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Muslims live in a great variety of ecological 
settings, and have many differences in way of 
life and political organization. Their cultural 
forms vary tremendously between and within 
societies. Even a cursory survey would end up 
being a compendium lacking an overall frame
work and useless as a reference for particular 
societies. Almost as fruitless would be a 
summary of the "fundamental tenets and 
practices" of Muslims, for that at best would 
represent a list of ideals while practices would 
vary, and at worst would embody the biases of 
theologians, ideologues and philologists, 
Thereby leading to discussion of how far 
peasants, transhumants and nomads differ 
from some religious norm, usually urban. 

Instead, our starting-point will be social life, 
and the paper will focus on the role of 
ideology in society, drawing upon recent 
reassessments of modernization theory and 
rural sociology. Both fields are of significance 
for those involved in rural development. The 
paper, in short, will provide a general frame
work. The first section of the paper will show 
through recent findings of observers of society 
that it is impossible to understand why people 
participate in society without looking at 
ideology The next section will point out some 
crucial problems of social life in which 
ideology plays a part, with brief illustrations of 
their relevance to architects and planners. The 
last section will give an overview of common 
Islamic practice and beliefs, and an appendix 
will give recent demographic data on rural 
Muslims. 

The Role of Ideology in 
Modernization 

Since the paper as a whole is aimed at defining 
the ways one can think about the ideological 
factor in the process of intervention in rural 
areas, rather than a descriptive account of 
Islam in various parts of the Muslim world, 
the starting point will be analytic, and will be 
from two directions. The first will be in the 
area of rural sociology and will try to point out 
the pitfalls of looking at rural society as 
homogenous and as an isolatable social unit. 
The second will focus on recent developments 
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in our understanding of modernization, to the 
extent that ideology has been found to playa 
central role in this process. This will provide a 
standpoint from which to view Islam in rural 
areas, as well as to explore ways in which such 
an understanding can guide intervention. 

It would seem patently obvious that rural 
people are those who live in geographically 
isolatable units called rural areas. However, 
the locality, settlement pattern, and occupa
tion of rural peoples, along the basic units of 
analysis in rural sociology, 1 have not in 
themselves greatly advanced our understand
ing of rural sociology. Among the conceptual 
obstacles that have retarded the development 
of an adequate comprehension of rural life, 
two are relevant here: the view that ways of 
life coincide with settlement patterns, pos
tulatiRg that because it is a settlement, the 
inhabitants form a homogenous community, 
and the notion that history is irrelevant to the 
understanding of a rural community today. 

Recent critical studies have shown that it is 
misleading to view rural society as consisting 
of relatively homogenous communities 
because settlements are smaller and rural 
occupations are more similar to one another. 
It was a long-standing belief that the villagers' 
link to the land and to kin and neighbor were 
of such a kind as to engender many close and 
long-standing ties with a large number of 
people who shared common world-views and 
values. Of course, it is of some consequence 
that rural life, particularly in the Third World, 
is almost exclusively oriented around the 
production of food and at such a scale that 
villagers tend to know more individuals in a 
particular cluster of settlements than do their 
urban counterparts. But this does not justify 
the common notion that to be rural is to lead a 
lifestyle of community [sometimes called 
gemeinschafl, while urban life imposes im
personal relationships characterized by spe
cialization, contractual relations and univer
salistic ethics [often associated with the term 
gesselschaftl. As a matter of fact, both life
styles are to be found in urban and rural areas, 
and every collectivity, as many studies have 
shown, is riven with conflicts of values, 
between interest-groups and with contradic
tions in world-views, all changing over time. 
The idea of community feeling and of shared 

world-views and values has been found to be a 
myth, or rather, an idealisation that has its 
origins in utopian communities in the New 
World. This idealisation also results from 
faulty presuppositions in social theory, such 
as: to be a viable community, it had to be a 
bounded totality and had to enjoy consensus. 
Because it is central to rural development, we 
will return to the nature of community, but 
only after carefully uncovering the various 
conflicts and differences that are to be found 
in it 

The implications for the architect/planner are 
clear, if somewhat disconcerting If there is no 
such thing as one community, but several, 
cross-cutting and often conflicting with one 
another, and not even bounded by the rural 
settlement, then who are to be the true 
beneficiaries of intervention? If traditional 
values and customs are themselves contra
dictory, in conflict and in a state of flux, then 
what customs and values should one draw 
upon so that intervention will be accepted to 
some degree and stand the test of time even 
for a short period? 
This does not mean that all hope for creative 
interaction with tradition is to be cast to the 
winds. Rather, a different way of looking at 
the problem is needed. Recent developments 
in the theory of modernization have begun to 
point the way by throwing greater light on the 
dynamic role of tradition, both in the past and 
in the present. This will allow us to return to 
the rural community, but differently: this time 
as one which is in change and conflict, and 
because of that, one in which ideology plays a 
crucial part. 

Modernization Theory: Clarifying 
the Role of Ideology 

It is ironical that while an increasing number 
of practitioners have found cases where 
technological and institutional changes have 
ignored traditional customs and values, 
anthropological field researchers have found 
more and more cases where traditional insti
tutions and communities have creatively 
adapted to the modem world. This is mainly 
due to the fact that practitioners have still 



maintained views of modernization which 
developed in the post-war period among 
economists and sociologists alike. 

In the post-war period, sociologists increasing
ly turned away from investigating the res
pective natures of traditional and modem 
society, and began to focus on the conditions 
necessary for modernization to occur. 

The great dissolvers of traditional society were 
thought to be monetarization, capital invest
ment, technological and institutional. These 
views contained the assumptions that as a 
country modernized, there would be a close 
covarianCe of rates of change in various 
institutional spheres of organization such as 
the political, economic, and social, so that a 
coalescence would occur upon industrializa
tion. Moreover, as Third World countries 
modernized, they would resemble one 
another and Western society more and more 
Many studies fell under the paradigm of the 
convergence theory of development: as 
societies modernized (defined to include 
urbanization, industrialization and rationaliza
tion of the bureaucracy), they would become 
progressively similar, even in their socio
cultural correlates. Tradition was seen as 
holding back modernization, as static, and 
subject to dissolution as modernization took 
place.' 

In fact, "tradition" was not only very much 
alive, it was growing and capable of surprising 
novelty: observers, noticing the great variation 
between different societies as they underwent 
modernization, began to notice how tradi
tional forces or groups began to acquire new 
forms. And as research progressed, the post
war paradigm began breaking up as con
vergence models of modernization failed to 
account for the variety of emerging societies 
and the persistence, resurgence, and reincar
nation of traditional forms in these societies. 
Muslim examples include the well-known 
pesantrens in Indonesia, where rural educa
tional institutions were found to be a 
highly effective alternative means for social 
advancement and an imaginative and power
ful ideology for community development;3 the 
enormously successful groundnut cultivation 
schemes of the various Sufi orders in Senegal,4 

and the remarkable modernization of the 
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Ismailis in Iran, South Asia and East Africa. 5 

All these examples did not involve the disinte
gration of all traditional ties and world-views, 
and in fact showed a dramatic revival of 
certain traditional forms of authority as well as 
the formation of new institutions fostering the 
development of traditional groupings and aims 
- yet none of these could be accounted for by 
post-war modernization theory. Tradition 
began to excite new interest and command a 
new respect. As one anthropologist put it 
succinctly: "tradition .... is used most of the 
time in an uncritical, 'amstorical' sense to 
denote some kind of collective heritage that 
has supposedly been transmitted relatively 
unchanged from the past. By conceiving of 
tradition in this way, two things tend to be 
forgotten: that the past was, perhaps, as open 
and dynamic to the actors of that time as our 
own age appears to us, and that the norms, 
rules, and orientations of the past were not 
necessarily as consistent, unified and coherent 
as we tend to imagine."6 While some stressed 
dialectical tensions and parameters rather than 
age-sanctified, unambiguous rules, others 
emphasized processual units and temporal 
structures, "each phase ... [leaving] its stamp 
on the metaphors and models in the heads of 
men involved with one another in the 
unending flow of social existence "7 In such 
works, history and anthropology, like a couple 
having started together, endured quarrels, 
separations, and sullen silences, finally re
joined one another. More importantly, these 
anthropologists overturned one of the major 
obstacles to our understanding of social 
change in the Third World: the notion of 
static tradition holding back modernization. 

The Resurrection of the Problem of 
Social Order 

S N. Eisenstadt, however, has in the last five 
years made some significant theoretical 
breakthroughs that followed upon his critique 
of modernization theory. 8 The turning point 
came in what he has called the reopening of 
the problem of social order, focusing attention 
on the foundation of that order. This time, 
however, it is in the light of the developments 

in our understanding of the extent to which 
conflict occurs in everyday life and the fact 
that humans continually negotiate obligations, 
rights, and even the meaning of communica
tion. The implication of research on conflict 
and negotiation in social life was that thele 
was much more going on in any formal or 
informal organization than met the eye or was 
defined by the formal description of its 
"function". This understanding raised the 
fundamental problem of social order: an 
understanding of the institutional arrange
ments such as the division of labor and the 
mechanisms for maintaining roles, organiza
tions, markets and contracts cannot tell us: 
1 why people will fulfill their mutual obliga
tions, 
2. what will ensure that they find their 
activities meaningful; 
3 what the collective goals will be; 
4 how the collective goals will be attained; 
5. who will be in charge of what; 
6 how risks, uncertainty and conflict will be 
managed 
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In short, it became startlingly clear that it is 
not at all evident from the organization of 
society, why people continue to participate in 
it. This is because there is conflict over the 
kind of person who will produce, distribute, 
and use resources; as some individuals or 
groups will tend to monopolize access to 
resources, this is perceived as unjust by others 
in the social order. Secondly there is continual 
conflict and negotiation over what goals are 
appropriate for individuals and types of people 
and the goals of each are never entirely 
compatible. The issue of why people continue 
to participate in society cannot thus be 
answered by looking at the identity they share, 
the goals they share, the means to achieve the 
goals, who belongs to the group and who 
doesn't and who is to do what, because there 
is in the very organization of society, conflict 
over these issues. The Hobbesian problem 
thus arises in the heart of society rather than in 
the "state of nature." 

The answer to why people participate in 
society can only come from their willingness to 
give up short-term gains for long-term ones. 
Such a civilization can only come from a 
meaningful set of ideas - a compelling 
world-view which puts everyday action in 
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perspective and a system of values that 
commit a person to his fellows. We shall focus 
presently on what Eisenstadt offers as the 
cultural foundations for the "ground rules" of 
social organization - the beginnings of the 
"solution" to the problem of social order 
indicating the dynamic role of ideology in 
modernization. The question arises: what is 
the connection between the role of ideology in 
society and the role of tradition in moderniza
tion? Just as modernization cannot be under
stood without looking at ideology, social 
change cannot be comprehended: both are at 
the heart of social change in society, both 
involving a relationship between some basic 
problems in social life and the attempt to 
grapple with these problems through an 
ideology. Moreover, it is traditional world
views which are usually the source of these 
ideologies. What significance does the 
problem of social order have for rural deve
lopment? 

The issue highlights the role of participation. 
Rural development projects compared to 
urban projects on the whole involve a much 
higher proportion of labor to capital. In other 
words, the technological inputs are, relative to 
urban projects, less significant, while the 
human factor, be it in the numbers of the 
target population, reaching them, ascertaining 
their members, or encouraging their participa
tion, is more significant. Thus the problem of 
participation, while not the only factor in rural 
development, is certainly of great importance. 

It is the aim of this section of the paper to 
demonstrate that since the question of partici
pation is at the heart of the problem of social 
order (as we have seen above), we 
have to look carefully at ideology because it is 
inextricably linked to why people participate. 
Moreover, it is contended that the reasons 
people would, or would not, participate in a 
rural development project are in principle no 
different from why they would participate in 
society in general. This is because both 
processes involve the construction of trust, the 
allocation of power and other resources, and 
the provision of meaning, three requirements 
any collectivity has to fulfill in order to survive 
as such. The difference, of course, is that the 
manner in which ideology deals with the 
interrelationship of these three factors in 
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society is "given" in their tradition, while for 
the architect/planner, the problem is to supply 
an ideology that will engender a reasonable 
degree of trust, a tolerable allocation of 
resources and make the larger goals of the 
project somewhat meaningful. The reason 
that the three factors are qualified by 'rea
sonable', 'tolerable', and 'somewhat' are 
because there cannot in principle be a wholly 
satisfactory solution to these problems, since 
they impinge on predicaments of human 
existence which are basically unsolvable. It is 
to these predicaments that we now tum 
because it is necessary to understand them in 
order to understand that ideology can never 
be static and more importantly, that many of 
these predicaments playa crucial part in the 
future of a project. 

The role of a rural project takes us back to the 
notion of community: because it involves a 
significant infusion and allocation of resources. 
The construction of trust (which includes the 
satisfactory settlement of conflicts) and the 
provision of meaning (by having to justify the 
goals of the project), a project involves the 
creation of a community. It will stand or fall 
depending on the extent to which it can satisfy 
these three requirements A look at these 
predicaments will allow us to show the part 
ideology plays in satisfying these require
ments In other words, it provides a basis for 
understanding the role Islam plays in a society 
that is in dynamic tension, that is constantly 
changing. It will show that ideology, when 
understood this way, does not consist simply 
of vaguely-held opinions on abstract matters 
or a quaint set of beliefs, but is connected to 
issues of central importance in life. 

The Basic Human Predicaments 

Man's Relationship to Society 

We shall start with the process of socialization 
because it is a microcosm of the tensions and 
conflicts that abound in man's relationship to 
society, which generates a consistent urge to 
make them meaningful. The process of 
socialization involves the upbringing of 
children into adulthood and the guidance, 

through training and experience, of adults 
from one stage of their lives to another. At the 
heart of the predicament is a conflict between 
this long dependence of the child on the adult, 
and the very aims of socialization: the creation 
of a "relatively autonomous, self-regulating 
and responsible individual" 9 There are several 
tensions involved, including the following. 
there is a tension between attachment and 
dependency and the feeling of arbitrariness 
and exploitation. As the individual gains in 
autonomy, he tends to perceive some aspects 
of their action and their power over him as 
arbitrary. He thus tends to rebel against the 
rules and norms he grew up with But this is 
charged with ambivalence: the urge for 
independence meets the fear of separation, 
while the very urge is couched in terms and 
values acquired from and held by the very 
individuals from whom he struggles to gain 
some autonomy. Another built-in conflict 
arises in the process by which the individual 
acquires some mastery over himself and his 
environment The process involves acquiring 
different skills and strategies which tend to 
conflict with one another. As the child deve
lops a broader range of relationships than the 
one of simple attachment, he learns to mani
pulate; in some situations he learns to adapt to 
changing situations, in others to generate 
bonds of friendships, and lastly, to seek for the 
meaning of things and events he notices 
around him. Each of these relationships 
requires a different and often conflicting way 
by which one separates from objects of early 
attachment and enters into new relationships. 

The point of focusing on socialization is that 
individuals express and exercise these different 
and contradictory relationships as adults in 
society, and it is in the interplay of them that 
we shall see the dynamic role of ideology in 
society 

Every society generates a body of rules to 
ensure some continuity and predictability in 
social life. There are rules governing the 
distribution of basic resources like land, the 
division of labor, and marriage No less 
important are rules of communication, both 
verbal and non-verbal and rules governing the 
allocation of authority and its rights and 
obligations in any organization. These rules 
have another component: they are legiti-



mized, that is, considered right and proper on 
the basis of some primjple. The problem is 
that individuals and groups tend to restrict 
these rules and seek further advantage. We 
return to the three basic requirements - the 
construction of trust, the allocation of power 
and other resources, and the provision of 
meaning. Thus, there is a tendency for cliques 
and interest-groups to form so that trust 
is given to a certain type of person, be 
it a relation, a member of an ethnic group, or 
to a member of a class or institution. 
Resources such as goods, information, 
prestige and power tend to get accumulated, 
and hierarchies tend to form. Spontaneity will 
tend to be restricted through elaboration of 
rules. This is seen as arbitrary by certain 
individuals and groups, and the ideology is 
used to express the following contentions: 

• between hierarchy and equality, 
• between instrumental goals and larger 

societal goals, 
• between competition and conflict, and 

solidarity and consensus, 
• between the accumulation of resources and 

their equitable apportionment, 
• restrictive rules and spontaneous expression. 

Anthropologists such as Victor Turner have 
called this tension between structure and 
"antistructure," between the social roles and 
positions which separate human beings from 
one another, and the need for humans to 
remind one another of a generic, "natural" 
bond that comes from common origins and a 
common fate. They have noted several tra
ditional practices which contain and express 
these tensions. In tribal societies it is in rites of 
passage - the transition from childhood to 
adulthood that these "antistructural" values 
are stated, if only temporarily. In addition, 
pilgrimages large and small, general or local, a 
common practice in several civilizations, 
express similar values, while more permanent 
expressions can be seen in certain mystical 
movements and breakaway sects. 

The point about these practices is that they 
attempt to encompass these tensions within a 
larger framework of meaning, thus releasing 
some pressure. Moreover, the source of these 
more comprehensive statements is in ideo
logy. However, these tensions can never be 
resolved with finality. 
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The relevance to the planner/architect of this 
is two-fold: firstly, in every project, competing 
interests will develop, and the structure of 
these interests will have to be ascertained 
before one can understand participation. For 
example, various groups like clans, families, 
ethnic groups and other groups sharing cha
racteristics such as locality, or a specialization, 
may restrict access to resources and convert 
one resource such as power into another, such 
as prestige, by setting up a network of 
patronage, for example. Whether or not this 
becomes serious, it is highly likely that indi
viduals or groups will perceive this as being the 
case, and as such, the perception will become 
consequential. Secondly, participation may 
well be enhanced if ways can be found to 
ameliorate unfairness and perceived unfair
ness and to express and reinforce the larger 
goals that are aimed at encomposing the 
inevitable conflicts. Local leadership should, if 
possible, include those who are able to 
convincingly relate the goals of the project to 
the ultimate goals of life as understood by the 
participants. These in Muslim society may be 
the local Sufi shaikh or the mulla, though not 
necessarily. The point is that all the tensions in 
a society point toward a search for (or a 
respect for) individuals who can be decisive in 
determining the fate of a planning or archi
tectural project. 

Man and Nature 

The second predicament is more important 
for rural than for urban people: man's com
plex relationship to nature. Nature provides 
for man's needs, but nature can also be harsh 
- storms, droughts, floods, pestilence and 
epidemics strike society and bring destruction, 
death, pain and loss. Man cannot control a 
capricious nature; yet, to fulfill his needs he is 
compelled to do so to the best of his ability. 
Man is in some ways part of nature, yet is 
quite conscious of being apart from it. Many 
systems of thought have been generated to 
make his predicament comprehensible, but 
nature has yet to be conquered. 

It is quite likely therefore, that religious 
desires to placate the forces of nature will be 

powerful, especially where natural forces are 
more capricious and dangerous. For example, 
where dwellings are often ravaged by storms, 
elaborate rituals, rules and taboos will tend to 
be associated with their location, orientation 
and protection. Similarly, especially in rural 
areas there will be a tendency to "naturalize" 
man's cultural artifacts. For example, societies 
may associate phases of building with phases 
of human gestation, or associate parts of a 
building with parts of the body. Religious 
specialists may playa part in critical phases of 
construction, such as locating a site, starting 
the construction or purifying a dwelling before 
the inhabitants move in. There may also be 
rites consecrating a site, a village or even its 
surrounding land, at various points in the year. 

4 

In many rural societies, men have established 
an elaborate homology between the cosmos 
and man. In Iran, for example, every month 
of the year has been associated not only with 
the elements and the cosmos, but also with 
agricultural activities, and with parts of the 
body, which, in tum, link their religious beliefs 
concerning human life, human nature and 
man's destiny. "Whatever the ultimate source 
of the faith of a man or group of men mayor 
may not be, it is indisputable that it is 
sustained in this world by symbolic forms and 
social arrangements .. "10 "Man-made space can 
refine human feelings and perceptions. It is 
true that even without architectural form, 
people are able to sense the difference 
between interior and exterior, closed and 
open, darkness and light, private and public. 
But this kind of knowing is inchoate. Archi
tectural space - even a simple hut sur
rounded by clear ground - can define such 
sensations and render them vivid .... the built 
environment [also 1 clarifies social roles and 
relations. People know better who they are 
and how they ought to behave when the arena 
is humanly designed rather than nature's raw 
stage." 11 

In short, strong feelings may be held about 
certain spaces, places, and thresholds, which 
may express society's categories, be held 
sacred, considered taboo or require to be 
cleansed or consecrated. Any rural project 
should investigate them, see the degree of 
consensus in beliefs about them, and take 
them into consideration if necessary and 
possible. 
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Man's Biological Urges and Social 
Responsibilities 

The third predicament has to do with man's 
instinctual urges to emotional and sexual 
self-gratification. It is a fundamental paradox 
that children have a lengthy dependence on 
their parents, and adults are potentially always 
available for sex (while animals have specific 
rutting periods). Lengthy child-care and 
rampant sexuality are thus incompatible. Since 
the incest taboo is almost universal, this means 
that man has to control himself because he 
needs society and has to develop rules to 
regulate sexuality. These rules tend to cover a 
wide range of matters: in all societies 
reciprocity of gifts and services is important; in 
many societies the onset of puberty and 
menstruation are marked by elaborate rituals; 
the sexuality of women is often carefully 
controlled; elaborate kinship patterns develop 
and enormous resources are exchanged at 
marriage and death. 

There are four matters of concern for the 
architect/planner: 

1) All societies have patterns of residence 
which often change at puberty and marriage. 
These rules will affect the location and con
figuration of settlements, although the ideal 
must be carefully compared with the practice. 

2) Rites of puberty and marriage often 
require the use of public space. 

3) Spaces and places often reflect and are 
ranked and allocated according to age, kin 
relation (or some other basis for seniority), 
and sex. For example, only people of certain 
rank can use parts of a dwelling, certain types 
of relationship require avoidance, and very 
often men and women use specific spaces. 
This may vary over the time of day, and here 
as well, idea and practice have to be weighed. 

4) There is a threshold of privacy in every 
society. In the Middle East, for example, the 
seclusion of women from certain categories of 
males is an important factor in the use of 
household space and the orientation of 
dwellings with respect to one another. 
Although this is not the case in many Muslim 
societies, and exists in non-Muslim societies as 
well, every culture has a threshold between 
the private and the public. These thresholds 
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have to be ascertained and their significance 
has to be weighed in order that a project be in 
tune with deeper forces that generate them. 

Man's Relationship to the Cosmic and 
Natural Order 

It is universal in human society for man to be 
conscious of death and anxiously aware of its 
suddenness. In all societies there are elaborate 
rituals around burial and a notion of an 
afterlife - be it expressed in ancestor
worship, the notion of a soul, a spirit, a ghost 
or a shade. This awareness is not only a 
metaphysical urge to comprehend death: it 
also charges man's participation and res
ponsibilities in social life with a certain degree 
of anxiety. Not only can life be shortened by 
death, but it can leave close ones stranded or 
intensifies man's urges to ensure that his kin 
and progeny (who willi be defined differently 
from society to society) have something to rely 
on, and this anxiety heightens his awareness of 
the scarcity of resources. This is a predicament 
because death cannot be conquered, even 
though the ways in which death can be 
understood and responsibilities can be met, 
may ease this somewhat. 

The implications of this predicament are 
two-fold: 

1) Religious beliefs are likely to continue to 
playa significant role in social life. Moreover, 
the explanations of death provided by religion 
involve a wide range of matters including the 
existence of another realm, of God or higher 
power, a notion of salvation or some other 
resolution of the problem of human fallibility, 
as well as the basis of human identity. In many 
cases, a project or endeavor's success 
depended upon whether or not it could 
provide or reinforce a viable sense of identity 
based in some way on the ultimate fate of 
man. In other words, as so many successful 
projects have shown, the strongest loyalties to 
a project, the greatest willingness to give up 
individual, local or other interests for the good 
of the group comes when it finds a place in 
man's ultimate goals in life. The history of the 
Muslim reformers in Atjeh, Indonesia is a 

classic case in point. A reformer of the 
nineteenth century" advocated the fulfillment 
of ibadah [religious responsibilities] with 
special stress on prayer .... and he also linked 
ibadah with public works projects .... not only 
did he get a new chief mosque, .... but bridges 
and roads were also put in hand in the same 
manner ... a century later Daud Beureueh [a 
Muslim reformer] was instrumental in having 
roads and bridges repaired, and in having a 
new irrigation channel constructed and old 
ones cleaned up. These projects exemplify the 
way in which ulama [religious scholars] 
create among villagers a new, albeit tem
porary, sense of identity outside of kinship." 
The irrigation project's success was underlined 
not only by the fact that one village had 
dammed another's water supply for years, but 
also by the extraordinary high level of parti
cipation: "There were never less than 300 men 
working each day, and at times there were as 
many as 2000 .... No one was paid for these, 
Daud having convinced the owners [of the 
land through which the channel ran] to 
consider the property a wakaf, land given for 
religious purposes." Moreover, there were 
hundreds from among those who did not 
benefit from the project who came to help 
because "It was a good thing to do - there 
would be a reward for them in the after
worldl2." 

2) This predicament underlies man's anxiety 
about the scarcity of resources, and the power 
of this anxiety is not to be underestimated, 
particularly when it comes to the allocation of 
various physical and other resources and the 
tendency to hoard them. 

Islam: Its Practice and Meaning 

We now look at the sources of some of these 
ideas which generated and inspired participa
tion. The preceding analysis is aimed at 
providing guidelines on the part meaningful 
ideas play in the problems faced by people in a 
society, and in the changes that are constantly 
taking place within it. This section focuses on 
Islam, and the first part of it will deal with 
certain practices which are considered basic 
because they are almost universally accepted 



as being such. However, they offer only a 
partial understanding, and the second section 
deals with two major orientations of Islam, the 
sources of basic ideas on the nature of man, 
his relationship to the world and to the 
cosmological order, which, we have seen, are 
at the heart of his participation in society. The 
paper will then give a brief account of rural 
Islam in Africa as an example of its practice in 
particular setting. 

Islam in Its Universal Practice: The Five 
Pillars 

Almost all Muslims accept the Five Pillars of 
Islam as the basic criteria for being a Muslim. 
(See Eickelman 1981: 206ff, for 1m excellent 
description. Uncited quotes are from this 
account). The first is the shahada or declara
tion of the faith: There is no God but God, 
and Muhammad is his messenger (to which 
the Shi'ah add "Ali is the Commander of the 
Faithful and Vicegerent of God"). This 
utterance has long been considered by many 
Muslims to be the basic signal that the 
individual has entered or is within the ummah 
or community of Islam The second pillar is 
the sakit of five daily ritual prayers. Muslims 
are supposed to cleanse themselves ritually, 
face Mecca next to one another whenever 
possible, and pray at dawn, noon, mid
afternoon, sunset and dusk The third pillar is 
zakiit or almsgiving. "In some countries at 
certain periods the zakiit has been an 
obligatory tax upon all Muslims who can 
afford to pay it. The Koran enjoins the 
wealthy to set aside at least part of their wealth 
for the destitute of the Muslim community. 
Most almsgiving .... remains personal and 
direct; the donor has a more direct contact 
with his clients." 

The fourth pillar is sawn (or rUzeh, in Iran), 
fasting. "All adult Muslims who are in good 
health are expected to fast, and despite the 
fact that many persons privately may choose 
not to do so, public fasting is observed almost 
everywhere. During [the month of] 
Ramadan, Islam is more consciously brought 
into daily activities ... eating, drinking, 
smoking, and sexual intercourse are pro-
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hibited between dawn and sunset and, more 
significantly, Muslims are expected to engage 
in spiritual self-renewal. At night, in contrast, 
sociability is in many ways increased, visiting 
among friends and relatives is intensified," 
and life in the streets is far more active. 

"The fifth pillar is the hajj or pilgrimage to 
Mecca, obligatory once in a lifetime for every 
Muslim economically and physically able to do 
so. Even more than the month of fasting, the 
pilgrimage is an obligation that removes 
pilgrims from the constraints of ordinary, 
particular obligations. From the moment 
pilgrims set out on the journey, they are 
removed from ordinary society and become 
'liminal' in the sense of the term made popular 
py Victor Turner. Pilgrims agree to dedicate 
their lives to Islam and must be in a state of 
ritual consecration to make a valid pilgrimage. 
Pilgrims may not uproot plants or shed blood 
- if they do so, they must atone for it by ritual 
means. Sexual intercourse is also forbidden. 
As a sign of their consecration, if they die 
while on pilgrimage, they are thought to enter 
paradise immediately." 

"During the pilgrimage, ordinary social re
lationships with kinsmen, neighbours, and 
others assume a diminished importance. 
One's identity as a Muslim and brotherhood in 
Islam are of paramount significance. Every 
step of the way becomes highly symbolic of 
the pilgrim's wider identification with Islam; 
the web of particularistic social relationships is 
supposed to be transcended. Ritually speak
ing, the Ka'ba is regarded as the symbolic 
center of the world, however peripheral it 
might be in terms of the ordinary social and 
political systems in which pilgrims are other
wise enmeshed." 

"In recent years, more than a million pilgrims 
annually have made the voyage. Its timing 
changes each year, for as with other key 
Islamic rituals, the time of the pilgrimage is set 
by the lunar calendar. Pilgrims from nearby 
countries arrive by bus and even by foot; those 
from more distant locales arrive by air, with 
only small numbers now arriving by sea." 

Although only a very small proportion of rural 
Muslims go to Mecca for hajj; the impact of 
the interchange of ideas in Mecca and their 
influence throughout the Muslim world 
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through the prestige of the hajjis (those who 
have been on the hajj) have been very great in 
the history of Islam. 

The Sunni and the Shi'ah. Although the great 
majority of Muslims are Sunni, and believe 
that at the death of the Prophet Muhammad 
the leadership of the ummah ( community) 
went to the Caliph, selected by the leaders of 
the ummah, a significant minority called the 
Shi'ah believe otherwise The Shi'ah are a sect 
rather than an orientation, and hold that 
leadership went to Ali, the cousin and son-in
law of the Prophet and continued in here
ditary succession. Although the Shi?ah pre
dominate in Iran, they are to be found in 
many parts of the Muslim world, and consist 
of several sects of which the Ismailis are one. 

Islam in Its Meaning: the Legalistic and the 
Sulk Orientations 

We shall start with some major elements in 
the classical, literate Islamic tradition because 
the holders of these traditions have played a 
vital role in the establishment of the Islamic 
tradition and its spread throughout the 
Muslim world. As has been alluded to above, 
the Islamic tradition has been far from 
homogenous. Scholars have referred to the 
major differing orientations in the tradition 
variously as dimensions (Schimmel 1976), 
poles (Mahdi 1975), movements, etc., and the 
most prominent of these are the legal or 
Shar'iah-minded and the mystical or Sufi 
orientations. Since from early on in Islam 
there were legal scholars who were Sufi and 
vice versa, it would not be accurate to call 
them sects, or to refer to one as orthodox and 
the other heretical. A brief account of the 
broad nature of these two orientations is 
pertinent because the exponents of both have 
played and continue to playa vital role in rural 
life, each of them albeit in ways that have 
widely differed from time to time and from 
place to place. 

The legalistic orientation in Islam draws upon 
the prescriptions for proper action derived 
from the Koran, considered the word of God, 
and the prescriptions, advice and actions of 
the Prophet Muhammad, God's messenger. 
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The Shari' ah is the embodiment of the ritual 
prescriptions and moral ordinances covering 
marriage, inheritance, personal conduct, 
cleanliness, food prohibitions, and privacy. 
The holders of this tradition are usually called 
the ulamii (sing. 'iilem), and their organiza
tion is relatively decentralized: they acquire a 
certification (sometimes called ejiizeh) from a 
religious institution of learning (of which the 
Azhar in Cairo is a well-known example), but 
the degree of accountability to the ulamii in 
general is lower than in, say, that of priests in 
the Catholic church. In fact, the ulama have 
rarely constituted a tightly-organized cor
porate body. They have in recent times 
attained a significant place in various com
munities as arbiters of the Muslim conscience. 
They have also gained considerable political 
power in many nations although their position 
in Iran today is unique in Islamic history. 

The Sufis, on the other hand, tend to see the 
shari' ah or law as a means to mystical union. 
They enjoin spiritual meditative or ecstatic 
practices to attain union with God or a taste of 
the divine. To the shari' ah they add the 
tariqah, the path of mystical life, to islam, 
submission to God's law, they add ehsan, the 
inwardly-oriented more rigorous life of the 
good. While "the ulama possessed ilm 
knowledge, essential information transmitted 
ordinarily from person to person through the 
isniids (chains of authority) of the hadith 
reports, the Sufis possessed ma'rifah (again a 
synonym for 'Um), a different sort of know-

. ledge, not that of report but that of ex
perience, gained by adherence to the selselah 
[spiritual geneology] which, like the isniid, 
also led back to Muhammad"!'. Their organi
zation has tended to be hierarchical, with 
authority allocated more emphatically over 
groups or regions on the basis of some 
ranking, with the shaikh, qutb, or pir as the 
head and his khalifah or designates heading 
branches scattered over large areas. The Sufis, 
particularly since the fourteenth century A.D 
have tended to form large, powerful orders, 
themselves called tariqahs, which have played 
a major religious, economic and political role 
in many parts of the Muslim world. They have 
also been responsible for the conversion of 
large numbers of Muslims in Africa, South, 
East and South-East Asia. Although most Sufi 
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Distribution and Population of Muslims in Rural Areas 

Asia 

Total Muslims+ 
a) South West Popul (M) % Rural (% ofTotal) 

Afghanistan 127 80%+ ca 95% 
Egypt 378* 50%+ 93% 
Iran 337 528% 98% 
Iraq 105 387 95% 
Jordan 21 23%+ 95% 
Kuwait 1 1 nla 95% 
Lebanon 2 1 381% ca 50% 
Saudi Arabia 76* 75%+ 98% 
Syria 81 506% 86% 
Turkey 41 9* 68%+ 98% 
United Arab 
Emirates 076 nla 90% 
Yemen Arab Rep 50* 73%+ est 100% 
YemenP D R I 7 ca 75% est 100% 

Total 1579 

b) South, East & South East 

Bangladesh 789 88% 85% 
India 6258 79% 10% 
Indonesia 1183 83% 90% 
Malaysia 102 61% 40% est 
Pakistan 749* 59%+ 97% 
P R China 960 85%+ 1 6% est 
Philippines 437 57% 5% 
Thailand 44 68% 4% 

Total 1,955.8 

No Muslims (est.) 

1207 
35 15 
3302 
998 
20 
1 05 
105 
745 
697 

4106 

068 
50 
1 7 

15545 

6707 
6258 

10647 
408 

72 65 
16 *** 
2 19 
1 76 

3328 
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Africa 

Total Muslims + 
a) West & Sahel Pop (M) % Rural [% ofTotal) No Muslims (est) 

Chad 41 90%+ ca 50% 205 
Gambia 0.6** 85% 85% 051 
Guinea 50** 84%+ 75% 375 
Ivory Coast 6.7 67% 25% 1 68 
Mali 6 1 ** 90%+ 90% 549 
MaUlitania 13 77% 95% est 124 
Nigel 4.5 90%+ 95% est 428 
Nigeria 79** 70%+ 47% 37 13 

Total 1222 5613 

b) North-East and Eastern 

Ethiopia 293 87% 425% est 1245 
Kenya 109 91% 3% 033 
Sudan 16 est. 86% 70% 112 
Tanzania 15+ 90%+ 35% 525 
Uganda 95 93% 10% 095 
Somalia 32 60%+ 99% 317 

Total 689 3335 

Eastern Europe & Soviet Union 

Total Muslims+ 
Pop (M) % Rural (% ofTotal) No Muslims (est) 

Bulgaria 88 41% majority ? 
USSR 2497 42% 9% 2247 
Yugoslavia 21 3 59% 8% 1 7 

Total 2798 24 17 

Grand Total: World Population of Muslims 641.45 

Caution, as usual, is advised with lespect to the reliability and commenswability of demogtaphic data, 
pat ticulat ly on I eligious and ethnic categories, and also because dates of censuses vary somewhat 

Sources Alifigllles ate from the U N Demographic Yeatbook New York Stati5ticalOfjice, 
Depat tment of Intelllatiomli Economic & Social Affails, UN, 1979 [30th issue], e>.cept for 

* World Bank, 1980, Ismail Selageldin [Technical A 5sistance and Special Silldies fOl Ewope, 
Middle East and NOIth Africa} 

+ CountliesojtheWorld, US DepattmentofState, 1979 
** Islam in Tropical Africa, I M Lewis, ed , 1980 [2nd edition} 

*** The Muslims of China, R Istaeli, 1980, London and Malmo Cw zon Press, and Atlantic 
Highlands (U SA) Humanities Press 

Summary of Data 

These data, drawn from different sources, 
tell us approximately how many Muslims 
there are in the world; and what proportions 
ofthe countries they live in are rural We can 
thus only make an indirect and rough, but 
fairly educated guess as to the populations, 
of Muslims that are rural, by inferring that 
from the total production that it rural. 

South, South-East and East Asia are by far 
in the lead in the numbers of Muslims: this 
area contains more than 300 million 
Muslims, and the average percentage of the 
rural population is 72 5 percent. The largest 
number of Muslims live in Indonesia, 
Pakistan and India, together with an average 
rural population of 77 per cent. Next comes 
South-West Asia, with a total Muslim 
population of 155 45 million and an average 
of 56 per cent rural, with Turkey, Egypt and 
Iran with Muslim populations far ahead of 
the rest West Africa and the Sahel region 
come next with 56 13 million Muslims and a 
high average rural population of 81 6 per 
cent In this region, Nigeria enjoys by far the 
largest numbers of Muslims The North 
African region follows, with 39 55 million 
Muslims and'an average rural population of 
51 per cent In short, there is every 
indication, particularly in regions where the 
largest number of Muslims live, that 
overwhelming numbers live in rural areas 
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tariqahs in the Middle East have suffered a 
decline since the nineteenth century, they are 
thriving in many areas in Africa, South Asia 
and Indonesia. 

Man, Society and the Cosmos: A 
Comparison of the Two 
Orientations 

A considerable amount of confusion has 
arisen concerning the beliefs held by Muslims 
in the respective orientations. This is partly 
due to the fact that these orientations often 
coexist in a Muslim community, and partly 
because the Sulic orientation often develops 
on the legalistic one, and this is usually a 
process of reorientation rather than one of 
dramatic conversion. The comparison is there
fore between two ideal types (after Max 
Weber) separated out from the context in 
society, each type singled for analytic clarity. 
As we have noted, they are given here 
because they are a primary source for the 
quest for meaning that is generated by the 
exigencies of society, and thus play an impor
tant part in the willingness of man to parti
cipate in society. If a project is to find a 
meaningful place in Muslim society, it will 
have to draw upon ideas such as these. 

God, Man and Mediation 

Legalistic 

In this orientation, God is wholly tran
scendent, and speaks to man through the 
Prophet, and even then, through an inter
mediary, the angel Gabriel. The communica
tion of God's word to man through the 
Prophet is through language, in the Koran, 
and less directly, through the example of the 
Prophet, the exemplar of God's will. In this 
orientation, God is to be obeyed, although 
God inspires the individual to faith, imiin. 
There is a tendency for the meaning of the 
Koran to be considered literal. Man has 
originated in time, and is a descendent of 
Adam and Eve. The individual is tempered or 
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refined by imbibing the will of God through 
obedience to the codes of conduct. Upon 
death, depending on his action, man will enter 
Paradise or hell, where his individuality will 
remain intact. The book and the law plays a 
pivotal part in the mediation between man 
and God: it provides the guidelines which 
bridge the gap between the social and the 
cosmological order. 

Sufi 

Here God is inunanent - attainable within 
man, but hidden, beneath veils, but also in the 
underlying unity of creation, beneath all the 
variety Man in pre-eternity was united to the 
cosmic order, and his arrival on earth marked 
a separation from which he suffers. The 
purpose of life is to re-attain this union by 
rekindling the spark or nurturing the Spirit 
(ruh) within. Here, man's individuality is not 
to be tempered, but annihilated. The aim of 
life is not to avoid damnation to hell and attain 
salvation in heaven, because heaven and hell 
tend to be considered states of being rather 
than places; one's individuality is not the 
object of salvation but itself an obstacle to 
union. Faith, inuin, is an attainment, a taste 
or experience of the other world, a step higher 
than an inner acquiescence to outer ritual, or 
proper conduct. Individual experience rather 
than the refinement of conduct is the ultimate 
measure of matters. Here, certain individuals 
have mastered this path, and can guide those 
who wish to experience it. The law tends here 
to be the means rather than an end, and the 
Koran is to be interpreted allegorically, for it 
contains codes and holds secrets: it is to show 
the way to the path, but more importantly, it 
is to be interpreted in the light of experience. 
Thus in this orientation, the Master, the Sufi 
saint (shaikh, pir) is the pivot, rather than the 
Book. I 

As literacy increases, and as Muslims gain 
greater access to the literate tradition of Islam, 
these kinds of ideas will in all probability 
spread, as Tijaniyya Sufism has, for example, 
among the Wolof of western Africa in recent 
years (D. Sharry, 1977), or, as the 
Mohammadijeh movement has spread in 

Indonesia. Such movement, influenced by a 
reformist, fundamentalist pulse in the central 
lands, have tended to look at hard word and 
communal action in society as the central task 
of the Muslim. They have often criticised what 
they consider superstitions of the past as 
hindering the progress of Islam, although 
Sufism has been more tolerant of such things 
than the legalistic orientation. 

Universal and Particularistic Islam: 
a Glimpse at Rural Africa 

The Five Pillars of Islam may be considered 
fundamental, but they are "ideals of conduct 
which are often perfunctorily and imperfectly 
realized!3," and the doctrinal orientations 
described above are complicated by a wide 
range of local variations. The clue to these 
variations is to be found in the part the literate 
tradition of Islam plays in the resolution of the 
fundamental exigencies of social life noted 
above. 

For example, Islam has provided the notion of 
a single transcendent God, even where the 
social and cosmological orders are not clearly 
segregated in African society. However, an 
assimilation of ancestor cults has taken place, 
and revered ancestors have been given a place 
amongjinns, angels and saints in the Islamic 
pantheon of lower spiritual entities. This has 
tended to occur where ancestors are clearly 
differentiated and where the clans and line
ages are viable in the society. In life-cycle rites, 
Islamic rites such as circumcision, marriage 
ceremonies and funeral rites have readily 
found a place. On the other hand, Islamic 
legal prescriptions on restitution, inheritence 
have been altered when they don't conform to 
local practices, but have been employed 
where certain individuals and groups wish to 
leave some traditional practices and res
ponsibilities behind. Spirit-possession cults 
have found a place among Muslims, partly 
because Islam, though disapproving, does not 
deny the powers behind them, and more 
significantly, they offer to relieve irresoluble 
psychological tensions in family life and offer 
participation to women and others denied a 
role in the public rituals of orthodox Islam!4 



In conclusion, Muslims themselves, through
out the Muslim world, and particularly in the 
face of modernization, have constantly been 
re-evaluating their tradition and finding new 
adaptations in changing circumstances. The 
challenge facing those who wish to transform 
rural life is whether to tap the powerful 
impulse to make sense of life, or ignore it 
because it is less measurable, not easily visible 
and more complex than infrastructure. 

Reference notes 

1 Howard Newby, "Rural Sociology", Current 
Sociology, Vol 28, I, Spring, 1980, p 8 

2 S N Eisenstadt, Revolution and the Transforma
tion of Society A Comparative Story of Civilisations 
(New York, The Free Press; London, Collier 
McMillan, 1973), pp 15-17 

3 James Siegel, The Rope of God (Berkeley and Los 
Angeles, University of California Pless, 1969), p 62 ff 

4 Cruise O'Brien, The Mourides of Senegal (Oxford, 
Clarendon Press, 1971), p 204 ff 

5 H S Morris, "The Divine Kingship of the Aga 
Khan: A Study of a Theoclacy in East Africa", 
South-Western JOUlnal of Anthropology Vol 14,1958, 
pp 454-472 E Gellner, "Post-Traditional Forms in 
Islam: The Turf and Trade, and Votes and Peanuts", 
Daedalus, Wtr, 1973, pp 191-205 R H Keshavjee 
(1981) 

6 Stanley J Tambiah, "The Persistence and Trans
formation of Tradition in Southeast Asia, with Special 
Reference to Thailand", Daedalus, Wtr, 1973, pp 
33-84 See p 55 

7 Victor Turner, Dramas, Fields and Metaphor 
(Ithaca, Cornell University Press, 1974), p 43 

R Eisenstadt, 1973 op cit, pp 15-18 

9 S N Eisenstadt, Toward a New Theory of Social 
Change, 1981 (Ms) 

10 C Geertz, Islam Obsell'ed (Chicago, University of 
Chicago Press, 1968), p 2 

11 Yi Fu Tuan, Space and Place (Minneapolis, 
University of Minnesota Press, 1979), p 102 

12 M G S Hodgson, The VentUle of Islam, Vols I, II, 
m (Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1974) See I, 
p 220 

13 I M Lewis, Ecstatic Religion (Harmondsworth, 
UK, 1971), P 58n 

Islam in Rural Areas' An Analytic Introduction 

14 Vincent Crapanzano, The Hamadsha: A Study on 
Moroccan Ethnopsychiatry (Berkeley, Los Angeles 
and London, University of California Press, 1973) 
I M Lewis, Islam in Tropical Africa (2nd edition), 
Intetnational African Institute (Bloomington, Indiana 
and London, Indiana University Press, 1980) 

10 


