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Abstract 
 
What is the relationship between a religious community and ‘culture’? Can a diverse religious 
community identify with a single culture? In this article, the author examines the notion of 
‘Ismaili Muslim culture’, with its varied meanings and connotations. Exploring the roots of 
cultural diversity in the community, the article also surveys some of the cultural output of 
several Ismailis residing in the Europe and North America and assesses the possibility of a 
cultural renaissance for the 21st century. 
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Introduction 
 

“In seeking to define what Islamic society should be in times ahead, 50 
and 100 and 200 years hence, we should, I believe, be aware that the 
Muslims of this world cover such an amazing range of historical, 
ethnic and cultural backgrounds that a completely monolithic answer 
may not be found.” 
 
His Highness the Aga Khan 
Seerat Conference 
Karachi, March 12, 1976 

 
 
                                                           

This is a revised and edited version of an article that originally appeared in The Ismaili United Kingdom, December 2000, 
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Over the last few years, the transnational Ismaili community has become increasingly 
aware of its own cultural heritage and diversity. This is partly due to a twofold 
process involving, on the one hand, “globalisation from below” in which communities 
spread across several continents are renewing their historical and cultural 
connections, and on the other hand, “globalisation from above” initiated by 
governments and large corporations making more contact with each other. World 
events have played a central role in this process through the increase in migration 
from Asia and Africa to North America, Europe and Australasia, the emergence of 
Central Asian countries after the collapse of the Soviet Union, and the growth of 
communication technologies. All these forces are enabling greater interaction between 
Ismaili communities of various backgrounds to an extent unprecedented in history. 
 
 
The Roots of Ismaili Cultural Diversity 
 
The roots of Ismaili cultural diversity are to be found in Ismaili history. During the 
10th and 1lth centuries, for instance, Ismaili da‘is travelled to various parts of the 
Muslim world from Syria, Iraq and Iran to North Africa, Central Asia, India and other 
places, converting local peoples to the faith. As a result, the followers of the Fatimid 
Imam-Caliphs were to be found in many parts of the Middle East, North Africa, Asia 
and Europe. However, following the end of Ismaili rule in Egypt and the fall of 
Alamut to the Mongols in the 13th century, communication between the various 
Ismaili communities declined. Besides adverse political circumstances over the 
centuries, physical barriers like mountainous terrain made contact very difficult with 
the jamats in remote places such as Badakhshan. 
 
During the colonial period in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, significant 
numbers of Indian Ismailis settled in various parts of Africa and south-east Asia. From 
the 1960s, the migration of Ismailis extended to Europe and later to North America 
and Australasia. As a result, we have the novel situation today of Ismailis from Africa, 
India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Iran, Syria, Afghanistan and elsewhere coming to live 
and work together in western countries. Contact between such large numbers of 
Ismailis of diverse ethnic and cultural backgrounds has probably never occurred 
before. Even in Fatimid times, it was generally individuals or small groups of people 
who travelled from one jamat to another. This is therefore a unique historical moment 
for the community. 
 
 
Putting Culture on the Agenda 
 
It is also the period in which the present imam of the community, His Highness the 
Aga Khan, is placing greater emphasis on the importance of preserving cultural 
values and traditions, as well as recognition of the strength that comes from a 
plurality of cultures within the global community. This awareness is especially 
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pertinent for the jamats in western countries which, in their endeavour to integrate 
into their new settings, have experienced certain losses in language and cultural 
traditions. The establishment of the Aga Khan Award for Architecture and the Aga 
Khan Trust for Culture has underlined the aspiration of the Imam that the basic 
values of Muslim culture should continue to be cherished and emulated in 
architecture and other areas of social life. 
 
As the Ismaili community begins to include culture in its development priorities, a 
number of important questions need to be asked such as the following: What is 
meant by ‘culture’? What is the relationship between culture and religion? Is it valid 
to think of a monolithic Ismaili culture? What are the nature of creative and artistic 
expressions in the Ismaili community today? What is the role of the Ismaili artist in 
the proposed cultural renaissance? What are the standards of excellence that will 
guide the path towards a cultural renaissance in the 21st century? 
 
 
What is Culture? 
 
There are several parallel ways in which the word ‘culture’ is 
understood. It is often thought of in terms of the behaviour of ‘high’ 
or ‘elite’ classes of society than in terms of ‘folk’ or ‘popular’ 
culture of the masses. However, the word alternatively refers to the 
totality of the ways of life of a people, including their ideas and 
habits which they share and transmit from one generation to another. 
It also includes the material objects and monuments they use in their 
lives. For instance, objects of everyday life used by people during 
the Fatimid period are displayed in museums as illustrations of their 
culture. Even present-day technologies cannot be separated from the 
cultural contexts in which they were designed. Likewise, popular 
entertainment such as film and television productions are important 
forms of cultural expression today. The ancient heritage as well as the present identity 
of a particular community are reflected in its culture. Cultures are also deeply 
informed by the religious, moral and ethical values of a people. 

 
 
Culture and Religion 
 
Since the dawn of history, human cultural behaviour has been profoundly affected by 
religious beliefs and rituals. In traditional societies, the cultural and religious 
behaviour of a given community generally arose from the same set of beliefs. Even 
though religion continues to influence culture in contemporary life, there are instances 
in which the two operate in different spheres. This is particularly the case in secular 
societies where public discussions are often carried out without reference to religion. 
Many symbols of state culture, such as national flags or anthems, have also acquired a 
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non-religious character. Certain expressions of contemporary culture may be offensive 
to religious sensibilities or even deliberately anti-religious as in works of art, 
literature or music produced by individuals opposed to religion. Therefore, we cannot 
assume that there is a direct relationship between culture and religion in contemporary 
times, as they tended to be in the past. 
 
 
One Ismaili Culture or Many? 
 
The cultural traditions of various Ismaili communities are derived from their ethnic 
origins such as Syrian, Iranian, Punjabi, Sindhi, Gujarati, Hunzai, Chitrali, Tajiki, 
Afghani or Chinese. These cultures are shared with other non-Ismailis and non-
Muslims of these respective origins. Myth, language, songs, poetry, food, clothing, 
history and ethnic symbols are among the elements that diverse communities living in 
the same region may share in common. Ismailis also share cultural elements with 
others of the same nationality. These are aspects of the multi-layered identities that 
we all have individually as we function in various dimensions of life. Ismailis of 
American, Pakistani, Kenyan, Malaysian or British nationality will know the ways of 
doing things in their own respective countries, but are not necessarily familiar with 
each other’s national customs. 
 
Nevertheless, Ismailis share certain cultural beliefs, values and 
traditions that are unique to them irrespective of their origins. 
These aspects are related to the religious faith and practice of 
the Ismaili Muslims including, above all, devotion to the Imam 
of the time and some knowledge about the Ismaili past. The 
principle of Imamat has influenced Ismaili history, literature, art 
and architecture in very particular ways. For example, the 
prominent central doorway of the Mosque of the Imam al-
Hakim in Cairo facilitated the Imam’s ceremonial entrance as he 
arrived to lead the Friday prayers. The devotional poetry 
composed in praise of the Prophet and the Imams many 
centuries ago by Ismaili da‘is and pirs in Arabic, Persian or 
Indian languages, have continued to inspire generations of 
Ismailis to the present day. 
 
As Ismailis of different origins come together in countries like Canada, the United 
States, Britain and Australia, they are beginning to learn about the distinctive cultural 
values and traditions of each other. For example, the Ismailis of South Asian origins 
are learning to sing qasidas in Arabic and ghazals in Farsi, whereas those of Iranian 
or Afghani origins are discovering the wisdom of the Indic ginans or the joys of 
dancing to the dandia-raas. The Ismailis of Montreal use a very innovative 
combination of French, English, Arabic, Farsi, Gujarati and Cutchi languages for 
communication in their jamatkhanas. Similar patterns of cultural interaction are 
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emerging in various centres of Europe and North America where Ismailis from 
different countries and nationalities have come to live together in recent years. 

 
Major factors in increasing consciousness of the rich cultural 
diversity of the Ismaili community were the tours in 1999 in the 
United States and Canada and in 2002 in Europe of the programme 
of music, song, dance and exhibits called “Expressions of the Pamir: 
Culture and Heritage of the Ismailis of Tajikistan”. Organised by 
The Institute of Ismaili Studies, this multimedia programme was a 
powerful introduction to the culture of Ismailis in Tajikistan for the 
jamats in these countries. Many people were overcome with tears of 
joy to witness the beauty and splendour of the presentations. The 
accompanying textual materials for adults and children helped them 
to understand the cultural context of the performances, to avoid 
treating the skilled Tajik performers as exotic foreigners, and to 
regard their rich traditions as part of their own Ismaili heritage. 

 
The social and cultural interactions of Ismailis in any contemporary society can be 
thought of as existing in three concentric circles: 

 
• within the ethnic diversity of the Ismaili community; 
• with communities of secondary affinity, that is, non-Ismaili Muslims and non-

Muslims sharing the same cultural heritage (e.g. Syrian, Iranian, French); and 
• with other sections of the larger society. 

 
Such multi-layered cultural interactions have the potential for producing new and 
exciting blends of cultural expression. 
 
 
Ismaili Art and Artists in the 21st Century 
 
Just as Ismaili artistic creativity in previous eras reflected the concerns and 
preoccupations of those times, contemporary cultural production has to deal with 
those of our own times. Whereas the cultural achievements of the past provide sources 
of inspiration to many contemporary Ismaili artists, their work has to address twenty-
first century issues in order to be relevant to our times and context. The cultural 
interface of the past and the present is well demonstrated by many of the winners of 
the Aga Khan Award for Architecture over the years in their creative utilisation of 
present-day materials and technologies within the framework of traditional Muslim 
principles of design and construction. 
 
In recent years. a number of individual Ismailis have excelled in various artistic 
endeavours. Among these are the internationally acclaimed artist Guljee, whose many 
honours include the Hilal-e Imtiaz, Pakistan’s highest civilian award and the Canadian 
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writer M.G. Vassanji, winner of a Regional Commonwealth Prize for Literature, 
Zainub Verjee, a media artist who retraced the migrations of South Asian Ismailis in a 
mirror-image multi-track production designed specifically for exhibition at Burnaby 
jamatkhana. Calligrapher Shamas Nanji experiments with an “electronic reed” to 
produce computer-generated designs in the Arabic script. Tazim Jaffer uses inno-
vative ways of combining disparate media such as painting, photography, sculpture, 
weaving and jewellery, to explore the complex textures and rich colours of folk 
motifs. Some Afghan immigrants to Canada, after undergoing retraining, have already 
adapted their artistic skills to produce hybrid handicrafts. In the United Kingdom, the 
artist Zarina Bhimji reflects her East African background in her exhibitions. 
 
Ismailis are excelling in media such as architecture, music and drama. The future 
seems to hold exciting prospects for an Ismaili cultural renaissance. But, as 
mentioned, Ismailis should not look only to the past for the emerging shape of an 
artistic resurgence. Contemporary Ismaili artists as well as non-Ismaili Muslim 
cultural elite, such as the late Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan and A.R. Rahman have 
demonstrated how traditional art forms can be creatively blended with western styles 
to produce remarkable works that are appreciated globally. Cultural commentators 
such as Homi Bhabha and Abdul JanMohamed have noted the “in-between space” of 
different cultures, in which the immigrant operates, as a potential site for leading-
edge creativity. Driven by the angst of homelessness and the desire to find one’s niche 
in the new land, the diasporic artist seeks out new forms, techniques and media for 
self-expression. 
 
 
A Culture of Excellence 
 

“In the process of adaptation we would be vain and wrong to believe 
or to hope that we will be able to create outstanding works of art in 
our own tradition in architecture, literature, painting or culture within 
a matter of years. But unless we begin creating the tapestry, drawing 
its outlines, how can we ever expect that generations from now we will 
be able to have the right to hope for jewels of world beauty, men of 
world stature in all fields, such as those that have studded our past?” 
 
His Highness the Aga Khan 
Sind University, February 6, 1970 

 
The foundations of an Ismaili cultural renaissance need to be laid now. This process 
should not only include encouraging and supporting youth to turn to creative and 
artistic pursuits, but also to ensuring that there is general growth of cultural awareness 
in all sectors of the jamat. The aim should be to rise above mediocrity and to strive 
for the highest standards of excellence. Leadership and advice from present-day 
artists, many of whom unfortunately tend to be marginalised due to the challenging 
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and experimental nature of their art, will be vital in preparing for such a renaissance. 
We need to initiate a scholarly discussion on the parameters and nature of the Ismaili 
aesthetic, guided among other things by the principles and ethics of our faith. 
 
We also need to collaborate with other Muslim and non-Muslim artists engaged in 
various creative endeavours. There is already significant interaction of Ismaili artists 
with their counterparts from other communities. As we operate more intensively in the 
three concentric circles of socio-cultural interactions outlined above, there will be a 
progressive rise in the dynamic expressions of Ismaili intellectual and cultural life in 
the years to come. These expressions will be in many ways a reflection of the 
individual’s engagement with our faith and history, our unity and diversity, our 
interactions with other communities and societies, as well as the increasingly 
globalising nature of our world. Above all, it will demonstrate our commitment to the 
lifelong quest for knowledge and excellence in all endeavours of life. 
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