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Abstract

The Seerah, the life and teachings of Prophet Muhammad (PBUH), provides
profound insights into early Islamic cultural practices, offering a model for
ethical conduct and societal organization. This study presents a comparative
analysis between the cultural norms of early Islam, as reflected in the Seerah,
and contemporary Islamic practices. It explores how core values such as justice,
compassion, community welfare, and respect for diversity, which were central to
the Prophet’s life and reforms, continue to influence modern Muslim societies.
The Seerah's emphasis on social justice, charity (Zakat), education, and the
empowerment of women is examined in the context of both early Islamic and
modern cultural frameworks. Modern Islamic practices, while grounded in these
timeless principles, reflect cultural shifts brought about by globalization,
technological advances, and evolving social structures. The study delves into how
modern issues like gender equality, governance, and economic systems have led
to new interpretations of Islamic teachings, particularly concerning women’s
rights and political participation. By comparing these two periods, the research
highlights the adaptability of Islamic principles and the ongoing relevance of the
Seerah in addressing contemporary challenges. The analysis concludes that
while modern Islamic societies continue to draw inspiration from the Seerah,
there is a dynamic evolution in how these teachings are applied in today’s
globalized world, offering pathways for cultural and religious integration.
Keywords: Seerah, Early Islam, Cultural Practices, Modern Islamic Practices,
Social Justice
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Introduction

The Seerah, the life of Muslims’ Prophet Muhammad SWA, is one of the most
neglected topics in Islamic studies because it encompasses profound details
about the socio-cultural and moral milieu of early Islamic civilization (Lings
1983). This narrates the life and teachings of the Prophet alone, but also depicts
the practices and cultures of Arabia in the 7th century. Seerah is a necessity that
connects the historical circumstances surrounding the origin of Islam to Muslims
and scholars who assist them in bridging the gap between the past and the
present (Ramadan 2007).

In recent decades, there seems to be an increasing interest in the study of
the Seerah, especially the cultural dimensions of the Seerah and whether these
match current practices in Muslim societies in the West or elsewhere (Esposito
2010). Such comparisons in the contemporary context are helpful in resolving the
problems of globalization, modernization, or cultural assimilation facing a
considerable number in out Muslim ummah today (Saeed 2006). In making
comparisons between early Islamic culture and modern-day practices, scholars
seek to develop a more sophisticated concept of Islamic identity in the context of
globalization (Abou El Fadl 2014). As well as this, the Sira reflects intercultural
communications, justice, virtues and ethics which are hardly inappropriate in
the plural and inter faith context (Armstrong 2006).

It is also claimed that the methods of Prophet (SAW) in constructing a
community, state, and resolution of disputes provide universal principles which
can be applicable today (Watt 1956). Therefore, such an analysis does not only
enrich understanding of history but also enhances the relevance of many Islamic
principles to contemporary societies (Khan 1998). This research intends to
explore the cultural reflections of the Seerah such as social, legal and moral
aspects in the context of [slamic terrorism and make a comparison between those

and the contemporary practices of different groups within the Muslim world.
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Cultural Reflections in the Seerah

Cultural context of the Prophet's life:

Prophet Muhammad’s (peace be upon him) life and mission was influenced by
the socio-political environment of the Arabian Peninsula of the Seventh Century.
The region was tribal in nature, with many families and clans that had formed
allegiances and enmities with each other. They all governed themselves, with the
highest virtue being to belong and be loyal to one’s tribe (Donner 2010). There
was no empire or state mechanism that formalized power and orthodoxy, and
order was often taken into tribal wars or custom (urf), which only further
strengthened tribalism (Crone 1987). Trade was the backbone of the economy of
the Arabian Peninsula while Mecca which was the place of birth of the Prophet
formed a great center of business as it lay at the intersection of many trade
routes.

Arabian trade routes began to evolve with new milestones as Arabia
reached out to Byzantium, Persia and other areas of the world, establishing
networks of interchange of precious goods and ideas. Peters (1994). It was during
this time that the mecca a mosque located in the country of Arabian Peninsula
became a place of power and influence as it drew pilgrims from all over the
peninsula and it turned be economical for the city of Mecca.” With widespread
tribal disconnection from Islam in this generation known as jahiliyyah among
Muslims (the Age of Ignorance). Different tribes could be seen worshiping a
number of idols which indicates that polytheism was the order of the day
(Hawting 1999).

Each tribe had its own gods, with the supreme deity being Allah, though
he was considered distant and uninvolved in daily life (Brown 2009). As it was
customary, idolatry was commonplace, especially in the Kaaba of Mecca, which
formed part of the Arab region. On tradition aspects, it was prevalent in that
women were not afforded any rights and the society glorified revenge, bravery
and loyalty as honourable attributes (Montgomery 1954). Islam, on the other

hand, fundamentally changed such manners because it introduced a unique faith
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that consolidated the warring tribes into one body that is founded upon justice,
equity and order (Watt 1956).

The role of culture in shaping Islamic practices:

Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) was culturally sensitive towards the customs and
behaviours that existed in the Arabian Peninsula prior to Islam and preserved
certain customs purely for the significant Moslem concepts.Despite such changes,
there were many elements that remained from Arabian culture but were much
more meaningful with new values attached to them. For instance, the yearly
pilgrimage (Hajj) to the Kaaba was a practice that existed among Arabs before
the advent of Islam, but it had a lot of idolatrous practices linked to it (Brown
2009). With the spread of Islam, the Prophet reoriented the significance of Hajj
to be pure devotion to Allah, purging it of its pagan roots and practices (Donner
2010). Likewise, practices of giving alms were transformed into Zakat, which
was a formalized ritually created for inequality intervention, and helping the
needy was not voluntary but a compulsory obligation (Esposito 2010).

Furthermore, tribal cohesion and a sense of cow justice were two concepts
that the Prophet adhered to and expounded further. But these were concepts
that had undergone a transformation in that they focused on the unity of the
Muslims Ummah (community) as opposed to the tribal bases of those divisions
(Watt 1956). This strategy enabled the earliest Christian Muslims to all modify
their identities in their cultural identities while enhancing and embedding a new
one into a different cultural context.While the changes in practices that were in
Islam were the emphasis, there were other new cultural practices that Islam
sought to introduce which were designed to change the moral equilibrium and
the social structure of the people.

These new norms were in many respects the revolutionary changes from
the pre-Islamic period especially in the areas of social justice and gender
relations and the code of ethics. For example, many of the male dominant
practices that were common in pre-Islamic Arabian society, such as the killing of

infant girls, were prohibited by Islam which also set forth some rights for women
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regarding inheritance, marriage, and divorce (Ahmed 1992). Unlike the oral
traditions common in that period, Islamic culture developed a strong emphasis
on the importance of knowledge, education and intellectual activity (Lapidus
2002). Moreover, Islam brought along a series of obligatory actions including the
five daily prayers (Salah) and swam (fasting) during the month of Ramadan that
cultivated a sense of shared religious belonging, fostering a common culture and
social order organized around the mosque (Denny 2006). These practices not only
created new social customs but also contributed further to the cultivation of the
discipline, patience and certain depth of inner world.

The Seerah as a source of cultural guidance:

The Seerah or the biography of the Prophet Muhammad peace be upon him is
considered the basic source of cultural and ethical values for Muslims. It can also
be claimed that the Prophet was a religious leader and statesman, in this case,
the comprehensive role model who sets an example for personal behavior, social
conduct and relations. Sunnah represents the actions in which the followers of
the prophet Muhammad are encouraged to perform. He serves as a model in
terms of dealing with Muslims as well as non-Muslims, having and displaying
great compassion, humility, and integrity (Ramadan 2007). Whether in
leadership positions or not the conduct of the Prophet provides a model for all
Muslims to follow even in international matters (Watt 1956).

His emphasis was on mercy and patience, urging Muslims to be just and
fair in all matters. His duties as a judger and an arbitrator also played an
important role of establishing dispute resolution through non-violent means, this
setting the pace for legal precedence and moral ethics among Muslims (Esposito
2010). The Seerah also talks of his devotion to the welfare of the downtrodden, in
particular women, orphans and the poor, which further illuminates the ethics of
Islam that remain relevant today (Brown 2009).Last but not the least the
Prophet is also remembered for his understanding of cultural differences and his
strong desire to promote mutual respect and understanding between the people

of different nations. One of the primary aims of the Prophet was to communicate
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the central tenets of Islam to as many people as he could, and this never
precluded the integration of local practices to the extent that was feasible and
recommended his followers to do likewise (Donner 2010).

One can say that with the Christians of Najran and the Jewish population
of Medina was able to reach an accord thanks to these mutual tolerances: the
Prophet Mohammed solaced himself while respecting the adherents of various
traditions and religions (Armstrong 2006). In fact, the Prophet’s manner points
to the fact that cultural sensitivities must be borne in mind during the
propagation of Islam. Similarly, he did not order these religious principles to be
made instantly, rather they were incorporated gradually so that the cultural
orientations of the people were retained (Watt 1956). Such a strategy contributed
to a level of cohesiveness to these Muslims who formed a heterogeneous
population and provides guidance on how Islamic communities should relate to
others in the world today (Esposito 2010).
Early Islamic and Modern Practices
Social customs and etiquette:
In Islamic culture, greetings and hospitality are of great significance, deeply
rooted in the teachings of the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him). The
standard greeting among Muslims is Adnudkm("Peace be upon you"),
which conveys goodwill and invokes blessings of peace. This greeting is
reciprocated with aAkm Am ("And upon you be peace"), reflecting mutual
respect and care (Lings 1983). The Prophet emphasized the importance of
greeting one another and advised that even small acts like exchanging greetings
foster brotherhood and unity in the community (Ramadan 2007).Hospitality is
another key aspect, with guests being seen as a blessing from God. Hosting
guests, sharing food, and offering help is a deeply ingrained cultural and
religious value in Muslim societies, following the Prophet’s example of generosity
and warmth (Watt 1956).

The Prophet's manners, characterized by humility, kindness, and

politeness, provide a model for how Muslims are encouraged to conduct
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themselves. Islam teaches that good manners are a reflection of strong faith, as
evidenced by the Prophet’s behavior toward people from all walks of life, treating
everyone with respect, regardless of their social status or faith (Donner 2010).
The family is considered the cornerstone of Islamic society, with clear guidelines
provided by the Quran and the Sxhon familial roles and responsibilities.
Islam places great emphasis on maintaining strong family bonds, with parents,
children, and extended family members all having distinct rights and duties
toward one another (Esposito 2010). The Prophet’s relationship with his family,
including his wives, children, and extended relatives, serves as an exemplar for
Muslims, highlighting respect, care, and fairness within family structures
(Ahmed 1992).

Gender roles are defined, but Islam also acknowledges the rights of
women within the family, granting them a status that was revolutionary for its
time in the Arabian Peninsula. The Prophet advocated for the proper treatment
of women and emphasized the importance of kindness and respect in marital
relationships (Lings 1983). In pre-Islamic Arabian society, social hierarchies
were rigid, with tribal affiliations and wealth determining one’s status. However,
Islam sought to break down these rigid hierarchies, promoting the idea of
equality before God. The Prophet Muhammad’s message emphasized that moral
and spiritual excellence, not wealth or lineage, were the primary measures of a
person’s worth (Brown 2009). While roles within society—such as those of
leaders, scholars, and workers—remain, Islam teaches that these roles should
serve the community’s welfare rather than perpetuate social divisions (Watt
1956). The S$ahalso demonstrates the importance of respecting different
social roles while maintaining humility. The Prophet interacted with the poor,
the enslaved, and the wealthy alike, ensuring justice and fairness in all his
dealings (Esposito 2010). His teachings continue to influence Islamic societies,
where maintaining the balance between respect for social roles and upholding

equality remains a central principle.
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Religious Practices

Islamic religious practices are centred on the B2 Hsof Islam, which serve as
the foundation for a Muslim's spiritual life. The daily prayers (H) are a core
ritual, performed five times a day at prescribed times, fostering discipline and
mindfulness of God (Esposito 2010). Fasting during the holy month of Ramadan
is another essential practice, where Muslims abstain from food, drink, and other
physical needs from dawn until sunset. This practice emphasizes self- control,
spiritual purification, and empathy for the less fortunate (Brown 2009). These
rituals, rooted in the teachings of the Prophet Muhammad (peace be uponhim),
guide Muslims in their personal and communal spiritual development.

The Hjan obligatory pilgrimage to Mecca for those who can afford it, is
one of the most significant religious practices in Islam. It takes place annually
and involves a series of specific rituals that commemorate the trials of Prophet
Abraham and his family (Peters 1994). The Umhis a lesser pilgrimage that
can be performed at any time of the year. Both pilgrimages emphasize the
concepts of equality, unity, and submission to God, as Muslims from diverse
backgrounds gather in worship (Donner 2010). Islamic religious festivals, such
as Hl df and HIdlg are moments of communal celebration and
spiritual reflection. Hidimarks the end of Ramadan and is a time of
feasting, charity, and family gatherings. E#ig known as the "Festival of
Sacrifice," commemorates Abraham's willingness to sacrifice his son in obedience
to God, and is marked by the sacrifice of animals, sharing with the poor, and
family celebrations (Esposito 2010).

Economic and Political Systems

Islamic governance emphasizes justice, consultation @ud and accountability,
modeled after the Prophet Muhammad’s leadership in Medina (Watt 1956). The
Prophet established the (@dbghely which is considered one of the
earliest examples of inclusive governance, where Muslims, Jews, and other
communities lived together under a social contract (Donner 2010). Leadership in

Islam is not hereditary but based on merit and piety, with the primary goal of
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serving the community's well-being. Trade and commerce were central to the
Arabian Peninsula during the Prophet’s time, and Islam places great emphasis
on fair dealings, honesty, and mutual benefit in business transactions.

The Prophet himself was a successful trader before his prophethood, and
his business ethics set the standard for Muslims (Peters 1994). Islamic economic
principles prohibit exploitation and usury (g promoting equitable
distribution of wealth and encouraging trade and productive investment. Social
welfare is a key component of the Islamic economic system. Charity (@) one
of the Helrs requires Muslims to give a portion of their wealth to the
needy, ensuring a minimum standard of living for all members of society. In
addition to Ai¢ Sdgh (voluntary charity) is encouraged as an ongoing
practice to support the welfare of others, emphasizing the importance of
compassion and social justice in Islamic society (Esposito 2010).

Arts and Culture

Pre-Islamic Arabia was rich in oral traditions, with poetry playing a central role
in expressing tribal honor, love, and valor (Montgomery 1954). With the advent
of Islam, the Quran became the pinnacle of Arabic literature, shaping the
linguistic and literary culture of the Muslim world (Brown 2009). While music is
a debated topic in Islamic jurisprudence, poetry continued to thrive, especially in
the form of devotional works praising God and the Prophet (Esposito
2010).Islamic architecture is distinguished by its intricate geometric patterns,
calligraphy, and use of space to create a sense of spiritual elevation. The
development of mosques, such as the Prophet's Mosque in Medina and the Dome
of the Rock in Jerusalem, exemplified the marriage of functionality and
aesthetics in Islamic architecture. Islamic design also extends to gardens,
palaces, and urban planning, reflecting the importance of harmony and beauty in
Islamic culture (Peters 1994). Islamic fashion is guided by principles of modesty,
with traditional dress varying across regions while adhering to Islamic values.
The hb(headscarf) is one of the most recognized symbols of Islamic dress for

women, though interpretations of modesty vary (Ahmed 1992). For men, modesty
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in dress is also emphasized, with the #ie(long garment) or similar attire
common in many Muslim-majority regions. These dress codes symbolize a
commitment to Islamic ethical values and cultural identity (Esposito 2010).
Cultural Adaptations and Innovations

The Impact of Cultural Exchange

From its inception, Islamic society was significantly influenced by the diverse
cultures it interacted with, particularly as the Muslim empire expanded beyond
the Arabian Peninsula. Early Islamic society absorbed various cultural practices
from Byzantine, Persian, and Roman civilizations. For instance, administrative
systems, architecture, and even some court customs were integrated into the
Islamic governance model, enhancing the efficiency and sophistication of early
Islamic states (Kennedy 2004).

The translation movement in Baghdad, which saw works of Greek
philosophy and science translated into Arabic, fostered an intellectual
environment that bridged Islamic thought with Hellenistic traditions (Saliba
2007). This cultural exchange enriched Islamic civilization and led to innovations
in medicine, mathematics, astronomy, and philosophy. As Islam spread across
regions, including North Africa, the Indian subcontinent, and Southeast Asia, it
adapted to local customs and traditions while retaining core religious principles.
The spread of Islamic culture involved not only the expansion of religious beliefs
but also cultural exchanges that shaped local traditions. In regions such as
Persia and India, Islamic culture blended with local artistic and architectural
styles, resulting in unique forms of Islamic art, literature, and architecture
(Hodgson 1974). Sufi traditions, for example, often integrated indigenous
cultural practices, helping to embed Islam within diverse societies while
promoting a common spiritual ethos across the Muslim world (Schimmel 1975).
Cultural Adaptations in Modern Muslim Societies
In today’s globalized world, Muslim societies face significant challenges in
preserving their cultural heritage while navigating modernity. Globalization,

with its rapid flow of ideas, technologies, and cultural influences, often leads to

24 https://jssr.online /index.php/4 /issue /archive



https://jssr.online/index.php/4/issue/archive

Social Sciences & Humanity Research Review
ISSN 3007-3170(0), ISSN :3007-3162(P)
Volume 2 issue 4,pp. 15-30

October- December 2024

tensions between traditional Islamic values and modern cultural norms (Roy
2004). Many Muslim communities are confronted with the pressure to modernize
while maintaining their religious and cultural identity, particularly in regions
where Western cultural influences dominate. Issues such as the adaptation of
modern technologies, fashion, and media consumption require a delicate balance
between preservation and adaptation (Esposito 2010).

In Muslim societies, culture plays a critical role in promoting social
cohesion and reinforcing identity. Islamic festivals, traditional clothing, and
communal prayers during Ramadan, for instance, serve as powerful symbols of
unity and belonging (Geaves 2000). In multicultural and multi-religious societies,
Islamic culture fosters a sense of belonging among Muslim minorities, helping
them to retain their distinct identity while contributing to broader social
harmony. In this context, the preservation of cultural heritage is not merely
about maintaining the past, but about creating a shared sense of purpose and
identity within a rapidly changing global environment (Modood 2007).

Islamic culture has historically shown a remarkable ability to adapt and
innovate, blending the new with the traditional. In the modern context, there is
significant potential for cultural innovation, particularly in fields such as Islamic
art, architecture, and education. Contemporary Muslim thinkers and artists
have embraced new technologies and global ideas, often producing works that
resonate with both Islamic values and modern sensibilities. The revival of
Islamic ethical principles, such as justice, compassion, and environmental
stewardship, in modern political and social movements, reflects the ongoing
potential for cultural renewal within Islam (Abou El Fadl 2014). By maintaining
an openness to cultural exchange while grounding innovations in Islamic ethics,
Muslim societies can continue to evolve in a way that respects both tradition and

modernity.
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Implications for Contemporary Muslim Communities

Understanding Cultural Diversity within Islam

Islamic culture is not monolithic; it is shaped by the diverse traditions and
histories of the many regions where Muslims live. From the traditional ik
attire in Indonesia to the gimin Morocco, the cultural practices of Muslims are
varied and reflect the local environments and historical contexts of different
Muslim-majority societies (Esposito 2010). These differences extend beyond dress,
influencing practices related to food, music, language, and even religious rituals.
The acknowledgment of this diversity is essential for promoting unity within the
global Muslim community. It encourages Muslims to see the beauty and richness
in different cultural expressions of Islam and reinforces the idea that there are
many valid ways to practice the faith (Geaves 2000).

The diversity within the Muslim world necessitates a culture of tolerance
and respect. The Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) himself exhibited
great respect for different cultural traditions and encouraged his followers to
adapt to local customs, as long as they did not contradict Islamic principles
(Donner 2010). Today, fostering an environment where different cultural
expressions of Islam are embraced can help prevent divisions within the Muslim
community. It is crucial to recognize that cultural practices may vary, but the
core tenets of Islam—faith, justice, compassion, and unity—remain the same
(Abou El Fadl 2014).

Balancing Tradition and Modernity

Muslim communities today are faced with the challenge of maintaining their
cultural heritage while adapting to the demands of modern life. Whether in
technology, education, or governance, modernity often presents new challenges
that may require the adaptation or reinterpretation of traditional practices. The
balance between tradition and modernity can be maintained by grounding
cultural innovations in Islamic ethical values, allowing communities to evolve
while staying true to their faith (Roy 2004). This is evident in the integration of

Islamic banking systems, which preserve traditional ethical prohibitions on
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usury while incorporating modern financial tools (Esposito 2010). One of the
dangers that Muslim communities must navigate is the imposition of one
cultural expression of Islam over others. Cultural imperialism, in this context,
can lead to an unhealthy homogenization that undermines the rich diversity
within the Muslim world. Ethnocentrism—viewing one's own cultural practices
as superior—can cause friction between Muslim communities. To avoid this,
Muslims must actively engage in a respectful dialogue that appreciates cultural
differences and acknowledges the legitimacy of diverse practices (Modood 2007).
The Role of Culture in Addressing Contemporary Challenges

Culture can be a powerful tool for addressing contemporary challenges in
Muslim societies, from social justice issues to economic development. For
example, many contemporary Muslim thinkers and activists draw on Islamic
principles of justice and charity to promote social change, addressing issues such
as poverty, gender inequality, and environmental degradation (Abou El Fadl
2014). By invoking cultural and religious values, these movements gain
legitimacy and mobilize communities toward collective action. Initiatives such as
Zakat-based microfinance programs demonstrate how Islamic cultural values
can contribute to economic development and social welfare (Roy 2004). In an
increasingly interconnected world, promoting cultural understanding and
dialogue is more critical than ever.

The Prophet’s example of engaging with different cultures and faiths, as
seen in his interactions with the Christian and Jewish communities in Medina,
offers a model for contemporary Muslims. By fostering intercultural dialogue and
understanding, Muslim communities can contribute to global peace and harmony
(Esposito 2010). Furthermore, internal dialogues among Muslims about cultural
diversity can strengthen the global umdhby reinforcing the shared values of
compassion, justice, and respect for diversity (Geaves 2000).

Conclusion
Cultural adaptations and innovations in Islam reflect the religion’s profound

ability to balance tradition with modernity while maintaining its core principles.
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The S$xh of the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) exemplifies the
importance of cultural adaptability and provides a lasting model for
contemporary Muslim communities. From early Islamic society's assimilation of
Persian, Byzantine, and Roman customs to the spread of Islamic culture across
diverse regions, Islam has historically embraced cultural diversity while
preserving its foundational values of justice, compassion, and unity. One of the
most significant challenges faced by Muslim communities today is maintaining
their cultural heritage in an increasingly globalized world. Globalization, with its
far-reaching influences, brings about significant cultural shifts, and Muslims are
often caught between the desire to modernize and the need to retain their
cultural and religious identity.

However, as history has demonstrated, Islamic culture is resilient and
capable of evolving while staying true to its core ethical and spiritual values. The
key lies in finding a harmonious balance, where the integration of modern
practices is guided by Islamic principles rather than succumbing to external
pressures. Understanding and respecting cultural diversity within Islam is
essential for fostering unity among Muslim communities globally. Islam’s diverse
cultural expressions—from different forms of art and dress to various linguistic
traditions—demonstrate the religion’s rich and multifaceted nature. Embracing
this diversity can strengthen the global wmth promoting tolerance, respect,
and cooperation between different Muslim societies.

Furthermore, avoiding cultural imperialism and ethnocentrism, which can
lead to friction and division, is necessary for ensuring that no single cultural
expression of Islam dominates or marginalizes others. Cultural innovations also
offer tremendous potential for addressing contemporary challenges, from social
justice to economic development. Islamic principles of charity, justice, and
community welfare provide a foundation for social change that can address
pressing issues like poverty, inequality, and environmental degradation. These
values, when coupled with modern tools and technologies, enable Muslim

communities to contribute to global development while adhering to their
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religious principles. In conclusion, the role of culture in Islam is multifaceted,
serving as a tool for both preserving heritage and promoting innovation. By
drawing on the rich cultural traditions of Islam, contemporary Muslim
communities can navigate the complexities of the modern world without
compromising their religious identity. Through cultural dialogue, mutual respect,
and a commitment to core Islamic values, Muslims can continue to contribute
meaningfully to global society, fostering peace, understanding, and social
cohesion within and beyond the Muslim world.
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