International Journal of Business, Economics and Law, Vol. 2, Issue 1 (June)
ISSN 2289-1552

2013

THE INFLUENCE OF CULTURE ON MUSLIM BUSINESS PRACTICE: REVIEW OF
LITERATURE
Muhammad Bin Ahmad
(md.ahmad@uum.edu.my)
UUM College of Business
Azizi Bin Abu Bakar
(abazizi@uum.edu.my)
UUM College of Business
Rizal Palil
(mr_palil@ukm.my)
UKM School of Accounting
Noor Hashimah Binti Dolah
(syima_0902@yahoo.com.my)
Kolej Matrikulasi Perlis
ABSTRACT
Studies that link business, culture and society are still few especially from the Islamic perspective. Whilst many theories have
been propounded regarding Islamic political frameworks, models for business and economy are few and really needed. A lack of
guidance based on research and study in the area may lead to a sense of misunderstanding among Muslims. This study examines
the influence of Islam and culture on business environment. Examines some approach in understanding culture. Culture has
been understood as interdisciplinary field where certain concerns and methods have converged. It is important as it enable
people to understand phenomena and relationships that were not accessible through any other disciplines. Culture change which
is an important theme is discussed. Changes of culture occur when individuals from different cultures come and live together.
Arguments from sociologists on the issue of religion in culture are highlighted. Religion is said as the expression of the values of
the society and attempts to safeguard these by endowing them with divine sanction. From cultural perspective of study it is
argued that religion is a major source of cultural perspective. Different points from Islamic perspectives on culture lead to
conclusion that differences in understanding culture and there is still a large degree of uncertainty in its use.
Keywords: Islamic culture, Islamic business, Religion, Islam

INTRODUCTION
It has been argued that Muslims tend to practice non-Islamic teachings in their daily lives. For example, Winstedt1 reports that
the impact of Indianising2 influences on the Malay world has been very significant thus, the Hindu-Buddhist influences on the
Malays of the Peninsula can be seen in the numerous rituals. Besides the Indian culture, other cultures seem to have influenced
and continue to influence Muslim people . Muhammad Abdul Rauf for example mentions that:
“ ... we tend, in seeking a reform, to borrow and import alien ideas and systems based on ideologies which have their negative
features and are inconsistent with our basic faith tradition. These foreign elements are superimposed on a substructure saturated
with Islamic ideals deeply rooted in the mind of our fellow believers whether they are dwellers in rural or urban areas, and
whether we are in the higher or the lower ranks of the social order. The result is contradiction and conflicts. In confusion, those
who are exposed to the glaring promises of getting rich quickly in the rotten methods of those imported systems, succumb to the
temptation and rush to the prestigious style of living. Others who fail to partake of these opportunities get frustrated and lose
their appetite for hard working and for excellence. Negligence, lethargy and indifference set in, and lead to inefficiency and less
productivity and to common suffering.”3
Al-Khatib, Dobie and Vitell,4 suggest that for basic survival needs, some people tend to behave unethically especially during
difficult economic situations.5 Ali discusses the Arab dual identity in detail, attributing it to two main factors: (1) colonialism,
which instilled feelings of inferiority in Arab thought and (2) the artificial division of lands into nation-states which is also a
factor of colonialism. The influx of multinational corporations into the region also contributed to cultural and social alienation.
As a result of social and political instability in countries like Egypt, people tend to believe everything in life especially temporal
systems of life that were imported into the country were temporary and were not convincing to become better choice for them.
This factor leads them to come back to religious teaching i.e., Islam, which is regarded as a way to stabilise the problem they
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have had. Modernization in Egypt was also commented on by Hassan al-Banna. He stated: “ ... there was a deterioration of
behaviour, morals and deeds, in the name of individual freedom … Books, newspapers and magazines appeared whose only aim
was to weaken or destroy the influence of any religion on the masses ... Young men were lost and the educated were in a state of
doubt and confusion.”6
Considering the aforementioned issues, it has been believed that is timely for a new piece of research to be conducted on Malay
Muslims to find out how they conduct their business and what culture they practice. The outcome of this research is vital to
answer how the above mentioned arguments are still applicable these days. It is also to document using the case study method,
the reaction of the Muslim businesspeople to other cultures and how they adapt without breaking core Islamic values.
LITERATURE REVIEW
This study focussed on the Malay culture and how it influences them in business settings. The definition of it has been discussed
in countless books and articles, and Hatch7 claims that there is still a large degree of uncertainty in its use. In discussing culture
and society, Turner8 defines a cultural study as “... an interdisciplinary field where certain concerns and methods have
converged; the usefulness of this convergence is that it has enabled us to understand phenomena and relationships that were not
accessible through the existing disciplines.” This study is not just interdisciplinary in approach but also a study on human life
materially and spiritually, “...whole way of life, material, intellectual and spiritual.” 9 In his book, William gives a wider
definition of culture thus:
“Culture is a description of a particular way of life, which expresses certain meanings and values not only in art and learning but
also in institutions and ordinary behavior. The analysis of culture, from such definition, is the clarification of the meanings and
values implicit and explicit in a particular way of life, a particular culture.”10
It is also defined as: “... shared motives, values, beliefs, identities, and interpretations or meanings of significant events that result
from common experiences of members of collectives and are transmitted across age generations.”11 Culture thus acts as a
medium of communication where people in certain society can be understood.
Culture change is, therefore, an important theme of this study. Among the studies that combined material and spiritual matters
were such as have been done by Frank Boas.12 His study covered intangible aspects such as on the artefacts, folktales, magical
practices and religious beliefs. From his study, he argued that changes of culture occur when individuals from different cultures
come and live together. Individuals tend to develop a new culture as they discover new knowledge, invent to produce something
new and finally spread or diffuse it from one another. This process leads to cultural changes or “acculturation”13.
Sociologists argue that religions are in close contact with cultures. However, religion can be differentiated from culture by the
existence of ‘supernatural power’, which is outside the regular process of nature14. Religion is concerned with the expression of
the values of the society, and attempts to safeguard these by endowing them with divine sanction. As a social phenomenon15
religion lays on two fundamental categories: beliefs and rites “...the first are states of opinion and consist of representation; the
second determined modes of action…Now the special nature of this object [rite] is expressed in belief.”16 According to
Durkheim17, the distinctive aspect of religion is that it deals with the references to the ‘sacred’ and the ‘profane’. He argues that
the ‘sacred’ consists of texts. They have special authority in religious traditions and are frequently used. On the other hand,
‘profane’ actions are related to religious rituals such as prayers. Other activities such as eating and drinking performed in
religious settings were also considered as ‘profane.’18 These acts affect religious forms, values and beliefs of the individuals and
transcend the circumstances and conditions of material life in the pursuit of spiritual goals which are rooted in faith19 .
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Belief is at the very heart of any religion20. Religious beliefs and rituals consist of meanings and cultural practices that are special
because people assume they are linked to a sacred and supernatural realm21. The understanding of faith is very important in this
study and acts as the main factor in developing the inner strength of a Muslim. It is also regarded in many religious traditions as
virtue or an ‘act of will or commitment’ to the person’s spiritual goal. Religious beliefs, in particular, express patterns of
meaning, which are significant to their believers.
Other than belief, prayer is also important when discussing the issue of religion. It is “the centre of religion.”22 It also brings
humans in direct contact with God, it is where faith comes into practice. The essence of prayer is stated by Heiler as, “... without
prayer faith remains a theoretical conviction; worship is only an external and formal act; moral action is without spiritual depth;
...”23 . Prayer is not just a close communion of man with God but the forms of the social relations of humanity are also reflected
from it.24
Sambur Bilal, studied prayer from the viewpoint of Muslim and Western scholars. He argues that from al-Ghazali’s perspective,
prayer acts as a strong psychological force on man and makes belief alive. 25 He also sees prayer as a religious and moral
guidance to man. 26 The other Muslim’s scholar, Ibn ‘Ata Allah sees prayer as a kind of human obedience toward God and not as
a kind of petition as it has been understood by some people. His argument is quite similar to what has been suggested by Iqbal.27
This study further suggests that, for Muslim scholars, prayer has a close relationship with morality.28 For Iqbal, prayer is “... an
inspiring source, which can transform and guide people to better levels.”29 Al Ghazali looks at prayer as a religious and moral
guidance to man.30 Similarly, from the Western point of view, Heiler for example divided prayer into prophetic and mystical
types.31 The prophetic type include social and worldly matters. The mystical type on the other hand concerns more on individual
satisfaction. From those studies, religion has been argued to have a positive contribution on morality. These interrelations will be
studied in depth in this research.
Other than what has been discussed by sociologists, culture is also discussed in the field of management. Humpreys32 discusses
three kinds of culture in organisations; national culture, organisational culture and occupational culture. He defends the
significance of religion in culture, and even stresses that religion is a major source of cultural perspective. Hofstede,33 puts
culture as a ‘mental software’ that makes people from same national cultures think and act in similar way. He defines
organisational culture as “... the collective programming of the mind which distinguishes the members of one group or category
of people from the other.”34 In organisational culture, religion is viewed as an important factor as it is in society in general. A
study35 which compares between faith-based and secular agencies indicates that in terms of culture, the faith-based agencies
applied religious values significantly in staff-client interactions. Some faith-based agencies are found to be using religious
symbols in their staff name cards and agency’s logo. The recent debate in the British media on the worker with the cross and the
Muslim woman with her veil are cases in point.
National culture is also noted in close relation with religious beliefs. Tibi 36 compared the influence of religion on culture in
Germany and in the Middle East and tried to understand how interblending of culture and religious values benefit social changes.
He concludes, in the case of the Middle East, the same thing can happen given the condition that the local culture has to be
renewed with modern understanding. This innovation is then to be structured with a development strategy with Islamic ethics to
become an essence.
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