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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

Background of the Study

This book presents an ethnographic study of the Jama‘ah Tabligh' in
Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia and Banda Aceh, Indonesia. Jama‘ah Tabligh
(JT) is reputed to be the largest of the numerous movements and
organisations dedicated to the revival, reform or revitalisation of Islam that
emerged in the twentieth century. It was founded by a charismatic Indian
‘alim (religious scholar) Mawlana Ilyas (1855-1944), from his base in the
Dar ul-‘Ulum, a reformist Sufi madrasah (religious school) in Deoband
near Delhi. From its base in India, Jama‘ah Tabligh grew rapidly so that
now it is active in “almost every country with a significant Sunni Muslim
presence” (Sikand, 2007: 129).

Among the places to which Jama‘ah Tabligh has spread and has had a
great deal of success in attracting new members — initially from members
of the South Asian Muslim diaspora and subsequently from among the
majority population of ethnic Malays — is Malaysia. JT has also managed
to establish a significant presence in neighbouring Indonesia, the country
with the world’s largest Muslim population.

It is often said that Islamic revivalism in Southeast Asia came from the
Middle East and in recent years a number of studies of Islamic revivalism
have stressed the connections between the two regions (Abu Bakar, 1991).
Most such studies are particularly concerned with uncovering the roots of
so-called Islamic radicalism in Southeast Asia by linking Islamic
revivalism to the perceived growth of Islamic political agendas (based on
the implementation of Islamic law and the establishment of an Islamic
state), tracing these back to developments in Middle Eastern Islam.

My interest in studying Jama‘ah Tabligh stemmed in part from my
sense that, although it had perhaps become the largest movement for

' Jama‘ah Tabligh is variously known as the “jama‘ak” (party), “tahrik”
(movement), “nizam” (system), “tanzim” (organisation), “tabligh” (missionary),
and “tahrik-i-iman (faith movement).



2 Chapter One

Islamic revival in Malaysia, and attracts steadily increasing numbers of
followers in Indonesia, it did not fit what was becoming the dominant
model of a Southeast Asian Islamic movement, including its South Asian
rather than Middle Eastern roots. This led me to a number of questions
about the relationship between JT and the general understanding of Islamic
organisations in the region. What are the sources of their views and
beliefs, and who and what are the main influences on their ways of life?
How do members see themselves as Muslims? To what extent do they
identify themselves instead as members of a transnational Islamic
community? What social networks have been formed among members of
the Jama‘ah Tabligh in Southeast Asia? In other words, how do they
negotiate their transnational activities, such as travelling to preach Islam,
while maintaining their group membership and family ties? And how are
their families supported economically while they devote themselves to
their religious activities?

There is quite large literature on Islamic revivalism and Islamic
radicalism in Malaysia and Indonesia (Salleh, 1999: 39-64; Abu Bakar,
1980; Anwar, 1987, 2003; Baharuddin, 1983, 1998, 1999; Dobbin, 1974;
Hafez, 1997; Mansurnoor, 1997, 2003; Eliraz, 2004; Lim, 2005; Thomas,
1988; Hamid, 2000; Azra, 2004; Jambhari, 2005; Sirozi, 2005; Effendy,
2004; Zada, 2002; Federspiel, 1999; and Crouch, 2005; Nagata, 1980,
1984, 1983, 2006; and Jomo and Shabery, 1992). Of these works, only a
few deal peripherally with the role of Jama‘ah Tabligh (Nagata, 1980 and
Jomo and Shabery, 1992) while two focus almost exclusively on it: the
first, by Abdul Rahman Haji Abdullah (1992), which compares JT with
Darul Argam,” and the second, by Abdul Aziz (2004), who studies the
movement in Indonesia by looking at its nature and history in some certain
provinces in Java.

Particularly important for my study is the book edited by Muhammad
Khalid Masud (2000) which gives rich data on the nature of this
movement, already transnationalised from its emergence in 1926. There
are also some studies of JT which treat it as a fundamentalist, radical,
Sufist, missionary and/or terrorist organisation (Ahmad, 1991; Rashid,
2006; Sikand, 2007; Reetz, 2003, 2005). My study therefore does not aim
primarily to fill a gap in the literature. As we shall see, the case of Jama‘ah
Tabligh challenges this way of characterising Islamic movements. My aim
in analysing this movement is similar to that of Charles Taylor, who
sought to characterise the Reform Master Narrative (RMN) within

% On Darul Argam, see Seng (2005, 2005b); Nagata (2004); Hamid (2004); Salleh
(1994); and Hassan (2006). This movement was banned in 1994 in Malaysia; see
an analysis in Meuluman (1996: 43-78).



