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AMeFican Wolintary
Azpoclations and the Mosque
Caring his travals argund
America In the 1830s. Alexis de
Toquseille, 8 Freach aristacrat,
moted & proliferation of accial
and Civic argenizations in the
feew wiwlol i his Dook that
recounts these wages,
Demoocracy in Amenica, e
wrokes “In ra oourdry af the
ward has the principle of asso-
ciztion besn been more S
cessiully used or applied o a
Ereater rmallitude of obyjects
than in America."1  Me
chserved that though manar
chies may rely upon The exer-
tions of & wealky and powerful
individisal T Rchisve MBrLmsn-
tal undertakings. “mmong demo-
cratis matons @l the citizens
are indepandent and feetile,
powerless if they do nat hela
ore another® [p. 118),
Toyuendlle conchuded that ~lhe
art of associations becomes
the mather of actian,” ip. 118)
especialy in @ democratic soci
wty which must now artfically
create and nurture socal and
Bragarinus groupings.

What was & chamcteristic pat-
tern of nirateanth cemtury
Amarican life established by
aarly Immigrants and noted by
Toquesilie continues to be
rafiected in the hometoan sock
atiag, mutual i, snd immi
grant fraternal arganizations of
Hew York City in the post-1965
period when changas in 1ha
immigration laws ancouragad
thi latast influe. Among contem-
porary New York City's immi-
grant population, diversa atfinic
grougs aften chooas 1 institu-
tanaize their own associalions
by providing an architectural
seting within whiach they many
pursue sither poitical {i.e.
instrurmertal) ar lessure-lime
. expressiie) actritias. Moew
Yark City"s social and ethnic
clubs have tradtionally prosided
& matapharical “home” in which
ared in relerenoa to which
divarss imemigrand Zroups have,
thraugh varlpus recreational
BChRitias. organizad their soclsl
ardl cullural adapations 1o a
alranpe. and oftan estrangng
urban enviranment. Sicilian
hometown clubs and Greek fra
ternal as=aciations, as exam-
ples of gthric and social clubs,

and Social

are housed in numerous single
family hames, lofts, and slore
fromts scattered throughoul the
disfricis of Bensonhurst,
Bropklyn and Astoria, Queens
respectively 2

An additicnal urhan exarmple af
an archeteciural form associat.
ail wih @ rerwer “ethnic” group
|5 the masoua, | hase argued
alsewharg that Muslims in Mew
Yok City are permahd by Now
Worears as anathar ethnic minor-
Ity in our cokarful urhen mosaks,
daspite Muglim sal-acsartions
of belorging to a refigious
Erouging. | conpeciured that in
relatian to the annual “Muslim
Warld Day Parade,” a faaths
wi=play and march down
Lexington Avenue each
Seplembar, Muslims of Mew
Yark City, in ofder 1o altain polit-
jcal Bl condimic power, ana
recorligueing religion into eth-
nikcity bo taka advantage of the
dispourse of ethnicite.3 This is
because both the march of the
“Muslim Wartd Day Parade” arul
“storefrort® mosquas are sal-
lzctre activities that construct
ardd present images of [slam in
the oy o ron-Muslim Mew
Yarkars.

A storefrant mosque comes
under the: rubric of “non-pedi
Erend architecture,” a label des.
ignating the “vamacular, anany-
MRS, SITAantous, iIndigenaus
constructions of the infarmal,
urdpcurmnented sector"d By
axamining buldings dovated to
Islam, wa galn Insight into spe-
cific political and crganizational
actidtias that promate symbolic
males of exprassion for an
amarging Muslim community,

AL tha sama time, to renovate,
maintain oF avan carstnet a
MasQUE requeres thal an assock-
ation of people articulate the
tagk of developing togethar cer-
T@in comman nberests Dased
o respect for the thing they
lowe [accanding 1o the famaus
farmulatsan of Togoevilla) Then
frorn this basic fact of human
social existence, & walumary
assaciation is formed,
Mareover, a voluntary associa-
lian Is not anly a group of pep
ple organized for & comman pur
poss and bBraught abaut by the
will of its dividueal membors,
b It i5 slso a group of panpks
aching independently of gowarm-
Nt impoaltan.

Simaarly, what characlanzes the
gatablishment of & mosque (B &

Clubs

Eroup of people shanng the
same religicus beliets who
fresly choose ta gray logethe:.
Art historian Aenata Holod has
descrbed the minimum archi-
tectural requirements of a
masme for an embryonic com-
mumny: thene must e an anent:
ed wall, @ shaded area and a
Iarge unencumbared space for
overflow. Hobod than dstine
Puishes betwaen this primordial
maamant of the commLunity (o
ummajy whan afl Muslima stand
topether varaus tha histarical
mamant of consnacting & huid-
ings.5 In the case of the con-
temporary histoncal moment —
the era wian atorafont
miasgues have amengad in
Americe — if wa Imaging
Muslims as a woluntary assccia:
‘tan [in the manner of Toquesdlie
arvl his aporeciaton of an
Ametican grassmats greganous
ness), the mosque interpreted
a5 avaluntary association con
farms ta patterns of sociability
and imberaction fhat already
shaped tha axperknce of nine-
tegnth and garly teertieth cen
tury immigrant soclal and athnic
clubs, Theredore, the sioredrant
maRQLE Alsn embofies 05 vary
presence In B0 architeciural
farm for twn reasons, one
ragpanding o tradition, and the
ather, to wban Amenica: a
maEgUE 15 nod anly the Muslim
community's expresaion of
presance bt & mosme slsn
salisfias e need expariancad
by Mushim immigrants in MNew
Yok City to sarve thaelr sociable
arde charpctaristicaly promat-
ed among other athnic groups
by weluntary associations, fre-
lemal sodisties and sosial
clubs, Like the budding e,
the assaciation of people wi
huid, inhabit, and decorate &
masgue is subjest o a opole
that describes the history of
Muslim immigration to New York
Cite. Tne masque emerges from
an urhanita axistence in shich
the bonds of exended famity
are weakened, while at the
same time the effacts of imeni-
Eratian ard uhanzation register
o1 immigrant Muslin communi-
ties and thel raspaclive axares-

Comparing the Mosques

to New York City's Ethnic

shve cutures, As an esample of
i asprations of many imme
grant Musiims who have orga
nized masgues in America, an
artichke written by Levent Akbarut
hest articwates the comphex
forees propeling the polifers-
tian of mosques, first a5 “store
fromt” renceations, eventually
ag pupnseid architectural con-
stnuctions. Asbana’s thoughts
appearad in tha Novamber-
Decambar issie of The Minarat,
& widaly circulating newspapar
hasad In Orange Courty
California. When the author dis-
cugseg tha rodka of the moegue
in Armerica, e amploys erms
which subsiitute fraditional,
invalurtary kin groups, suach as
Tamily, with nevw, city-based, oo
ated communities thet repns-
duca a semiblance of kinship
lies. Akharut argeas That the
Arnerican mosque needs 1o be
8 schodl becsuse urhan
sghools ame substandand, &
community cantar bacauss tha

- Blrests ang dangerous, and a

locues of political activity, such
a5 wobar registration drives, 5o
that Musime will heve & 8ay in
the dedson-making processes
of this country, Quoting a savng
ar hadith fram AHBukhard, the
puthar achrowledges thal “a
masgue within the confines of
Tour walls and a ceiling is not &
requirerment far a Mualim com-
raunily 10 offer praver, becauss
God hes mate the whole earth
8 sancluary far warship.” Why
hen, he aghs, did the Prophet
bl & mesgue during the
Medinan ara® The answer is
That the mosque functioned as
a center Tor Islamic affsrs ard
organization and therety nur-
tured the Islamic affort. This
example shauld be kept n mind
by Muslims sesking 1o establish
Islarn in Amenica 8

Creating o Maosgue in the
Branx: Surinafuldamaat?

What Akbarat crvisions as the
futunz of tha mosgwee in Amenca
i5 refiectad In aspirabans.
shared by the faunders of one
s, Sunnal-id-lamaat of
the Bronx, Thedr mosque s an
example of transfsming &
structune desigrad for other
PIPOsES irto an accapishk
masgle. At the same time,
such a Muslir place of prapee
functans conscously sccanding
ta & rncdel autlingd Tor wabun-
tary asseciations or social and
rthnic clubs: new relabonshins
ard associations linked 1o
urhian Amancan societics have
besan adapted fram traditanal
seftings and partems. For

axampla, the extariar structung
af the masgue axhibits the
sama architechuna as the sur-
rounding thees-story townhous-
&6, Inite intanor, the masous
axhibits a sharp contrast o sur
rounding hiemes and buikdings
whosa ingividual, private apart-
mients dissourege the soclability
and circulation of people
irvaked N a communal alk
ghous event. The anfrance &
tha mcegue is maned e
sacred Bpace by a sign n
English and Arabic: “0 God,
apen 16 me yeur doors of
reercy” [phodel. Inbabor walls
and partitions. have been gut-
ted: 2 in other American
mosques, mashing tape guide-
linzs run the lenglh of the floor
to onent warshippers 1o Mecoca
This is Sunnatallamasst
mosgue, established in the
Bronx at 24 Mount Hope Streesd
hefwenn Walon and Jerames
Aaruas, called officually the
“Islamic Sunnatul famaat.” |
wies creaied by Guyaness mmi
grants af Indian Musim descent
whase native language is
Erglish. They began in @ basi-
mant an the Grand Concourse
in 1878 and purchased a three-
stoney single-Tamily buikding In
1558 for $45.000. The bukding
nent door was for sake and thay
manned 1o buy it in ondar to be
abfa 1o accommadate thes 1o
Towr thousand worshigpans:
lalthaugh they counted The hure
dred paving membens), Mogt
are Trom Guyana; there is 8
mirinrity of West Africans.

On Sunday October Tth, 1980,
they cormened 1o celefirale Two
everita: mulid anabi, the birth-
day of the Prophet Muharmmad,
the tredional world-wide rell-
giows day of all MusSme, and
the anfual general mesting anmd
alection of moague officers. A
gereral mesling o hokd alec
tiena complies with Nesw Yark
state rules far non-profil valun-
tary organizations and oom-
Bines redmous Muslim ritual
with secular, financial and orga-
nizalional business n a pecr
Fear, vary AmaEncan amalgam.
At the same tire, far e imrmi
grants, the mosgue nas provc-
ad & friendly, Sociable seting in
which b pracics leadership
technigues, marshal political
support, and explam voling pro-
e and symibaols.,

The event was vidsotaped by
the community 1o serve as &
seuvenin ared Sopes were Senl
fack to families in Guyana, The
fourbaur celebration anded with
a homecooked meal combining
Inclian, West Indian, and West
African cuisine, The woman ate
indaars and upstalrs, and the
man tifside. SoNEs accomps-
nying the festivities barnowed
Anerican folk medodies but
acded apprcpiate naw hrics,
Far example, to the fune of
“Five Hundred Miles,” mads
Tamaus in the 29609 by folk



mesival groups such as Tha
Joameymen, The Rirgstan Trio,
ared Peter, Paul, and Mary, sty
dents fram e masague achool
offerad their rewnitben choras:
B wemy af life, a way o lile,
Islam is a way of ife.” The ang-
nal Amencan verses speak of
the adenture, the powerty, and
the ramance of the knesame
rogd that never reverts back
T, a8 in: °If you miss tha
train I'm on ¢ ol will snow that
| hawe pone S You can haar the
whiigthe blow fve hundeed miles
S Mol & shirt 6n iy back £ Mot
& panry 1o my name [ Lord |
car't go back home this-a-way.”
P Muslim hics make & di-
farrend use of the metaphor of
life a5 a raad when wershipoers
sang in the masgue: “0o you

knoew what lalaim says? /|
says ife's a big, big chence
It saya that life i a far road
space / Belum upon est.”
The: melody, o kind of archibes-
tural framewodk, is American,
st the words are not.
Concdusions Mosques must
take on multiple roles, rokes
which juntapase two notions af
commaunity: first, a traditional
community avaked by tha archi-
tectural form of a mosgue and
gesond, 1ha creation of an alac-
tives cornmunity formed by the
streets and neighboroeds of
the Armenican city, & New York
city masgque simufanecusly
howsas a traditicaal Soremunity
steeming fram a shared reli-
gaus hertage, but also an alec-
e community of valuntariky

Sunnal-UkJamaat Mosque, Bronx
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associated members - in this
ingtance, tha West Indians,
IndEans. and Wast Africans of
the Bronx, The MOsges Serves
88 & social club for many rask
dents in the immediate neigh-
norhaod (an elective commiuni-
1y} bt also celebrales the
Proghet's birthday (the tradition-
al Muslim communityl.
Humnercus achvities, a school,
relighous rites, and an organiza
than are also used to créaate an
slective community of woluntari
Iy pessociated members wha
comply with state rules far nan-
prodit clihs, The traditional
giructura, the moscue, must e
sustained by the adifice of elec-
tive comimunities In the fanm of

a voluntary asscoiation oureau
cracy. Sunnatul Jamaat mosgque
mary have begun as a traditian
al, all-male Muslim pace of
grayer, But tha Amarnican
miaxsgue nas evilved as a social
ity Tor families and a local
oommimnily centar, & placa tor
children to play and famiias 1o
oelebrate Amercan holidays. i
provides a place Tor recrestional
acthities bul mdgre than that it
provides emotional Suslenarss
thraugh the development of
close personal relations and
social salidarity. The masoue is
et necessanly & replacement
far famely, kinship, and resigh
barhood groups prasumably
emded by tha forees of urban-
Izatian, Instead the mosque in
Amanca may enhance or wrk
tix strengthen and enlarge tradi-

tional socisl urils auch as the
Tamily. Finally, 8 moEgua is nol
just & symbal Bul also & buikd-
ing with local architeclursl pres-
ance and ethred resonands,
‘Within its walls, the patential
affect of midng wban, ekecthe
cammunities with traditianally
structured figurakians is stll bo
be maasured, as is the degree
o which thase mosques, actng
as waluntary associatians, akd
individuals to idantify ther polith
Al intaragts, to practice ther
raligion, 1o attain thair cuthursl
oljectives, and to protact their
group's fmghts,
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