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Ibn Battuta and the Human Condition

The human condition is something widely taught in contemporary theatre courses, but rarely in other subject matters. The human condition essentially states the characteristics that exist as the baseline of human existence, such as: birth, death, emotion, mortality, aspirations, etc. It is everything at the fundamental level of what makes a human a human; these characteristics will be found in everybody, no matter when or where they are from. Because there are fundamental human characteristics that are universal, humans from all different parts of the world will have similar desires and fears that lead to similar societal developments. For nearly thirty years, Ibn Battuta traveled across the eastern continents and encountered a vast number of different cultures and peoples. Much like there are human characteristics that are universal, there are aspects of Islamic civilization that Ibn Battuta found universal throughout his travels, finding them in every other culture he encountered. Every country and culture do have aspects that are specific to that country or culture. Ibn Battuta wrote the findings from his travels in a journal where he states the unfamiliarity between Islamic civilization and each civilization that he encounters. 
	Ibn Battuta’s journey began in Tangier, Morocco, where he was born. He was lucky enough to have been born into a family that “obviously enjoyed respectable standing as members of the city’s scholarly elite (19).” Because of his family’s status, he was able to surpass the normal educational standards of Tangier at the time, and eventually go on to specialize in law. During his time learning, he was also expected to “acquire the values and manners of a gentleman (20),” and he was introduced to Sufism, a belief system he would carry on with him. Sufism was the belief that any Muslim could have direct and personal communication with God, and that the path to God is found through the intermediary of a shaykh (a saintly master). There was no scholars or teachers in Tangier to give Ibn Battuta all of the knowledge that he desires, so he took to the roads to learn more. This is how his journey started, and along this journey he encountered many cultures and the differences between these cultures and his own. 
	At the age of 21, Ibn Battuta went on a religious pilgrimage, but unlike most he went completely alone without a plan in place. On the way he passed through many different towns. One of which was Algiers, a place of very little importance, and was regarded as a place that would have nothing to offer an educated person. In Constantine, he met the governor, who it was his custom to give gifts to the travelers; a custom that Ibn Battuta was very grateful for at the time. In Ifriqiya, in eastern Maghrib, Arab warrior tribes held dominant political force for more than two centuries; this is much different than anything Ibn Battuta had encountered previously. He had to move quickly to avoid the dangers in those parts.
	The Mamluks were a warrior class that ruled Egypt at the time of Ibn Battuta’s visit; a warrior class rule was different than that of Tangier. Bureaucracy was less diverse, and rule was dealt with more primally. On his trip to Cairo, he reveled at the “density of habitation (45),” that was so different than what he was used to; anything he could have wanted was at his fingertips. Unlike in Ibn Battuta’s home, the Mamluks were completely alien to the people they ruled, but he did not concern himself with the politics of Cairo. His first time involving himself in affairs was after leaving, he entered a bathhouse where the people were naked. He told the governor and he made that illegal. 
	In Persia, Ibn Battuta encountered the Shi’is, those of which he had no time for. He made it abundantly clear in the Rihla that he did not agree with their beliefs, stating that “he takes righteous potshots at their beliefs or recounts disparaging little anecdotes… (90).” Ibn Battuta is usually very accepting of other people’s cultures, but so far this is the first occasion where he deprecates somebody else’s beliefs. At the tomb of Shaykh Ahmad ibn al-Rifa’I, they danced and prayed in a very celebratory manner that Ibn Battuta was “too much the sober urban scholar (91)” to join in on. 
	In Aya Soluk, Ibn Battuta forgot to get off of his horse when saluting the governor, breaking this Turkish courtesy. Getting off of the horse when saluting the governor is a Turkish custom different than what Ibn Battuta was used to. Because he broke this courtesy, the gift he received from the governor was much less than he would have originally been given. He was not regarded well by the people of this place because he did not do everything that was expected of him, calling him “a worthless person (151) and his group “a large population of good-for-nothings (151).” He responded to this with grace and civility by speaking nothing but praise of the sultan, speaking greatly to Ibn Battuta’s character.
	In Kaffa, Ibn Battuta was in the mosque when he heard the Catholic churches begin to ring their bells. The Catholic ringing of the bells is a major difference between Catholicism and Islam. Pious Muslims consider these bells to be a “manifestation of Christian sacrilege, (164)” regarding it as a satanic clamor. In central Asia, wagons were used commonly, but they were rare in the Arab world, not being utilized by Ibn Battuta up until this point in his life. 
	Upon entering Delhi, Ibn Battuta was entering a region where his religion was in the minority. Up until this point in his life, he was always accustomed to some form of Islamic faith being the prominent religion. Throughout his travels, Ibn Battuta was routinely greeted very enthusiastically with gifts and feasts; at the Indus it was quite the contrary. Him and the people he was with were questioned and observed with great scrutiny. Where other places allowed guests to freely come and go, Ibn Battuta was forced to sign a contract binding him to his intentions upon going into India. As usual, Ibn Battuta does not bash this, and complies with no hesitation. He makes it a common practice of his to not argue others’ customs and follow them with little to no hesitation. However, he later joined in the triumphal entry to Delhi, recalling the immense celebration in the Rihla. After this, court officials approached him, and he told them that he “would be pleased to serve in some juridical capacity (199).” This is the one place throughout his travels that he stayed a while to join in on political affairs.
	Ibn Battuta continued this trend of involving himself in politics when he reached China, recounting in the Rihla that upon arriving in Puttalam “he had no trouble getting himself introduced into the royal court (242).” After traveling for so many years and making his name known, he had much more influence. He used this influence to work his way into the politics of the different places he visited. China is on an entirely different continent than where he was raised, making it a very different culture. Ibn Battuta took advantage of the cheap trade that China offers, giving further example that he did not fight the differences between civilizations but rather embraced them.
More than anything else, Ibn Battuta found one thing universal throughout his travels: everybody had some form of religion. He found that everybody prayed: the Mumluks and Arabs with him on his way to Mecca, the people from Tangier and the Maghrib starting their pilgrimage, the Chinese on a whole other continent, and the poor and sick who could not make the pilgrimage. The main thing that Ibn Battuta found universal on his journey was that everybody believed in a higher power, and that that higher power could be reached through prayer. “Black Muslims and white Muslims, Sunnis and Shi’is all came to Mecca with a single declared purpose to fulfill a holy duty and to worship the One God (71)” states that all people no matter what are united in their shared faith. People rally behind the thought of a higher purpose, and sharing faith brings them together. There were many more, less important things that were fairly common throughout his travels, such as being welcomed with feasts upon arriving places. Islamic civilizations as a whole were very welcoming of outsiders, especially ones who shared similar faith. 
There were not that many things that Ibn Battuta found very different among his travels and were things that would change between any civilizations. These include political systems, religious beliefs, wealth, and anything else that would change just by moving location. Ibn Battuta rarely deprecates others’ thoughts or beliefs and makes a habit of not involving himself when other civilizations had different rules. This is especially true during the earlier parts of his journey. As time went on his name became much more acclaimed and well known, and with this he chose to take more influence in the parts he visited. He kept to himself as much as possible, most commonly choosing to take the path less traveled, leaving the others behind. He understood that everybody was different, and he did not force his way on other people. Upon arriving at each new city or town, he would instantly head for their place of religion. Everywhere he went, he found Sufi masters to further his own teachings, and when he was finished he would move on to the next city. He rarely left himself time to react to the differences of each region he visited because he was always so busy learning all he could. 





