Ta’dib International Institute (TII) & Pusat Kajian 
Tinggi Islam, Sains dan Peradaban Raja Zarith Sofiah (RZS-CASIS), Universiti Teknologi 
Malaysia (UTM), 2026), 1.

2. Ibid., 8–12. 
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Foundational Academic and Historiographical Contributions

Upon returning to Malaysia in 1965, Professor al-Attas assumed the leadership 
of  the Literature Section in the Department of  Malay Studies at Universiti 
Malaya, where he later served as Dean of  the Faculty of  Arts (1968–1970). 
In this capacity, he initiated far-reaching structural reforms, fostering inter-
departmental integration and courageously championing Malay as the medium 
of  academic instruction. As a principal founder and senior scholar of  Universiti 
Kebangsaan Malaysia (UKM), established in 1970, he conceptualised its 
foundational philosophical framework, pioneered the Faculty of  Arts as 
well as became its Dean, and established the Institut Bahasa, Kesusasteraan, dan 
Kebudayaan Melayu (IBKKM) [Institute of  Malay Language, Literature, and 
Culture] in 1973. His definitive 1972 inaugural lecture, Islām dalam Sejarah dan 
Kebudayaan Melayu, fundamentally reoriented regional historiography, establishing 
that Islamisation revolutionised the Malay world through linguistic-semantic 
refinement and metaphysical transformation rather than superficial acculturation. 
His astonishingly prolific research output during his foundational academic 
career and subsequent decades culminated in the authorship of  thirty-four 
books and monographs in both English and Malay, alongside thirty major 
scholarly articles.3

Language, Ontology, and the Philosophy of  Education

Central to his intellectual corpus was a sophisticated methodology of  semantic 
field analysis that illumined the intrinsic connection between language, thought, 
and ontology. By structurally mapping the key Qurʾanic term dīn (religion) and 
its semantic network—linking existential debt, submission, and justice to the 
concepts of  madīnah (city) and tamaddun (civilisation)—he demonstrated that 
linguistic structures actively embody profound cosmic and ethical realities. 
True human civilisation is measured not by material accumulation, but by a 
just socio-political order that enables the soul to fulfil its primordial covenant 
(mīthāq), binding humanity’s civilisational purpose to its existential role in the 
vicegerency (khilāfah) of  the earth.4 Thus, he offered an original and genuine 
contribution to global civilisational discourse, standing as an intellectual 
peer to classical masters like al-Fārābī and Ibn Khaldūn. This linguistic, 
epistemological, and ontological certitude directly informed his philosophy of  
education, wherein he identified taʾdīb (the instilling of  adab into the soul) as the 
correct and comprehensive concept for education in Islam. Under his vision, 
an Islamic university exists not merely to produce technical specialists, but to 

3. For a full list of  his works, see ibid., 27–35.
4. Syed Muhammad Naquib al-Attas, Islām and Secularism (Kuala Lumpur: International 

Institute of  Islamic Thought and Civilization (ISTAC), 1992), 51–68.
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cultivate the “good man”—a person of  spiritual discernment who fundamentally 
understands his duties to God, society, and his own soul.

The Architect and Polymath

Yet, Professor al-Attas was, profoundly, a man of  action who translated 
metaphysical truths into tangible realities across art, architecture, and the 
humanities. He brought this same pursuit of  Truth to national higher 
education, becoming the first to conceptualise the true meaning of  an Islamic 
university—a structural blueprint he formally articulated at the landmark First 
World Conference on Islamic Education held in Makkah in 1977, where he 
chaired the committee tasked with formulating the purpose and definition of   
Islamic education.

This vision was masterfully realised in 1987 with his founding of  the 
International Institute of  Islamic Thought and Civilisation (ISTAC). A true 
polymath, Professor al-Attas drew upon traditional mastery to articulate the 
permanent reality of  the worldview of  Islam against modern secular currents. 
An accomplished calligrapher, he personally designed the architectural blueprints 
of  the ISTAC campus on Jalan Damansara, maintaining precise oversight 
over its creation—from its iconic mosque down to the custom fixtures and the 
unique scroll for the Abu Hamid al-Ghazali Chair of  Islamic Thought. Every 
detail reflected his aesthetic philosophy, including his hands-on curation of  a 
research library comprising 156,000 volumes. This institutional masterpiece 
later directly inspired the collection of  the Institute of  Islamic Understanding 
Malaysia’s (IKIM) own library, now known as Perpustakaan Tun Ahmad Sarji 
(PTAS)—a historical continuity facilitated through the dedicated efforts of  
several of  his students employed at the Institute, alongside his eldest son, Datuk 
Dr. Syed Ali Tawfik al-Attas, who himself  served as IKIM’s third Director-
General from 2005 to 2009.

Lasting Recognition and Editorial Custody

For those of  us engaged in research and the advancement of  Islamic thought, 
his works form the very foundation upon which our understanding of  the 
worldview of  Islam is built. Across the pages of  TAFHIM, his influence can be 
traced not only in the editorship of  those who had either studied under him 
or were greatly inspired by him but also in the work of  contributors who have 
absorbed, applied, and built upon his concepts—from the primordial covenant 
(mīthāq), to the correct conceptualisation of  language and the non-contingent 
reality of  the worldview of  Islam, to the critique of  modern secular science. 
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Professor al-Attas challenged Muslim scholars to possess epistemological 
confidence and to never settle for intellectual mediocrity. The exceptional 
national and global magnitude of  his contributions was formally recognised 
when Professor al-Attas was conferred the exalted rank of  “Royal Laureate 
Professor” (Profesor Diraja Terpuji) by His Majesty Kebawah Duli Yang Maha 
Mulia Seri Paduka Baginda Yang di-Pertuan Agong XVII, Sultan Ibrahim ibn 
Almarhum Sultan Iskandar, on 23 October 2024.

As we move forward, we are committed to honouring Professor al-
Attas’s legacy by continuing to uphold the values he so rigorously defended. 
The monumental legacy he leaves us is not merely a historical record; 
it is a profound trust placed in our hands. As attested in the moving final 
testimony delivered by Datuk Dr. Syed Ali Tawfik al-Attas, his father lived 
as a man of  absolute rectitude who spoke only the Truth, held fast to every 
trust, and fulfilled his lifelong promise to the Muslim Ummah to educate and 
ennoble them.5

Conclusion and Supplication

Therefore, while we deeply mourn his passing, the editorial board of  TAFHIM 
invites our readers to celebrate the extraordinary life and structural permanence 
of  what he has left behind. This journal will remain a beacon of  scholarly 
excellence, applying an exceptionally thorough understanding of  Islamic 
metaphysics to the challenges of  the contemporary world. We celebrate a 
life entirely devoted to the pursuit of  truth, the education of  the Ummah, and 
the defence of  the faith. We extend our deepest condolences to his family, his 
students, and all who loved him.

May Allah grant Royal Laureate Professor Tan Sri Dr. Syed Muhammad 
Naquib al-Attas His mercy and forgiveness, make his resting place a garden 
from the gardens of  Jannah, elevate his rank among the guided ones, and reward 
him abundantly for his tireless service to Islam. Lahu al-Fātiḥah!

5. Wan Mohd Nor, Profesor Diraja Terpuji, 132–134.


