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T 

he story of the mosque 
in Britain goes back to 
the 1880s, further than in 
any other Western coun-
try. For British Muslim 

architect Shahed Saleem, who has 
designed two mosques, this area 
of architecture lacks exposure. His 
book The British Mosque: An Archi-
tectural and Social History, to be 
published this year, seeks to shed 
light on the subject.

There are approximately 1,500 
mosques in Britain, serving the 
country’s 3 million Muslims. The 
majority of the mosques are con-
verted spaces — former houses, 
shops or even pubs — with about 
200 originally designed as places of 
Islamic worship.

“There has been a lot of archi-
tectural and design criticism of 
mosques [in Britain] that they are 
not very sophisticated in terms of 
design or that they are quite pas-
tiche and tacky,” Saleem said.

“Many of them are nothing more 
than converted buildings with a 
dome or minaret attached. So there 
is this slightly schizophrenic visual 
language that is almost uncomfort-
able with itself… These mosques 
don’t really know what they are 
trying to be. Are they a traditional 
building or a local mosque?”

Many newly built mosques in 
Britain bear little resemblance to 
traditional mosques in their de-
signs, leading Saleem to say: “The 
alternative is to have an avant-
garde response but the people who 
use that mosque think, ‘Well, I 
don’t really connect to this build-
ing.’ It’s a whole different architec-
tural language, from a whole differ-
ent culture.”

Saleem said he envisions a hap-
py middle between these two ex-
tremes: An architectural design 
that embraces and adapts on the 
past but exists in the present, rep-
resenting a religious identity that 
is both modern and contemporary 
and uniquely British.

“Muslims in this country have 
been determined to create a Muslim 
infrastructure for themselves and 
have really struggled and battled 
to create the mosque, changing the 

nature of England’s townscapes. So 
I think it’s important that we don’t 
now create buildings that are com-
pletely Western,” Saleem said.

“What I’m interested in is chart-
ing a course between the two. I 
don’t want to disregard all the ar-
chitecture that has already been 
built and say we need to start from 
scratch. What I’m interested in is 
looking at what people have built in 
this country, in these converted ad 
hoc-type buildings and almost draw 
a new visual language from that.”

It is important for Saleem that 
local mosques tie into their com-
munities. “Yes, both the local in-
digenous communities but also 
the local Muslim history of mak-
ing buildings in this country,” he 
said. “The Muslim history of mak-
ing mosques in England is that it’s 
a very self-built, ad hoc process in 
which the communities are very 
connected to the buildings because 
they fund and design them them-
selves and I think it is important to 
draw from that.”

Saleem said he sought to bring 
those aspects together in the two 
mosques — the Shahporan Masjid 
on London’s Hackney Road and Ab-
erdeen’s Masjid Alhikmah in Scot-
land — he has designed. However, 
the most striking thing about Sal-
eem’s two mosques is that neither 
utilises the architectural features 
that have come to define mosques 
— the dome and the minaret.

“Well, it’s not dogmatic,” he 
said.” If it’s appropriate and it works 
and it has a role in that particular 
situation, then I would look at us-
ing minarets, probably even more 
so than domes. The usefulness of 
the dome is that it helps you feel 
the space internally but there are 
very few opportunities to use that 
because of the size that’s required 
while you don’t need it for acous-
tics nowadays because of micro-
phones and so on.

“As for the minaret, it has now 
become a visual symbol. The mean-
ing of an object can change over 
time. If it started off as a practical 
device [to issue the call to prayer] 
it has turned into a visual symbol. 
The question is how do you now 
best use that visual symbol?”

His mosques also marry a blend 
of traditionalism — referring spe-
cifically to British mosque-building 
— and more modern styles. Shahpo-
ran Masjid, for example, includes a 

mashrabiya screen that is a nod to 
one from the first purpose-built 
mosque in Britain, Shah Jahan 
mosque in Woking. “So that’s kind 
of an English reference, if you like,” 
Saleem said.

His Aberdeen mosque includes 

hand-made ceramics as well as a 
vast granite block that refers to the 
local stone industry. “While there is 
a series of different things happen-
ing, they are all working together,” 
he said.

The most important thing is to 

look to the future, even while keep-
ing hold to the past, Saleem said. “A 
mosque should challenge your per-
ceptions. Designing a mosque is an 
internal dialogue, a dialogue about 
British culture, a reference to our 
own history.”
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Hackney Road mosque, which was nominated for the Aga Khan Award for Architecture in 2016.

It is important that 
local mosques refer 
back to their local 
communities.

A mosque should 
challenge your 
perceptions.”British Muslim architect 

Shahed Saleem

Saima Hussain’s The Muslimah Who Fell to Earth

T
he perception of the 
hijab as a symbol of 
extremism creates a 
challenge for many 
Muslim women in the 
West. Struggling with 

a double identity — being a 
Western woman while holding on 
to traditional back-home values 
— causes some Muslim women to 
question whether they are 
maintaining a balance or moving 
towards an extreme.

In The Muslimah Who Fell to 
Earth, Saima Hussain documents 
the lives of Canadian Muslim 
women who challenge behaviours 
and stereotypes. Hussain said 
the idea for the book came after 
a friend said, despite her living in 
Mississauga, the sixth most popu-
lated city in Canada near Toronto, 
a metropolitan area with a large 
Muslim population, she was the 
only Muslim she knew.

Hussain gathered stories from 
the religious and not-so-religious 
professionals and housewives, 
Westernised and traditional, 
women in jeans, hijab or niqab and 

even gay Muslim women. They are 
all Canadians but their roots are all 
over the world.

A few of the women complained 
about extremism in their mosque 
and said they were careful not 
to take extremism home. Others 
said, rather than being a place of 
worship and community-building, 
their mosques focused too much 
on trivialities, such the woman’s 
place and bodies and uncovered 
hair.

One woman described how in 
the late 1960s, a few Indian and 
Pakistani families were lucky to 
find each other in Winnipeg and 
did not care whether others were 
Sunni or Shia. She wrote: “No one 
knew of Muslims or Islam and, 
since we children didn’t either, 
there was remarkably little ten-
sion in our daily lives. Our parents 
and the few families we knew 
harboured no resentment of this. 
In fact, they seemed untroubled 
by the absence of Islam from the 
national conversation.”

A gay woman complained that 
many of her fellow Muslims place 

sharia, hadith and fatwas in the 
same category as the Quran. 
The Quran is the word of God; 
the others are not, she told 
Hussain. “Reducing Islam to 
a monolithic entity is con-
firming orientalist construc-
tions of Islam and Muslims 
and erases its diversity and 
plurality. [Edward] Said’s 
work on Orientalism warns 
us against reducing Islam 
to any one thing. Islam is 
dynamic and it is practised 
in many ways,” the gay 
woman said.

A physically handi-
capped Muslim woman 
spoke of the difficulty 
of sharia being imple-
mented throughout the 
world. “Some Mus-
lims believe we should have 
sharia law but I don’t believe we 
should,” she told Hussain. “I think 
we should adhere to the laws of 
whatever country we live in… 
No legal structure is perfect, of 
course, since they’re implemented 
by human beings, and none of us 

is perfect.”
Some stories in The 

Muslimah Who Fell To 
Earth focus more on 

how Muslim immi-
grants got to Canada 

than on theological 
issues of Islam and each 

story offers something 
new. One particularly 
moving tale describes an 

educated woman who has 
an understanding father 

and who wears the niqab.
The book offers a nice 

introduction to the differ-
ent sects of Islam such as 
Sufism, Wahhabism, Is-

mailism and the Ahmadiyya 
community, all of which are 
represented among Canadian 

Muslims.
Hussain is also author of 

the award-winning children’s 
book The Arab World Thought of It: 
Inventions, Innovations and Amaz-
ing Facts.

Dunia El-Zobaidi is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in London.
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