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Abstract 
Studies on Islam and Muslims in Vietnam are indeed very interesting to be understood and shared with other 
Muslims in the region. Historically, the Cham communities in Vietnam have converted many times from Hidhuism 
to Buddism and to Islam. Today, the Cham communities are often associated with Islam, but this does not mean that 
they are all practicing the same rituals. Even though they have different beliefs and orientations, the interactions 
among the Cham in their own community is still in harmony. I will argue that the different of ethnic identities and 
religious orientations among the Cham in Vietnam have been influenced by their interactions with outsiders and 
their transnational networks. This study tries to capture the religious orientations among the Cham in Vietnam and 
how they maintain their harmonious livelihood and social interaction in the community. Furthermore, this study 
takes a qualitative approach through observation, in-depth interviews, and review literature. The observation and 
in-depth interview was occurred in May-June 2014 in Ho Chi Minh City and Phan Rang Province in Vietnam. 
Keywords: Cham, religious beliefs, transnational networks, Vietnam

I. Introduction

Cham people in Cambodia, Vietnam, and Malaysia are often associated with Islam, indeed Islam has become their 
core identity. However, Cham people in Vietnam have experienced a religious coversion for many times from 
Hindhusim to Buddhism and to Islam. Together with Hinduism, in around 4th century, Buddhism was introduced 
to Champa; the port-cities of Champa where the places where the pilgrims stopping by during the monsoon, in the 
late 7th century, the Chinese pilgrims Yi-Jing noted that some branches of Hinayana were believed here; from the 
8th to the 10th centuries saw the gradual expansion of Mahayana. 

In Vietnam, Islam was introduced to the Cham – one of fifty four ethnic groups. According to many legends and 
inscriptions, the Cham familiarized themselves with Islam as early as the tenth or eleventh centuries. It is also 
recorded in some historical documents of the Song Dynasty (China) that Islam appeared in Champa in the late 
tenth and early eleventh centuries. However, only after the historical events of Champa’s decline in the middle of 
the fifteenth century did Islam become visible in the Cham community2. 

At the first, Islam blended to the Cham community through culture and tradition, as time went by Cham people 
related with Muslims from other countries and accepted Islam from Arabia as the right Islam, therefore they changed 
their tradition to follow Arabian culture. This condition is still debatable among Cham Muslim communities in 
Southeast Asia, particularly in Vietnam since many old people still believe that old Islam is better than Arabian 
Islam. They believe that their culture and tradition must be preserved, rather than replaced by Arabian customs.

This study will examine the contestation of religious belief among the Cham community in Vietnam. At first, 
this study explores the history of Islam in Vietnam. Besides, to understand the dynamic of Islam in the Cham 
community means that this study deals with the past and present condition of Cham community regarding their 
Islamic orientation and their perspective on Islam. Moreover, the dynamic of Islam orientation of Cham could 
not be separated with their networking to Cham people in Southeast Asia and Cham people around the world. 
The argument of this paper is that the different of ethnic identities and religious orientations among the Cham 

1 Acknowledgement this paper is based on the research project on Cham Diaspora in Southeast Asia: Construction of Identity and Trans-
national Networks. P2SDR LIPI 2014. The Author wants to say thank you to team member Prof. Dr. Yekti Maunati MA and Amorisa 
Wiratri MA
2 Nguyen Thanh Xuan. 2012. Religions in Vietnam. Hanoi: The Gioi Publishers 
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in Vietnam have been influenced by their interactions with outsiders and their transnational networks since the 
access and networking among Cham around the world develop and strengthen. 

This chapter is divided into four parts. The first part deals with a history of Islam in the Cham community. The 
second part examines the evolving dynamic of Islam in Cham communities. The third part discusses Islamic 
networking and contestation of religious belief of the Cham. The last part considers future prediction of the Cham 
in Vietnam  

II. History of Cham in Vietnam in relation to Islam Influences

The Cham are a Malayo-Polynesian ethnic group in Vietnam. They have a culture and language that bear great 
affinities with peoples from Malaysia, Indonesia and the Philippines. They were the earliest inhabitants of the area 
of Southern Vietnam. Champa, the kingdom of the Cham, existed from 700–1471 A.D was composed of the five 
territories Indrapura, Vijaya, Kauthara, Panduranga, and Amaravati.

Based on 1989 statistics, approximately 131,282 Cham live in Vietnam. They are the descendents of Champa, 
an Indian-Hindu kingdom that, centuries later, was heavily influenced by Arabic-Islamic culture. Buddhism also 
made its way into Champa, but was confined to the royal circle during the reign of King Indravarman II (c. 896-
905). Historically, the Cham were divided along religious lines: Hindu and Muslim. The Muslim population is 
subdivided further between the Cham Banis and the mainstream (Sunni) Cham Islam. The Cham population is 
concentrated mainly in the lowermiddle and southern parts of Vietnam. In the middle part, they live scattered in 
the Phan Rang and Phan Ri regions. In the southern and southwestern parts, they live in Tay Ninh, Chau Doc, An 
Giang, Ho Chi Minh City, Long Khanh, and Binh Phuoc cities. The Cham Banis and Cham Hindus only reside 
in Phan Rang and Phan Ri. There, the Cham Banis make up about onehalf of the Cham population, while the 
remaining half is Cham Hindu. However, in the south and southwest, all of them follow mainstream Islam3. 

- Islam Appears in Champa 

As mention previously, Islam entered Champa during the tenth century based on a Chinese record: “There were 
many water-buffalos that lived on the mountain (in Yin Li) (Huber, 1903)4. They (the buffalos) were not used 
to cultivate the land but as sacrificed objects to the gods. When the water-buffalo was killed, they invoked the 
name ‘Allahu Akhar.’ Moreover, Aymonier found this paragraph in the record left by an anonymous historian of 
Champa:

In the year of the mice, a man who attributed himself to Po Auloah (Allah) worked for betterment and perfection 
of Champa. But the people became upset. He then submitted himself wholly to God, migrated to live in the holy 
land of Mecca. Later, he returned to the kingdom in the reign of the king whose name is Ouloah (Allah) that ruled 
the land from 1000 to 1036.

This paragraph was carved, along with its Sanskrit translation, on two  stones found by an archaeologist working 
along the coast of middle Vietnam. One stone was dated 1039, and the other between 1025-35. The writings 
on both stones mentioned Muslims, but indicated that they were foreigners who stayed along the coast in the 
middle of present-day Vietnam. Most of them were traders and builders who formed their own communities 
with a spiritual leader and a man who led the prayers, whom they called emüm (imam). Based on archaeological 
artifacts and historical data, some historians have concluded that Islam entered Champa perhaps as early as the 
tenth century.

Meanwhile, Nakamura (2008:8)5 defines the first existence of Muslim communities was in 8th century, located in 
South Central, Vietnam (CIAS Discussion Paper No.3, p. 8). Nakamura argues that Islam in Vietnam, especially 
in the coast line of central Vietnam was brought by Middle East traders along the silk road of the sea to China. 
At the same time, Musa (2004) states that Islam in Vietnam was brought by India and Persia traders. (islam in 
Indochina, p. 48). However, Nakamura also contends that during French colonialisation, many Indians traders that 
brought Islam to Vietnam. The evidence could be seen from two beautiful mosques in Ho Chi Minh, built by the 

3 Ba Trung Phu. The Cham Bani of Vietnam. Accessed from https://religiondocbox.com/Islam/70316706-The-cham-bani-of-vietnam.
html on September 16, 2018
4 E. Huber, “Note sur un témoignage de l’islamisation du Campa,” Annales des Song (1903).
5 Nakamura. 2008. The Cham Muslims in Ninh Thuan Province, Vietnam. CIAS Discussion Paper No. 3. In Islam at the Margins: The 
Muslims of Indochina. Edited by Omar Farouk and Hiroyuki Yamamoto. Kyoto: Center for Integrated Area Studies
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Indian Muslim community. However, the first mosque in Ho Chi Minh City called Masjidir Rahim was built by a 
Malaysian and Indonesian Muslim community.

From interview with Cham scholars in Vietnam, Han6 states that there was an inscription in Jawi word that 
explain Islam has already introduced in Champa Kingdom around 9th and 10th century in Phan Rang. However 
he mentions that it does not mean that Cham people also convert to Islam. Furthermore, Han7 contends that after 
the decay of Champa Kingdom in 1832, the majority of the Cham people immigrated to Cambodia, Thailand, and 
Lao PDR. Some of them who are fishermen migrate to Malaysia and Indonesia. In Cambodia, the Cham lived 
among the Malayan community (with the same Malayo-Polynesian languages) who followed Islam. Therefore, 
they were gradually converted from Brahmanism to Islam. These Cham people later came back to their native 
land and tried to persuade the rest of them to leave Brahmanism to follow Islam. However, since the Cham at that 
time were still under the great influence of the remnants of matriarchy and Brahmanism – their main religion, this 
Islamic prpagation gained very few results. As a result, half of the Cham people here still followed Brahmanism. 
This condition is different to the Cham people who immigrate to Malaysia and Indonesia because they seems 
lost their identity as Cham. As time goes by identify themselves as Malay and do not have eager to back to their 
ancestor land8.  

As the result of differences in geographical location, missionary context, living conditions and level of exchange 
with the outside world, first and foremost the Islamic world, two different Cham communities following Islam 
were formed. They are divided into two main groups: one, the Muslims living in Ninh Thuan and Binh Thuan 
provinces in south-central Vietnam, known as “the Old Islamic Group,” “Cham Bani,” or “Bani”; two, the Muslims 
living in An Giang, Tay Ninh, and Dong Nai provinces around the Mekong Delta, as well as in Ho Chi Minh City, 
known as “the New Islamic Group,” “Cham Islam,” or “Islam” (see Table 1). There are considerable differences 
between the two groups in terms of religious practices: the Cham Bani are strongly influenced by local and 
traditional customs and beliefs and have incorporated elements of Brahmanism and ancestor worship. They also 
have no contact with the wider Islamic world, while Cham Islam is Sunni Muslim and has maintained contact with 
the Islamic community through pilgrimages to Mecca or studies abroad in such countries as Malaysia, Indonesia, 
and Saudi Arabia (Yoshimoto, 2012)9. From the description above, we can categories the religious beliefs among 
the Cham community in Vietnam: 

1. Cham Ahier or Cham Jat (Original Cham)

Hindu was the first religion adopted by the Cham since the establishment of the Champa Kingdom. Hindu temples 
are known as Bimong in Cham language, but are commonly referred to as tháp “stupa”, in Vietnamese. The priests 
are divided into three levels, where the highest rank are known as Po Sá, followed by Po Tapáh and the junior 
priests Po Paséh. There are approximately 50,000 Cham Hindus now in Vietnam. Cham Hindus mainly are living 
in Ninh Thuận and Bình Thuận Provinces. interview with scholars in Ho Chi Minh City, Van Dop10 states that the 
traditional Cham group live in the mountain areas, Binh Dinh and Phu Yen province. They usually do not have 
religion but life with tradition from their ancestor. They are around approximately 20,000 Cham people there.

2. Cham Bani

Cham Bani has been degraded and become unorthodox due to the influence of local manners and customs over 
the religion, including Brahmanism’s beliefs and the matriarchy. This situation has resulted in incorrect Islamic 
awareness. Similarly, Yoshimoto (2012) also revealed that they are strongly influenced by local and traditional 
customs and beliefs and have incorporated elements of Brahmanism and ancestor worship. They also have very 
limited contact with other Muslims outside Vietnam.

The Bani live predominantly in Vietnam’s Bình Thuận and Ninh Thuận and Bình Phước Provinces. The estimated 
population of Cham Bani is around 40,000 people. However, more recently, many Cham Bani have converted to 
Islam. Krisna, one of young Bani, explains that Cham Bani has a place worship for Bani followers, which called 
sang magik. This place is only open in the Ramadhan month in Islamic calendar. In addition, Krisna states that 
Bani is a mix of Islam and tradition, which they can put the responsibility to do shalat to imam in his family. Every 
6 Interview with Samad han, 13 Mei 2014 in his office.
7 Interview with Samad han, 13 Mei 2014 in his office.
8 Interview with Samad han, 13 Mei 2014 in his office.
9 Yoshimoto. Y. 2012. A Study of the Hồi giáo Religion in Vietnam: With a Reference to Islamic Religious Practices of Cham Bani. 
Southeast Asian Studies, Vol. 1, No. 3, December 2012, pp. 487–505 487. Kyoto Universoty: Center for Southeast Asian Studies
10 Interview with Phan Van Dop, 14 Mei 2014 in his office.
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family in Bani has one representation as imam. However, nowadays, many young Bani do not follow the religious 
practices, such as fasting (puasa) and pray (shalat) and even eat pork that probidden in Islam. The interesting fact 
is, eventhough they are not religious, but most of them will come back to their ancestor land in the Ramawan and 
do traditional rites11. 

3. Cham Islam

In the mid-11th century, Champa become a busy commercial port, a bridge of trade in the region. Muslim traders 
from the Arabian Peninsula and the Middle East were the first to bring Islam to Champa. Until the 15th century, 
Champa was not only a trading center for Muslims in other countries, but also an ally of other Islamic communities 
in Southeast Asia. By the 1670s, the bulk of the population, including the Cham royalty, were Muslim.

Islam in Cau Doc, Ho Chi Minh, Tay Ninh, and Dong Nai seems to be contrary to that in Ning Thuan and Binh 
Thuan in may aspect. The religious activities here are orthodox and eventful. The islamic canon laws and rituals 
are fully obeyed. I particular, the Islamic community here has connections to the Islamic world through their 
pilgrimage to Mecca and they send their children to schools in Malaysia, Indonesia, and Saudi Arabia. These 
actions have helped Islam to remain relatively intact. In the past, Chau Doc was considered to be a miniature 
version of Islamic world in French dominated Indochina. From the Islamic center of Chau Doc, Islamic education 
has been spread widely, even to areas like Cambodia. 

Since the emergence of converts to Sunni Islam in the 1960s, another religious group has developed: Cham Islam. 
Cham Islam is usually described as followers of Hồi giáo mới in Vietnamese, which means “new Islam,” or Cham 
biraw in Cham, which means “New Cham.” According to previous studies, “New Islam” began to emerge in the 
1960s, when some of the Cham Bani were exposed to the practice of Sunni Muslims in places such as Saigon 
(now Ho Chi Minh City). Realizing that their own religious practices were not authentic, they began to aim for 
purer Islamic practices (Nguyễn 1974, 272; Nakamura 1999, 104). After their conversion, the converts abandoned 
ancestor worship and, with the aid of the Islam Community, built mosques in their villages (Dohamide 1965, 
56; Yoshimoto 2010, 243). This group brings a new Islamic orientation among Cham which is commonly found 
among Islam around the world.

Table 1. Muslim in Vietnam

Islam (Cham Islam), New Islam Bani (Cham Bani), Old Islam
Branch Sunni Bani 
Place of living An Giang province, Tay Ninh province, Ho 

Chi Minh City, Dong Nai province, Ninh 
Thuan province

Ninh Thuan province, Binh Thuan 
province (old territory of Panduranga-
Champa)

A u t h o r i z e d 
organizations

Ho Chi Minh City Muslim Community
Representative Committee (1992~)
An Giang Muslim Community
Representative Committee (2004~)

Bani Religious Leaders Council (2006~)

Population 25,000 41,000
Places of worship 41masjid, 19 surao 17 thang mugik
Religious clerics 288 407
Religious features Islamic rules and rituals are fully observed; 

pilgrimages to Mecca; networks with Malaysia, 
Indonesia, and Saudi Arabia

Strongly influenced by local, traditional 
customs and beliefs and incorporated 
elements of Brahmanism and matriarchy; 
no pilgrimages

Source: Yoshimoto, 2012

III. Transnational networks and Islam diversity in Vietnam 

The Cham people had established extensive and intense webs of relationships that encompassed activities in the 
economic, religious, cultural, and political spheres throughout maritime Southeast Asia. Moreover, The Cham of 
Southeast Asia was not completely isolated from other areas of the Islamic world. As mentioned earlier there were 
contacts between the Cham of Vietnam and Cambodia with their religious brethren in the Malayan-Indonesian 
11 Interview with Krisna, 15 Mei 2014 in his university.
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world. In addition, some of the Cham travelled to the Middle East in order to be exposed to the Islamic traditions 
in that region. In so doing, they began to bring back to their home countries Islamic beliefs and practices that 
eventually shaped the indigenous forms of Islam in their regions (Scupin, 1995)12.  

The Malayan and Malaysian Islam have a great effect on Cham Muslims. Although there are not many Malayans 
living amongst Muslim in Chau Doc, their influences is still significant in many ways, from social structure to 
religious activities. In the past, the Koran was read in Arabic but recited in Malay. Islamic dignitaris and Koran 
teachers were mostly Malays. Most religious publications were also imported from Malaysia. Even the new 
religious movements were under the influence of the new religion movement in Malaysia. However, the influence 
of the Malays on Islam in different areas are not equal, being deepest in Chau Doc, but less profound in Ho Chi 
Minh and Dong Nai (Nguyen Thanh Xuan, 2012). 

The Muslim Cham have greater economic and social statuse because of the economic links they have with other 
Muslim countries such as Malaysia, Indonesia, and some countries in the Middle East. According to Bjorn Blengsli 
in an article entitled “Trends in the Islamic community”, pointed to the existence of Arab charities such as the 
Om Al Qura Charity Organization and the Islamic Heritage Society that have set up schools and mosques around 
Cambodia, including opportunities to study abroad or perform the pilgrimage to Mecca. However what was more 
significant was that the Muslim Cham rode on linguistic, cultural, and historical affinities with peoples of the 
“Malay world”. The Cham capitalized on the perception of Malaysian government that the Cham were “cousins” 
of the Malays. The interview with “Yusuf” will highlight the some features of this. Through such perceptions the 
Muslim Cham garnered a greater degree of economic opportunities in such countries than they could have if they 
were Hindu Cham. Therefore the Cham, following the logic of the Instrumentalists, used their ethnicity to further 
their interests, socio-economic survival being one of them (Effendy, 2007). 

Samad han states that there are a lot of funds from Cham muslim around the world to Cham people in Vietnam, 
in regard to scholarship, mosque building, pilgrimage, etc.13  Yusuf bin Sulaeman is one of Chams who got fund 
to do hajj trip from UEA. He explains that every year, around 40-50 Cham people in Vietnam do pilgrimage to 
Mecca with funds from UEA through mosque community14. Vietnam’s largest mosque was opened in January 
2006 in Xuan Loc, Dong Nai Province; its construction was partially funded by donations from Saudi Arabia. 
Moreover, Dewi argues that there are lots of funds from Muslim organization from Cham in Vietnam, for example 
IDB (Islamic Development Bank) gives scholarship for graduate and postgraduate degree15. 

The networkings are not only about religious matter, but also in terms of socio-economic. Mohamed Effendy Bin 
Abdul Hamid (2007) states that the Cham have established transnational networks in pursuing economic, cultural 
and political purposes all around Southeast Asia. In support, Samad Han contends that the relation among Cham 
in Southeast Asia has dominated by trading. They have great networking with Cham in Cambodia, Malaysia, 
and Indonesia, especially on Muslim wear, including clothing, headscarf, mukena, etc. Many of Cham outside 
Vietnam share financial capital with Cham in Vietnam to open halal restaurant, sell Muslim wears and open travel 
agent16.  

According to Effendy (2007) 17, the Cham use “religious layer”, or the perception of other Malay-Muslims of their 
“Muslimness”, allowed the Cham the ability to participate in the social networks, establish personal relationships 
and engage in certain processes within pre-dominantly Malay Muslim countries, such as Malaysia and Indonesia. 
He found that  that the Cham, especially the Muslim Cham (while the majority are Muslims, some Cham are 
Hindu), had been using their own ethnic passport for some time now in countries such as Malaysia and Indonesia 
where they travel to mostly for work, study and business. There are large Malay-speaking and predominantly 
Muslim populations.

Networking among Cham Muslim is not limited only in Southeast Asia, but all around the world. One of the 
example is Abdul Halim bin Ahmad, uncle of Ysa Tam study Islam in UEA and when Vietnam got freedom on 
1975, he got offered to choose his citizen and he prefer to choose as US citizen. Now, he teaches Islam there and 

12 Interview with Krisna, 15 Mei 2014 in his university.
13 Interview with Samad Han, 13 Mei 2014.
14 Interview with Yusuf bin Sulaeman, 13 Mei 2014.
15 Interview with Dewi, vice konsulat KJRI, 14 Mei 2014
16 Interview with samad han, 13 mei 2014.
17 Mohamed Effendy Bin Abdul Hamid. 2007. Revisiting Cham Ethnic Identity in Vietnam and Cambodia: The Concept of “Ethnic 
Passport”. Unpublished Thesis. Singapore: National University of Singapore



12

Proceeding Book
give the scholarship info to their family and fellow in Vietnam. From this story, the networking of Cham is not 
only from Cham people or Muslim organization in Southeast Asia but also from Cham and Muslim organization 
around the world.

IV. Conclusion: Future Prediction of the Cham in Vietnam 

Muslims are the minority in this predominately Buddhist and Socialist State. Islam was introduced to Vietnam by 
the merchants and travelers from the Middle East, Malaysia, Indonesia and Pakistan who sailed along the coastal 
lines and at the same time spread the teachings of Islam to the local people there. These foreign visitors married 
Vietnamese partners and naturally settled in this new land and very soon, a second generation of Muslims was 
already evolving in Vietnam. Converts comprise the second largest grouping of Muslims found in Vietnam. These 
are local Vietnamese who were drawn to Islamic teachings and later on converted to Islam. One such example was 
the case where an entire community of Tan Bou village in Tan An province was converted to Islam.

Yoshimoto states that some of Cham Bani in HCMC exposed to the practice of Sunni Islam around 1960 by others 
Cham Bani who came from Malaysia and Cambodia18.  In support, Van Dop argues that around 1960, there was a 
man who has finished his study in UEA and live in Anh Giang19. He brought the “new Islam” and build different 
place of worship, which called mosque. As consequence, there were two Islamic groups in Anh Giang since then. 
Yusuf bin Sulaiman contends that ‘new Islam’ introduced to some community in HCM after one Bani who has 
graduated from Malaysia university and 10 years lived in Malaysia came back20.  

Samad Han argues that most of Muslim in Vietnam follows Safii mazhab. However, he also states that some of 
Muslim extremist try to bring their thought to their homeland, but they got resistance from the elderly21.  At the 
same time, Maryam 22 contends that Islam from Arab introduced to her village from Cambodia around 4 years 
ago. At first, most of the villagers refuse to accept this religious teaching, however along the time many villagers 
follow this teaching. Although as Cham Muslims they have accepted the teachings of Islam, but they still try to 
maintain their traditional customs and practices.

“We live together as Muslims in the same community because we have different lifestyle and practices from the 
other Vietnamese,” declared Ismael. “We the older generation must also be careful not to lose our Cham cultural 
heritage,” he added.

Ysa Tam, head of Islamic representation in Ninh Thuan, states that around 1960, many Cham Bani convert to 
Cham Islam. Most of them are Cham Bani who work in Cau Doc. They saw religious practices that different from 
their rituals and believe that this is the ‘right’ Islam23.  Since then, many Chams in Vietnam believe that ‘New 
Islam’ is ‘The Right Islam’, and they have to follow it.

‘The Right Islam’ means they have to follow the five pillars of Islam: 1) Shahadah, the declaration of faith, 
stating there is no god but God, and that Prophet Muhammad (pbuh) is the messenger of God); 2) solat, the 
five daily prayers; 3) zakat, the personal taxes paid during Ramadan and on wealth, and shadaqah, charity; 4) 
sawm, Ramadan fasting; and 5) haj, the pilgrimage to Mecca. The latter is mostly observed by those who are 
financially and physically able to do so24.  Besides practicing the five pillars of Islam, Cham Muslims observed 
other important Islamic religious festivities and other aspects of Cham culture, including Eid-ul Odha (Islamic 
New Year), Mawlid (Muhammad’s Birth Day), and ziarah (visitation to the grave of religious figures and their 
loved ones). The funeral ceremony is important for Cham Muslims. In Islam, it is imperative that the ceremony, 
along with ritual prayers for dead bodies, be prepared in a religiously appropriate manner so that the dead bodies 
can rest in peace25.  In addition, they new Cham community build their own mosque and Qur’anic school where 
religious teaching is given in Arabic and Malay.

18 Yasuko Yoshimoto*, study of the hoi giao religion in Vietnam, p. 491.
19 Interview with Phan Van Dop, 14 Mei 2014.
20 Interview with Yusuf bin Sulaiman, 13 Mei 2014
21 Interview with Samad han, 13 Mei 2014
22 Interview with Maryam, 17 mei 2014.
23 Interview with Ysa Tam, 18 Mei 2014
24 an oral history of cham muslim women
25 an oral history of cham muslim women


