Localization Exercise 2

The Spread of Islam: Universal and Local Features
by Barbara Watson Andaya
The most significant feature of Islam’s history is its evolution from a religious movement concentrated in northwest Arabia into a religion that encompassed not just doctrinal beliefs but virtually all aspects of human existence.  Nothing could be considered “secular,” or outside the faith; Islam itself was initially organized as a single community of believers, the umma, who were responsive to one leader. After the death of the Prophet Muhammad schisms among Muslim leaders (notably between Sunni and Shi’ite) meant that this unity could not be sustained. Nonetheless, there is still an abiding sense among most Muslims that they are members of a universal family. 

Much of this sense of community is due to a general acceptance that being “Muslim” entails  certain obligations and duties, most clearly exemplified in the “Five Pillars” (witnessing to the faith, performing the daily prayers, giving alms, observing the fasting month, and making the pilgrimage to Mecca). Even in early times Muslim travelers who traveled beyond the Arab heartlands (like Ibn Battuta, a fourteenth century Moroccan scholar who went as far as China) found much that as familiar, especially in relation to religious ritual. Indeed, such travelers were often impressed by the piety of fellow Muslims in distant parts of the world. These experiences served as a reminder that  communities under a Muslim ruler and where Islamic law (Shari‘a) was applied were all part of Dar al-Islam, the House of Islam.

However, Muslim travelers also noticed differences in places where some Islamic practices had adjusted to take account of local customs. One obvious example is Muslim architecture. While mosques share common features, being oriented towards Mecca, they also incorporated features that reflected different cultural heritages. Early mosques in Java, with their tiered roofs, thus appeared quite different from mosques in China or Africa. Some differences in understanding of religious ideas could also occur because local languages and local images were used for teaching, even though Arabic was used for prayers and in liturgy. Islam’s great strength was its ability to adopt new images so that a faith from the deserts of Arabia could be presented in ways that made it familiar to new converts in tropical lands. Seventeenth century Muslim poetry from Sumatra, where most people living along the coast were traders or fishermen, thus advised young Muslims to think of their body as a ship which would not be in this world very long. They should make sure that their rudder and compass were in order, that they had sufficient provisions of water and wood, and that their oar and paddle were at the ready so that the boat would operate smoothly.

An important reason for the multi-facetted nature of Islamic practice was the fact that although Islamic law classifies a number of acts as obligation or duties, and discourages or condemns others (haram = forbidden), it has displayed a great capacity, within certain limits, to adapt to specific cultural contexts. For centuries, however, an overriding question within the world-wide umma has been the extent to which the “localization” of Islam is acceptable. In Southeast Asia these debates became more heated from around the seventeenth century, with the arrival of more Muslims from India and the Middle East. As time went on an increasing number of Southeast Asian Muslims also traveled to the Middle East, especially to study, and here they met other Muslims from many parts of the world. Although this international movement could foster the sense of a universal community, it could also heighten an awareness of differences in practices, especially in comparison with those in the Arab lands, and generate debate about how far these differences were acceptable.
Guiding Questions
1. What were some of the ways that diverse Muslim lands were “united” in the Middle Ages?






















2. What factors contributed to the diversity of this “multi-regional” civilization?
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