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PREFACE

Friday worship is a particularly important event in the weekly calendar of
a Muslim. Mosques overflow as worshipers perform ablutions and rush to
participate in the weekly service. This can last for only a few minutes or
may take up to an hour. The Friday service in a majority Muslim country
cannot be missed. Friday is usually the weekly holiday, and amplification
systems calling the faithful to prayer become louder. When the time for
prayers comes, mosques fill to capacity and many worshipers often
squeeze into places on a sidewalk or even a street adjoining the mosque.
Friday worship in the middle of “normal” working day in a minority Mus-
lim country such as South Africa is sometimes regarded as an intrusion that
has to be tolerated and respected. In terms of the new democratic constitu-
tion, however, it can demand unusual rescheduling of office meetings and
may make demands on schools to allow Muslim children to attend reli-
gious services.

This “intrusion” in any context is multiplied tenfold if the sermon comes
under the guidance and control of political protagonists of one sort or an-
other. Internal Muslim conflicts may be obscured from the outsider as petty
or queer, but the rise of Islamism in global politics often means that the
Friday flow to and from the mosque is continuous. Before the service, the
flow of men in clean, often white outfits may resemble a stream, sometimes
rushing, sometimes meandering, from a source. And then, about an hour
later, the flow can be reversed, sometimes to an equally compelling goal.
Anything can flow from a Friday sermon: a Khomeini-like audiocassette
that reaches out to followers who have not made it on that day; a march
against an embassy; a manifesto for an Islamic state; or a program of action
against a perceived problem or threat.

Clearly, this is an onlooker’s view, even if a legitimate and sympathetic
one, which sees a religious symbol of multiple meanings and references
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that beckon to be examined. In a snapshot analysis, the Friday sermon
could be deciphered in the power of the word and the mosque, the cha-
risma of the individual preacher, the commitment of the worshipers, and
the significance of order and regulation in the world around the mosque.
This would be an affirmative analysis of the snapshot. It could also be for-
mulated in a more incriminating appraisal, however. The Friday service
may serve to highlight and encapsulate the segregation of the sexes, the
manipulation of the text, the conformity or indifference of the crowd, and
the simultaneous confusion of ablutions, prayers, and sermon. Either way,
snapshot analyses disregard the history of the event, the multiple layering
of the discourses woven temporarily into a seamless whole.

With the politicization of sermons in Iran, occupied Palestine, and
southern Lebanon, it would seem that the depth of this important religious
event has no chance of being revealed. The mullah brandishing a Kalash-
nikov at his side in the pulpit makes an indelible and frightening image.
For many Muslims, that image evokes the power of Islam finally standing
up to a bully, while observers see the terror of religious wars that should
have been over long ago. And yet, both the proud—and sometimes arro-
gant—Muslim and the horrified observer have missed the deeper levels of
this symbol. In the predominant images occupied by Khomeini’s tape-re-
corded sermons bringing about a revolution, and the Cairene mosque
preachers watched closely by security forces, the sermons remain ob-
scured. In the modern world, thousands of people making space for a tra-
ditional practice remain incredulous. It can only be understood in terms of
the political intrigues of Muslim clerics or the instability of the Third World.

In this study I propose to analyze the Friday sermon in the fascinating
context of South Africa. It seems to me clear that each Friday sermon takes
place within a number of overlapping contexts and corresponding dis-
courses. The history of Muslims in South Africa has had a decided impact
on the discourses, which have produced institutions, organizations, and
leaders. One of the prominent signs of these discourses is the Friday ser-
mon, which for its variety, aurality, and sheer presence compels greater
attention and analysis. As soon as one starts looking more carefully at the
sermon, it becomes clear that one cannot separate it from the leaders who
produce it or from the mosques within which it is produced. The mosques
are not simply brick and mortar, nor are the leaders mere veins and sinews.
Mosques and leaders are both products and creators of religious discourse
that radiates, now from the vast corpus of Islam, now from the particular
history of South Africa. Religious corpus and historical contexts create pos-
sibilities and impose limits on the sermon in South Africa.
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In one sense, since much of the material is not known outside small
circles in South African academic scholarship, the symbols, discourses, and
histories that I propose to unpack may be interesting for their novelty. I do
not see the telling of these stories as an end in itself, however. As someone
involved in the processes discussed in this study, I was not a classical par-
ticipant-observer but a shameless participant, and I continue to be so.
Hence, I began with a symbol of which, to a greater or lesser extent, I was a
part. My attempt at unpacking its layers began from the inside and moved
out, rather than the usual outsider moving in. T hope to use the opportunity
to reflect on the comparative study of modern Islamic societies by using the
advantages and disadvantages of this inverse order of investigation and
reflection. As will become clear as the text proceeds, I am personally impli-
cated in the mosques and sermons. It concerns me immensely to under-
stand what takes place. Nevertheless, I hope that I have distanced myself
sufficiently for others to appreciate the dynamics involved.

My second reason for not simply telling an interesting story lies in the
conviction that stories—all of them, and especially academic ones—are
carefully constructed out of particular interests and methodologies. There
is no interesting story that does not originate from somewhere, rooted in
interests and prejudices. I do not want to obscure the roots of my story,
namely, the exploration of the sermon-symbol as I participated in it. Third,
I choose not to tell a simple story because I deliberately want to deny it the
privilege of replacing the lives of Muslims and their histories. This study is
not the definitive account of mosques, imdms, and sermons in South Africa,
from a Muslim viewpoint that no one from the outside could have. Like
other accounts, it is born of particular concerns and interests.

I hope to unpack two key mosque traditions in South Africa within
which Islamic sermons are located. I have had the opportunity to observe
and participate in the Friday services of mosques in each of these tradi-
tions: the Claremont Main Road Mosque in Cape Town, center of the Cape
tradition, is my religious and intellectual home, where I feel most comfort-
able even though I often mutter at some of its foibles and trendy flourishes.
This mosque has become a symbol of iconoclasm in South Africa, but it is
nevertheless part of a history of Islamic institutionalization in the Cape that
began at the end of the eighteenth century. The other mosque tradition,
represented here by the Brits Mosque in the region of South Africa formerly
known as the Transvaal, is the community where I was born and raised.
Since 1994, the Transvaal has been divided into four new administrative
provinces, and Brits lies in the North West Province. The mosques in the
greater region have emerged over a hundred years, and I refer to them as
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the Transvaal mosques. I take up the challenge of elucidating the contrast-
ing sermons in each mosque within their respective histories and making
comparisons within these two Islamic traditions.

Chapter 1 is a methodological framework for understanding Islamic re-
ligious symbols as used in this study. Chapters 2 and 3 are devoted to the
Cape mosque discourse in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, with
particular focus on locating the Claremont Main Road Mosque. Chapters 4
and 5 repeat the exercise for the Transvaal and the Brits Mosque, and show
how a mosque discourse and orthodoxy were constructed in a different
historical context. In chapters 6 and 7, I analyze the sermons in the light of
the historical and discursive contexts; the focus in chapter 6 is on the ritual
inscription of space, while analysis in chapter 7 covers the formal aspects of
the sermon as well its rhetoric in the contexts of apartheid and transition to
democracy. The final chapter brings together my conclusions on the nature
of sermon in historical and discursive contexts; the efficacy of religious
institutions in a democratic civil society; and the location of religious
change and reinterpretation.

Itis my privilege at this point to thank the people of Brits and Claremont
who have not shown any consternation at my questions or my sometimes
dogged insistence on feigning being on the outside. There are probably
many people [ will forget, and I ask for their forgiveness, but I would like to
express my appreciation for the histories remembered by the people of
Brits.  want to single out the imams, the committee members, and a host of
informants mentioned in my notes. I was given access to their time as well
as the carefully kept minutes which I used extensively to reconstruct key
events in the history of the religious institutions. Most important, however,
I want to mention especially the vivid memories of my father, who became
my major source. Often, when I approached elders in the community, they
were surprised that I was asking them for help when he was the best
known for remembering the history of the town. As for Claremont, [ want
to thank especially Cassiem Saban, Ahmad Bilali Gamieldien, Abu Bakar
Hattas, and the Imam A. Rashied Omar for their valuable time. As in Brits,
I was also granted access to documents and pamphlets produced by the
very active mosque secretary, Fahmi Gamieldien. Some board members,
notably M. S. Kagee and Yusuf Omardien, also took the time to read earlier
drafts of the manuscript and make valuable comments. The Jamat Commit-
tee of Brits and the Claremont Main Road Mosque Board turned my re-
search inquiries into a pleasant experience.

I have discussed the material presented here with students at both the
University of Cape Town and the Islamic College of South Africa. Col-
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leagues across the continents have given of their time and comments. I
want to mention especially Dr. Robert Launay, whose patience and criti-
cism helped me to persist with this study; David Westerlund, who read
through the manuscript and saw its place in the study of religions in Africa
by Africans; and Louis Brenner, who pointed out major gaps in a previous
draft but encouraged me not to give up. In the first half of 1998, I also had
the privilege of sharing my thoughts with a group of scholars at the Univer-
sity of Virginia. I hope that the work presented here is worthy of their com-
ments. David Chidester, Ebrahim Moosa, and Shamil Jeppie in their unas-
suming manner always offered a reassuring ear and further review. Our
own griot and community historian, Achmat Davids, has helped with his
useful comments. My wife, Hawa, and children, Shaheed, Huda, and
Tahseen, have once again shown great understanding and patience
throughout the process. Finally, I would like to thank the University Re-
search Committee of the University of Cape Town for financial assistance
for the research conducted over the years. Naturally, [ express my debt to
all who were consulted, but I take responsibility for errors and omissions.






The Sermon in Islam: A Discursive
and Religious Symbol in History

Discerning and interpreting the relationships of Quranic cosmology,
worldview and ethos—symbolization between text and context—is a
task that invites history of religions research.

Richard Martin

The Islamic sermon has become a useful instrument in sociopolitical praxis.
It was used by nationalist movements during anticolonial struggles and
then by postcolonial states for legitimating and justifying development,
modernization, or simply power. Islamic movements have since recog-
nized the utility of the sermon and have used it for spreading their mes-
sages, organizing campaigns, and charting programs. The sermon seemed
to provide at once an audience, a symbolic place, and a malleable message,
a combination that leaders, reformers, and visionaries could not resist. As
a symbol, however, the sermon is deeper than its message and more
penetrating than its effects. It is a public platform for a leader to make a
weekly statement, but it is much more than that. It may be an occasion for
religious people to listen to some words of wisdom, admonition, and re-
membrance, but it is likewise much more than that. More than an occasion
for propaganda, it calls for greater consideration. More than just familiar
advice, it calls for greater sensitivity and appreciation. For the present
study, the sermon provided an ideal occasion for appreciating how a reli-
gious symbol reflects its varied historical contexts and discourses.

The sermon as symbol as used here benefits from some of the theoretical
reflections in the field of religious studies, particularly those pertaining
to understanding Islam and Islamic practices. In this chapter I propose a
model for understanding the symbol in its historical, social, and religious
ramifications. Before setting out on this methodological journey, it may be
useful at the outset to state briefly where the discussion is headed. The
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symbols of Islam in this study include the major rituals like prayer,
fasting, and pilgrimage but also the celebration of the birthday of the
Prophet (mawlid) and the ritual remembrance of God (dhikr). On the one
hand, such religious symbols are codes, which can be compared with tech-
nical and functional codes used in everyday life. Religious codes are not by
nature and essence an entirely separate category from nonreligious codes.
Using the resources of the particular religious tradition, religious symbols
perform important psychological and social functions for groups and com-
munities: things get done, ideas thought, individual actions defined, and
social groups formed. Each of the major practices in Islam may thus be
regarded as a discursive practice, always linked to other practices in the
tradition. The sermon, in particular, is a discursive practice inextricably
linked to mosques and imams. Symbols, however, are more than social strat-
egies. They also point to the metaphysical beings or presence that a particu-
lar religious tradition posits. They refer to and draw strength from their
connectedness with absolutes. In this sense, I propose that the sermon be
related to the re-citation of the Qur’an, the symbol of the divine irruption
into the world within Islam. The sermon, I argue, is in fact a re-citation of
the Qur’an on Fridays through which revelation in Islam is extended and
renewed.

In the discussion that follows, hence, the symbols of Islam are first
placed in a historical context. In particular, South African sermons are sym-
bols shaped and constructed in the context of colonialism and apartheid.
Symbols, second, are located in discursive practices within these historical
contexts. From Talal Asad, I develop the notion of an Islamic symbol as part
of a discourse, which in this case includes imams and mosques. This under-
standing of symbols expands the Geertzian conception of a symbolic map
by focusing also on acts and statements as strategies and patterns within
groups. Third, the discussion moves beyond Asad to suggest a third dimen-
sion for an Islamic symbol. A case is made for the religious location and
relation of a symbol within a tradition. The sermon, in particular, is more
than the sum of its effects. It is linked to the recitation of the Qur’an and
itself identified as a re-citation.

The Historical Location of the Sermon

Religious evaluations and analyses have often been accused of ignoring the
historical location of symbols and rituals. Rituals, beliefs, and practices are
often thought of as immutable symbols, which escape the positive and del-
eterious effects of history. Abu-Lughod addressed this when she recalled
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Bourdieu’s contention that symbols, rituals, and myths were not simply
“dispositions that generate and structure practices and representations but
are themselves structured by such things as material conditions character-
istic of a class condition.”' Symbols were themselves dynamic and chang-
ing, subject to the historical, dynamic forces of change. In the present study,
then, the sermon is explored as a historically grounded institution.

At first sight, South Africa may appear a most unlikely place to trace
and develop therole of the sermon in Muslim society. If we take into consid-
eration the recent history of the country, Christianity and its enigmatic re-
lationship with both apartheid and the liberation struggle seems a more
likely candidate for analysis. More than Islam, it would present a variety
of religious sermons for analysis and reflection. The fact is, however, that
the history of Islam in South Africa is as long as the history of Christianity,
European settlement, and colonialism in the region. The first group of
Muslims in the Cape were Amboyan Mardyckers from the Southeast
Asian islands, arriving only six years after the Dutch East India Company
(Vereenigde Oostindische Campagnie) established a supply outpost in
South Africa in 1652. The Cape was only supposed to be a halfway station
between Europe and the East, provisioning ships that went around the
Cape of Good Hope. Before long, however, it was considered a valuable
possession in its own right and was colonized and exploited for its re-
sources.

Since then, South Africa has undergone various forms of European occu-
pation and control. Dutch company rule was followed by English coloniza-
tion. The occupation of the Cape in 1806 and then the colonization of Natal
in 1845 ensured that the entire coastline of present-day South Africa fell
under the cloak of the British Empire. Faced with the English presence
at the Cape, disgruntled European farmers left the Cape settlement and
moved into the interior. They, in turn, subjugated most of the country by the
end of the nineteenth century. These trekkers established two republics,
which the British promptly took when diamonds and gold were discovered
in the second half of the nineteenth century. And most recently, and crown-
ing the long history of conquest and subjugation, apartheid led the country
into one of humankind’s greatest and most painful tragedies. Throughout
this sometimes tragic, sometimes heroic history, Muslims continued to
come into the country under varied circumstances. During Dutch company
rule, most were brought as slaves, but there were also some prominent
political prisoners. The British were responsible for Indian indentured
workers, hawkers, Malawian mineworkers, Somali cooks and waiters in
their army, and some intrepid international traders. Intermittently, there
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have also been many conversions from among the indigenous peoples. In
one way or another, Muslims have been deeply enmeshed in the 350-year
settlement history of South Africa. It would be a mistake to assume that the
nature of Islam had little to do with the nature of South Africa.

Islamic practices, institutions, aspirations, and values were not simply a
loosely held collage of African, Indian, and Southeast Asian influences. The
latter are no doubt present, but they have become as South African as the
soccer or rugby played in all parts of the country. Muslims established reli-
gious communities in the varying circumstances of South African history.
Under Dutch rule, the first Southeast Asian and Bengali slaves were not
allowed to observe Islamic practices publicly and thus developed rituals
and practices in homes, often drawing on Sufi practices. When business-
men arrived at the east coast port of Durban, they built the first mosque
near the Indian market. And when Malawians worked deep in the forests of
the eastern Transvaal, they organized Mawlid celebrations on makeshift
platforms. In their own ways, Muslims established Islamic practices and
institutions within their particular political, legal, and social conditions.
Mosques and schools, rituals and leadership, women's practices and youth
aspirations all came under the sway of the historical context. The complex
relationship between religion and social context is here investigated as ex-
pressed through the South African sermon. As a significant practice in Is-
lam, it refracts the social contexts and the religious sense of South African
Islam.

The Sermon as Discursive Symbol

The sermon may be immediately appreciated as a symbol in the most direct
sense. If we leave aside the complex application of the term, the sermon
may simply mean a sign of Islam as a whole or of the Friday service specifi-
cally. For a person who knows little about Islam, the former may more
easily come to mind, while more detailed knowledge of the tradition tends
to produce a more specific relation. Speculating on what people could asso-
ciate with the sermon may lead to some creative appropriations. Based on
experience, hearsay, or sheer imagination, sermons could be linked to male
hegemony, hierarchy, or the importance of the spoken word in Islam. This
fantastic play of symbols and referents could go on forever, creatively gen-
erating a plethora of associated images. The result, unfortunately, may say
much about the process of imagination but have only a tenuous link with
the symbols as perceived and conceptualized by Muslims themselves. This
employment of symbols as signs or associated references may work well
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for advertising agencies but not for understanding how Muslims relate to
sermons within Islam.

Taking a giant leap from this notion of symbols simply as associations,
Geertz developed one of the most persuasive models for understanding
symbols in religions. For Geertz, symbols stood at the heart of a religion in
society, as is clearly expressed in his famous definition: “religion is a system
of symbols which acts to establish powerful, pervasive, and long-lasting
moods and motivations in men by formulating conceptions of a general
order of existence and clothing these conceptions with such an aura of
factuality that the moods and motivations seem uniquely realistic.”? Ac-
cording to Geertz, symbols formed a complex system that produced a
complete map of reality. Symbols performed both the structural task of
presenting a worldview, closely associated with the belief system of the
religion in question, as well as establishing justification for certain behav-
ior: “[symbols] link these [world view and ethos] in such a way that they
mutually confirm one another. Such symbols render the world view believ-
able and the ethos justifiable, and they do it by invoking each in support of
the other.”? Symbols linked beliefs, worldviews, and ethos in a persuasive
and “factual” kind of way. In his well-known book Islam Observed, Geertz
suggested enduring symbolic complexes that captured the essential traits
of Islam in Moroccan and Indonesian settings. Sidi Lahsen Lyusi, the intem-
perate, brazen marabout, represented Moroccan Islam, while Kalidjaga's
inner contemplative spirit did that for Indonesia. In Geertz’s formulation,
“Indonesian illuminationism portrays reality as a style of life celebrating
mental poise. Moroccan maraboutism portrays reality as a field of spiritual
energies nucleating in the persons of individual men, and it projects a style
of life celebrating moral passion.”* Geertz’s theory is insightful for illustrat-
ing that symbols are not simply signs but complex maps providing the
justifications for actions and behavior. Geertz does not ignore the context of
Indonesia and Morocco, but shows how symbols were developed in very
different histories. He seems to focus on and emphasize the specific cultural
assumptions by which people think of the world and then come to act.

However, Geertz’s theory, particularly its application in the Islamic con-
text, does not make provision for the symbols and rites within Islam. He
does not develop a typical Islamic symbol as part of a conceptual map of
reality, nor does he show elements within Islam to be a part of the symbolic
complexes like Kalidjaga and Sidi Lyusi. Generally, Geertz regarded the
purely Islamic elements as part of a “universal, in theory standardized and
essentially unchangeable, and unusually well-integrated system of ritual
and belief.”” Islamic symbols were simply part of a scripturalist tendency,
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at once marginal among traders in coastal regions or in the cities of Indone-
sia and Morocco and disruptive as foreign intrusions. If one were to extend
and apply Geertz’s theory to scripturalist Islam, then one would have
to take more seriously the conceptual map of Islamic scripturalism as it
took shape in Indonesia or Morocco. Islamic scripturalism in both countries
would be a product of the textual discourse of Islam and the local cultural
and historical experience. Geertz, however, is happy to relegate the un-
changing Islamic tradition to the periphery of society.

His proposal for a symbolic approach also does not pay sufficient atten-
tion to the meanings intended by the actors themselves. Taking their acts
and stories as signs, Geertz is more creative than analytical. He resource-
fully and competently presents his insights in the form of a key symbolic
complex. Such an approach, however, reveals more about the skill of the
interpreter than about the participants. It tells us little about the mecha-
nism—old, new, or imperfect—that the religious actors used to shape these
symbols or about how they confronted modern challenges. For my pur-
pose, moreover, Geertz’s approach totally ignores the symbol’s relation-
ship with the sacred in religion.

Combs-Schilling’s study of the Moroccan Mawlid celebration of the
birthday of the Prophet Muhammad provides us with an important ex-
ample of a symbolicapproach to a particular Islamic practice. Her approach
tosymbols differs in key aspects from that of Geertz and provides an oppor-
tunity to consider the meaning of symbols in the study of religion from
an entirely different perspective. For Combs-Schilling, symbols were func-
tional and effective in society. Their effectiveness was due to their deep
resonance in the human condition. The production of Mawlid rituals in the
fifteenth century was the most effective cause for the legitimacy and endur-
ance of the Moroccan royal household, the “most durable legacy, the sus-
taining foundation that renewed Sharifi legitimacy and power when all
else faltered.”® This may appear to be a particular illustration of the political
function of Geertz’s notion of symbolic systems. But Combs-Schilling’s in-
terpretation of the Mawlid performance in Morocco goes much further. For
her, symbols, and she focuses particularly on ritual complexes, were essen-
tialist communicative events “conjuring the great rhythmic processes of the
universe.” The Mawlid poem in Morocco employed such deep human con-
ditions in the service of politics, “institutionaliz[ing] eros.. .. [and] turnling]
sexual passion into religious fervor and political loyalty.”” The Mawlid
celebration established pairs of dominance: humans over animals; men
over women; marabouts over ordinary men; and the caliph over all the
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marabouts. The place of blood, movement, and color (especially red) at key
points in the ritual confirmed and sustained such dominance in Moroccan
society.

Rituals for Combs-Schilling had a direct effect on history for their reso-
nance in the human condition. She drew attention to scientific theories to
support her claims. Thus, for example, the brain recognized eleven basic
units of color, which showed that it did not simply work in abstract catego-
ries. But Combs-Schilling went even further, arguing that this constituted
sufficient justification to suggest a primordial, essentialist use of color in ritu-
als. Using other such similar notions, Combs-Schilling posited fundamental
structures of the mind and body and their particular reflections in color, cat-
egories, and movements. Religious symbols and rituals employed these fun-
damental categories to produce worldviews. The symbols were socially and
politically effective because they evoked deep human characteristics.?

There are basically two interrelated problems with this conception of
symbols. Scientific theories suggesting that the mind responded to colors
and movements were not sufficient grounds for assuming that the variety
of ways in which these colors and movements were used in rituals meant
something enduring and unchanging. The scientific theory suggests that
the mind was not a collection of abstract ideas, but Combs-Schilling argued
that the ritual use of concrete shapes and colors in a particular context
corresponded with these neural characteristics. Second, this conception of
ritual has to ignore its actual practice. The historical accidents of the ritual
in practice may have to be completely ignored to focus on the eternal, pri-
mordial worth of the rituals. Hence, the theory would have to assume that
individuals and societies have no choice in the kinds of rituals and symbols
they adopt and adapt. Habits and political and social contingencies must be
ignored when focusing on the eternal resonance of the symbols.

Combs-Schilling’s approach to symbols in the study of religion is well
recognized, though increasingly criticized. In general, it has affinity with
the work of a long list of scholars who seek to ground religion as a category
in an essentialist religiosity. Otto called this the holy, while Eliade called
it the sensus numinus. Generally, this approach is criticized for “religion-
izing” the study of religion by introducing unsubstantiated, untestable
notions into a disciplined, cross-cultural study of religions in social con-
texts. Religions ought to be studied as social and empirical phenomena, no
more and no less.’ I reserve judgment on this debate between social context
and sensus numinus until later. At this point, this approach must be evalu-
ated in terms of its utility for elucidating and illuminating our understand-
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ing of an Islamic symbol, the Mawlid celebration of Morocco. Combs-
Schilling connects the Mawlid to the great feast of sacrifice and the first
night of marriage. These celebrations together entrench and confirm patri-
archy, political legitimacy, and male sexuality. Patriarchy fired the imagina-
tion of early Islam and its conquests. Ritual sacrifice in Islam and its
rich symbolism celebrated the hierarchy and “rightful domination of father
over son, of senior men over junior men, of all males over females and
children.”’® As in other Islamic societies, the deep contradiction in Moroc-
can society lay with female passion: at once loved and despised. On the one
hand, the daughter was a potential source of power: “In a daughter, a man
has a person who is part of his blood essence, but not a competitor for his
blood-earned position of patrilineal dominance, as are sons, and not a po-
tential sexual threat, as are wives and concubines.”* On the other hand,
women in Islam and in Morocco symbolized the threat to the enduring
bond with God, truth, and Muhammad. The rituals, using the symbolism of
blood, sexuality, and redness, continually re-created Moroccan monarchy
and male supremacy. For Islamic culture, Combs-Schilling imposes a
permanent and unchanging interpretation of the Qur'an on male and fe-
male relations and ignores the contradictions inherent in how men inter-
pret them. To take one example, according to Combs-Schilling, the myth of
the sacrifice of Abraham “undergirds” domination of father over son, of
senior over junior men, and of males over females and children. Yet she fails
to mention the power of God over men so central to the sacrifice and so
pondered upon by Muslim exegesis. Combs-Schilling does not simply sub-
limate the hidden agenda of real male hegemony; she conceals the equally
liberating notion that men should not arrogate the status of God to them-
selves.”?

Whether one accepts the ingenuity of Combs-Schilling’s interpretation
of the Moroccan Mawlid or not, it is clear that, unlike Geertz, she takes into
consideration the specific symbols of Islam and discusses their particular
place in a ritual drama and social context. It seems to me, though, that she
too failed to take sufficient note of the debates and the discussions that
Muslims engaged in about these symbols and ideas. As a good anthropolo-
gist, she checked and double-checked her observations with Moroccan
informants.’® What was missing, however, was what Asad has called the
discourses generated by Muslims over the centuries and through which
they produced worldviews and aspirations. For Asad, the anthropological
study of Islam as the primary object “should be approached as a discursive
tradition that connects variously with the formation of moral selves, the
manipulation of populations (or resistance to it), and the production of
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appropriate knowledges.”" Geertz had unfortunately dismissed these tra-
ditions as a nebulous scripturalism, while Combs-Schilling saw eternal,
timeless symbols where there were elaborate and complex historical prac-
tices. By not taking sufficient note of the many different interpretations of
texts, rituals, and selves, Combs-Schilling missed some of the most creative
human features of the ritual drama.

The study of religion as a discourse approaches religious symbols in a
unique manner. They are neither merely the symbols of Geertz constructing
a conceptual map of reality nor the essentialist symbols of the human
condition as used by Combs-Schilling. The symbols of religions are codes,
which can be compared with technical and functional codes used in every-
day life, through which things get done, ideas thought, and social groups
formed. The formation of a conceptual map and the entrenchment of male
hegemony were products of a discursive symbol system. Religious codes
were not a completely separate category by nature and essence. They could
be placed within a single continuum of symbolic, expressive, and sacred
codes at one extreme and technical, functional, and profane codes at the
other. For Asad, rites and symbols in religions are “disciplinary practices”
of which actors are aware, and with which they practice their religion.’
Asad certainly placed religious symbols in their social space, but unlike
Geertz, he placed the study of Islam, and religious symbols and rites gener-
ally, in the context of their production. The discursive practices of Islam
included its legal, theological, and exegetical strategies, which had to be
brought into the discussion of specifically Islamic societies, communities,
and practices. Hence, it was not sufficient to read the sermon as a symbol
of male power without discussing this significance in the rubric of legal
prohibitions, conditions, and social spaces. This kind of discursive study
should not ignore or deny the male dominance in the ritual but should
locate it within the mechanisms by which it was produced by Muslim ac-
tors, using specific modes of engagement, justifications, and reasons.

Anexamination of Asad’s application of his ideas in a chapter in Genealo-
gies of Religions helps to clarify its particular relevance for the study of the
sermon here. Asad’s analysis pertains to the Saudi sermon, which he cor-
rectly identified as part of a political critique in Islamic society. This criti-
cism was produced by young ulamd’ graduates of Saudi universities in
recent years. Asad called it “morally corrective criticism” and contrasted it
with the criticism of the Enlightenment tradition of Europe.’® He then dif-
ferentiated this particular Islamic practice of admonition from those of two
other groups in Saudi society. The first, the elder ‘ulama’, many of whom
were the teachers of the critics, were asked and expected by the king to



10 / Islam in South Africa

respond to them. The senior ‘ulama’ had become a long-standing part of the
legitimating apparatus employed by the Saudi monarchy."” On the other
hand, the Western-educated intellectuals discussed their criticism in pri-
vate, approaching Saudi princes through direct contact. According to Asad,
these two groups, unlike the first, did “not characterize their criticism in
terms of the Islamic concept of nasihah (admonishment).”'®

For Asad, the sermon as admonishment was a useful example to illus-
trate how a tradition constructed a critical discourse, one distinctively dif-
ferent from the Enlightenment tradition. According to Asad, the discourse
of the Enlightenment could not be extricated from the peculiar and particu-
lar history and politics of Europe. Religion, as understood by anthropolo-
gists and most social scientists, Asad argued, was part of this tradition. In
this regard, the core of religion could only be related to the affirmation of
spiritual beings, beliefs connected to this, and appropriate attitudes; it ex-
cluded practices with social and political intent. Asad illustrated this devel-
opment in Europe through a systematic study of the definitions of religion,
especially as formulated by Geertz and the key encyclopedias of Europe.
Religion as political practice or religion as social action could not constitute
its core, essential characteristic. Any religious act that had a direct political
intention was regarded as the political abuse of religion and not part of its
chief function. From this Enlightenment perspective of religion, the politi-
cal engagement of a religious sermon, as illustrated in the Saudi example,
could only be conceived as a manipulation. For the Saudis, acting as they
did within the discursive practice of Islamic politics in context, the sermon
as admonition was part of religion and not incidental to it.

While Asad’s analyses served to illustrate the Islamic case as different
from that of the Enlightenment, he did not take seriously the varieties
of readings among Muslims themselves. By recognizing the sermon of
the young ‘ulama’ as nasihah in the Islamic tradition, admittedly different
from the Enlightenment, he omitted its actual location in the context of
modern Saudi society. During the past century, many more developments
have taken place, particularly in terms of the major actors defining the na-
ture and limits of what is religious in the Muslim society. These develop-
ments include, among other things, the different interpretations and loca-
tion of traditional Wahhabi supporters of the state, as opposed to those of
the new graduates of Islamic universities. To these must be added the pro-
ponents of increased modernization. They include rapid modernization,
even though this has been guided by an autocratic regime. In the face of
this complexity, Asad elevated the admonition of the young ‘ulama’ at the
expense of the subservient and discreet advice and counsel of the court
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‘ulama’ and Western-educated intellectuals respectively. Like the young
puritan ‘ulama’, surely, the intellectuals could also be described as provid-
ing nasihah in terms of classical Islamic models. They were recognizable
traditions within the society, even though discredited by the political posi-
tions they held in legitimation of the Saudi state.

Asad’s focus on the discourse of Islam and his reference to the discursive
traditions of Muslims themselves is a useful model. However, in highlight-
ing the differences between Islamic and Enlightenment discourses, he
seems ambivalent about modern Islamic discourses. On the one hand, he
excludes them: “And I refer here primarily not to the programmatic dis-
courses of “modernist’ and “fundamentalist’ Islamic movements, but to the
established practices of unlettered Muslims.”” On the other hand, he
accepts that the Islamic tradition will change under the impact of industrial
capitalism and suggests that “an anthropology of Islam will therefore
seek to understand the historical conditions that enable the production and
maintenance of specific discursive traditions, or their transformation—and
the efforts of practitioners to achieve coherence.””* Modernist and funda-
mentalist Islamic discourses, as well as a host of other contextual religious
and political Islamic discourses, should in principle be included in this as-
sessment of Islamic discursive traditions in the modern world. The new
discourses cannot be dissociated from the traditional discourses, but their
modern productions too must not be overlooked.

Nevertheless, Asad’s approach to nasihah, admonition, as a disciplinary
practice within society, may usefully be applied to an examination of other
religious practices. In this study of the sermon in South Africa, a similar
approach is followed in exploring the disciplinary dimension of sermons.
Principally, it is shown that in the South African context, more than admon-
ishment is produced in the discursive practices of mosque rhetoric. These
additional discursive features of the sermon are uncovered by paying close
attention to the mosque and imam traditions in South Africa. No sermon
can take place without a preacher, a position which is itself a disciplinary
product. Neither is a preacher possible without a mosque, its location,
its particular religious orientation, and its management. Sermons in two
very different kinds of South African mosques are examined as discursive
events expressed in mosques and preachers.

As a place for worship, the mosque has come under considerable scru-
tiny in recent studies. Following Eickelman’s insights on the place of the
shrine in the context of extreme segmentation in Boujad, Morocco, mosques
have been identified as neutral zones where differences were temporarily
resolved or at least held in tense balance.”’ Using this model, Gilsenan’s
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study of the organization of space in a Lebanese village described the older
mosque as “a meeting point, the only possible meeting point, of this highly
stratified community.”? In contrast to the older mosques in Lebanon, he
described the new mosques as ostentatious signs of power and authority
claimed by a new religiopolitical presence. This presence was not really a
true religious form, according to Gilsenan, as much as a product of a politi-
cal and bourgeois expression of Islam. Gilsenan’s judgment on the newer
mosque marks the mosque as a symbol of identity and has also been used
in a host of other contexts.” This negative judgment of new mosques and
their deliberate attempts to make a statement in society, however, reflects
the Enlightenment notion of religion as pointed out by Asad. But Gilsenan’s
study also matched the two mosques with two different kinds of meeting
places in the village. The village mosque corresponded to the majlis while
the ostentatious mosques corresponded to the salon. Gilsenan noted that
the contrasting acts inside the maijlis and salon created the places. The
majlis was “characterized by the wide range of transformation that can
occur within it,” including sleeping, eating, and card playing, while
the salon was “one-dimensional, full of objects rather than significations,
desacralized—shoes are kept on; carpets show wealth and taste and are
not for sitting on or for prayer; the Quranic verses on the walls are decora-
tions rather than powerful signs.”?* Both maijlis and salon were produced
by signs and significations and suggest that their mosque counterparts
were equally responsive to the acts and rituals that took place inside them.
Sermons, as well as prayers, individual devotions, and communal gather-
ings in their variety, created special characteristics of mosque spaces. These
acts were discursive practices that literally created unique mosque spaces.

Like the mosques, the religious leadership serving the mosques and
delivering the sermons were also subject to discursive determination. In
classical models, research on Muslims has used Weberian ideal-type cat-
egories to distinguish between Sufis as charismatic leaders, jurists as ratio-
nal bureaucrats, and Sharifs as the quintessential traditionalists. The Sufi’s
charismatic authority rested on the spiritual feats performed by himself or
his teacher; the jurist proved his mettle in [slamic legal discourse; while the
descendant basked in the glory of pure blood flowing through his veins.?
In a particular locality, Muslim communities would recognize the jurists,
the Sufi, or the Sharif and would respect, condemn, or celebrate them. I
regard the ideal types not simply as classifications by social theorists but as
recognizable and identifiable patterns in a mosque community. A leader
becomes a leader when he or she conforms, more or less, to the pattern or
discourse established. Both historical context and religious values produce
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recognizable ideal types for prospective leaders and communities. Recent
political developments in Iran illustrate these changing expectations. The
Iranian mullah in the wake of the Islamic revolution would be constituted
by a combination of three discursive traditions: his Shi‘ite legacy as a jurist,
prayer leader, or charismatic ayatollah; Iranian national history; and the
revolutionary expectations thrust upon leaders since 1979. Like the
mosques, discourses guided the expectations, the limits, and the possibili-
ties of what might be expected of leaders.

An examination of the sermon cannot ignore the historical context and
discursive strategies employed in the formation of the mosques and lead-
ers. They represent the immediate conditions for the sermon and are di-
rectly reflected in it. As I show in this study, the sermon in Cape Town
produced individuality and uniqueness in the particular authoritative
status of the preacher, in the administrative organization of the mosques,
and in the sermon’s delivery and metaphors. All of these—leadership mod-
els, space, performance, and metaphors—were products of discursive
practices in the Cape and came into play when the imam ascended the
pulpit to deliver his sermon. The Transvaal sermon is shown to produce
orthodoxy using similar disciplinary practices and strategies.

Metaphysical Ambitions

The historical location and the discursive power of a sermon do not exhaust
the study of its symbolic dimension. When the particular contextual bias of
the preacher has been revealed, and the discursive mechanisms unpacked,
we would still be left guessing as to the particular value of the sermon in
relation to Islam as religion. The historical location and discursive practices
are important social dimensions of the religion. The sociological analysis of
the sermons indicates how religions create maps for reality (Geertz) or cre-
ate powerful disciplinary selves, groups, and institutions {(Asad). However,
it does not reflect the place and power of the sermon in relation to its specifi-
cally religious dimension. Thus, for example, daily worship (saldh) may be
interpreted and analyzed in its complex social and psychological dimen-
sions. However, within the religion, it would be taught as the way of
worship, adoring God in humble submission. In short, salah is worship.
Whether one accepts the reality of God or not, the analysis of salah cannot
exclude this devotional dimension.

This aspect of the sermon takes account of the debates in the study of
religion pertaining to the reality or otherwise of its metaphysical dimen-
sion. Platvoet calls this the multi-tiered notion of reality posited by most
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religions, which cannot be subject to scrutiny and examination by the
single-tier discourse of the comparative study of religions. Platvoet’s pro-
posed operational definition for religion addresses the problem by high-
lighting its problematic. Religion for Platvoet is “postulated communica-
tive events within believed networks of relationships between believers
and their non-verifiable/non-falsifiable beings or addressable reality.”*
“Non-verifiable/non-falsifiable beings or addressable reality” refers to ul-
timate reality, gods or God. Since this reality is not testable by an empirical
science of religion, it cannot be made the object of disciplined investiga-
tions. In many instances, this means that the dimension of the religious
practices directly connected to the nonverifiable/nonfalsifiable beings is
bracketed and is often ignored in the conclusions that follow. Durkheim’s
famous example of “religion as cohesion” subsumed the efficacy of
nonverifiable/nonfalsifiable beings or addressable reality into society.
Using his definition, Platvoet proposes that balancing positivism and
nonreductionism may solve the reductionist problem.” Alas, he does not
provide an example of this neat solution.

I do believe that one can and should go beyond reductionism without
having to make substantial religious pronouncements. On the basis of em-
pirical observations, the orientation and meaning of symbols and rituals in
a particular religion should be analyzed for their relation to nonverifiable /
nonfalsifiable beings or addressable reality. This would not necessarily
deny their social or personal implications, but it would at least recognize
and take into account the “fact” of these nonverifiable/nonfalsifiable be-
ings or addressable realities. For worship in Islam, for example, such a di-
mension may lead to an awareness of the relation established between God
and the believer. Such a relationship may be compared fruitfully with salah
in different Islamic contexts and under the influence of different schools of
thought. More widely, fruitful comparisons may also be made in this par-
ticular religious dimension with worship and prayer in other religions. In
the case of the sermon, the significance of this religious dimension may not
be immediately apparent. A ritual speech has an immediate social and psy-
chological impact, which would seem to obviate the importance of search-
ing for a deeper religious significance. However, a closer look at the sermon
discloses and clarifies this religious significance apart from its social signifi-
cance. In fact, a brief survey of studies on the Islamic sermon illustrates the
gaps left by social analyses of the sermon that neglect the dimension to
which I am referring.

The potential of the sermon as a rhetorical instrument, and its competi-
tion among protagonists of every hue, has drawn the attention of scholars



The Sermon in Islam / 15

to its role in modern Islamic society. The sermon as a speech directed to an
audience has been recognized and noted as a prescribed feature in Islamic
ritual. In addition, the frequent citation of the Qur’an in the sermons has
been noted. However, the focus of the analyses has rested on the social
effects of the sermon in relation to modernization, the legitimacy of the
state, and Islamization. Recognizing the social function of the sermon and
the preacher in Muslim society, scholars have tried to appraise their effect
in the transformation of Muslim society. The key question engaging most
observers has been the effect of the Islamic sermon in promoting or
retarding modernization. The results have not been very conclusive. Some
preachers were found to be promoting modernization, while others were
obstacles to that end.

One of the earliest essays on the modern Islamic sermon, by Borthwick
in 1967, categorically stated that the Islamic sermon could not promote
development. As a rhetorical device expressed in formalized speech, the
sermon maintained the established hierarchy in society. Moreover, because
of its citation and use of formulaic and archaic patterns, it was not able to
deal with specific, potentially divisive issues.” Since Borthwick’s study in
the 1960s, the role of Islam in politics has changed dramatically. The effec-
tiveness of Islam as a political ideology can no longer be denied, and
subsequent studies reversed Borthwick’s judgment. In particular, An-
toun’s seminal 1989 work on the sermon in a Jordanian village found that,
beyond its potential for political mobilization, the sermon was able to me-
diate and promote social change. Contrary to Borthwick, Antoun in an ex-
tensive study of a village preacher in Jordan recorded the use of colloquial
Arabic in the sermons as well as finding willingness to depart from classical
sermon models. He also showed how the preacher dealt with contentious
issues like kinship relations and political parties.” More directly, Antoun
related the effectiveness of the sermon in promoting development by using
a religious idiom. Appreciating the place and significance of Islam in the
village of Kufr al-Ma, Antoun proposed that the preacher was a culture
broker who stood midway between the textual tradition of the religious
scholars (the ‘ulama’) and village customs. Antoun argued that the
preacher in Jordan was able to reproduce religious values from the great
tradition of Islam in the village community. He actively promoted a greater
degree of conformity toward Islamic practices, attending regular worship
and going on pilgrimage to Mecca. Social and political problems in the
village were appraised in terms of their standard textual felicity. Village
customs and traditions that resisted change were marginalized by
scripturalist religious principles. According to Antoun, the sermon in the
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Jordanian village was always in favor of modernization—but not Western-
ization. Modernization in the Jordanian village took place in a particular
sociocultural framework.®

Antoun’s positive appraisal of the Islamic sermon in general, and the
Islamist sermon in particular, does not account for the preachers in the
Middle East standing with rifles at their sides. Replacing the rod with a
dangerous weapon, they seemed to project a dreadful image of the Friday
sermon. Gaffney’s study of preachers in Egypt has accounted for Antoun’s
more moderate preachers as well as these radicals. Like Antoun, he found
that some preachers promoted development, while others inhibited it.
Gaffney showed that only the sermons of preachers broadly committed to
the Egyptian state promoted development by supplying relevant religious
justifications. When this political compliance and acquiescence was absent,
however, the sermons were easily turned against the state; in such cases,
preachers elevated the ordinary and inconsequentiat lives of the masses in
Egypt to epic roles of good against evil. Exploiting the binary contrasts of
“us” and “them,” and “believer” and “disbeliever,” they increased the po-
tential for conflict as they painted a utopian ideal in which ordinary people
could vicariously participate. Such sermons, according to Gaffney, did not
change the lives of the people but created attitudes with which the modern
Egyptian state could not deal.™

In a more extensive study, Gaffney related these two types of sermons to
literary models. Moderate sermons, supporting development and address-
ing the social and political needs of society, were identified as metaphors. In
these sermons, the founding texts of Islam (the Qur’an and the Prophetic
examples) were carefully applied to new contexts. The metaphorical ten-
sion between the texts of classical Islam and the context of modern Egypt
were carefully controlled by those concerned about the desperate needs of
Egypt. Emphasis was placed upon the application of values and principles
from one context to another. In contrast, radical sermons were metonymic
in the literary sense of the word, where the identities of text, contexts,
and modern preachers were completely fused. According to Gaffney, met-
onymic sermons rendered God, the Qur’anic text, and modern society com-
pletely indistinguishable.* Sermons formulated utopian and radical revi-
sionist programs in the emotionally charged contexts of mosques. In the
sermon, the Prophet himself urged the faithful to march against the secular
national state.

The identification of rhetorical strategies of the preachers, and their po-
tency for promoting or thwarting the goals of social and political develop-
ment, were important for understanding what sermons actually achieved
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in different contexts. However, these particularly functionalist questions
posed about sermons in a modern state have almost completely obscured
their religious dimensions. The title of Gaffney’s study, The Prophet’s Pulpit:
Islamic Preaching in Contemporary Egypt, suggests that the preachers were
occupying an important religious space. Gaffney traced the sermon’s prin-
cipal office in Islam to the leadership of Prophet Muhammad. He then
showed how succeeding political leaders manipulated this powerful posi-
tion, deteriorating in later periods to formulaic statements on behalf of ca-
liphs and sultans.®® In Gaffney, it seems that only the radical preacher, in his
misappropriation of the Prophetic role, took on a purely religious dimen-
sion. Only he dared to break all boundaries between texts, context, and first
recipient and thus become the Prophet. Antoun revealed even less of the
religious dimensions of the sermon. He pointed to its religious significance
in early Islam but offered nothing much about the modern sermon as
a religious element within Islamic practices and beliefs. Observers of the
modern Islamic sermon, then, bracketed the religious element in the ser-
mon but ended up either ignoring it or warning against its negative effects
for development or effective government control. The religious or meta-
physical object or value of the sermon remained obscured.

The key to appreciating the religious and metaphysical object and value
of the sermon lay in understanding the meaning of the Qur’an in Islam and
in Islamic society. The sermon in this dimension reflected the aural and oral
recitation of the Qur’an, the importance of which in Muslim society has
been pointed out in numerous studies. Graham at least has focused on the
nature and appreciation of the Qur’an beyond its role as a rulebook and a
text to be read, commented upon, and analyzed. He has located it broadly
within a family of religious texts that are heard and appreciated orally and
aurally* The Qur’an is not only the text but also its recitation, according to
Graham. Recitation was a rereading, even a recall, of the revelation given to
the Prophet Muhammad. Thus, for Hodgson, the Qur’anic recitation was
“an act of commitment in worship” in which “the event of revelation is
renewed.”* Wilfred Cantwell Smith, in a recent work on religious scrip-
ture, confirmed this Qur’anic presence in recitation. The Qur’an, he said,
was “the ipsissima verba of God Himself; God speaking to humankind
not merely in seventh-century Arabia to Muhammad, but from all eter-
nity to every man and woman throughout the world—including the indi-
vidual Muslim as he or she reads or recites it or devoutly holds it, or
vividly or dimly or even unconsciously remembers a passage or phrase
from it.”* This recitation could be located in many Islamic practices, in-
cluding but not exclusively the Qur’an recitals that Muslims all over the
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world appreciate in beautiful and masterful renderings. In modern times,
the names of competitions in Indonesia, Egypt, and Iran have become
household words, evoking contests where the world’s best reciters com-
pete at reciting the word of God.*” The recited Qur’an has not been missed
by Antoun or Gaffney in the Friday sermon. As Antoun recalled for
the Jordanian village, “the Qur’anic verses, traditions of the Prophet, and
prayer formulae ... lac[ing] the sermons together are the ultimate reality for
both the preacher and his listeners.” Referring to the experience of Qur’anic
recitation as the ultimate encounter with God, Antoun believed that the
Friday service best provided this opportunity: “But the most regular and
significant recitation of the Qur’an is on the occasion of the Friday congre-
gational prayer service. Recitation precedes the Friday sermon and follows
it, and the preacher punctuates his sermons with appropriate verses as does
the worshiper in the culminating Friday congregational prayer.”*

The memory of the Qur’an appeared to repeat that first event. In reality,
however, every recitation was also a re-citation when the contexts and
complex resources of the Qur’an in society were taken into account. I use
hyphenation to emphasize the spaces and the interference between differ-
ent recitations, whether that of Gabriel, the Prophet Muhammad, or any
other subsequent reader. Both spaces and interferences are dynamically
positive attributes. The only threats they may pose are not to the text as
such but to rigid notions of recitation. The “oral, performative, dialogic
Qur’an [was] encoded” in a list of debates, dogmas, and narratives like the
illiteracy (ummiyyah) of the Prophet, the theory of revelation, script, and
teacher.”” This hermeneutical, dialogic nature of the Qur’an cannot be un-
derstated, because the recitation, memorization, and transmission of the
Qur’an was deceptive in the way it appeared to reproduce itself. In the
sermon, then, the Qur’an resonated not only in the numerous quotations
from it, although no doubt preachers cited the Qur’an profusely and drew
all kinds of lessons, allegories, and analogies from its chapters and verses.
But they did much more than recite when they did so. As they related the
Qur’an to new contexts and new teachings, they re-cited the texts for these
contexts. In sermons, preachers literally re-cited the Qur’an by producing,
in form and performance, their own compositions. They not only repeated
the first act of revelation and recitation from Gabriel to Muhammad but
continued it. The sermon was not simply a speech act or admonishment. In
terms of the nonverifiable/nonfalsifiable reality that Islam posited as a
religion, the sermon was an occasion for a divine irruption. It recalled
and reproduced, however dimly, the divine irruption in seventh-century
Arabia. This does not preclude the function and role of the sermon as a
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speech act. As an oral and aural statement, the sermon may admonish,
justify, threaten, or teach. Like any other speech, it can also induce a com-
pelling urge to sleep. The recognition of these social functions, however,
cannot ignore its religious value. One could possibly study the social effects
of a sermon without taking into consideration this religious dimension,
but it would be eliminating an important dimension of a sermon within a
mosque in [slam.

The contrasting pair of recitation and re-citation has a distant echo in the
theological debate on the nature of the Qur’an. The Mu‘tazilites opted for
its createdness as a text and book, even as they believed in its divine origin.
The Sunnite position, championed by Ahmad b. Hanbal (d. 241/855), was
that it was not created but was the word of God, pure and simple. Some of
the later scholars reflected on the recitation of the Qur’an and made a dis-
tinction between a recitation (gird #h), “the oral reading or recitation on one
side, which is our material action,” and magrii’, “that which is read or re-
cited on the other; that which is brought to expression, God'’s intention, His
thinking as we might say.” This, according to van Ess, was the view of Ibn
Kullab, who rejected the Mu tazilite position but still opened the space for
human recitation. Van Ess produced a list of subsequent authorities who
took a similar position, thereby introducing a consideration of the human
element in the recitation of a divine tract.* Both qira’ah and maqra’ were
derived from the root gr’, the one a verbal noun and the other a passive
noun. In Islamic theological discussion, an attempt was being made to keep
apart God’s word and the human retelling of it. In the discourse of modern
religious studies, [ am trying not to ignore the metaphysical dimension.
This can be done by appealing to the classical theological discussion, the
notion that either form of recitation, an act of subjectivity, is always rooted
in a hermeneutic. Thus emerges a delicate balance between recitation and
re-citation. The boundaries between gira’ah and maqri’ converge at the
level of performance in a ritual context as they converge around the root
verb.

So far, a case has been made for simply recognizing the metaphysical
and religious dimension of the religious symbol or ritual. As far as the ser-
mon is concerned, this religious dimension is also the source of creativity.
This cannot remain at the level of theological speculation, because it yields
opportunities for the reciters. The sermon has the responsibility to dissemi-
nate and formulate the discourses of the mosques and the imams. While it
would be expected to reflect the context and discourses as a historical phe-
nomenon, its revelatory dimension provides an opportunity for creativity
as well. The sermons, through this powerful notion of re-citation, provide
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a vehicle for determining how a particular social practice was articulated.
In the two mosque traditions under investigation here, the sermons pro-
duced metaphors for elaborating the dominant discourses in context. The
Claremont Main Road Mosque sermon re-cited the dilemmas and opportu-
nities of a progressive Islam, while the Brits mosque articulated orthodoxy.
In Asad’s example, the sermon re-cited the Saudi critique of the king, and
Gaffney’s preachers re-cited legitimation and delegitimation of the state in
Egypt.

The model for understanding an Islamic ritual as proposed in this chap-
ter, then, has to begin with the historical context, which provides the impor-
tant crucible within which a discourse of authority, correct practices, iden-
tities, and communities is founded. Such a discourse is produced by the
historical conditions prevailing in a given situation as well as by the reli-
gious resources of individuals and groups. The disciplinary patterns within
religions are rich and varied. They range from received knowledge of cor-
rect procedure in a ritual, intricate ramifications of legal philosophy, and
elaborate detail and implications in theology to the deep secrets of mystical
experience. These disciplinary practices take shape in a particular context,
and give shape to the context in turn. In spite of the social significance of
this complex, moreover, the ritual still has a religious and metaphysical
dimension. As far as the religious tradition is concerned, this dimension of
the symbolic may be the source of creativity. In the following chapters, 1
propose to apply this model to two mosque traditions in South Africa.
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Creation of the Cape Mosque Discourse

Shaykh Abu Bakr Najjar, one of the most illustrious leaders of a prominent
District Six Mosque in Cape Town, never tired of reminding his friends in
Johannesburg that he would not exchange his low-paying position for a
Iucrative one in the city of gold. Compared to the religious leaders in this
rich city, the Cape imam enjoyed the honor, respect, and deference befitting
a king, he would say. Shaykh Najjar felt and enjoyed what had developed
in the Cape over two hundred years, during which Muslims produced a
distinctive discursive tradition in mosque establishment. In this tradition,
the Cape imam enjoyed the status of nothing less than a revered Sufi
shaykh. In the context of colonialism and apartheid, the mosque and imam
discourse defined leadership and authority in patterns of education, ritual,
and community participation.

The Foundations

In 1652, after many years of passing the Cape of Good Hope on the way to
the East, the Dutch Vereenigde Oostindische Campagnie established a re-
freshment station at the southern tip of Africa, the southwestern peninsula
of what is now South Africa. The station was expected to supply ships with
fresh food and water on their long journeys. The local inhabitants, the in-
digenous Khoi and the San, called Hottentots by the settlers, soon real-
ized the station’s insatiable hunger for land and cattle and resisted its
expansion. This conflict became the context in which the first Muslims arrived
in South Africa. In 1658, the Mardyckers from Amboya were brought
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to protect the settlement against the San and Khoi. It was a context steeped
in irony, though, as the Mardyckers, brought to serve the interests of Euro-
pean colonists, were still regarded as second-class residents in relation to
the free European burghers. The Mardyckers’ position between the colo-
nizers and the indigenous people has become an enigma and often a di-
lemma experienced by many Muslims since. Even the more recent apart-
heid ideology in South Africa ensured that most Muslims, classified as
Indian and “Coloured” (officially meaning of mixed race), escaped the
brunt of the worst forms of discrimination but were nevertheless second-
class citizens like the Mardyckers.! This awkward political position is often
reflected in the religious discourses developed by Muslims.

The vast majority of Muslims arrived at the Cape under much more
adverse conditions than the Mardyckers. The Dutch company in the Cape
depended heavily on slaves, who were bought from all over Africa and
Asia but especially Madagascar, India, and the Southeast Asian islands, all
having significant Muslim populations.> The company also used the Cape
as a place of exile for political prisoners from the Southeast Asian islands.
From 1667 onward, some of these exiles were prominent Muslim leaders.
Brought in 1694 after a long and bitter struggle against the Dutch and its
surrogates in the East, Shaykh Yusuf of Macassar was the most prominent
of such exiles. He was not allowed to live inside Cape Town for fear of any
possible influence he might exert over the small slave population. On the
other hand, the Dutch governors treated him with great respect and deco-
rum. Shaykh Yusuf was stationed on the farm Zandvliet at the mouth of the
Storms River and lived there until his death in 1699.

Since the Mardyckers were not permitted to practice their religion in
public, we have no record of the kind of religious activities they must have
nurtured in private. Some contemporary Muslim scholars, therefore, have
suggested that Shaykh Yusuf established the first Muslim community in
South Africa, attracted runaway slaves who converted to Islam, and repre-
sented a symbol of resistance to European colonialism. In a book marking
three hundred years of Muslim history in the Cape, Dangor had this to say
of the first community: “Under the leadership of Shaykh Yusuf, who was 68
years of age when he arrived here, the group of Zandvliet formed one of the
first very elementary structures of a Muslim community, and they came to
represent the first area of resistance to colonization at the Cape.”?

From this perspective, the foundation of the mosque tradition in South
Africa should begin with Shaykh Yusuf. The figure of Shaykh Yusuf, how-
ever, is shrouded in the contemporary perceptions of Muslims and their
long history in the country. Rafudeen’s review of the primary and second-
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ary documents revealed that the foundation of this earliest community is
based on some tenuous evidence, plagued by numerous unsubstantiated
claims and by mistranslation. The only significant statement referring to
conversion, for example, was a Dutch reference to the high birth rate among
Muslims. The phrase “dese Mohmetanen, door geboorte in getal, hoe
langer, hoe meerder, zyn toenemende” has been creatively translated
as meaning “multiplying” Muslims through conversion.* Moreover, com-
pany officials would have prevented influential exiles like Shaykh Yusuf,
who had offered dogged resistance to the Dutch in the East, from founding
any significant resistance groups in the Cape.

There is no doubt, though, that the memory of these political exiles
and prominent personalities became an important part of Muslim religious
consciousness and practices. Itis not clear how soon this took place. Shaykh
Yusuf’s gravesite was at least a place of veneration in the first half of
the nineteenth century.” This continued until an elaborate tomb was built
around his grave in 1909.¢ Veneration of the shaykh has continued to grow
in this century so that even today, Cape Muslims would not go to Mecca
without first visiting the shrine of Shaykh Yusuf. Contemporary references
to his anti-Dutch resistance as well as his foundation of anticolonialist ac-
tivities inside the Cape cannot be extricated from this religious veneration.
It was a social and political appropriation of a religious symbol. Shaykh
Yusuf has become a key symbol of Muslim presence in South Africa.” Ignor-
ing the Mardyckers, a Tri-Centenary Committee used the arrival of Shaykh
Yusuf as the foundation of the first Muslim community. On the eve of the
first democratic elections in the country, Muslims in Cape Town turned out
in their thousands to celebrate three hundred years in South Africa. The
high point of the celebration was a mass encampment around Shaykh
Yusuf’s tomb. It was a significant indication of how Shaykh Yusuf had been
adopted as a symbol of Muslim presence in the country and Islamic resis-
tance to colonialism and apartheid.

In spite of the importance of Shaykh Yusuf for contemporary Muslim
identity, the search for the development of a mosque discourse must begin
elsewhere. It lay neither in the first Muslims who came to the country nor
in the prominent symbol of Islamic presence in South Africa. The institu-
tionalization of Islam took shape during the second half of the eighteenth
century when another group of Muslims were sent to the Cape as
Banndieten (convicts) who conspired against the British. Some also came
with authoritative Islamic credentials and set the foundations of Islamic
institutions. Unlike the early exiles, who were often scattered in isolation
outside the city, the convicts lived among the slaves and free black people.
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Consequently, they had a better chance to develop institutions for the early
Islamic community.

Political developments in Europe and South Africa provided unex-
pected opportunities for the establishment of Islam in public. In 1795, when
Napoleon invaded the Netherlands, the Dutch House of Orange asked the
English to occupy the Cape on their behalf.® Once in the Cape, the British
introduced relatively more liberal measures with regard to the practice of
religion, thus providing the political climate for the foundation of the first
mosque. From within the Muslim community, the person directly involved
in the establishment of the first religious school and mosque was one of the
convicts brought to the Cape. He was Imam Abdullah Kadi Abdus Salaam,
who was brought to the Cape in 1780 and imprisoned on Robben Island.
Known as Tuan Guru, he was an able scholar and, while in prison, wrote the
Qur’an from memory as well as a book on jurisprudence and theology,
Ma rifah al-Islam wa al-Iman.® Upon his release in 1793, Tuan Guru devoted
himself to teaching and also led the Muslims in congregational prayers,
sometimes in the quarries of the city.’ According to Davids, he was also
responsible for the foundation of the first mosque, called Awwal Mosque,
in 1798 on a piece of land that belonged to Saartjie van de Kaap, the wife of
one of his students, Achmat van Bengalen." Permission for such a building
was obtained by the Muslim leaders from General Craig immediately after
the English took control of the Cape.

The Central Role of the Imam

This narrative of the first institution of Islam at the Cape calls for some
examination in order to delineate the particular mosque tradition that be-
gan to take shape. The Cape mosque was led by one prominent imam to the
exclusion of any other contenders. The emergence of this focus on a single
person can be gleaned from the foundation of the Awwal Mosque, particu-
larly in the role of Tuan Guru and the exclusion of another prominent per-
sonality, Frans van Bengalen. Tuan Guru became the legendary first teacher
and imam in the community, which concealed the mechanism by which the
discursive tradition took root. Contrary to popular belief, the institutional-
ization of Islam in the Cape was not led by only one man. Frank Bradlow’s
examination of the evidence from the early nineteenth century reveals the
prominence of Frans van Bengalen, with a slightly different interest and ap-
proach to the foundation of the mosque. Van Bengalen was a prominent slave
“who purchased his own freedom and went [on] to become rich and himself
a slave-owner.”"? His failed ambition underscores the uniqueness of the
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Cape Islamic leadership tradition. His failure to acquire a prominent posi-
tion in the Awwal Mosque reveals one of the key components of the Cape
mosque discourse: imams share leadership only grudgingly with other in-
terest groups in the mosque.

In his statement to the Colebrooke and Brigge Commission investigating
the conditions of black people in the Cape in 1825, the then imam of the
Awwal Mosque, Achmat van Bengalen, stated that his predecessor, “who
died about three years ago . . . was the first who had been allowed to offici-
ate and build a place of worship.”" Since Tuan Guru died in 1807, Bradlow
argued that this person was Frans van Bengalen, who died sometime in
1821 or 1822." Davids, on the other hand, suggested that “the principal
Imams in 1797 applied for a mosque,” and he reconstructed a correspond-
ing line of succession consisting of these “principal” leaders. Thus, accord-
ing to Davids, Tuan Guru was followed by Abdulalim (d. circa 1810), who
in turn was followed by Sourdeen (who “probably” died in 1822).1° Achmat
van Bengalen’s statement to the Colebrooke and Brigge Commission, how-
ever, referred to only one person who was “allowed to officiate and build a
place of worship,” and David’s theory of a group applying for a mosque
seems unlikely.

Inmy view, Frans van Bengalen had probably applied for the foundation
of the mosque but had not been an imam as such. My argument for this
position is based on a number of observations. First, it is not impossible to
conceive that the Awwal Mosque was established soon after General Craig
had granted permission, a point Bradlow seems to doubt. This establish-
ment may have meant setting aside a place especially for prayer—not nec-
essarily equipped with the domes and minarets and other such character-
istic features easily identified by visitors and travelers. In Bradlow’s
analysis of the available literary evidence, it is clear that visitors in the nine-
teenth century, on whom he relies for the presence of mosques, repeatedly
mistook houses for the kinds of mosques they expected in Islamic cities.
The first mosque in the Cape may not have symbolized the presence of
Muslims to outsiders. This is a case in which the search for the mosque as a
symbol of Muslim presence obscured the mosque as a meeting place for
organization and religious devotion. The absence of a mosque as a clear,
unequivocal symbol of Muslim status for the public did not preclude its
presence as a place of worship, equally important for the elaboration of
Muslim institutions. It is quite plausible that the liberal atmosphere of the
time led the Muslims to set aside a house or a site in 1798 as the first mosque.
Simultaneously, they would have continued to seek more suitable land on
which to construct a mosque.
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Having taken note of this possibility, it becomes clearer what Frans van
Bengalen’s role in the establishment of the first mosque might have been.
Both Bradlow and Davids agree on his role in the Muslim community in
relation to the state. In particular, both agree that he appealed to Sir George
Yonge in 1800 for permission to build a mosque, permission that was
granted but was then thwarted by the Cape Burgher Senate. After 1804,
when Batavian representatives took over the Cape from the English, Frans
van Bengalen approached them too and negotiated land for a mosque in
return for preparing two Javaansche artillery emplacements in defense of
the Cape against an impending English attack. This time, the English had
their eyes on the Cape not as temporary caretakers but as a new colonial
power.’® The Muslims fought bravely for the Dutch but could not prevent
the Cape becoming the latest English colony. As far as leadership among
the Muslims is concerned, the artillery installations provided yet another
opportunity for leadership by Frans van Bengalen. Since he had applied for
mosque premises from Yonge, and had negotiated for land in return for
military duties with the Dutch, he may also have been the person to ap-
proach General Craig earlier. It is quite likely that Frans van Bengalen, as an
influential person, approached the state authorities first for permission to
establish a mosque (Craig) and then for land from Yonge and the Batavian
authorities.

In the light of these negotiations, Frans van Bengalen emerges as the
person principally concerned about obtaining state recognition for Mus-
lims and negotiating on their behalf. He was not only a leader recognized
by the state. He was also close to Tuan Guru, and we are told that he was
present at the reading of the will when the Awwal Mosque imam’s succes-
sor was announced. At the same time, it is clear that he approached the state
on behalf of the Muslim community and with their knowledge. All these
indicate the status of a leader who was not a religious scholar but someone
who played an important part in the establishment of a religious institu-
tion. In earlier Islamic contexts, this role would sometimes have been
played by the caliph, an influential minister, or a wealthy trader. Such pa-
trons would establish a mosque and then invite religious scholars to serve
the mosque and the community. The mosque would then reflect the par-
ticular religious orientation of the scholar but would also have to bear the
direct or indirect social and political pressure of the patron involved.” In
Cape Town, the development of this model seemed unlikely, given the par-
ticular conditions of slavery as well as the key roles taken by the early
imams. Slavery precluded the emergence of a class or group of influential
traders, for example, who might build mosques and then maintain an influ-
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ential role in relation to them. But Frans van Bengalen was an exception in
Cape slave society and therefore the most likely candidate. As man of rela-
tively considerable means, he could have played the role of patron in the
classical Islamic model.

At the death of Tuan Guru in 1807, Frans van Bengalen tried to assert his
leadership by suggesting his own choice of successor, Jan van Boughies.
Achmat van Bengalen refused to bow to this pressure and appealed to the
wishes of Tuan Guru: “Remember that Jan van Boughies can never, as long
as he lives, take my place, and whoever gives him my place must answer on
the day of judgment, and not to me.””® When this did not work, Frans van
Bengalen and Jan van Boughies purchased land on Long Street in 1807,
with the intention of establishing another mosque. Long Street was within
the city and not far from Awwal Mosque. This second mosque came to be
known as the Palm Tree Mosque. Based on these developments, it is plau-
sible to assume that tension existed within the Awwal Mosque. Achmat van
Bengalen may have feared the loss of his own position if the team of Frans
and Jan took over the Awwal Mosque. His rejection of Frans van Bengalen’s
demand, however, had long-lasting implications for the Cape mosque.
Frans van Bengalen, who had gone out of his way to establish the Awwal
Mosque, had to bow to Tuan Guru’s and then Achmat van Bengalen's reli-
gious leadership in Cape society. The Cape mosque tradition would not
tolerate nonclerical leaders in the community who were not patronized by
religious leaders as such.

Teaching, Ritual Service, and Loyalty

Like the prominent leadership of the mosque, the role and function of the
Cape imam within the Cape mosque was also constructed within the
history of its institutionalization. In this regard, both the Awwal and Palm
Tree mosques and their disputes provide us with opportunities for uncov-
ering and delineating the basic expectations of a mosque leader in the Cape.
Unlike Frans van Bengalen, Jan van Boughies emerged as a serious con-
tender for religious leadership in Cape Muslim society. He was brought to
the Cape at the end of the eighteenth century as a slave and later bought by
Salia van Macassar, whom he had married by 1800. Jan claimed to have
been the oldest “priest” in the service of the community since 1798 and also
to have taught Achmat van Bengalen the “Mohammedan language.”* This
date coincides with the founding of the Awwal Mosque and attests to Jan
van Boughies’s long association with leadership in the Muslim community.
Davids portrays him as a man who manumitted a considerable number



28 / Islam in South Africa

of slaves but who also lost support due to his troublesome character.® A
closer look at these and other characteristics of mosques headed by Jan van
Boughies and Achmat van Bengalen indicates a deeper process than simply
personal idiosyncrasies. More important, an examination of their mosque
leadership methods suggests the chief roles created for imams and later
expected of them in the Cape mosque.

Jan van Boughies enjoyed a reputation as a teacher—also one of the
hallmarks of Tuan Guru, who established the first classroom in 1793. This
school grew enormously in the next few years, until in 1825, it had over 491
students.?! The religious school established by Tuan Guru flourished as
slaves sent their children to learn the basics of the Qur’an, Islamic theology,
and ritual performance. Numerous educational materials were developed,
including textbooks for memorization called koples books and eventually
catechisms by the teachers specifically for the people of Cape Town. The
Islamic school in Cape Town was also responsible for texts and later pub-
lished books on religious instruction for students in the local Dutch patois,
later to be called Afrikaans. Using the Arabic orthography developed for
Malay, they adopted an Arabic orthography for Afrikaans. The first such
texts in what Davids calls Arabic-Afrikaans appeared in 1856, preceding
campaigns to use the Roman script for the language.”

The implications of this school system for the Cape leadership model can
hardly be underestimated. It appears in the descriptions and disputes of
every mosque that has been established in the Cape since the Awwal
Mosque. Even though the Cape imam had many duties beyond teaching,
he was often thought of first and foremost as a teacher. Teaching, however,
was more than just the transmission of knowledge. In his study of the edu-
cation of a religious scholar in Morocco, Eickelman has paid careful atten-
tion to how an intellectual tradition was constructed in a culture-specific
context. Education was an important part of the transmission, creation, and
consolidation of a worldview that placed the teacher, the student, and the
materials in their proper cosmological relations. In the Cape Islamic case,
this meant—briefly but succinctly—"learning to be human and Muslim” in
Cape Town. Eickelman also identified how the educational system created
a particular place for religious scholars. Intellectuals in Morocco, the fgihs,
as he called them, were essentially the common possession of a number of
villages.® As strangers, they did not belong to any one particular group.
Education in the Cape also had this cosmological and social significance. As
in Morocco, being a student in a Cape school signaled in fact that one
was being groomed as a teacher and could eventually head a mosque. In
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the examples of the numerous mosques in the Cape, we shall see how this
educational element permeates the leadership expectations of the imam.

Mosque leadership enjoyed total dedication from the congregation
through other kinds of social mechanisms as well. To the Colebrooke and
Brigge Commission of 1825, Achmat van Bengalen reported the ownership
but humane treatment of slaves in the Muslim community* Jan van
Boughies’s reputation for freeing slaves suggests the distinctiveness of
amosque congregation in the Cape. While Van Boughies may have lost mem-
bers due to his leadership conflict with the Awwal Mosque, he may have
gained others by manumission. His buying of slaves for freedom, especially
between 1800 and 1818, may be linked to the Rev. Campbell’s description of
a mosque service attended by “about a hundred men, chiefly slaves, Malays
and Madagascars.” Bradlow and Cairns connected this description to the
Awwal Mosque on account of the “long staff with a silver head” used in the
service. This popular staff, called a torka in the Cape, is still used in the Awwal
Mosque and is regarded as one of its key heirlooms.” However, Campbell’s
description of the “Mozambican” slaves inside the mosque coincides with a
popular name for the Palm Tree Mosque as a “Mozbieker’s” mosque during
the nineteenth century. Mozambican slaves were imported to the Cape after
aban was placed on Eastern slaves at the end of the eighteenth century.® Jan
van Boughies’s reputation for manumission of slaves may account for the
greater number of Mozambicans in the mosque. On the other hand, the pres-
ence of the tonka on that particular occasion cannot be explained inside the
Palm Tree Mosque.

The distinctiveness of a particular congregation may not necessarily in-
dicate a committed following in most mosques in the Muslim world. Call-
ing the Palm Tree Mosque the Mozbieker mosque, thus, may not have had
much significance. However, in the Cape mosque tradition, a close relation-
ship developed between leaders and communities. The Mozbieker associa-
tion of the Palm Tree Mosque of Jan van Boughies was deeper than simply
a name. The terms used for belonging to the mosque and recognizing the
authority of the imam denoted the strong bond between leader and fol-
lower. The regular attendants at a mosque were said to soembaai there,
meaning that they worshiped there and went to other mosques only on rare
occasions. More tellingly, however, these followers of an imam were called
murids, a technical term in Sufism meaning a “seeker” who attached him- or
herself to an accomplished spiritual master. Desiring their own spiritual de-
velopment, the murids were novitiates who presented themselves to the
master like corpses to a funeral undertaker.” The murids of the Cape imams
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did not register their intent to undertake a spiritual journey; nor did the
Cape imams claim such spiritual accomplishments themselves. However,
the use of the term murid was apt for describing the deep commitment of
the worshiper to his or her imam in the Cape mosque.

The relationship between the imam and the murid was cemented by
ritual services provided by the imam, and not by the promise of spiritual
renewal or enlightenment reminiscent of the Sufis. Shell has masterfully
shown the crucial importance of the Cape imams in innovative rites of pas-
sage. Life’s journey began with an elaborate birth ceremony, called doepmaal
(literally a baptismal meal), where the parents would invite the imam to
give the newborn child a name and protect the baby from evil forces in the
society. The next landmark was when boys (and later also girls) concluded
the complete recitation of the Qur’an in the religious school. On the occa-
sion of this accomplishment, a tamat ceremony acted as a kind of initiation
rite for children entering adult Muslim life. The marriage ceremony where
both bride and bridegroom attended emphasized the place of both parties
but especially that of women in the society. The presence of women was
apparently a response to vigorous Christian proselytization at the time.
And finally, an elaborate and dignified burial ceremony, including a sol-
emn march through the streets of Cape Town, declared the imam’s commit-
ment to his flock. The rites of passage were an important part of the service
offered by Cape imams to the community. On the one hand, the members of
the congregation were provided a sense of belonging during slavery and
afterward. On the other hand, the ritual service affirmed the leadership and
authority of the imam in the mosque.®

At first, the Cape mosque discourse did not pay much attention to the
desires of the congregation. It seems that this was more a discourse among
leaders who were able to form a group of peers that controlled standards
and expectations for potential and future leaders. However, during the sec-
ond half of the nineteenth century, the people who attended the mosques
began to express their ideas and expectations for mosque organization as
well. This new development was spurred by the numerous disputes among
the imams, many often leading to the state court. The Palm Tree Mosque, in
particular, was subject to contentious leadership disputes on charges of
incompetence leveled against the imams by some members of the congre-
gation. In one such case heard in the Supreme Court in 1866, the court
proposed a departure for the organization of the mosque. The court seemed
to hint at a new approach when it commented on the prevailing tradition
of succession: “no custom or law was proved whereby the imam had the
sole right to appoint a successor; and that no custom or law was proved
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whereby the senior gatiep [preacher] should succeed the imam.”? This
judgment suggested that the community, or a part of it, could exercise some
right to the choice of leadership in the mosque. The court, it seems, tried to
make room for the community to share some role in determining the nature
of the mosque.

This legal judgment was soon pursued by another Cape Muslim, Hadjie
Salie Jacobs, who applied to the Supreme Court to force Imam Hassiem of
the Jameah Mosque to appoint an assistant. The Hadjie lost his case but, not
unpredictably, established his own mosque on Vos Street and called it the
Nurul Mohamedia Congregation. What was unusual, however, was that he
attached a detailed deed of transfer to the new property, which stipulated
that an updated registry of members be kept. The registry, among other
things, would define the eligible voters for the next imam. In a similar case,
the Pilgrim Mosque was forced by the court in 1908 to form a “body of
trustees” to administer the mosque.* These examples of mosque organiza-
tion point in the direction of greater community participation. The latter
could be achieved when the community was clearly defined in legal or
bureaucratic terms. This body of members represented another force in the
Cape mosque, one which often threatened the central place of the imam. As
will be seen in the next chapter, imams were not easily deposed from their
central place in the mosque. Usually, through education and ritual service,
they ensured that they gained the support of the new bodies thus created.
By the end of nineteenth century, teaching, ritual service, and community
loyalty were important components in the mosque discourse in the Cape.
The imam created a conceptual worldview through education, and pro-
vided support in the form of ritual service, to which most members in the
congregation responded with loyalty and commitment.

Pilgrimage

Pilgrimage to Mecca was yet another practice recognized in mosque
leadership. Pilgrimage may have gained prominence as a means by which
knowledge was acquired. Knowledge had enabled leadership in the com-
munity since the foundation of the Awwal Mosque in the Cape. Access to
the Arab world through pilgrimage and extended periods of study rein-
forced this tradition.* It was not uncommon for pilgrims to stay in Mecca or
Cairo for a long period, during which time they could study Arabic and
other Islamic disciplines. Pilgrimage became a distinct means for acquiring
greater access to authentic knowledge gained in Mecca, as opposed to be-
ing instructed in the schools of Cape Town. As a component in the battery
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of leadership claims, however, pilgrimage evolved into a discursive sym-
bol, a mechanism, for the incumbent’s right to leadership. Both as a means
to education and the distinction of having stayed in the holy land, pilgrim-
age became part of the discursive definition of the Cape mosque.

Pilgrimage featured prominently in two cases, first appearing in the
Mosque Shafee or Imam Hadjie Mosque. The third imam in this particular
mosque, Abdol Gasiep, appointed two assistants, Hadjie Salie and Shaykh
Abdol Azizi, an Arab, to conduct the Friday service. The former’s eminence
seemed to rest on the fact that he had made the pilgrimage to Mecca and
was consequently called a hadjie (a pilgrim). Shaykh Abdol Azizi’s com-
mand of Arabic, on the other hand, threatened the leadership of Abdol
Gasiep. When the shaykh went to Arabia for a while, the imam decided
summarily to relieve him of his responsibilities and denied him access to
the pulpit on his return. In response, Shaykh Azizi, supported by Hadjie
Salie, opposed the imam’s decision. They brought a large number of Mus-
lims from Claremont to depose the old imam. The imam responded with
a restraining order from the court. During the subsequent court hearing,
Abdol Gasiep was referred to as the “imam of the sick and the dead” allud-
ing to the rites of passage (birth, marriage, burial) that the imams of Cape
Town administered to their congregants. However, Chief Justice Buchanan
also alluded to the eminence enjoyed by pilgrimage in mosque leadership
claims.® In this case, it seems, Hadjie Salie and Shaykh Azizi were unsuc-
cessful in challenging ritual services with pilgrimage and superior knowl-
edge claims. There is no doubt, however, that the performance of such an
important rite as the pilgrimage was clearly recognized for leadership in
the society.

The importance of pilgrimage for the leadership of a mosque was even
more crucial to a dispute in the Jameah Queen Victoria Mosque. When
Shahibo appointed his young son Hassiem to the leadership of the mosque,
he was opposed by a Pilgrim Congregation, consisting apparently of men
who had performed the pilgrimage. Their leader, Hadjie Abdol Kalil, de-
cided to break away from the Jameah Queen Victoria Mosque to establish
his own mosque. He bought premises and became the imam of the Pilgrim
Mosque.*® This particular mechanism of pilgrimage as a leadership claim,
whether indirectly as a reflection of knowledge to be acquired in Arabia or
directly for its own sake, shows how the mosque in the Cape constructed a
discourse out of the Islamic rituals. As one of the five pillars of Islam, pil-
grimage was not an intrusion of universal Islam into South African Islam,
as Geertz and other modern scholars since Hurgronje have suggested
for Indonesian Islam.* In the context of the mosque discourses, it was not
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even an important reorientation of the Muslims toward the universal
Islamic center in Mecca.® As a discursive strategy in the Cape, pilgrimage
joined teaching, ritual, and loyalty as the symbolic capital by which
mosques could be created.

The Political and Social Effects of the Discourse

The discourse of the Cape mosque was not confined to the four walls of the
mosques. Even though constructed within the mosque, the discourse had
powerful effects in a number of important social and political contexts. As
an Islamic discourse created within the city, it even had a powerful influ-
ence on traditions that came into the city from more central Islamic lands.
The influence of the periphery on the center was clearly illustrated in the
case of Abu Bakr Effendi, to be discussed shortly. Second, a discourse that
generated loyalty and commitment to a leader could also be employed in
the broader political and social spheres. Not surprisingly, it was less suc-
cessful than in the mosque, but it nevertheless influenced the relationship
between Muslims and the general public, the state, and civil society.

The Cape mosque discourse left an indelible impression on the represen-
tatives of the great Islamic tradition who came to the city. The example of
Abu Bakr Effendi in the nineteenth century represents a pattern that has
since repeated itself in the Cape. Abu Bakr Effendi was sent to Cape Town
from one of the most powerful centers of the Islamic world, the Ottoman
Empire. He was a special emissary sent to the Cape to help settle religious
disputes in the Cape Town Supreme Court. On his arrival in Cape Town,
Effendi was immediately sought by Cape Muslim leaders to teach their
wards. By engaging in teaching, and not confining himself to his official
judicial duties, Abu Bakr Effendi was locked into the Cape mosque dis-
course and achieved prominence and success through its specific mecha-
nisms. Effendi taught students who used their new possibilities to claim
leadership roles, often against the wishes of the Cape Shafi‘7 sensibilities.
The Cape Muslims generally followed the Shafi1 legal school while Effendi
belonged to the Hanafi tradition. He also wrote one of the first religious
catechisms in Afrikaans using Arabic characters, thus becoming one of
the many religious leaders who developed Arabic-Afrikaans. But most
important, shortly after Effendi’s death, his followers bought land for the
Moslem sect Aghanaf in 1881, to establish the first Hanafi mosque. It
was only a matter of time before Hanafi teachings, shaped in the familiar
Cape discourse, were concretized in a mosque. When Muslims were mak-
ing their way to Mecca on pilgrimage, it appeared that they were drawing
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inspiration, information, and orientation from the center. However, the ex-
perience of Abu Bakr Effendi illustrates the power the local Cape discourse
exerted on the dominant Islamic powers and authorities.

This is good example of how a peripheral or “little” tradition had an
effect on the central or “great” tradition—an issue that one finds in a num-
ber of transregional religions or traditions that have a central dogma to
promote, share, or impose. While apparently being imposed onto the pe-
riphery, the dogma is simultaneously transformed by it. The periphery is
not necessarily spared by this subversion, but it imposes its own conditions
on the center. In his study of the Jordanian preacher, Antoun used this cen-
tral-periphery model to suggest how modern Islamization was a particular
effect of the imposition of modernization in the Arab world. The little tradi-
tion, in this case Islam, was transformed—but not before leaving an
indelible mark on the modernization process itself. Comaroff and Comaroff
have developed this notion in the context of rituals in Africa. Rituals, they
said, were “constitutive modes of practice” that subverted modernity and
hegemonic Christianity. The malcontent of modernity was evident in local
ritual practice.”” The Islamic discourse from the center, Egypt or Istanbul or
India, anywhere outside Cape Town, was also transformed, vulgarized,
and perhaps liberated, when it tried to impose change on local contexts. In
order to appreciate this, we must begin to appreciate Islamic materials not
simply for their contents but in the local discursive forms into which they
were received. The relationship between the Cape discourse and an Otto-
man emissary illustrates this very well.

It is, however, not sufficient to identify and formulate the mechanism
for a peripheral Islam or its possible effects on central traditions. The dis-
courses must also be examined for the social and political effects and limi-
tations within the periphery. They ought not to be celebrated for how they
subvert the central and dominating traditions. The analyses must be ever
alert to the creation of new centers and new orthodoxies on the periphery.
In the context of South Africa, thus, the Cape Muslim discourse and its
ability to generate support and loyalty within a mosque also sought to rep-
resent the Muslims as a community in Cape Town. With the disappearance
of Frans van Bengalen, the imam wanted to represent Islam and Muslims in
public. In the Cape Islamic tradition, Davids has suggested that Tuan Guru
enjoyed this eminence and then bequeathed it to Achmat van Bengalen.*® In
1836, on the eve of liberation of slaves, however, Jan van Boughies claimed
the honor for himself against Achmat van Bengalen. The leadership of the
slaves and freed slaves was one thing inside a particular mosque; but an-
other matter when the entire Muslim population had to be taken into ac-
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count. How did this discourse assist or hinder the powerful imam in this
new challenge? What were the consequences of these attempts for the soci-
ety as a whole? The dispute between Jan van Boughies and Achmat van
Bengalen, played out particularly in the letter pages of local newspapers, is
instructive as regards the role and function of the Cape mosque and imam
in civil society.

When Achmat van Bengalen used the title “Chief Priest” in a pamphlet,
Jan van Boughies challenged this usage in the pages of the South African
Commercial Advertiser.® Davids argued that Van Boughies was disputing a
status that Achmat van Bengalen had enjoyed since the death of Tuan Guru.
It was a status recognized by the state when Achmat was asked to appear
before the 1825 Colebrooke and Brigge Commission investigating slave
and free black conditions. Furthermore, Tuan Guru had called him to wit-
ness the announcement of the future leadership of the community. For
Davids, these distinctions pointed to Achmat van Bengalen’s leadership
within the community and thus his chief priest status. Davids argued that
this was the status of gadi (judge), which Achmat van Bengalen enjoyed
within the Muslim community. However, the words used in greater
Cape Town for the positions were priest and chief priest, in contrast to tuan
(teacher) or emaum (imam) within the mosque congregation. The distinc-
tion between the two sets of terms revealed their particular usage in the
mosque discourse. In the evidence available for this issue, “priest” and
“chief priest” appear in the exchange of letters in the newspaper and when
the state was the object of a petition. But “priest” and “imam” identified
two very different groups and communities. The imam was a leader in a
particular mosque, while “priest” was a title used for announcing that au-
thority in public. Leadership of a mosque as an imam provided the basis for
representing Muslims at official levels as priest. Such a leadership claim
was not a sufficient basis for actual recognition, however, as other imams
from other mosques could and did claim the same authority. The appear-
ance of Achmat van Bengalen at the 1825 Colebrooke and Brigge Commis-
sion as chief priest was only a claim, not necessarily recognized in the entire
Muslim community. Had Achmat van Bengalen’s 1825 representation and
then 1836 claim gone undisputed, we would probably have had a chief
imam family in Cape Town that controlled all social, political, and religious
matters in the wider community. But since this position was disputed by at
least Jan van Boughies, we know that Cape Town may have had a chief
priest claimant but not a chief imam.

For an effective chief priest, Muslims had to find a source and justifica-
tion of authority that transcended the mosque and its rituals. Jan van
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Boughies's letter to the South African Commercial Advertiser appealed to
such a mosque-transcending claim when he delineated his position as a
teacher in the Awwal Mosque. His role in the first community was not
fortuitous. It was an attempt to claim leadership of the entire Muslim com-
munity, irrespective of the particular mosque to which one belonged. Ritual
and educational services were mosque- or school-specific, which the
appeal to the first community tried to transcend. However, Achmat van
Bengalen had equally strong credentials. He had been the student of the
first teacher, and his wife had donated the land for the Awwal Mosque.
Moreover, both leaders’ appeal to the first community of Cape Town found
a challenge from one of the sons of Tuan Guru, Abdol Roef, who sent a
dubious letter of support for Achmat van Bengalen to the newspaper:

I also take this opportunity, Sir, to say that it is my duty to stand above
all because Imam Achmet promised my father, Imam Abdullah [Tuan
Guru], that he would not stand above us until we are forty years; but
Sir, because l have not studied through the books enough, T have given
this place to Imam Achmet until such time I am capable to occupy it.?

Ostensibly in support of Achmat van Bengalen, Roef’s letter made his
own claim to the foundational status of the Cape mosque. Unlike his senior
counterparts, Roef’s was a genealogical claim to the first community. The
plural claims and counterclaims rendered this attempt at finding a mosque-
transcendent discourse ineffective. The appeal to the first community was
not decisive enough to lead the entire community. Each claim, even when
it appealed to a higher authority, only reinforced and remained effective
within the confines of a single mosque. Like Jan van Boughies and Achmat
van Bengalen, Abdol Roef went on to found a succession of mosques that
continued into the twentieth century.*! His claim for genealogical priority
against Achmat van Bengalen and Jan van Boughies was not sufficient for
public leadership.

There existed a basic contradiction between the kind of leadership culti-
vated by the imams inside the mosques and the leadership claims they
made in the broader Cape public. On the one hand, leadership within the
mosque through education, rituals, and spiritual commitment was culti-
vated with people on a personal basis. Its effectiveness in generating loy-
alty remained within a confined group of followers and could not tran-
scend the mosque as such. Jan van Boughies could not expect loyalty from
the followers of Achmat van Bengalen, and vice versa. The appeal to Tuan
Guru as a mosque-transcending criterion faced many problems. Like early
Islam, when there was more than one road leading to Medina, there was
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more than one road leading to Tuan Guru. Only an approach that did not
have any direct interest in the local mosque could provide that platform.
The fact that so many mosques went to the courts to settle disputes indi-
cated that they were searching for such a neutral arbiter. The Cape dis-
course itself was unable to deliver that neutral space.

The Muslims of Cape Town were not going to give up so easily. Imams
who enjoyed support and loyalty in their mosques tried to assert that au-
thority in broader society. Their continued attempts did not lead to a better
platform for public leadership and representation of all Muslims. On the
contrary, these public representations became an important feature of cer-
tain ambitious mosques. Imams who aspired to general Muslim leadership
imprinted such a function onto their mosques. As in the cases of Achmat
van Bengalen, Jan van Boughies, and Abdol Roef, moreover, their attempts
ensured the public role of the Cape mosque. These attempts ensured that
Cape mosques were not permanently insulated from social and political
issues in the broader society. Since the leadership was based on discursive
formations within the confines of the mosque, public representation often
resulted in a confusion of boundaries between local mosque and wider
community. Sometimes, what appeared to be a public representation was
only a specific contribution from a specific mosque congregation. Groups
and individuals utilized social and political ventures representing the
wider Muslim public to produce the sense of a singular Cape mosque com-
munity. At other times, Muslim public responses appearing to represent
general Muslim interests were reactions to pressures on the Cape mosque
discourse. In the nineteenth century, the first was illustrated by Muslim
colonial collusion on the eastern frontier and the second by the 1880s riots
against smallpox vaccination.

The fourth mosque in the Cape was granted to the Muslims by the state
in return for participation in its war effort against the Xhosa in the Battle of
the Axe. White colonial settlement was continually expanding in search of
more land and resources. Once the Khoi and the San were subdued, the
Xhosa in the Eastern Cape were threatened. As when Frans van Bengalen
turned to military matters in 1804, a “Malay Corps” consisting of a medley
of 250 volunteers and conscripts served the British with a standard “exhib-
iting the crescent on a green field with the Union Jack in the corner.”*? This
amounted again to a Muslim readiness to assist colonial expansion in South
Africa. In this case, Muslim volunteers were prepared to serve British colo-
nial interests in return for land for a mosque. Davids seems eager to stress
that not all the members were enthusiastic about the war effort when
they arrived at the front and that the corps was disbanded after only four
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months.* More important to note, however, is that representation with the
state, a public entity, was sought on behalf of the Muslim community to
found a mosque. From the perspective of the mosque discourse, the nature
of the war as a form of colonialist expansion was secondary. The mosque
discourse was not an anticolonial discourse; neither was the Cape mosque
a colonialist wing of the state. The mosque discourse in the Cape was sim-
ply concerned about establishing a mosque, which included the possibility
of supporting or opposing colonialism. What appeared to be general sup-
port for the British was the hapless appropriation of Muslim sentiments for
a mosque. Even more ironically, the communitywide participation of the
Malay Corps was utilized for the production of a mosque for one group
within the Muslim community.

After the Malay Corps was disbanded, some of the Muslims stayed on in
the Eastern Cape and joined the small Muslim community there. Others
returned and immediately campaigned for the land for which they had
volunteered. A trust was formed by Abdol Bazier, Abdol Wahab, Daries,
and Salies, and a mosque was built in 1854. Abdol Bazier, as the principal
negotiator with the state, became the first imam of the Jameah Mosque,
also known as the Queen Victoria Mosque.* The latter name, bowing to
the reigning British monarch, confirmed the peculiar political position the
Muslims chose. Representation with the state, however, in this case in a
military sense, was for an imam one important component in the founda-
tion of the mosques. Like Achmat van Bengalen in 1825, the imam Abdol
Bazier was the chief negotiator with the state and the chief beneficiary.
The mosque, with its unique discourse favoring one powerful imam, was
founded in the public representation of Muslims in a colonialist war of
expansion.

The mosque discourse of Muslims in the nineteenth century was impli-
cated in the colonialist fabric well beyond military adventures. Generally,
the establishment of mosques took place in the midst of mistrust and suspi-
cion from the state and colonial society. There was one particular event in
the nineteenth century that epitomized Muslim rejection of the political
order. This was the Muslim rejection of quarantine measures adopted by
Cape Town’s authorities to combat an outbreak of smallpox. Muslims, sup-
ported by imams, opposed taking vaccinations, refused to observe quaran-
tine measures against those who were afflicted, and planned to oppose the
proposed relocation of cemeteries outside Cape Town. It is clear that the
municipality could have been more tactful or more considerate toward the
religious sensibilities of its citizens, particularly those, like the Muslims,
living in some of the worst parts of the city. However, the cemetery upris-
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ings revealed aspects of the mosque discourse that went beyond clashing
perceptions of medicine and proper city management. Funeral prepara-
tions were important rituals administered by the imams, who refused to
curtail these to comply with the special quarantine measures. Moreover,
relocation of the cemeteries threatened an important dimension of the fu-
neral rite, namely the practice of carrying the body of the deceased to its
final resting place. Muslims insisted that it was part of the Islamic practice
to carry the dead without the use of “mechanical transport, such as trains or
horse-drawn carts, as this, too, was a violation of their religion.”* In 1886,
when the cemeteries were declared closed, Muslims defied the council and
went ahead with burying their dead there. Rioting broke out when a burial
was stopped by police, and the volunteer reserve force of Cape Town was
called up to maintain peace and enforce the council’s decision.* The riots
of 1886 illustrate how the mosque discourse reacted to a measure that
threatened one of its key practices and rituals. The patterns of mosque prac-
tices, in this case its ritual dimensions, defined the conceptual world within
which Muslims lived. The conceptual world was neither supportive of co-
lonialism nor opposed to it. It defined its own priorities and reactions. In
the context of British colonialism in the Cape, it was remarkable for both its
adaptability and its pathos.

Conclusion

The nineteenth century bequeathed to Cape Muslims a rich mosque tradi-
tion. The mosques were powerful and independent centers providing the
sites for Muslim worship and leadership. Imams established their author-
ity in terms of expertise in Islamic knowledge, which could be obtained by
periods of study inside Cape Town or during pilgrimage to Mecca. Imams
in the Cape ensured loyalty through ritual services offered to the commu-
nity. These discursive practices of a typical Cape mosque provided the op-
portunities for establishing mosques. However, the effectiveness of the dis-
course was severely curtailed by its own constitution. The power that lay at
the heart of individual mosque practices could not be transformed into
communitywide leadership. An appeal to the early foundation of Islam in
the Cape to act as such a transcendent criterion was inherently pluralist.
The localized confinement of the discourse was confirmed even by appar-
ently public representations. Muslim support for a colonial frontier war
produced another mosque, and a citywide Muslim rejection of a public
policy could only take shape in support of a localized ritual within the Cape
Muslim discourse.
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The Claremont Main Road Mosque:
Redrawing the Cape Tradition

We were full of nostalgia but were resolutely progressive.

Mariama Ba, So Long a Letter

Innovation in Claremont

On Friday, August 12,1994, the imam of the Claremont Main Road Mosque,
Abdul Rashied Omar, invited Professor Amina Wadud Muhsin of the Com-
monwealth University of Virginia to deliver the presermon lecture. She
spoke to both men and women from the main floor of the mosque, and not
from a special women's space on a mezzanine floor, in the basement, or in
a completely different room. The mosque was separated into male and fe-
male sections but only by a thin rope, no more and no less. The response to
the presermon was overwhelming. The mosque was flooded with local
media to record the event. Mosque officials had made sure that such an
event would not be lost to posterity, nor should this public statement for
the place of women in Islam be ignored. While South African newspapers
lauded the mosque’s stand for women's rights, most Muslims were
alarmed at this development. Religious scholars particularly organized a
campaign to halt the new trend in Claremont. Their indignation took the
form of pamphlets, lectures against Claremont’s modernism, joint ulama’
meetings and conferences, and a petition calling for the imam’s removal
from office.! During the next Ramadan, moreover, the annual general meet-
ing of the mosque was stormed by supporters of the Muslim Judicial Coun-
cil to try to depose the imam.

The media and progressive political groups in South Africa welcomed
the historic event, so soon after the first democratic elections in April of the
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same year.? South Africa was making yet another contribution to freedom
and democracy.® On the other hand, Muslims were indignant that the
West had achieved another victory, this time not on the battlefield but in
the innermost sanctuary of Islam. The mosque’s sanctity had been “des-
ecrated” in a “historically unprecedented show of defiance” cried the
Muslim Views, the local Muslim monthly, in its first issue after the event.*
Both were correct to some extent. The South African experience of the
struggle against apartheid had contributed immensely to developments in
the Claremont Main Road Mosque, while modernity should also take some
of the credit for this development. However, the Claremont Mosque was
not simply a product of either, a symbol of liberation or of the encroachment
of the West. Both the media and Muslim critics stopped short of a deeper
appreciation of the mosque as a discursive space. From the observer’s po-
sition, the mosque was a symbol of modernization and Westernization re-
spectively. From the perspective of the Cape mosque discourse, however, it
was not a passive recipient of new ideas. Like other mosques in Cape Town,
it dealt creatively with these South African developments within the oppor-
tunities and limits of its own discourse.

The Claremont Mosque worked cautiously within the Cape tradition.
Thus, for example, Amina Wadud Muhsin did not deliver the official
Friday sermon but the presermon lecture. This parallel sermon supple-
menting the official Arabic sermon existed in most non-Arab countries. The
Turks have even developed a separate pulpit for it in the mosque. Taking a
lead from a Muslim conference held in Mecca in 1975, however, the Muslim
Youth Movement had encouraged the delivering of the sermon in English
or Afrikaans in South Africa: “In places where Arabic is not understood it is
sufficient to have the prologue of the Khutbah and its essentials in Arabic,
but the subject matter of the Khutbah must be in the language that is under-
stood by the audience.”®

Religious leaders in the Transvaal and Natal vehemently criticized the
recommendations, but some Cape mosques, including Claremont, adopted
this new measure. However, when Omar invited Amina Muhsin, he used
the presermon tradition to introduce an innovation; that is, he used an older
tradition, itself an innovation, to introduce another one.

The support for women’s rights may be seen as only the first step in the
direction of recovering the role that women had played in early Islam in the
Cape. Women had always been part of the discourse as students and even
financial contributors. More important, the emergence of imam leadership
in Cape society obscured women'’s crucial role in early Islam in the Cape.
Both the Awwal and Palm Tree mosques depended on the goodwill and
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financial support of women close to the leaders. According to Shell’s study
of the household in Cape slavery, women held prominent places in society.
Their relatively smaller numbers throughout the period of slavery ensured
their greater value, which resulted in greater legal and household advan-
tages. Female slaves, often held in bondage in the homes of slave owners,
achieved higher status thereby.® The prominence of Saartjie van de Kaap
and Salia van Macassar in Cape Muslim society accords with this pattern of
high status among women. Even though they did not play a direct role in
the mosques themselves, both women were former slaves who acquired
wealth and prominence. Saartjie van de Kaap, for example, was the daugh-
ter of Trijn van de Kaap, both of them manumitted slaves. Trijn van de Kaap
possessed property that she passed on to her daughter, one part of which
was used for the Awwal Mosque. In 1841, when Saartjie van de Kaap ex-
ecuted her will, she confirmed the use of the property for the mosque in
perpetuity. But the remarkable woman was not simply watching from the
sidelines while events were taking shape. By the time her husband died in
1843, her sons and the sons of Tuan Guru had established the Nurul Islam
Mosque less than a hundred yards from the Awwal Mosque. Showing her
rejection of their action, she amended her will and removed her three
sons as executors, also stipulating that the successor to her husband in the
mosque should bury her. Salia van Macassar was less influential, but she
provided the means by which Jan van Boughies became a leader. It was
only through marriage that Jan van Boughies was able to make a greater
impact in society. Salia van Macassar gave him the financial independence
to pursue his religious career.”

The absence of Saartjie van de Kaap and Salia van Macassar from the key
leadership discourse was notable in the light of their earlier contributions.
These two remarkable women seem to present a faint echo of what women
may have been doing in the community. Given the importance of home-
based Islam during the greater part of the era of slavery in the Cape, such
roles may have been substantially larger than is assumed. As in early
Islam, however, the institutionalization of Islam in the Capeled to a relative
marginalization of the leadership role of women in the society. In the twen-
tieth century, women in Cape Town still play an unrecognized but signifi-
cant role in the mosque and religious institutions, sometimes even as mem-
bers of mosque governing bodies. This latter leadership status has often
been questioned and, in a few mosque communities, threatened. Amina
Wadud Mubhsin’s presentation was a radical innovation, but it recalled the
suppressed and unrecognized place of women in Cape Muslim society.
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Twentieth-Century Mosques

In order to understand the Claremont innovations, we need to move a few
steps back from the events in August 1994. As was suggested in the last
chapter, Cape Town’s mosques entered the twentieth century with a dis-
course that enabled leadership inside the mosque as well as providing an
opportunity to represent all the Muslims in the Cape. The twentieth cen-
tury in South Africa threw Muslims its own challenges, foremost among
them being a greater degree of modernization and the scourge of forced
removals under apartheid policies. A brief review of how mosques reacted
to these challenges illustrates the developments in the Cape mosque dis-
course. In general, some mosques survived both modernization and apart-
heid, and imams achieved even greater status and prominence than ever
before. In many other mosques, imams searched for new means of asserting
their authority when the Group Areas Act of apartheid depleted their
followers. The twentieth century also produced its own aspiring “chief
priest,” now however in an ‘ulama’ fraternity, the Muslim Judicial Council.
The latter tried to organize religious leadership in a more rational and bu-
reaucratic manner. The relationship between this body and the mosque was
often a difficult one, adding a new dynamic to Cape mosque history.

Da Costa’s biographical study of Shaykh Muhammad Salih Hendricks
(1871-1945) confirms the emergence of a religious leader in the twentieth
century through the nineteenth-century Cape discourse. Originally from a
family in Swellendam, the shaykh went abroad to study in Mecca for a
period of fifteen years from 1888 to 1903. Religious leaders like Shaykh
Muhammad Salih Hendricks returned with even greater competency in
Islamic knowledge. In recognition of this excellence, such a leader was gen-
erally referred to as a shaykh to distinguish him from the imams trained in
the Cape. This higher qualification assured the shaykhs a special place in
the leadership of the mosque. However, this did not mean that they could
ignore the existing patterns of mosque leadership. Rather, as Abu Bakr
Effendi had done, they had to establish their authority in terms of the dis-
cursive patterns and expectations in Cape Town. Da Costa reports that
Shaykh Muhammad Salih Hendricks was initially received with mixed
feelings in the city but then founded his authority in the familiar manner by
teaching and preaching. He taught a group of women in the Palm Tree
Mosque, while men heard him at the Nur al-Muhammadiyyah Mosque. He
also conducted the Friday service at the Jameah Queen Victoria Mosque.
Having established recognition of his knowledge and leadership creden-
tials, Shaykh Hendricks set about building the Azzawiyah complex in 1919.
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Later, in 1924, some of the shaykh’s former supporters charged that he plan-
ned to build a mosque and not a hall, as had initially been planned, and that
he did not make a distinction between monies collected for his personal use
and those entrusted to him on behalf of the community. Shaykh Hendricks
won the ensuing court battle that established the hierarchy between the
imams and the congregation for this institution.?

Asurvey of the Wynberg mosques provides another interesting example
of the continuing power of the Cape mosque discourse. Built in 1867 by an
English convert to Islam, Lord Joseph Ratcliffe, the Yusufiyyah Mosque was
administered by periodically elected trustees. The imam, though, enjoyed
absolute authority in the mosque through the normal ritual and educational
programs. Nazeem Mohammed, who went on to become one of the most
prominent presidents of the Muslim Judicial Council, was its the most suc-
cessful imam.* This particular pattern, not unexpected in terms of the nine-
teenth-century history of mosques in the Cape, may be contrasted with
that at another Wynberg mosque, where a committee had more control.
The Darul Karar Mosque was established in 1922 by Hadjie Sulaiman Shah
Muhammad, a noted philanthropist who established a number of institu-
tions in the Cape.” In terms of administration, Indian-controlled mosques
granted more power to the trustees and committees than to the imams, re-
sulting in frequent clashes and disputes between the two. The Cape imam
usually expected far more freedom and status than the Indian traders who
headed the mosque committee were willing to accept. Interestingly, Shaykh
Nazeem Mohammed was first an imam at this mosque before he joined the
Yusufiyyah. During his term in the Darul Karar in the 1960s, his quarrels with
the mosque committee were endless. Even when he was discharged, Shaykh
Nazeem continued to lead his supporters in prayers while another imam
representing the committee led another group.” Shaykh Nazeem eventually
left for the Yusufiyyah, where he could enjoy more independence. In both the
Azzawiyah and Wynberg Yusufiyyah cases, it seems that some mosques of
the twentieth century maintained the absolute leadership of imams against
trusts and committees.

Apartheid, particularly the Group Areas removals, had an important
impact on this relationship. The Group Areas Act of 1950 forced the reloca-
tion of most Muslims from the city center and from business areas in the
southern suburbs of Cape Town. The relocations favored the committees
and trusts against the imams. When new mosques were built in the racially
segregated apartheid areas, the imams generally found themselves in a
more vulnerable position. Committees raised funds for new buildings and
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religious activities like schooling, and then sought religious leaders to serve
them. This new condition had artificially created an advantage for trusts
and mosque committees, often at the expense of the imams."? In response,
imams held on doggedly to their special domains established in the nine-
teenth century. In particular, they continued to administer the rites of pas-
sage, which enjoyed greater popularity and interest as families were relo-
cated. In the face of apartheid, religious rites provided a sense of order and
normality. At the same time, imams redoubled their efforts in the sphere of
learning and teaching. Education, a key feature of religious authority and
prestige, became an even more important means for inscribing the imams’
authority. Adult education programs became more prevalent than before. A
survey of adult Islamic education in Cape Town in 1991 showed that almost
all mosques regularly offered religious classes in Arabic, Islamic jurispru-
dence, Qur’an, hadith (prophetic statements and precepts), and especially
hajj (pilgrimage).”® While adult education supplemented the basic educa-
tion of Muslims, it provided avenues for imams to gain supporters and
control. Without casting any general doubt on the erudition of the teachers,
or on the utility of the training for people’s religious needs, the classes must
be seen as important sociological means to assert and reinforce leadership.
By virtue of their educational and ritual services, then, the Cape imams’
visibility and prominence were reproduced in ritual service and, more
prominently, in religious education.

Since the dispute between Achmat van Bengalen and Jan van Boughies
in 1836, the public representation of Muslims had remained a vexed prob-
lem. The Muslim community in the twentieth century inherited a quarrel-
some legacy in this regard. Continuous splintering of the Muslim commu-
nity into numerous mosques aggravated the problem. Disputes on
religious duties were regarded as the hallmark of the mosques and the
particular imam and threw the community into obstinate juridical dis-
putes. In a twentieth-century attempt to find a universal Muslim authority,
the religious leaders in Cape Town formed the Muslim Judicial Council in
1945."* The formation of the council reopened the issue of there being a chief
priest, an issue which had raged a hundred years earlier, and thus also the
question of overall representation of the Muslim community. Like the
nineteenth-century appeal to the Awwal Mosque, this new authority
faced equally intractable problems. It too was unable to replace the locally
founded mosque authorities in Cape Town. The twentieth-century experi-
ence of this central authority and a local mosque becomes much clearer in
the history of the Claremont Main Road Mosque. The history of a central
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authority in Cape Islam illustrated the continuity of the mosque discourse;
the power and limitation of Islamic law therein; and its ability to authorize
new approaches to Islam.

Establishment of the Claremont Main Road Mosque

The central Main Road of Cape Town connected the city with Simon's
Town, the naval base established at False Bay in 1814. Main Road attracted
small settlements of houses and shops, one of them being the village of
Claremont. Growing steadily, Claremont acquired a chapel in 1840. The
establishment of a mosque is not usually mentioned in the popular ac-
counts of Claremont, but it occurred in 1854, only one year after the first
church was consecrated there.”” The mosque building was a donation from
a certain Slamdien who, as expected, established a trust that ceded and
transferred “full and free property to Imam Abdol Roef Malay Priest, or his
successors in office, of the Mosque in Buitengracht Cape Town, in trust for
the Malay Community of Claremont in the Cape Division, certain pieces of
land with a Mosque thereon situated at Claremont.”’® The imam in ques-
tion was the son of Tuan Guru, Abdol Roef, who had earlier claimed
his status as chief priest of Cape Town. When Slamdien granted him au-
thority to the Claremont Mosque, Abdol Roef was already the imam of
the Buitengracht Mosque. As religious leader and trustee of two mosques,
Abdol Roef took the first steps toward chief priest status. He did not get
possession of any more mosques, but when he died, he at least ensured the
continuation of the family dynasty.”” In Claremont, his son Abdullah (d.
1907) succeeded him, in turn appointing in succession his own three sons,
Abu Bakr, Mohammed Amin, and Abdol Roef. These imams followed their
father’s bequest until 1964, when the last-named passed away.

Shaykh Abdol Roef, the final undisputed leader in the Abdol Roef dy-
nasty, enjoyed the prestige and status of the religious leaders in nineteenth-
and twentieth-century Cape Town. For his murids, his teachings on Islamic
jurisprudence and theology were beyond question. Only under extremely
critical conditions would they venture to attend other mosques. Some
would even forgo the Friday worship if they were out of Claremont and
unable to get to their imam in time. Shaykh Abdol Roef particularly forbade
his murids to worship at the Stegman Road Mosque nearby. He argued that
Shah Muhammad had donated the money for the mosque in memory of his
daughter, who had died in a motorcar accident. The shaykh suspected that
the mosque had been built from insurance monies paid out to Shah
Muhammad, thus making the mosque unfit for worship. It is clear that,



The Claremont Main Road Mosque / 47

using Islamic legal teachings, the shaykh drew indelible boundaries be-
tween those inside and outside his congregation.”® The Claremont Main
Road congregation consisted of about sixty families, and each contributed
one pound sterling per month for the imam and the mosque. This repre-
sented approximately 10 percent of the monthly salary of most members
of the congregation. With the exception of two self-employed men, most
were artisans in the building trade working for construction companies.
The members also handed their annual Ramadan rice contributions
to the shaykh. This charity was payable by every Muslim at the end of
Ramadan and represented an offering for the expiation of minor infractions
during the month of fasting. The shaykh collected the contributions in rice,
which usually became huge mounds in his house. According to a Cape
tradition, the shaykh could distribute it at his discretion.”

The devotion of the murids to the shaykh was reciprocated. Shaykh
Abdol Roef, like the other religious leaders, was aware of the mutual obli-
gations binding him and the worshipers. In particular, he devoted himself
to the community, never absenting himself from the mosque and never
turning down a member’s request to officiate at the esteemed Muslim rites
of passage. At funerals, for example, he would go down himself into the
grave to inter the body. He made it quite clear to his murids that he felt
personally responsible for their salvation, and he promised that he would
be with them on the Day of Judgment. In contrast, someone who was less
committed to the shaykh and the mosque would not be given the same kind
of consideration. When the shaykh was asked to officiate at a funeral ser-
vice of a nonmurid, he would not reject the invitation outright but would
send one of his students to represent him.

The Claremont Mosque under the leadership of Abdol Roef was a classic
model of the Cape mosque. Rituals constructed the bonds of commitment
and loyalty between community and religious leaders that were the envy of
other mosques. It is difficult to imagine how this idyllic relationship be-
tween imam and community could produce a modernist tradition in the
Cape. However, a number of factors contributed to dramatic changes in
Claremont. First, Abdol Roef failed to appoint a successor, which gave
the community, or rather its influential members, the opportunity to assert
themselves in this mosque. Second, the Muslim Judicial Council welcomed
the end of an imam dynasty that competed with council authority in the
Muslim community. And third, the Group Areas removals ensured that
the Claremont community was relocated, creating space for students and
youth to develop new Islamic concepts in the absence of any potential tra-
ditional opposition.
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The End of a Dynasty

Abdol Roef’s nephew Abdullah, supported by his brother Cassiem,
claimed that he had been designated as imam of the mosque. Ahmad
Savahl, a long-time and committed murid of the late Shaykh Abdol Roef,
refused to accept this claim. He argued that the Abdol Roef family’s deed of
succession had come to an end and called a meeting at the Talfallah Moslem
School to discuss the issue. There, many in the community agreed with him
and believed that an elected committee would best serve the interests of
the mosque. They also felt that this would be the best solution for the
mosque in light of the pending implementation of apartheid. Muslims in
and around Claremont were facing removals to “Coloured” areas in the
Cape Flats outside Cape Town. Claremont had been declared a white resi-
dential and business area, and meager compensation was offered to those
who owned property. Savahl and his supporters believed that a committee
could most appropriately safeguard the interests of the mosque in such
circumstances. Some even suspected that the new Abdol Roefs were seri-
ously considering selling the property in Claremont and claiming its
proceeds.” The meeting also decided to split the affairs of the mosque. A
mosque committee was charged with maintaining the mosque, but reli-
gious affairs were handed over to Abdullah Abdol Roef and the Muslim
Judicial Council. While confirming the Abdol Roef family’s place in the
mosque, the meeting introduced the authority of the Muslim Judicial
Council into the equation. This was bound to lead to a major dispute.

At first, Abdullah Abdol Roef accepted this offer, but he later came to
fear that mosque leadership was permanently slipping out of the family’s
hands. It appears, moreover, that his brother Cassiem Abdol Roef became
the main protagonist for the rights of the family dynasty. As a mark of their
independence, the two brothers announced that they did not intend collect-
ing the monthly contributions from the families in Claremont. Tension rose
between the Abdol Roefs and particularly Savahl, and an argument be-
tween the two was referred to the Muslim Judicial Council, as the meeting
at the school had agreed. In principle, the council opposed Abdullah Abdol
Roef’s hereditary succession in the mosque, but it asked both parties to
settle their differences. The council’s recommendation for conciliation was
understandably rejected by both the community and the Abdol Roef broth-
ers. The imam continued to insist on his absolute authority in the affairs of
the mosque, while the committee began to seek ways by which its role in
the mosque would be firmly certified without the Muslim Judicial Council.
As in many other mosques since the nineteenth century, the committee
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sought that support in the judicial system of the state. The committee
went in search of the original trust deed of the mosque, which led it to the
Buitengracht Mosque.

This mosque had been far less successful for the Abdol Roef legacy than
had the Claremont Main Road Mosque. At Buitengracht, the first Abdol
Roef passed on leadership to Hamien, who was followed by Abdol Rakieb,
a grandson of Tuan Guru. Abdol Rakieb was only twenty years old when he
became the imam. He was taught by Abu Bakr Effendi and insisted on
performing the Friday worship in terms of Hanafi jurisprudence. Among
other differences, this meant that the Friday service would go ahead even
though forty worshipers were not present. This issue sparked off among
Cape Muslims a Shafi‘i-Hanafi dispute that raged during the latter half of
the nineteenth century. In 1906, moreover, Abdol Rakieb was accused of
bringing about financial crisis for the mosque by taking out a bond on it.
Abdol Rakieb wanted to develop the land adjacent to the mosque in order
to generate a stable income for its administration and maintenance. He
raised the money from the bank in spite of a stipulation in the trust against
doing so and was subsequently forced to vacate his place in the mosque.
Hadjie Mogamat Taliep, imam of the Quawatul Islam Mosque bought
the mosque and changed its name to the Nurul Islam Mosque.? Irregulari-
ties again surfaced in 1939, when the British Mizan of Afghanistan Society
saved the property once again from liquidation. This time, the mosque
was placed under the management of a committee, which was entrusted
to appoint the imam.? In terms of the pattern of mosque traditions in
the Cape, the Buitengracht Mosque moved from one in which the imam
held complete sway to one in which a mosque committee was entrusted
with final authority. Unlike the Claremont Mosque, the Abdol Roef imams
in the Buitengracht Mosque did not produce a succession of imams as in
Claremont. The Abdol Roef representative in this mosque lost his charis-
matic and powerful place in the mosque when he misread the needs of the
community in the nineteenth century.

Armien Bassadien was the imam in the Buitengracht Mosque in 1967
when the Claremont congregation tried to unravel its legal history. Neither
he nor his committee was aware of the legal link between the mosques.
Considering the history of Buitengracht Mosque, it was not surprising that
the committee supported the Claremont congregation against the imams.
As trustee of the Claremont Main Road Mosque, Imam Bassadien claimed
his position in the mosque by virtue of the title deed of 1854. The Abdol
Roefs challenged this claim, forcing the matter to court. The court decided
that Bassadien, and not Abdullah Abdol Roef, was the trustee of the
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mosque in terms of the trust deed. The court, however, went further by
suggesting that a constitution be drawn up to make provision for a fifteen-
member board of governors and a board of trustees consisting of the imam
and the president and vice president of the board. The community accepted
these recommendations, Bassadien resigned as trustee, and the first board
was elected. Abdullah Abdol Roef was appointed as imam and, according
to the agreement, became one of the trustees. All the parties accepted this
new arrangement except Cassiem Abdol Roef, who walked out of the
judge’s chambers in protest but without lodging an explicit objection at the
time.” Nevertheless, the disempowerment of the imam, begun by the
mosque committee, was further entrenched by the Supreme Court’s regis-
tration of a constitution. Subsequently, other court hearings rendered this
disempowerment irreversible.

Abdullah Abdol Roef served as imam until 1972. Then, ignoring the
constitution and 1968 agreement, he resigned due to ill health and appointed
his brother as successor. The board of governors opposed this decision and
decided to exercise its legal power. Refusing to recognize the imam’s resigna-
tion or appointment of his brother, the board instead fired him. It also de-
manded that both brothers vacate the mosque premises. When the brothers
refused, the board brought a court interdict against them. The matter went
through a five-year-long court proceeding, which was eventually decided in
favor of the board. The Abdol Roefs appealed in vain against the judgment in
1978 The court upheld the authority of the board in terms of the 1968 agree-
ment. The long duration of the proceedings, and the Abdol Roef brothers’
failure in the initial hearing as well as the appeal, entrenched the position of
the board of governors against the Abdol Roefs. Cassiem Abdol Roef, how-
ever, continued to regard himself as the rightful imam of the Claremont Main
Road Mosque. In 1992, when he heard that the mosque congregation was
deliberating on a major renovation, he accused the new imam of incompe-
tence for allowing the destruction of parts of the mosque and the house.
Cassiem Abdol Roef threatened the imam and the board of governors with a
Supreme Court hearing by arguing that they had violated Islamic law:

We hereby call upon you to cease building operations forthwith. We
have made an inspection and note that building operations are being
undertaken contrary to the Shari‘ah. We require an undertaking from
you to cease the building operations and this undertaking must be
delivered to this office by 12 noon on 11 August 1992 failing which we
shall move the Court for an urgent interdict to stop you from wrong-
fully and unlawfully continuing with building operations.
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Abdol Roef insisted that a mosque could be renovated only if it was
restored to its original form and by using as many of the old building ma-
terials as possible. The board and the imam decided to oppose the motion,
but on the day of the hearing, Abdol Roef withdrew his application, and
the court ordered him to pay all costs.®® In a press statement issued
after the 1992 Claremont Board v. Abdol Roef case, the chairperson Adam
Samie expressed his frustrations: “We resent the fact that a considerable
amount of time and energy has been spent in resisting this application. The
congregation is weary of the vexatious Court proceedings instituted by the
Abdoorofts [Abdol Roefs] over so many years.” The chairperson may have
been justifiably frustrated by Cassiem Abdol Roet’s persistence, but the
board and the Muslim Judicial Council were instrumental in the destruc-
tion of a tradition.

The Claremont conflict disclosed some important institutional re-
arrangements in the Cape Mosque discourse. The dispute illuminated the
relationship between the court, the local mosque, and the Muslim Judicial
Council. While the community first called upon the council to settle their
dispute, the 1968 court agreement between the mosque committee and the
Abdol Roefs marginalized its role in the matter. The inability of the council
to effect a decisive resolution to the conflict led the community to seek a
more binding authority. Initially, this did not mean that the council was
completely ignored. Examining this issue in terms of the judicial approach
of the council, Lubbe has shown how it viewed hereditary succession as
an “un-Islamic practice,” which it “was determined to destroy by placing
emphasis on election, to the exclusion of succession along family lines.”%
The court proceedings thus confirmed the textual traditions of the scholars
against the tumultuous tradition of the family dynasties. Council represen-
tatives were present during the court proceedings throughout the 1970s,
and both the Supreme Court and Appellate judges praised and com-
mended the expert testimony of Abu Bakr Najjar, then president of the
Muslim Judicial Council. They contrasted it with the evident lack of exper-
tise on the part of the Abdol Roefs, especially Cassiem.” In his evidence,
Najjar confirmed the earlier position of the council and categorically de-
nied the notion of a hereditary mosque and imam tradition in Islam that the
Abdol Roefs were claiming. In the words of Justice Watermeyer, “Sheikh
Najjar conceded in cross-examination that in some mosques in Cape Town
it had been the practice for the imamship to be handed down from father to
son, but there was no such thing as an hereditary imamship. It was for the
community to elect an imam with the approval of all, or the majority, of
them. An imam has no right to appoint his successor.”?
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The Muslim Judicial Council, represented here by Najjar, displayed a
consistent message against the imam tradition of Cape Town, placing it
against an Islamic textual tradition that did not make provision for the
hereditary leadership of charismatic imams.

The approach of the Muslim Judicial Council, however, ought not to be
considered simply as a product of a different interpretation or tradition in
Islamic law. Between independent imams and more demanding communi-
ties, the council was not simply implementing Islamic law. It attempted to
use Islamic law to inscribe a new mosque subject. The attempt, however,
was half-hearted as it constituted a fundamental threat to imams in the
classic Cape Muslim discourse, of which the leaders of the Muslim Judicial
Council were also beneficiaries and subjects. In theory, the Muslim Judicial
Council represented a tradition and a discourse quite distinct from the local
mosque leadership represented by the Abdol Roefs. Its legal considerations
and priorities tried to establish an authority distinct from the traditional
power base of the imams and the shaykhs. Founded on the textual tradi-
tions of Islam, the council presented the Shari‘ah (Islamic moral and legal
code) as a decree that could act as the final arbiter and authority in
the Islamic community. In this case, Islamic law was an attractive
neutral ground. In the nineteenth century, Jan van Boughies and Achmat
van Bengalen had posited their leadership on the basis of their link to the
first Cape Muslim community. The Shari‘ah of the Muslim Judicial Council
appeared to promise a more reliable, neutral foundation.

Independent imams such as the Abdol Roefs understood the threat
that such an authority posed to their positions. In the early 1960s, Cassiem
Abdol Roef was expelled from the council because he refused to abide by its
decision. Cassiem, in response, declared his independence by announcing
his allegiance to the arch-architect of apartheid, Dr. Hendrik Verwoerd,
stating that “on purely religious matters the ruling of the Prime Minister
should be sought and not that of the Muslim Judicial Council” because “Dr.
Verwoerd was the gadj, i.e. the real authority.”* This statement was not
simply a reflection of an arch-conservative. Cassiem had signed the 1961
Call of Islam manifesto rejecting apartheid in principle. The statement
reflected the rejection of the Muslim Judicial Council’s authority. It cor-
rectly recognized the council’s ambition to assert its authority over all reli-
gious issues in the Cape, thereby reducing the special influence of the indi-
vidual imams in the mosques. The Abdol Roefs, from a family tracing
its founding to the first imam of Cape Town, had claimed supreme author-
ity in the mosque communrity. It is not surprising to find, therefore, how
Cassiem Abdol Roef resisted the Muslim Judicial Council’s centralization
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of imam authority by appealing to the authority of the state. Other imams
were not as dramatic or extreme in rejecting the authority of the Muslim
Judicial Council, but they too were threatened by its decrees.

And yet, the council did not regard the Shari‘ah as an impersonal author-
ity, to be used as final arbiter in all cases. The particular practice of the
council in the Claremont case reveals how the authority of its leaders, espe-
cially its influential top hierarchy, could not be separated from the mosque-
imam complex in Cape Town. They were themselves imams in mosques,
and understood the pressures placed upon them by the community. On the
one hand, they were sympathetic to imams challenged by the community.
On the other hand, an independent imam was a potential and real threat to
the council. The council was caught between its desire to be a representa-
tive body for independent imams and the creation of a discursive authority
of the Shari‘ah. Between the two, it has since been singularly unsuccessful
in producing an effective alternative authority. The Muslim Judicial Coun-
cil can act on issues of correct belief and practice that transcend the mosque
contexts. But these mosque-transcending discourses have potentially made
local mosque authorities vulnerable. The conflict between the general
and the local spheres of authority has paralyzed the council, compromising
decisive action on many an occasion. The Claremont case was one such
occasion, and the council’s political involvement against apartheid was
another. Lubbe ascribed the inability of the council to take a decisive lead in
political affairs to fear of losing support.® I submit that that support was
institutionally bound within the discourse of the Cape mosque tradition.

The Return of the Imam?

The history of the Claremont Mosque, caught between the court, the Mus-
lim Judicial Council, and the community, left equivocal suggestions for the
Cape mosque discourse. At first, the council paved the way for an imam
who would be accountable to the congregation. Deep down, however,
the leaders of the Muslim Judicial Council could not undermine the Cape
imam. This equivocation ensured the continuity of the Cape mosque dis-
course and, at Claremont, the rebirth of a new imam.

The Claremont Main Road Mosque revealed the creativity of the
Cape mosque discourse in adopting a new approach to Islam. This new
approach, singularly successful at Claremont in a way that it has not
been anywhere else in the country, has been variously called political Islam,
Islamism, and Islamic fundamentalism. I prefer calling this exceedingly
varied phenomenon Islamic resurgence, which I regard as a new paradigm
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for constructing Islamic identities, practices, and authorities in the modern
world.* In Cape Town, this new paradigm began to take shape in the
1950s when young Muslims started demanding a different approach to
Islam from both the religious leaders and the mosque committees. Imam
Abdullah Haron, who was the imam at the Stegman Road Mosque, pro-
vided opportunities and avenues for youth to participate in the affairs of
the mosque. While introducing them to the Cape mosque discourse, Imam
Haron himself came under their influence in terms of modern social and
political thought. Together they bequeathed the Claremont Mosque a Cape
discourse with a new emphasis. In this section of the chapter I trace its
transfer from Stegman Road to Main Road, and how the Claremont
Mosque developed further in the discursive context of the Cape mosque.
The discursive formation of the new approach, and not only its contents,
reveals the birth of a Cape imam clothed in progressive garb. First, a dis-
pute in the Stegman Road Mosque and a leadership vacuum in the Main
Road Mosque favored the development of the new discourse. Then the
Group Areas removals played their part in ensuring a free space in which
youth and students could experiment with new ideas.

Between 1964, when Abdol Roef I1 died, and 1968, when the constitution
was adopted, older members vacillated between the two mosques during
the dispute while most of the younger members became committed to
Stegman Road Mosque. Haron, who understood and responded to the as-
pirations of the young, impressed them. Some were also overwhelmed by
an imam who openly discussed the social and political challenges facing
Muslims. Haron was a model imam, the kind they wished would be emu-
lated at the Claremont Main Road Mosque. Islamic resurgence was able to
establish an important place in the Claremont Main Road Mosque through
this connection. Tragedy struck in 1969, when the South African security
establishment arrested Haron. He was finally murdered, like many other
anti-apartheid activists, on September 27, 1969.

In the Stegman Road Mosque, a dispute arose as to who should succeed
the imam. There were two possible candidates: Ebrahim “Sep” Davids was
favored by most of the trustees and members of the congregation, while
Abu Bakr Fakier had won recognition for his critical and incisive approach
to Muslim youth affairs.®® Fakier was known as Imam Haron’s mentor
in the politics of South Africa. The choice of the trustees and community
forced Fakier to move with his supporters to the Claremont Main Road
Mosque. In this mosque, in the meanwhile, the congregation’s challenge to
the Abdol Roefs was creating a leadership vacuum, which Ahmad Savahl
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and the board of governors wished Fakier would fill. Here, the choice for
Fakier was not directly prompted by his outspoken social and political
rhetoric.* Interestingly, these credentials of Fakier’s mattered less than his
family relation with Savahl. Nevertheless, Fakier thus acted as the tempo-
rary imam and Friday preacher during the lengthy legal battle. Fakier did
not serve the community as “an imam of the sick and dead” nor as an
accomplished jurist; he was neither a typical Cape imam nor a member of
the Muslim Judicial Council. During his term of office, he continued to
espouse a sociopolitical interpretation of Islam and was different in that
sense from both the Abdol Roefs and the mosque committee. This was en-
capsulated in the ritual changes introduced during his term. For the Friday
sermon, Fakier dispensed with the presermon translation and presented
the actual sermon in English from the top of the pulpit. In addition to re-
placing the Arabic sermon, Fakier’s use of English instead of Afrikaans
signaled his departure from the literary culture that the imams dominated
through texts and education.

These changes—the use of English and the reduction of the imam’s
ritual function—could not take place without a major demographic change
in the congregation. This had been ensured by the Group Areas Act remov-
als, effectively carried out during this period. When the act forced Muslim
families to leave Claremont for areas further away from central Cape
Town, it left the field open for a new tradition to flourish. The mosque
dispute had placed the Claremont imam’s position in jeopardy, and the
forced removals ensured that potential followers relocated their religious
loyalty to mosques in the new areas. In the absence of both imams and
families, the Claremont Main Road Mosque was particularly frequented by
college and university students, who found the political messages of
Fakier and his associates more relevant to the countrywide uprisings
against apartheid. By the time the board of governors won the court battle
in 1977 and the appeal in 1978, the mosque had become a key venue for
Islamic resurgence in Cape Town. In a statement made to Muslim News,
Fakier underlined the meaning of the victory in court for the struggle
against apartheid:

We have succeeded in getting the Abdol Roefs out. These were men
working against the principles of waqf [pious endowments] and the
Shari‘ah. The greatest challenge now is to see if we can build up a
dynamic and progressive community. Men officiating at the Masjids
were made the authority and are asserting themselves. People are
worshipping them instead of Allah Ta‘ala.
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As far as we are concerned this case was not only an indictment of
the Abdol Roefs; it was an indictment of the community. My concern
isnot the Abdol Roefs but the appalling indifference of the community
to commit itself to the struggle for justice. Justice should be the com-
mitment of all Muslims.®

Fakier’s statement was a categorical notice of the changes taking placein
the discourse of the mosque. Like the Muslim Judicial Council, it was in
favor of the Shari‘ah against the hereditary leadership of the imams. In
addition, though, it was committed to the renewal and reform of the com-
munity with which it found much fault, particularly in relation to the cause
of justice against apartheid South Africa.

When Fakier departed for Saudi Arabia to pursue higher studies,
Hassan Solomons and then Abdul Rashied Omar of the Muslim Youth
Movement followed him successively as leaders in the mosque. During
the 1980s, under both Solomons and Omar, the mosque became the place
where apartheid was categorically condemned and opposed. The various
political and social positions held by Muslim youth with respect to apart-
heid, the Islamic Revolution in Iran, and other national and international
issues were debated in its sermons and lectures. In South Africa, Muslim
youth were divided between positing Islam as an alternative ideology
struggling against apartheid on its own, and engaging the injustice of
apartheid together with anti-apartheid activists. The Muslim Youth Move-
ment and Qiblah (established in 1980) of Achmat Cassiem supported the
former position, while the Call of Islam popularized the latter. In terms
of a specific revolutionary strategy, Qiblah supported the Iranian Islamic
Revolution and adopted it as a model, while the Muslim Youth Movement
was cautious of its Shi‘ite proclivities. Like the juridical debates among
the religious leaders, these struggle strategies became the most important
points of discussion in the mosque sermons, camps, and debates. Together,
they fostered a new interpretation of Islam.

The interpretation was located, however, within the familiar Cape dis-
course. Both Solomons and Omar were recognized authorities in the Cape
mosque tradition. As result, they were expected to and did fulfill their role
in the principal duties inside the mosques. For Cape Town, this included
the Friday sermon and adult education as well as presiding at the impor-
tant rites of passage developed in the nineteenth century. In 1986, more-
over, Omar launched the ‘Tbad al-Rahman Study Group to provide a
venue for education and campaigns. True to its anti-apartheid inclination,
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the name was adopted from an organization Imam Haron had founded
in the 1960s.* Nevertheless, the study group was not unlike similar adult
classes offered by imams throughout the city. Like the others, this one
also established and promoted the imam’s authority and support in the
mosque. As imam, Omar also ventured views on religious issues. He went
against a majority trend in Cape Town and joined a small group of imams
who decided to celebrate the second Eid in Islam with the people who
concluded their pilgrimage rites in Mecca. It was within the all too familiar
Cape discourse, then, that the new ideas of Islamic politics and anti-apart-
heid rhetoric were disseminated.

There was one aspect of the Cape discourse that the Claremont Mosque
developed to unexpected dimensions. Since the nineteenth century, the
communities had demanded more accountability from their imams. This
had led to two unfavorable situations: either the imams had managed
to gain complete, unquestioning allegiance from the community, and ex-
pelled dissident groups, or community groups and mosque committees
had forced the imam into subservience. However, in the Claremont
Mosque, this community role took on a different approach, partly as a re-
sult of the long court battles and partly as a result of an innovative reading
of Islamic texts elevating community involvement. The lengthy court pro-
cedures—from when the first constitution was drawn up in 1968 to the final
Abdol Roef attempt to unseat the imam in 1992—created a constitutional
tradition in the Claremont Main Road Mosque. In effect, it gave the com-
munity much more prominence than in other mosques. Omar did not fight
this new power but employed it effectively in an innovative approach to
dealing with juridical and religious discussions and other social and strate-
gic matters. Great care was taken to include the community in discussions
and debates as the imam promoted a contextual and hermeneutic approach
to reading Islamic texts. All views, including quotations from the Qur’an
and hadith, were regarded as subjective interpretations and could in prin-
ciple be debated. Omar, for example, led the congregation on a round of
deliberations concerning the number of additional cycles (rak‘adt) to be
performed in the Ramadan tarawih prayers at night. After many hours of
discussions, the community decided by way of a vote to reduce the number
to eight, following a tradition of the Prophet but going against a dominant
Islamic tradition in South Africa insisting on twenty. Following a similar
procedure, Omar invited Professor Amina Wadud Mubhsin to present the
presermon talk in August 1994. The democratic nature of these discus-
sions has often led to great alarm in the wider community, for whom reli-
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gious knowledge and expertise represented immutable facts and values. In
a tradition where the imams were the absolute arbiters of Islamic knowl-
edge, the Claremont Mosque introduced a more inclusivist approach to
matters. From the perspective of more authoritarian mosques, this mosque
seems to be going against the notion that religious teachings and ideas were
given to be obeyed and practiced, preferably through the offices of a re-
spected imam or the Muslim Judicial Council. On the other hand, it was a
logical conclusion to a Cape mosque tradition that had demanded greater
community participation in the nineteenth century.

Conclusion

The innovations and changes in the Claremont Main Road Mosque must be
understood in the light of how a twentieth-century mosque related to its
inherited discourse. Mosques and particularly their imams could and did
create authoritative structures in the network of educational services, ritual
sensitivity, and public representation. During the twentieth century, how-
ever, the rationalizing discourses of organizations and Shari‘ah authorities
sometimes supported and sometimes threatened this organic link between
community and imam. It claimed leadership for the entire community in
the region on the basis of expertise in Islamic law and theology, posing
thereby a potential threat to the power and authority of the imam in the
local mosque. With the Shari‘ah, the Muslim Judicial Council could have
established a discourse that countered or at least controlled the nineteenth-
century discourse. Caught in the contradiction of popular support and an
impersonal textual tradition, however, the council leadership did not act
decisively against independent imams. It left the courts to make the final
decision, and thus ensured the continued vitality of the individual mosque.
In the case of the Claremont Main Road Mosque, however, this choice
has turned into a religious and theological nemesis for the Muslim Judicial
Council.

The conditions of apartheid relocations and the persistent court pro-
ceedings of the Abdol Roefs placed the Claremont Main Road Mosque in a
state of transition. Both these factors helped the success of another ap-
proach to Islam by providing it a place as well as a discourse within which
it could thrive. The message of Islamic resistance to apartheid filled a lead-
ership vacuum in Claremont at an opportune time. As the Muslim Judicial
Council failed to take decisive action, it forced the community to seek sup-
port from the South African judicial system and, in the meantime, invited
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Fakier to head the mosque. The context of Group Areas removals ensured
in no small measure that the new message faced little resistance to its inno-
vations. Most important, however, the Claremont Mosque charted new ter-
ritory within the old forms. When the old imam gave way to Islamic poli-
tics, a new one replaced him, stronger than the old but thriving on the
traditions that produced him.



4

Transvaal Mosques:
The Production of Orthodoxy

The trustees or the majority of them for the time being shall have
the absolute power to appoint the Imdm to officiate in the aforesaid
mosque for such term as to them shall seem necessary, and to impose
on him and his successors such conditions in writing as shall be nec-
essary for the due and proper discharge of his office and for his good,
moral and proper behavior in accordance with the laws of the Koran
and the recognized customs of the Indian Sect worshipping in the said
mosque and the said trustees either unanimously or by majority shall
have the power either to remove or to suspend the said Imam from
office for any breach of his contract.!

Thus reads the official trust deed establishing the Quawatul Islam Mosque
in Cape Town in 1892, the first mosque built by the Indians who had re-
cently arrived in South Africa. The Cape tradition had enabled the new
arrivals to establish their first mosque, but it was clear from the outset that
the Indian tradition was going to differ from the Cape’s in one important
respect. Unlike in the existing Cape mosques, the trustees in the Indian
mosque enjoyed absolute power and authority. In the Transvaal, traders
and hawkers would build mosques with similar preconceptions of how
mosques should be governed, precipitating the emergence of an alternative
mosque discourse in South Africa. The legal and political impediments of
European prejudice further consolidated this pattern of mosque founda-
tion. This chapter is devoted to the Transvaal mosque discourse that devel-
oped in this context.

Indians arrived in South Africa in 1860, some as indentured workers and
a small group as traders and hawkers. By the time they arrived, the general
outlines of South Africa had more or less been drawn. British policies in the



Transvaal Mosques / 61

Cape had induced many settlers of European origin—by now called the
Boers, meaning “farmers” in Dutch—to set out on the epic northward jour-
ney called the Great Trek. This movement was directly affected by the abo-
lition of slavery and the missionary support for black emancipation. These
conditions, inimical to white settler interests, convinced a large number of
the Boers to seek a comfortable distance from British influence. Unfortu-
nately, their search for freedom from British policies implied the subjuga-
tion of African peoples living along their newly created wagon paths. After
a series of bloody wars of conquest and occupation, the trekkers founded
two republics north of the Orange River. The Orange Free State Republic
lay between the Orange and Vaal rivers, while the Zuid Afrikaanse
Republiek that would become the Transvaal lay farther north, between the
Vaal and the Limpopo rivers. Initially, the British followed their earlier sub-
jects, and prevented their free access to a seaport. This meant the annex-
ation of the eastern part of the country in 1845, the terrain known as Natal,
lying between the Indian Ocean and the Drakensberg mountain range.
When gold and diamonds were discovered in the two Afrikaner republics,
British ambition was fired sufficiently for the complete colonization of
South Africa. This was achieved after a series of political, military, and legal
manipulations, but finally and decisively during the Anglo-Boer War
from 1899 to 1901. Indians found themselves in the middle of this complex
political map, caught between British colonial interests and an emerging
Afrikaner identity.

Slavery being abolished, indentured workers from India were brought
by the British, primarily to work on the sugar plantations in Natal. In addi-
tion, the British allowed a smaller number of “passenger” traders to follow,
partly induced to come to South Africa to serve the indentured workers.
Soon, Indians diversified their economic pursuits to include trading with
both the white colonists and the indigenous people of South Africa. By
1874, Indians had moved into the other regions of the country as they fol-
lowed the discovery of mineral deposits at Johannesburg and Kimberley
respectively. Indians did not restrict themselves to the most prominent
mining towns but ventured into the remotest towns and villages of the
country, acting as an important agency through which British goods were
delivered to these parts.? When the Indians proved to be more ambitious
than the British had bargained for, numerous political and legal obstacles
were imposed to prevent their release from indentured status or their
expansion and prosperity as free Indians. The Afrikaners followed and
perfected such British-invented racist legislation. In particular, the Orange
Free State took the extreme measure of preventing Indians from entering
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and residing in its territory. Right until the fall of apartheid, it demanded
special transit permits from Indians traveling through its territory. The
Zuid Afrikaanse Republiek authorities were only inhibited by British pres-
sure from completely preventing Indian settlement as well. Nevertheless,
they too made every effort to restrict or prohibit Indian acquisition of land
and access to trading rights.” This particular aspect of their policy had direct
implications for the Transvaal mosques. The British used the treatment of
Indians in the Boer republics to further their own colonial plans. Discrimi-
nation against Indians, who were technically British subjects, became one
of the many grievances used as justification for colonizing the Boer republic
with its rich mineral deposits.*

Muslims built mosques and established Islam under these difficult
political conditions. From a legal perspective, the discrimination against
people of color in South Africa is well-known and documented. Less fully
known, however, is the Indian response to these conditions in terms of their
community formation. Here I mean not only the history of resistance in
political terms; from the Gandhian campaigns at the turn of the twentieth
century to the role of the Natal and Transvaal Indian Congresses as allies
of the African National Congress, such histories have been written.> What
I propose to do, however, is uncover the discourses that gave rise to
the Indian Muslim subject in South Africa. As a specific case, I explore
the historical and discursive formation of mosques in the greater Zuid
Afrikaanse Republiek that came to be known as the Transvaal. Muslims
who established mosques, devised strategies, and expounded a peculiar
political ethic of establishing Islam in the country. The mosque committees,
generally called jamat committees, became the most powerful brokers and
mediators between the state and the Muslim communities. Their political
ethic of accommodation and compliance with the state—Boer, Briton, or
Afrikaner—was inscribed in the Transvaal mosque. The jamat committees
did not achieve their prominence simply through financial donations. They
were constituted in the discriminatory legal history of land tenure for Indi-
ans. The context favored those who dealt directly with the political authori-
ties, always potentially at the expense of the religious leaders. Unlike the
Cape imams, therefore, the Transvaal religious leaders were politically and
socially defenseless employees receiving paltry wages. In response, they
founded an orthodoxy and an orthopraxis by which to claim the mosques
for themselves. While the traders built mosques during British colonialism
and apartheid, the religious leaders responded by redefining the mosque
in the rhetorical and bodily gestures of orthodoxy and orthopraxis. It
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is this discourse, created in response to mosque committees and the
disempowerment of ‘ulama’, that is reflected in the Transvaal sermon.

The Foundation of Islam in the Transvaal

The earliest mosque in the Transvaal capital of Pretoria dates to at least
1887.5 Muslim traders established religious structures with enthusiasm,
often in defiance of their precarious political position. The traders built
mosques with such regularity and promptness that their antagonists,
the white traders and government authorities, often suspected that the
mosques were precursors of trading and residential settlements. This was
explicitly mentioned in Heidelberg by the magistrate when he opposed the
registration of a mosque on the grounds that “it would seem as if this was
the thin edge of the wedge in getting a footing into the European quarter of
the town.”” For whites, the mosque was a symbol for the more threatening
trading potential of Indians. While there may have been some truth in the
charge, much more was taking place among the Muslims as they tried to
find a niche for themselves in South Africa.

Jamat committees consisted of the prominent individuals of the commu-
nities, generally traders. Organized into committees, traders provided the
financial and organizational support and patronage for the infrastructure
of Muslim activity. Throughout the Transvaal, there were only seven family
trusts that administered mosques exclusively, without community involve-
ment (see table 4.1). In the rest, the officials were elected on a regular basis.
Women, however, were completely excluded—not deliberately excluded
but simply ignored. The responsibilities of the committees included the
rights to appoint, dismiss, and remunerate the imams and religious schol-
ars (‘ulama’). Sometimes, positions on the committees were considered to
be particularly prestigious and evoked much competition. At other times,
the responsibilities of raising funds and dealing with the authorities were
regarded as particularly exacting, and few people were willing to volun-
teer. In any event, whether entailing more or less commitment, the jamat
committees have enjoyed considerable authority through their activities.

The jamat committees’ composition, their relationship with the state and
religious leaders, and their conception of Islam defined the political praxis
of Muslim communities. In order to establish mosques, committees had
to deal directly with the state to obtain permission or find loopholes in
legislation. Not surprisingly, therefore, the establishment of mosques fol-
lowed the patterns of obtaining trading rights and licenses, thus providing
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Table 4.1. Transvaal family trusts

Town Family

Burgersfort  Tayob Fakir Muhammad
Carolina Ismail Mohammed Dadabhay
Coligny Nawlakhi

Mayfair (Jhb) Ahmed Essop Patel
Nelspruit Ismail Minty & Sons
Trichardt Ebrahim Daya

White River Muhammad Ismail Gardee

the powerful lever for jamat committees in the structure of the mosque.
Mosque building in the Transvaal took place in the shadow of government
decrees designed to minimize, and preferably eliminate, Indian ownership
of property. Mosques were founded on concessions carefully extracted
from the state or via loopholes detected in discriminatory legislation. Mus-
lims often reminded the British and later the Afrikaner authorities of their
right to freedom of worship; they lost no opportunity to benefit from legis-
lation pertaining to places of worship.? When this did not work, trusts and
committees used the services of white nominees, and on occasion even of
state officials, to keep the discriminatory legislation outside the mosques.
Many mosques were held under the name of a department or a cabinet
minister or simply the South African State, instead of the community as
such. In addition to white nominees and the state, Indians also used Cape
“Malays”—who could be anything from wives, friends, or false declara-
tions to ingenious genealogical creations—to register mosques. Land own-
ership restrictions did not apply to Cape Muslims, and some Indians were
able to obtain such “Malay” rights. Of the mosques in official white areas in
the Transvaal, for example, eleven were formally owned by the state, seven
by white nominees, and four by Malay or Coloured persons, while one did
not register at all (see table 4.2). In spite of the continuing legal problems of
mosque ownership, mosque building mushroomed in the Transvaal, testi-
fying to the community’s resolve to find a niche in the country.

The use of nominees and these dubious racial “rights” was entrenched
as a successful mechanism by which to establish mosques. Even the victory
of the National Party in 1948, and their notorious Group Areas Act (no. 41
of 1950, amended in 1957) did not make a difference to this pattern. In terms
of Nationalist ideology, Indians in the Transvaal were earmarked for reloca-
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Mosque /JK Established Nominee
Barberton Minister of Int. Donges
Belfast Miss Hall

Benoni City Council Lease

Bethal Town Minister of Interior
Bloemhof Patel (Malay rights)

Brits Union of South Africa
Ermelo Jacksons (Attorneys)

Jhb Newclare Unknown Malay

Jhb Newlands Mrs. Nathee (Malay wife)
Jhb Newtown Mendelsohn (attorney)

Jhb 15th Street City Council lease

Jhb 23rd St City Council lease
Klerksdorp No transfer taken

Leandra (Leslie) Minister of Interior
Louis Trichardt Minister of Interior
Lydenburg Unnamed white nominee
Machadadorp Mrs. Chotia (German wife of Mr. Chotia)
Middelburg Salojee Ltd. Trust
Pietersburg Union of South Africa
Pretoria Marabastad City Council lease

Pretoria Queen St. Mr. Bowyer

Standerton Mrs. Valod (Malay wife)
Ventersdorp Unnamed Coloured person
Vereeninging a Mr. Vorster

tion from some of the prime spots in the central business districts. Trading
districts built and developed over the past sixty or seventy years were sum-
marily closed down and new areas were allocated for Indian trading. Many
landowners suddenly found that properties and buildings purchased un-
der permit or through nominees were summarily expropriated by the state,
and inadequate compensation was paid. In spite of these drastic measures,
jamat committees whose communities were earmarked for relocation did
not stop the building of mosques. As under previous laws, some mosques
were built under official ownership and sometimes official sponsorship.
For example, the Administrator of Transvaal opened the Krugersdorp
mosque in 1948 on the eve of the Group Areas Act. The state, it appeared,
condoned and even blessed the building of mosques in the early days of
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Table 4.3. Mosques built in white areas after 1948

Town Year established
Barberton 1952
J’burg 15th St. 1948
Krugersdorp 1948
Louis Trichardt 1954

apartheid (see table 4.3). Jamat committee members thought the apartheid
regime was not entirely serious about implementing its ideology. As with
earlier legislation, some loophole would be found and a mosque would be
built where needed.

However, when the Group Areas Act was implemented in earnest in the
sixties, mosques in white areas, including the one founded in Krugersdorp
in 1948, were marked for expropriation. Now, however, Muslims through-
out the country resisted this by appealing again to the religious sensibilities
of the Afrikaners. Themselves espousing ostensibly Christian values,
Afrikaners were particularly vulnerable to the appeal to religion. Mr.
Laher, a mosque committee member of the Nugget Street Mosque in
Johannesburg, described in an interview in April 1990 how he pleaded with
Group Areas inspectors that the preservation of religion would serve the
anti-Communist interests of the state. He believes that he secured sympa-
thy for the mosque by using the potency of an anti-Communist slogan at
the time. However, such personal approaches were not going to be suffi-
cient against the comprehensive ideology of apartheid. Therefore, citing
the religious laws of wagf applicable to mosque property, Muslims took
their grievances to court. In terms of the Islamic laws of wagqf, mosques
were religiously endowed properties that were not subject to sale and ex-
propriation. In a landmark case of 1963, the Middelburg Muslim commu-
nity successfully resisted the expropriation of its mosque.? The community
had to move; and it also lost other land and buildings that the mosque
committee had accumulated over the years for school facilities and invest-
ment purposes. Only the mosque was saved from destruction and expro-
priation.

Muslims maintained the mosques in white areas they were forced to
abandon, and these became lonely testimonies against the pointlessness of
apartheid. Probably the most poignant statement was made by the Mus-
lims of Nylstroom, who refused to build a mosque in the residential area as
a symbol of their rejection of forced removals. Five times a day, they called
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the faithful to prayer, and five times a day, Muslims worshiped at a mosque
around which they were prohibited to live. Muslims did not actually hear
the call to prayer but insisted on driving the five miles from where
they were supposed to be safely tucked out of sight. In most other cases,
Transvaal mosques were more passive reminders of relocation. As apart-
heid took shape, the mosques, their minarets, and their calls to prayer re-
mained but stark reminders of once thriving communities.

From the perspective of mosque formation, Muslims remained gener-
ally accommodating toward the state. The jamat committees, in particular,
realized that they required the state to establish mosques in the newly des-
ignated Group Areas. Relying on the success of mosque establishment in
the Transvaal, they preferred to negotiate concessions from the state rather
than systematically resisting its destructive designs. In spite of repeated
measures by which freedom of movement and ownership were curtailed
and controlled by colonial and apartheid authorities, the jamat committees
were locked into accommodationist political practices, which even the
most dreadful forced removals of apartheid could not change. They be-
lieved that they would somehow survive the onslaught of apartheid as they
had survived British and Boer policies for a hundred years. As key actors in
the establishment of mosques in the Transvaal, moreover, the jamat com-
mittee benefited from this checkered legal history. Although the state
enacted a list of restrictions, most laws were open to some petition and
lax implementation.'” Jamat committee members established the necessary
“influence” and “contact” with cooperative government officials. Difficul-
ties with one or another discriminatory law could be alleviated or removed
through mediation. While this type of state patronage inscribed a client
status for Muslims, it translated into considerable power for individuals
within the Muslim communities. Jamat committees, as the dominant group
in the Transvaal, did not acquire their authority and prestige simply by
providing the finance for building the mosques. They were constituted as
authorities in the legal history of Indian ownership in the country. Their
authority was all the more effective precisely because it appeared that there
was no other way of building a mosque except by approaching the state,
cap in hand and feigning obeisance, preferably through one of the influen-
tial leaders.

The mosques in the Transvaal, then, were products of a particular legal
history. The jamat committees were the major beneficiaries in the process,
wielding complete power and authority through their particular relations
with the state. This does not mean that mosques were not symbols of ethnic
and racial groupings among the Muslims, as is elsewhere well attested.
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Muslims from India came from small villages and towns, representing a
diverse range of linguistic and ethnic identities, which were also reflected
in the mosques founded in South Africa. Transvaal mosques among Indi-
ans, however, were ethnically defined in a very imprecise manner. The ex-
ample of the first mosque in Pretoria showed the extent of this ethnicity as
well its limitation. This mosque was built and controlled entirely by the
Memon-speaking group until Achmat Effendi persuaded trustees to draw
up a constitution that included Surti- and Kokani-speaking members of the
community. Effendi was dismissed for his interference, but the constitution
was eventually changed to accommodate his suggestions." Ethic identities
of the mosques, therefore, were generally not as powerful a force as the
legal constitution of the mosque in South Africa. The legal and political
history of the mosque had a greater impact on the nature of the mosque
organization than the ethnic and linguistic pecularities of the congrega-
tions.

The Mosques Redefined

The power of the mosque committees in the establishment and develop-
ment of mosques was exerted over the religious leadership. In response,
the latter advocated orthodoxy and orthopraxis in redefining the character
of the mosques, particularly with regard to what took place inside the
mosques. Religious leaders did not question the political relations with the
state or the financial power with which the mosque committees exerted
their influence. Religious leadership in the Transvaal was not a revolution-
ary rejection or representation of the underclasses. Unlike the Cape imams,
these religious leaders still relied on traders to build mosques under
the particular political conditions prevailing. As a mark of their sphere
of influence, however, the religious scholars posited the power of Islamic
knowledge and orthodoxy to determine the religious discourse inside the
mosque. An examination of this dimension of the mosque, its power and
authority, and its promotion or demotion of particular religious practices
reveals the most powerful religious discourse dominating the Islamic ethos
of the Transvaal.

The first organized religious leadership in the Transvaal was initiated
by Cape imams. By 1888, Cape Muslims had established a mosque in
Ferreirastown in what was known as the Malay quarter. This mosque was
demolished in 1907 when it was condemned as insanitary, but the plot was
incorporated into the Juma Masjid Society in 1916. Another Malay mosque
in Johannesburg, known as the Twenty-Third Street Mosque, was estab-
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lished in 1895 in Pageview and continued to serve the “Malay” community
until the Group Areas removals. The “Malay” mosques of the Transvaal
maintained a direct link with the Cape Muslim community and followed
the patterns of the Cape mosque discourse. Naudé lists a number of Cape
imams as the first religious leaders in the Transvaal: Imam Taib Japie (ar-
rived 1870), Imam Khaliel (1899), Imam Abdul Malik (about 1905), Imam
Kamalie (about 1910), Imam Biehardien (about 1918), Imam Ismail Japie
(about 1918), and Imam Suraai (about 1926).1* In 1922, these imams formed
the Jamiatul Ulama Transvaal and published a text in Arabic-Afrikaans,
the linguistic tradition that flourished in the Cape. In the beginning, these
religious leaders seemed more prominent than their Indian counterparts,
and they seem to have been at the forefront of Islamic affairs in early
stages in the Transvaal. At the turn of the century, a Shaykh Mustafa
from Johannesburg requested a juridical decree (fatwad) from the great
Muhammad Abduh in Egypt on the following questions:

1. Could Muslims wear or sell European clothing?

2. Could Muslims consume meat of animals slaughtered by Jews and
Christians?

3. Could adherents of one legal school (madhhab) in Islam be led by an
imam from another school?

From his reformist position, Abduh answered all three questions in the
affirmative.” The first and third questions underscored the juridical differ-
ences between the Indian and Cape Muslims. Cape Muslims, especially
under Effendi, had adopted Western clothing topped by a Turkish fez, in
contrast to the Eastern clothing of the more recently settled Indians. More-
over, the Cape Muslims were Shafi‘i while most of the Indians were Hanafi.
The second question even suggests a more liberal tradition than that which
has become dominant in either the Cape or the Transvaal. Most important,
the questions posed to an authority in Cairo register the orientation of
Muslim affairs. Under the dominance of the Indians, that direction has
since changed toward India. Cape imams were slowly marginalized by a
dominant Hanafi leadership.

Indian communities preferred bringing religious teachers and officials
from villages in India. Most of these imams were brought as employees
to the various mosques emerging in the region. An “Arabiese medikant”
(Arab herbalist) mentioned by Bhana and Brain may have been self-em-
ployed.” Generally, however, Indian religious leaders remained under the
patronage of the jamat committees, sometimes under deeply ironic condi-
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tions. An example of the latter was the Smuts-Ghandi Agreement of 1914,
which allowed a limited number of “educated entrants” to serve the
cultural and religious needs of Indians. While a statutory act was designed
to limit Indian immigration in 1913, the agreement of 1914 was responsible
for many imams coming to South Africa to serve the needs of the Muslims.
The new imams were indebted to the jamat committees for political rela-
tions enabling their entry. The agreement stipulated that they were not
permitted to engage in any form of independent economic activity, and
residence permits were granted for brief temporary periods.”® The situation
for imams in the Transvaal seems to have been a little worse than in Natal:
in addition to the permission required to enter South Africa, they also re-
quired permits to enter the Transvaal. In both cases, jamat committees had
to apply for such permits on their behalf.’

On the basis of their more precarious political position, the Indian
imams established a different kind of religious leadership from that in the
Cape. When they organized themselves, it was on the basis of 9lm, Islamic
knowledge, offered to the communities, rather than of ownership, admin-
istrative control, or loyalty. ‘Ilm became the cornerstone of their interven-
tion in the Transvaal mosque. The first person to organize the Indian
religious leadership in the Transvaal was Mawlana Ebrahim Sanjalvi, who
revived the Jamiatul Ulama Transvaal in 1934 with the support of the Mia
family, pledging to “give religious guidance to the Muslim community . . .
concerning the Shari‘ah.”" It established the Waterval Islamic Institute for
training ‘ulama’ and encouraged students to travel to Islamic centers of
learning in India and Pakistan.”® The status of the ‘ulama’ in the Transvaal
was enhanced in no small measure by the emergence of the Tablighi Jamat,
a mass movement that originated in 1928 in India and reached South Af-
rica in 1962. The Tablighi Jamat was founded on a simple message by
which individuals committed themselves to re-creating, as far as possible,
the lifestyle of the Prophet in the modern world. In terms of content, and as
weshall see also of discourse, the goals of the Tablighi Jamat coincided with
the religious reforms promoted by the ‘ulama’. The movement organized
groups of individuals moving from one mosque to another, spreading their
simple and appealing message.

Both the Tablighi Jamat and the Jamiatul Ulama were aligned to the
Deobandi approach to Islam in India. Deoband is a town in India and the
site where the first Islamic seminary of British colonial India was estab-
lished in 1867. It was the seat where a distinct religious orientation was
established in modern India, which has come to be known as Deobandi
thought. Metcalf has identified this approach as an aloofness from the



Transvaal Mosques / 71

state but without overt opposition to its excesses; a careful balance between
Sufism and legalism but with a puritan emphasis on the early authorities
of Islam; and, more important, an alliance with the merchant class as op-
posed to subservience under political rulers.”® Unlike in India, where many
Deobandi “‘ulama’ joined the Congress movement against British colonial
occupation, the South African Deobandis generally accepted the particular
political relations established by the mosque committees. The Deobandi
outlook, a purist orthodoxy, was marshaled as a discourse inside Transvaal
mosques in order to balance the power wielded by the mosque committees
inbuilding and establishing the mosques. It was never directed at question-
ing the political approach established by the prominent traders.

It was natural for the Transvaal ‘ulama’ to transform and purify religious
practices. As in many other Islamic societies, the elimination of bid ah
(innovation) became a rallying cry against numerous accretions that were
deemed un-Islamic and non-Prophetic. As imams and religious teachers,
they redrew the curriculum for religious instruction in order to conform to
this new orthodoxy. The Waterval Islamic Institute became a center for dis-
seminating standardized textbooks and examination officers who visited
the madrasahs (religious schools) in the region. Later, mass-circulated litera-
ture in the mosque also became a popular means through which these new
ideas were presented and entrenched in the community.® The anti-
bid‘ah rhetoric of Islamic orthodoxy has been studied extensively, and
it has its legendary advocates, from Ahmad b. Hanbal (d. 241/855) and
Ibn Taymiyyah (d. 728/1328) to Muhammad b. ‘Abd al-Wahhab (d. 1206/
1792). In an assessment of contemporary bid‘ah controversies, Rispler-
Chaim points out that the arguments have not changed significantly since
the earliest times in Islamic history.! On the one hand, bid‘ah practices
remain popular and thus attractive for groups and even states wanting to
exploit them for greater support and legitimacy, respectively. On the other
hand, they have come under severe criticism from scholars, who judged
their validity on the basis of their fidelity to the Qur’an and Prophetic prac-
tices. Bowen has approached the subject with greater depth in a study
of discourses, locating the arguments within competing discourses. In the
case of supplication (du @), for example, modernist reformers in Indonesia
charged that villagers were practicing bid‘ah when their invocations were
made loudly. While modernists regarded supplications as a means of ad-
dressing God, villagers were also addressing spirits. Bowen regarded both
as discourses that defined a different meaning and place for Islamic suppli-
cation.” The bid‘ah debate, then, was not simply a debate over textual fidel-
ity; it was deeply embedded in competing discourses.
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The anti-bid‘ah rhetoric in the Transvaal was present in the ‘ulama’
booklets, sermons, and school syllabi. However, the most effective rhetoric
was not restricted to speech and the written word but took effect in specific
gestures and acts by the protagonists of the particular viewpoint. This is an
aspect ignored by Rispler-Chaim and by others who have focused entirely
on the legal arguments.” Such arguments were a powerful weapon only in
the arsenal of the “‘ulama’ who wished to alter religious practices in a very
specific context. The control of religious practices and ideas through ritual
was more expressive than the debate over texts. Anti-bid‘ah rituals were
more effective in that they could not be as easily ignored as could speech or
texts. More important, the gestures revealed the focus of the anti-bid‘ah
rhetoric. In the case of the Transvaal mosque, anti-bid‘ah gestures were
directed at the reclamation of the mosque from the jamat committees. A few
examples will illustrate the force and effect of these powerful ritual claims
in Transvaal.

Marshaling the Qur’an and the example of the Prophet Muhammad,
‘ulama’ proposed and enacted different forms for popular religious prac-
tices. Reforms were introduced in the manner in which one could appeal to
or remember God in a group, the particular dress code used inside the
mosques, and the manner in which one celebrated official holy days. First,
it was emphasized that religious supplications of all forms were to be re-
cited inaudibly. This included the du‘a’ (supplication) after the daily wor-
ship; the takbir (proclamations of the greatness of God) on Eid festival days;
and salutations to the Prophet (salawdt). Usually, each of these expressions
was recited loudly and then accompanied by equally formulaic responses,
creating an action-response scenario between an imam and his audience.
Now, Deobandi ‘ulama’ insisted that apart from certain standard forms of
prayers during the performance of worship, all other supplications and
invocations and their responses had to be performed silently. On this point,
they relied principally on the following verse: “Call upon your Lord with
humility and in secret” (Qur’an 7:55). Removed from context and compet-
ing interpretations, the Qur’anic verse was advocated as an absolute de-
cree. The Qur’anic citation, however, paled in significance compared to
the ritual gestures that accompanied it. ‘Ulama’ left worshipers guessing as
they mumbled prayers and abandoned the familiar and elaborate supplica-
tion expressions. Sometimes, they simply said nothing; at other times, they
rushed through the formulae in order to suppress any possible response
from the audience. Where once mosques resounded with supplications,
they now became muted places of confusion at worst and private medita-
tion at best.
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Dress code was another reform that elevated the role of the ‘ulama’ in the
Transvaal mosque. The ‘ulama’ prescribed a certain form of Islamic dress
at all times: a long white shirt (kurta) and head covering (topi). While this
dress had always been appropriate for religious scholars in the Transvaal, it
was now presented as the preferred dress for all Muslims. For those who
did not conform to such dress in their everyday attire, some minimum re-
quirement was deemed absolutely essential inside the mosque. Hats and
long cloaks, as well as innovative pull-on sleeves, were provided for wor-
shipers inside mosques. One particular dress item that took on a special
significance in the Transvaal mosques was the length of men’s trousers. All
men were expected to fold their trousers above the ankles during prayers.
Men in the Transvaal slowly developed a habit of folding their trousers as
they walked into the mosques. Those who refused were identified, some-
times discreetly in the sermons or by less than discreet nudges in the ablu-
tion blocks.

Deobandi criticism was also directed at four popular celebrations in
the Transvaal mosque calendar.® First, the birthday of the Prophet was
celebrated on the twelfth of Rabi® al-Awwal, the third month of the
Islamic calendar. Then the community observed the Mi %dj (ascension) of
the Prophet on the twenty-seventh eve of Rajab, the seventh month of the
[slamic year, in memory and celebration of the night journey undertaken
by the Prophet. The night of absolution (Bard ah), also called Laylat nisf
Sha ‘ban as it fell on the fifteenth of Sha‘ban, the eighth month of the Islamic
calendar, was an occasion for asking forgiveness of God as well as of the
person on whom an injury had been inflicted. Finally, the night of power,
Laylat al-Qadr, was observed on the twenty-seventh night of Ramadan, the
climax of devotion during the month of fasting. In the Transvaal, these
events were observed by men attending the mosque for the night worship,
which was usually followed by a special khatam, a ritual during which a few
copies of the Qur’an, each divided into thirty parts, were distributed for
recitation. This would be followed by a special sermon for the occasion. The
event concluded with sweets, fruits, and rose-scented milk or water distrib-
uted by a wealthy patron, often in fulfillment of a vow. These special nights
in the town were known as “Big N ights”; attracting huge audiences, most
often larger than the Friday gathering. ‘Ulama’ were critical of the manner
in which the events were celebrated as well as the inversion of priorities.
They criticized the celebrations either for being innovations or for provid-
ing opportunities for introducing nontextual practices into the society.
Such rhetoric, even though powerful, was supplemented by more purpose-
ful gestures. Using their crucial positions in the mosques, the ‘ulama’ most
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frequently refused to attend or, worse still, agreed to attend but not to
preach. Sometimes they demanded that the recitation of the Qur’an during
the khatam be completely inaudible. At other times, they refused to con-
clude the event with the usual supplication. Again, even though the basic
intellectual arguments were drawn from texts, the ‘ulama’ expressed their
displeasure through gestures articulated from the position they held at
the head of the mosque. Hence, we find that in each case, criticism by
the “ulama’ of the innovations was accompanied by ritual gestures placing
them in absolute control of the mosque. Inaudible supplications rendered
the mosques available only for the preachers and ritual leaders. Dress codes
forced a standard that the “‘ulama’ had adopted; and the muted celebrations
of the Big Nights robbed all but the ‘ulama’ of a role therein.

The redefinition of the mosque was confirmed in the program and activ-
ity of the chief supporters of the ‘ulama’, the Tablighi Jamat. For the latter,
traveling and propagating their particular message was regarded as the
pinnacle of going out in the “path of God” (fi sabil Allah). As they moved
from one mosque to another, Tablighi Jamat members became the mosques’
most important and natural occupants. Mass gatherings (ijtima ) at regional
and national levels were convened to reinforce this enveloping geo-
graphical inscription. By their presence and their fervent devotion inside
the mosque, the members in the movement inscribed meaning in the
mosques in the same way that the early traders had inscribed its political
practice. The ritual moving from one mosque to another, and the Tablighi
members’ invocation of the authority of the scholars for information, con-
stituted a methodical recovery of the mosque from the jamat committees.
With their occupation of the mosques, they repossessed the mosque for
themselves and the ‘ulama’ most convincingly and emphatically.

Conclusion

Influential traders, then, played a significant role in the establishment of
Islam in the Transvaal. At first, they simply set aside places for worship.
Later, in their desire to erect recognizable places of worship, they found
themselves faced with legal and political obstacles and prejudice. Against
these obstacles, traders founded a discourse of mosque building in the re-
gion. Mosque comimittees, consisting mainly of influential male traders,
stood at the head of the operations. They relied on their intimate knowl-
edge of the law, on government officials, and sometimes on sheer dissimu-
lation to establish and build mosques. The political conditions of British
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colonialism and then apartheid demanded the greatest attention and deter-
mined the nature and power of mosque officials.

This pattern of mosque building curbed or determined the effects of
other possible constitutive discourses on Transvaal mosques. Thus, strong
linguistic and ethnic identities among Indians, which could have had deci-
sive influence in the nature of mosques, were and continue to be an insuf-
ficient basis for building and maintaining a mosque. Such ethnic emphases
in mosques do exist in some communities, but they do not determine
the manner in which mosques are founded, built, and then managed. Simi-
larly, Islamic legal considerations were also secondary in the formation of a
Transvaal mosque. Mosques were not founded on the basis of Islamic law.
Islamic law was invoked only much later in response to apartheid threats to
expropriate mosques. Earlier, for example, mosques were built on the basis
of the freedom of worship accorded to British citizens. It may be argued that
early Muslims went to such extraordinary lengths to register mosques
on the assumption that mosques were ideally founded on inviolable land,
which could not be subject to the whims of nominee owners or government
decrees. They were supposed to be indefinite endowments (waqf), the
function of which could not be changed.” There is no historical record ex-
tant that points to this Islamic legal consideration among the early Mus-
lims. On the contrary, the willingness to found so many mosques in spite of
unacceptable conditions points to the fact that Islamic legal considerations
were not of primary importance. Mosques as places of worship could
simply have been temporary prayer rooms, jamat khanahs or musallahs,
rather than formally designated and consecrated mosques as such. Such
instances, however, were rare. Most communities founded mosques. The
absence of strong ethnic and Islamic juridical foundations in the mosques
can only be explained in terms of the powerful political praxis of founding
mosques in the Transvaal.

The ‘ulama’ in the Transvaal had to accommodate themselves to this
structural and political context. They could have been subservient mosque
employees and accepted the pressures of the mosque committee officials.
In the Transvaal, however, the ‘ulama’ accepted the mosque committees
only insofar as their particular relations with the state were concerned.
Inside the mosque, and thus in terms of religious dictates, the ‘ulama’
appealed to Islamic knowledge in order to stake their own claims. The or-
thodoxy and orthopraxis they demanded were directed at redefining the
mosque as regards its particular religious practices. In this chapter I have
focused on the ritual transformation of the mosque ethos. Islamic puritan-
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ism—often regarded as simply the pronouncements of the authoritative
Arabic texts of the Qur’an and the Prophet—has here been shown to have
had a highly specific target in the Transvaal mosque. Such textualism was
not simply a form of Arabicization, as Sanneh seems to argue is the distinc-
tive spirit of Islamic reform and puritanism.” ‘Ulama’ puritanism was a
Transvaal response to the discourse of how mosques were founded and
established by traders in the context of colonialism and apartheid.

The ‘ulama’, with powerful textual and ritual persuasion, were able to
convince a large number of Muslims in the region that correct belief and
practice within the mosque was their prerogative. The force of verses from
the Qur’an and statements from the Prophet Muhammad would not have
been sufficient. The gestures that redefined the activities of the mosque, by
leaders appointed by mosque officials, could not be ignored. The ritual
gestures were apparently derived from scriptural texts, but when they were
enacted in ritual, they reinforced the transformative nature of the text
as well as clarifying the target of this transformation. Mary Douglas, in a
study of the importance of ritual, points to this nature of rituals felt by and
accepted by particular mosque officials in the Transvaal. Ritual, she said,
“comes first in formulating experience. It can permit knowledge of what
would otherwise not be known at all. It does not merely externalize expe-
rience, bringing it out into the light of day, but it modifies experience in so
expressing it.”?® The rituals made it absolutely clear that puritanism was
directed at the particular control enjoyed by the traders.

The ‘ulama’ were extremely successful, but only to the extent that they
left the political relations intact. The ‘ulama’ did not question or oppose
the politics of accommodation or client status in mosque building in the
Transvaal. Thus, unlike the Cape, the mosque remained a product of that
political relationship, and Islamic rules and conduct within the mosque
deftly avoided any issues that questioned this relationship. In fact, commit-
ted as they were to defining the practice of religion within the four walls of
the mosque, Islamic rules and conduct created an aura of insularity and
self-sufficiency against the political issues that raged in society. It was an
ideal world where mosque committee and ‘ulama’ could ignore competing
discourses and political challenges. Divergent political and religious views
could easily be domesticated.



5

The Brits Mosque:
Orthodoxy and Its Periphery

In a study of traditional and reformist modes of learning in Morocco,
Eickelman identified the “prismatic nature of Islamic learning,” in which
certain subjects enjoyed prestige in terms of place and time over others.'
In Morocco, peripheral subjects like Qur’an exegesis were taught during
nonprestigious times, always contending for better time slots. Bowen iden-
tified the peripheral nature of some Muslim discourses in an Indonesian
community, where the traditional village discourse practiced a form of dis-
simulation for its inability to compete with the prestige of Islamic modern-
ism.? In both Morocco and Indonesia, careful observation charted discor-
dant and dissonant voices on the periphery of dominant voices. Both these
cases point to the social location of peripheral interpretations and voices in
Muslim society. When the mosque gives the semblance of timeless, unified
practices, alternative interpretations are already at work on the periphery.

The mosque in Brits gave the semblance of one such discourse domi-
nated by one single political praxis and religious interpretation. As in other
towns in the Transvaal, the jamat committee constructed the discourse
for the purchase and building of the mosque, while ‘ulama’ determined
the religious dimensions inside the mosque. And as in other parts of the
Transvaal, both were constructed in the context of Afrikaner settlement,
cheap black labor, and apartheid ideology. Upon more careful observation,
however, peripheral voices and interpretations of Islam were detectable. In
a few cases in the Transvaal, these marginal interpretations of Islam repro-
duced mosques. Generally, unlike in the Cape, new interpretations alone
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were not sufficient for the foundation of a mosque. Marginal and alternate
interpretations usually positioned themselves on the periphery of the
mosque, waiting to make significant interventions whenever an opportu-
nity presented itself.

In the town of Brits, there were two such peripheral interpretations of
Islam. One of these was the voice of those who still believed in the efficacy
of practices deemed bid‘ah by Deobandi orthodoxy. This so-called Brelvi
movement nurtured the condemned rituals and tried to propose an oppos-
ing orthodoxy for the town. The second interpretation of Islam was that of
Islamic resurgence, cultivated and promoted by a number of youth organi-
zations and, as we saw earlier, also by the Claremont Main Road Mosque.
The Islamists publicized issues of liberation politics, conversion of African
Muslims, and women’s rights. Both the Brelvi movement and Islamic re-
surgence, each in its own way, constructed interpretations at a distance
from the centrally occupied mosque. The following case study of the Brits
Mosque presents the center-periphery dynamics in one Transvaal mosque.

Background

The town of Brits lies in a fertile valley, halfway between Pretoria and
Rustenburg in the North West Province. The area is one of a number of
extremely fertile valleys in the Magaliesberg mountain range, well-known
for its excellent soil of turf and lime. The farms on which the town is
located were called Roodjekopjes and Zwartkopjes and were owned by
Johan Nicolaas Brits, from whom the town got its name. His farm was part
of the vast rural platteland of the country dominated by conservative white
farmers. Trekking from the Cape, these Boers had defeated the forces of
Mzilikazi, the Zulu king Shaka’s renegade general, and they considered the
“central high veld theirs by right of conquest.”* The 1974 Souvenir Album
issued by the Afrikaners of Brits flaunted this claim by stating that they
saved the local Tswana people under Chief Mogale from the military might
of the Zulus. Whites, according to the Album, brought “peace” and “civili-
zation” to the valley.? The town was totally dominated by Afrikaners, who
regarded their hegemony as natural and self-evident. This is nowhere
so clearly depicted as in the Album, which confirms the prominence of
this group of people in the town and the relative marginalization and even
obliteration of the Indian and African people. Once they were given “peace
and civilization” in the nineteenth century, the latter seemed to have
disappeared, featuring in neither the agricultural nor the industrial devel-
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opment of the town. Their disappearance, however, was more a reflection
of Afrikaner ideology than of reality.

The experience of local African communities has been catastrophic.
Africans seem to have been part of the town from its inception. However,
as early as 1928, an African “location,” as black residential areas were
called, was earmarked for settlement to the north of Brits. This was the start
of their literal removal that matched their ideological erasure. Slowly, this
dusty, unserviced area called Oukasie became the cheap labor resource of
the town. By 1953, the Afrikaners felt that Oukasie was too close for comfort
and began to make plans for yet another removal. Nothing came of this
decision until the 1970s, by which time Oukasie had expanded consider-
ably as workers streamed to the town’s industries. As white demand for
land increased, the 1953 decision to relocate the Africans was recalled. The
local black town council, appointed by the Brits municipality, was granted
the “honor” of announcing the removal of the residents of Oukasie in 1985.
People were expected to move to Lethlabile, about fifteen miles out of Brits.
Some people did move, especially those who had better jobs and preferred
the new serviced township to the neglected Oukasie. Temporary and do-
mestic workers, however, unable to afford the higher rental and transporta-
tion costs, formed the Brits Action Committee to resist the forced removals.
After a long and bitter struggle, Oukasie residents won their battle against
the state in 1990, the year Nelson Mandela was released from prison.®

The Indians made a fleeting appearance in the Album when they bought
the Afrikaner-owned businesses in an area proclaimed Indian in 1955. A
closer look at the settlement of the town reveals a more complex picture.
Oral accounts indicate that Indian hawkers visited the area from as early as
1890, one of the first being Joosub Soomar. More arrived after a dam was
built in 1921 and some traders followed the irrigation canals that serviced
the farmers in the region.® In fact, there was a big enough Indian group
in 1921 to warrant the building of the first mosque, the land for which
was donated by Hassim Soomar, a prominent businessman. The corru-
gated iron structure enjoyed the distinction of being the first place of wor-
ship in the town. Churches had preceded the mosque in the outlying rural
areas around Brits, but the first church in the town was established only in
1925 and a synagogue in 1931 If we judge a religious center as one of
the significant marks of urban settlement, the Muslims appeared have
to played a greater role than the Album suggests. While Afrikaners domi-
nated the rural areas, Indians occupied an important place in the town
itself. The relationship between the traders and the Afrikaner farmers was
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congenial. Illustrating the mutual exchange of goods and services, a
Muslim called Rooibaard (redbeard) Patel was presumed by the Afrikaner
farmers to possess occult powers. He became famous for helping farmers to
find lost donkeys and cattle in the district of Brits. This relationship be-
tween a resourceful Indian businessman and credulous Afrikaner farmers
was a more accurate depiction of the relationship between Indians and
Afrikaners than the one advocated by the Album. Unlike the portrayal in the
Album’s history of the town, the relationship underlined an inverse hierar-
chy of the political privilege of Afrikaners and the economic power of some
Indian traders.

When the town was officially founded, a number of Indians explored the
familiar loopholes of acquiring property. Most Indians purchased land
using the name of a Mrs. Dolly Deenat, a Cape Muslim wife of one of
the traders. As the pioneer Indian Muslim, however, Joosub Soomar cam-
paigned for the “exemption” of the area under the Asiatic Land Tenure
(Amendment) Bill of 1932, which restricted Indian land ownership. Soomar
was convinced that his request would be heeded. Since this area of Brits fell
outside the irrigation canal system, it would be “exempted” from the dra-
conian effect of the law. In addition, lying on the lower part of the valley, it
was more prone to flooding from the Hartebeespoort Dam overflow that
ran into the Crocodile River to the south of the town.® As expected, the
government agreed to exempt the area from the restrictions of the act. Land
ownership by Indians in the town, then, began with a law designed to re-
strict that very process. Having secured this loophole, the earliest families
bought tracts of land measuring approximately three acres, running north-
south from the railway line to the Crocodile River. Each plot of land could
easily accommodate an extended family consisting of five or six household
units. When the area of exempt status was confirmed as an Indian Group
Area in 1955, land ownership was fixed in the hands of these influential
families. Consequently, land for residential use remained a major problem
in the town. Some residents even believed that the removal of Indians and
their relocation to an area outside town would have addressed this unequal
situation. Thus, when the residential area was expanded later, in the 1970s,
Indians regarded this as a blessing from the town council and not as a prob-
lem caused in principle by the policies of apartheid land use. The problem
lay in the combination of possession of land by a few influential families
and restriction of Indians to a designated and confined space. On the basis
of a false perception of shortage, many supported apartheid legislation that
ostensibly “solved” the land problem.
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The jamat committee and the ‘ulama’ set down roots early in the town.
Important though Muslims may have been in the history of Brits, my interest
in the mosque lies in the production of a political and religious discourse that
gave shape to this community and its relations with the state. While Muslims
may justifiably claim a prominent place in the town’s development,
closer investigation yields a subsequent checkered history in relations
with the dominant authority as well as with the African communities in and
around the town. I begin with the production of the dominant mosque dis-
course between the mosque committee and the religious leaders.

The registered name of the jamat committee in Brits was the Brits
Mohamedan Madrasah, but it was simply called the Jamat, and its officials
Jamat members. This institution has existed in one form or another since
the first mosque was built in 1921. It convened meetings, organized elec-
tions, and kept some modicum of records. With a clear and underlined
seven-eight-six, representing the numerological value of the Islamic invo-
cation “In the Name of God, Most gracious, most merciful,” the first re-
corded meeting followed proper procedure:

786

Committee meeting of the Brits Mohamedan Madressa held at Brits
at the residence of the secretary Mchamed Tayob on the 23 rd January
1959.

Present: Mohammed Hassim (in the chair); Mohamed Ismail; Aboo
Omar; Mohamed Tayob®

All subsequent meetings were recorded in this fashion in a large ledger
book. Annual general meetings organized elections at regular intervals,
usually once a year. All male members took part in the elections. Prominent
traders occupied the key roles on the committee. Later, in chronological
order, medical doctors, school teachers, and ‘ulama’ followed them. Black
Muslims living around the town were never represented on the jamat com-
mittee. Even though women were often asked to contribute to the building
of the mosque, they were completely excluded from elections, delibera-
tions, and the mosque itself. Even when the newly renovated mosque was
opened in September 1992, women were only allowed to view the mosque
during nonprayer times. And that was permitted only after the ‘ulama’ had
expressed their grave reservations. It was not surprising that, when permis-
sion was eventually granted, most women had lost interest in taking that
single peek into the mosque.
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Jamat activities together constituted a discourse of social and economic
authority in the mosque. Regular elections conferred legitimacy to the
group, and the raising of sufficient funds and establishing of relations with
state officials defined a particular range of appropriate acts. Principally,
the financial duties of the jamat committee included paying salaries to the
imams and teachers and building and maintaining the mosque, the reli-
gious school (madrasah), and cemetery. In Brits, as in many other towns, the
jamat committee raised funds through donations, monthly subscriptions,
school fees, and last but not least, through the purchase of business prem-
ises that could then be rented. The fund-raising was not simply collecting
money for the maintenance of the building. These activities constituted an
elaborate pattern that created unique representations of a Jamat member. A
few examples will illustrate the powerful discursive nature of fund-raising.
The Jamat raised money through monthly subscriptions and madrasah fees
from each and every person in the community. In 1960, the community
subscription began with one pound sterling per trade license holder and
ten shillings per nontrading resident. This later became a uniform levy
payable by all income earners and stood at four rand per month in
1991. Solly Moonda, a bicycle dealer, served the jamat committee as
a punctilious treasurer for seventeen years from 1970 to 1987. He would
know exactly when to approach a new wage earner about his or her
obligation to the coffers of the Jamat.'® In addition, the committee levied
madrasah fees, which increased over the years: from fifty cents in 1964 to
four rand in 1983. The fees for the madrasah were closely linked to the
salaries of teachers.” Increases were demanded from the community when
new imams were appointed, the imams often being expected to collect the
fees. Like the monthly commitments, the fees were not paid regularly,
and the Jamat had considered barring nonpaying children from Islamic
education and displaying the names of nonpaying members on the mosque
board.'? The monthly subscriptions and school fees had been agonized
over, for they could not fulfill the needs of the Jamat. Nevertheless, they
gave the semblance of the whole community participating in the operation
of its institutions. The threats to put names on the mosque boards or to
exclude children from schools reflect a commitment to determining mem-
bership in the community through Jamat activities. In this sense, the levy-
ing of fees was not merely a matter of balancing accounts and paying bills.
It had implications for defining membership in the community.

The most effective means of raising funds in the community remained
direct collection by way of pledges from prominent business families in the
town and in the Transvaal region as a whole. The contributions were also
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discursive practices reinforcing the prominence of the wealthy. While the
monthly contributions tried to define the nature of the local community, the
contributions by wealthy families in town established the authority and
prominence of traders. In Brits, there have been some dramatic and spec-
tacular donations, especially during the building of a new mosque in 1962
and its renovation in 1992. No doubt personal religious motivations were
involved, but the dominance of the donors determined the discourse of
wealth and power in the Jamat.” The personal religious motivations for the
contributions, for instance, did not preclude making demands as to how
these funds ought to be used. Many incidents may be cited, but the 1992
renovation provides some striking examples of the process involved in the
building of a mosque. Renovation plans were drawn up, submitted for
approval, and passed in 1983." A new committee, however, shelved these
plans and submitted another plan for the town council’s consideration.
The new plan, duly approved, was then advertised in the mosque before a
contract was signed for the work. Until then, no objections were raised
either against the million rand that needed to be raised for the renovation or
against the kind of alterations proposed in the plan. The objections came
when the existing mosque ceiling and walls were torn down. Few had visu-
alized such drastic transformations to a thirty-year-old landmark. Some
people objected to the specific changes and others to the enormous sum
spent on the mosque. Complaints involved the poor quality of the bricks
being used, the type of paving outside the mosque, the seats in the ablution
block, and an obstructive beam across the mosque. At almost every step
of the renovations, groups of men were engulfed in debating the detail. One
dissatisfied member of the community changed his mind only when he
saw the completed building in a dream and liked it. Eventually, after con-
siderable argument both inside and outside Jamat meetings, and after some
costly modifications, the mosque received the community’s approval. It
was completed and opened for worship in September 1992.°

The fund-raising activities defined a particular sphere of influence en-
joyed by the jamat committee and by the prominent donors to the mosque.
The latter were also important for another set of the Jamat’s principal du-
ties, namely obtaining building permits, getting plans approved, and ob-
taining death certificates for burials. The jamat committee could not man-
age the mosque without a particular political relation with the apartheid
state. When the repugnant racial laws of apartheid were applied by the
state, the Jamat responded not by invoking ethical and moral principles but
accommodating its demands. In the apartheid era, obtaining permits often
meant going cap in hand to a government office set aside for black
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{nonwhite) matters. Government offices were regularly duplicated to keep
whites and blacks apart. However, in this regard, Jamat members
were prominent business leaders, well-known to the small town'’s officials.
When they went in for such official matters, therefore, they would be recog-
nized and given much better service than the average black person. In
addition to the personal deference shown to prominent members in govern-
ment offices, the Jamat routinely took advantage of loopholes and conces-
sions in the law. Sometimes, this meant a deft changing of identities and
accommodation to suit the legal complexity of the day. In 1958, for example,
the state informed the jamat committee that the school was not officially
located in the Indian area of the town. Until then, the Jamat had owned the
building as part of the Roodjekopjes and Zwartkopjes farms on which Brits
was founded. The Jamat applied for the reproclamation of the school, but the
state would only allow the transfer if the Jamat was an “Indian” legal entity.
This meant that the Jamat’s constitution had to specify that only Indians
would be eligible for office in the organization. There was some discussion in
a community meeting of transferring the school to the Ministry of Interior
instead of adding a racist clause in the constitution. But eventually the de-
mands of apartheid were acceded to, and the transfer took place in 1963.1

The fund-raising activities and political relations established by the
Jamat formed the foundation of its authority and gave it the justification for
intervening in the religious affairs of the community. Here, however, it was
challenged by the discourse of Islamic knowledge. Initially, the Jamat de-
sired control of the imams and teachers in terms of the standards of educa-
tion and general accountability, but the new Deobandi ‘ulama’ were able
to assert their control inside the mosque. More recently, they have even
begun to make demands within the jamat committees themselves. The ear-
liest imams in the Brits community served for brief periods, until Moosa
Mohammed Nana (d. 1957), known as Moosa Pir, came to Brits.”” He stayed
long enough to become a prominent symbol of piety, commitment, and
devotion. In addition to his teaching and mosque leadership, he was also
visited by people in the town for his prayers and healing amulets (ta ‘widh).
His close relation with the community, especially the administration of Is-
lamic medicine, recalled the relationship between a Cape imam and his
congregation. However, Moosa Pir did not appoint his successor and re-
mained in the employment of the Jamat until his death. The committee,
with the assistance of new religious scholars returning from Deoband, con-
structed a new leadership discourse in the town.

After Moosa Pir’s death, his wife Khala, his daughter Zubaydah, and
two sons continued to teach in the madrasah. The jamat committee was not
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happy with their services, complaining about the material taught in the
schools, the “unqualified” standard of teaching, and the fact that the
Nana family was selling sweets and homemade condiments to the children,
sometimes on credit. On the basis of these grievances, the Jamat decided
to take control of Islamic education.’® In 1964, a committee of inspectors was
appointed to investigate religious education. This committee dismissed
the Nanas and accepted the syllabus of the Jamiatul Ulama Transvaal.”” Fur-
ther, the committee recommended that other home-based private madrasahs
run generally by women be discouraged and positively curtailed.” Brits thus
joined many other madrasahs in Transvaal in adopting the syllabus, books,
and approach to Islamic education of the Deobandi school of thought, and in
eliminating the prominent role of women in religious education. The collu-
sion between the Brits Jamat Committee and the rising Deobandi authority
closed a chapter of the Nana family’s influence in the town, and with it
their representation of a particular type of religious leadership and educa-
tion. These were henceforth to be centralized and bureaucratized, a develop-
ment to benefit the ideology of Deobandism.

The ‘ulama’ introduced some fundamental changes in the practice of Is-
lam in order to embody and consolidate this leadership. These practices de-
clared their independence from the jamat committee and determined an or-
thodoxy and an orthopraxis within the mosques. In Brits, two issues initiated
the ‘ulama’ critique of religious practices. The first arose in 1969 with the
death of Joosub Soomar, the pioneer of the town: the imam in charge refused
tosay the customary final prayer at his graveside, at the same time condemn-
ing the practice of joining the bereaved family for a meal after the burial. Both
traditions were among of the common practices of Muslims throughout the
region. The imam was summoned to a Jamat meeting, where he declared
both practices innovations (bid‘ah) and vowed that he would change his
position only if a juridical opinion to the contrary was brought from the
Jamiatul Ulama Transvaal.?’ The second issue cropped up in 1973, when
Mawlana Mobin al-Hagq insisted on reading the invocation after the salah
(workshop) inaudibly. Both incidents clearly stated the prerogative of the
‘ulama’ in deciding what was acceptable in matters pertaining to religion.
Refusal to perform a prayer at the burial of a Muslim was indicative of the
kind of leadership being cultivated. Certainly, the ‘ulama’ were most compe-
tent and should be expected to make interventions in matters of religion.
Upon closer inspection, however, it becomes clear that they intervened in the
context of the powerful jamat committee. They focused their attention on
activities inside the mosque to define an alternative discourse to that in-
scribed by the Jamat’s political and financial prerogatives.
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Table 5.1. Temporary appointments in Brits

Appointee Date Years of service
Haffejee Nana April 1964-1968 4 years
Nana (second time) 1973- 20 years
Haffejee Bux November 1964-February 1965 4 months
Haffejee Moolla July 1965 6 months
Haffejee Ebrahim September 1967 4 years
Hafiz Adamjee August 1968-February 1978 10 years
Hafiz Ravat March 1975-May 1976 1 year
Mr. Ellemdin (teacher) 1979 6 months
Hafiz Osman June 1976-June 1979 3 years
Hafiz Osman (2d time) June 1983— 10 years—

The rising authority of the ‘ulama’ within the mosque can also be gauged
by their progressive control of the Friday sermons. From the beginning of
the 1960s up to 1973, the Jamat insisted that the “ulama’ desist from deliv-
ering extemporaneous lectures. In 1962, the Jamat even purchased a book
containing the English translations of sermons, from which the imams were
expected to read. Moreover, in 1965, the Jamat demanded that all
sermons by visitors be confirmed with them.” Since the 1973, when the
‘ulama’ stood their ground on salaries, the situation has gradually changed
to the advantage of the ‘ulama’. When a complaint was received from a
worshiper in 1981 about the length of the lecture, the Jamat decided to
approach the imam “informally.”? And more recently, the Jamat has al-
lowed the ‘ulama’ to invite visitors, though reserving the right to object
subsequent to the sermon.”* While the jamat committee still maintained
some oversight, it was a far cry from the resolutions and decrees that had
earlier characterized their relationship with the ‘ulama’. In short, then, in
Brits as elsewhere in the Transvaal, religious leaders gained more promi-
nence and authority. They projected leadership in terms of their roles as
teachers and reformers and not as guides and soteriological pathways.

The focus on knowledge and epistemology introduced changes in the
definition of what constituted a religious leader. In Brits, this was reflected
in the titles used for the scholars. In the early 1960s, a religious scholar was
called “haffejee,” derived from the Arabic term hafiz, which literally re-
ferred to someone who had memorized the Qur’an. In Brits, haffejee was
the designation for both those who had memorized the complete Qur’an
and those who were reasonably knowledgeable in Islamic studies. With the



The Brits Mosques / 87

demand from the jamat committee for better teachers, however, a degree of
differentiation set in. The proper hafiz was distinguished from the haffejee.
For example, one of Moosa Pir’s sons was called Haffejee Nana before he
went abroad in 1968, and then Hafiz when he returned in 1973. He was
called hafiz to distinguish him from the other haffejees who had not gone
abroad and who had not memorized the Qur’an. Similarly, Imam Kassiem
Saib was invited and employed as a “qualified” scholar in 1969 for his
considerable experience in teaching.”® But he was not a hafiz, nor had he
studied for many years at an Islamic seminary in India or Pakistan. Had he
come to Brits a few years earlier, he would have been called a haffejee.
“Imam” in this case granted Saib a degree of recognition he would have
been denied before the Jamat began its search for qualified scholars. Even-
tually, at the head of the leaders stood the %lim, called a mawland or moluvi,
which referred to a graduate of a religious institution in India or Pakistan.
Such a person would have spent up to ten or even twelve years mastering
Islamic law. Next came the imam, the hafiz; the haffejee eventually disap-
peared altogether.

The hierarchy of titles eventually translated into a differentiated salary
scale. In Islamic history, the extreme case of such a pecuniary hierarchy was
stipulated by the Ottoman Qantnname, where a candidate for the ‘ulama’
establishment was expected first to “teach at a 20-akce madrasa . . . and
shall then proceed to advance by 5-akce stages.”? The akce was the standard
Ottoman silver coin, and qualifications and salaries were significations of
each other. A similar salaried hierarchy was only reluctantly established by
the Brits Jamat. Generally, the Jamat found ways of appointing lower-
salaried haffejees and hafizes and was reluctant to reward good service (see
table 5.1). Hafiz Adamjee’s case illustrated this anomaly. He was invited
from Natal when the Jamat was negotiating for the better qualified
Mawlana Abbas Jeena, returning to Brits from Pakistan, at a salary of R160.
When the latter turned down the offer, Hafiz Adamjee was appointed
at R100 per month.” As somebody who had only memorized the Qur’an,
Adamjee received a lower salary than that offered to Jeena. Even
Adamjee’s successful hafiz school for memorizing the Qur’an did not in-
crease his wages.?

Salaries represented an ambiguous measure of independence and worth
for the ‘ulama’, who were aware that a lower salary implied lower worth in
the eyes of the community members. They knew that their salaries were
well below those paid to similar professionals in the community. They also
knew that salaries were a reflection of their subservience to employers. But
the ‘ulama’ insisted that they did not lead the prayers in the mosque as part
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of their salaried duties. In terms of Islamic law, they argued, a person lead-
ing the worship was not entitled to payment.*® This position was founded
on a phrase that appears repeatedly in many places in the Quran: “Do not
sell the signs of God for a trifle sum” (e.g., Qur’an 2:41). It is an issue that
bothers the conscience of every intellectual. However, as the above-men-
tioned Ottoman example and numerous other religious officials in the
employment of Islamic polities in the past and present attest, religious ser-
vices were paid for directly or indirectly. For the “ulama’ of Brits, though,
the refusal to accept payment was a vital stance, which they could not con-
cede. Their determination did not always work in their favor; and some-
times, the value of their independence was completely lost. Community
members often complained that “‘ulama’ were not always timely for the
daily worship and were often absent on bitterly cold winter mornings and
during school holidays. The Jamat tried in vain to establish a system of
rotation or increased remuneration for anybody prepared to sacrifice his
vacation. The ‘ulama’ tried to be present on a voluntary basis but refused to
take the financial bait.

As elsewhere in the Transvaal, the ‘ulama’ in Brits also relied on the
support of the Tablighi Jamat in the town. There were only about ten active
members of the Tablighi Jamat in Brits, but they enjoyed much wider sup-
port and sympathy. Imran Muhammad, the leader of the Tablighi Jamat,
informed me that the movement had embarked upon a goal of making
the mosque “alive” twenty-four hours a day by performing various super-
erogatory prayers and recitations of the Qur’an.* According to this plan,
somebody from the movement would be inside the mosque every minute
of the day. This signaled the central role the mosque played in the Tablighi
Jamat and confirmed the manner in which the movement tried to reclaim
it for the “‘ulama’. In fact, this occupation of space was felt by the jamat
committee, as the movement’s activities became a point of contention
among some jamat committees in the Transvaal. The Tablighi Jamat’s itin-
erant groups slept and ate in the mosques, leading to frequent friction with
the jamat committees in the Transvaal. While there have been occasional
grumbles in Brits, especially as regards the newly renovated mosque, the
movement has never been refused permission to use the mosque facilities.

The “ulama’ with the support of the Tablighi Jamat controlled the reli-
gious space in the town. Against the financial control and fund-raising ac-
tivity of the jamat committee, the ‘ulama’ inscribed a religious space within
the mosque, principally achieving this by focusing on their expertise
in Islamic knowledge. The “ulama’, however, remained employees of the
committee and subject to its economic and political clout. In order to dis-
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tance themselves from the Jamat’s authority, the ‘ulama’ tried resolutely to
control the mosque sphere and to detach their service from salaries.

On the Margins of Orthodoxy

The dominant discourses of both the Jamat and the ‘ulama’ did not com-
pletely exclude opportunities for groups to articulate different Islamic dis-
courses on the periphery. In Brits, both the Brelvis and the political message
of Islamic resurgence gained ground from the mid-1980s. Both of these,
however, thrived best on the margins of the mosque, seeking alternative
avenues and means to promote their messages. Deobandi pronouncements
on Islam did not go unchallenged. As expected, Deobandi objections to
traditional celebrations and practices provoked Brelvi opposition in the
town. The Brelvis also originated in India, reacting to the Deobandis with
an almost militant reinstatement of tradition. They were called Brelvis in
reference to the arch opponent of the Deoband school in India, Ahmad Raza
Khan of Bareilliy (1856-1921).* In South Africa, these counter-‘ulama’ were
strongest in Natal around the shrines of two prominent Sufis, Badsha Peer
(d. 1885) and Soofie Saheb (d. 1910).* In the Transvaal, some jamat commit-
tees and businessmen supported the Brelvis in reaction to the overzealous
drive of the Deobandi ‘ulama’ and the Tablighi Jamat. They insisted on
organizing the Milad celebrations of the birth of the Prophet, which became
the focal point around which the Deobandi and Brelvi textual and bodily
discourses were contested.

From the mid-1980s, Milad celebrations were introduced by inviting
Brelvi ‘ulama’ to officiate at gatherings, especially when the local imams
refused to participate. The turning point against Deobandi hegemony in
the Transvaal took place in Azaadville, the Indian area of Krugersdorp.
The town was well-known for its Deobandi support, but a small group of
Brelvis challenged this by arranging Milad celebrations in 1987 in the local
town hall. The people of the town tried to deny the Brelvis the use of the hall
but failed to convince the local management committee responsible for the
public amenities of the township.* On the Saturday night before the actual
celebrations, a number of people were preparing for the occasion. At the
same time, a Deobandi group got together in the nearby mosque and delib-
erated on the intrusion. Accounts differ: the Deobandis say they were in-
vited to a debate, while the Brelvis say that the masses in the Azaadville
mosque wereincited to root out the innovation by force. The ensuing march
led to a fracas in which one of the Milad organizers was killed. A case of
murder was opened, but a court hearing acquitted the Deobandi mob. The
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death of the Brelvi supporter revealed the overwhelming power of the
Deobandis and brought those opposed to its hegemony closer together.
Since then, in fact, the number of Milad celebrations in Transvaal has in-
creased. Moreover, some Deobandi ‘ulama’ themselves realized that their
attacks on folk practices were proving counterproductive. In response,
they introduced their own meetings, called Sirat Jalsah, for celebrating the
Prophet Muhammad, to counter the Milad of the Brelvis. The gatherings
and countergatherings present some estimation of the extent to which
competing religious arguments were produced in ritual acts. They were,
as David Chidester has pointed out, the battle over the symbol of the
Prophet.®

In Brits, a group requested the jamat committee in November 1986 to be
allowed to recite the saldmi salutations to the Prophet in the mosque. This
salutation to the Prophet was a characteristic Indian ritual, which included
a poem of praise in honor of the Prophet in Urdu and the usual Arabic
invocations for blessings upon the Prophet Muhammad. The salami would
be performed standing, and all events organized by the Brelvis were usu-
ally concluded this way. The Niaaz Committee threatened to disrupt the
activities of the Tablighi Jamat in the mosque if such permission were not
forthcoming.* The request was directed at the jamat, but it recognized the
alliance between the ‘ulama’ and the Tablighi Jamat who controlled the
ethos of the mosque. Permission was refused and no disruption ensued,
but the Brelvi opposition has since emerged as a permanent feature on the
margin of the Brits mosque.

Like the Deobandi discourse, the Brelvis included both intellectual argu-
ments and ritual acts. Admitting the fact that un-Islamic practice did creep
into the festivals, Brelvis defended the principles of the events themselves.
Visiting saintly graves was based on the normative practice of the
Prophet (sunnah). They rejected the purported “grave worshiping” at the
Sufi shrines but insisted on the validity and desirability of visiting saints.
They cited instances in early Islam in which intercession (shafd at) by the
pious had not been considered an innovation. Most significant, however,
the Brelvis accused the Deobandis of selective criticisms of “innovations.”*
They pointed out that the Deobandi judgment of this event was extremely
selective since the Deobandis themselves blessed and encouraged a range
of other practices, including the Tablighi Jamat’s annual mass gatherings
over the Easter weekend. Like the Milad, these gatherings were also inno-
vations that could not be defended in a literalist interpretation of Islam.
Like the Deobandis, the Brelvis also demanded more than intellectual ac-
knowledgment of their arguments. As noted, all events organized by
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the Brelvis were concluded with the recitation of salami salutations to the
Prophet, during which everybody was expected to stand in a show of re-
spect. From a textual counterattack to a bodily gesture deemed to suggest
respect for the Prophet, the Brelvi opposition marked a space for itself in the
Transvaal. While the “origins” of the disputes were ostensibly textual inter-
pretations, the force of the arguments was invoked by bodily, ritual ges-
tures. A more detailed description of the Brelvis in the town confirms this
comprehensive symbolic response.

In Brits, the Brelvis consisted of two distinct groups, both of whose ac-
tivities underlined their secure but marginalized spatial locations around
the Brits Mosque. The first, led by Ashraf and Igbal Tayob, organized and
financed the major celebrations of the birthday of the Prophet. Both
Tayobs were prominent businessmen in the town, and Igbal at one time also
chaired the jamat committee. In Brits, this group organized both a com-
memoration of the Big Night in the mosque and a special celebration of the
Milad on a Sunday in the community hall. The event inside the mosque
revived a tradition that had been eliminated during the 1970s; at that stage,
before the rise of the Deobandi ‘ulama’, it was sometimes also held in
the local cinema.* With its reappearance in the 1980s, a compromise was
reached whereby the ‘ulama’ were prepared to deliver a short sermon on
the Prophet, with the least amount of disruption to the normal night wor-
ship. The Milad supporters accepted this arrangement but distributed the
traditional treats of bananas and rose-flavored milk without the permission
of the ‘ulama’. The grand celebration of the Milad, moreover, was reserved
for the special event in the community hall. Here, other Transvaal support-
ers attended and helped to swell the numbers of the local supporters. The
event consisted of poetry recitals and lectures on the Prophet. Special pro-
visions were made for women to listen to but not actively participate in the
celebrations. Closing the proceedings was a sumptuous meal, to which all
Muslims in the town was invited. One or two large pots were reserved for
distribution to the indigent in local hospitals. As expected, there was much
debate as to whether it was proper to attend this function, especially to
partake of the meal. The organizers of the celebration, however, ensured
that pots of food were also available for collection for families who did not
want to be seen at the event. The ideological divisions were clearly drawn
by the leaders and forced ordinary Muslims to take public positions. This
did not mean, however, that the lines of demarcation were never crossed.

The second Brelvi group in the town consisted of about eight to ten men
who came together on Thursday nights for reciting litanies in praise and
remembrance of God (dhikr). This dhikr jamat began holding their meetings
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in the mosque but then found that they clashed with the dominant Tablighi
Jamat, whose greater support monopolized the mosque after the night
worship. Any different but concurrent meeting after the evening prayers
would have been regarded as too confrontational for the small town. Haji
Ismail, initiated into the Qadiri Sufi order, lead the dhikr. The gatherings on
Thursday nights did not initiate anybody into the order, much less to the
philosophy and mysteries of Sufism. The dhikr itself took a fixed form from
week to week, lasting for about an hour. In one of the meetings that
I attended, an additional section was read to bring some relief from the
drought facing South Africa. The standard invocations in the dhikr of Brits
began with placement of a jug of water in the center of the circle of partici-
pants and continued with the following sequence of recitations:

1. Durtd (“O God, send peace and blessings on Muhammad and
his family”) one hundred times;

2. Lailahailla Allah (“There is no God but the God”) one hundred
times;

3. Illa Allah (“But the God”) one hundred times;
4. Allah (“The God”) one hundred times;

5. Durud five hundred times.

The recitals began and ended with the salutations to the Prophet. The
phrases containing God were progressively reduced, rising in a crescendo
to God (Allah). It was as if the recitations led finally to the central awareness
and experience of God. Moreover, symbolized by the salutations, both the
beginning and the end of such a journey were mediated by the Prophet
Muhammad. At the end of the recitals, the jug was passed around and each
person was given an opportunity to “transfer” his recitation into the water
by blowing into it. The water was then passed around once again in small
glasses to be drunk, followed by snacks. It was as if the recited blessings
were passed through the breath and then consumed. It was clear that
while the Deobandi ‘ulama’ emphasized obligations and debt to God and
Prophet in their sermons, the Milad and dhikr jamats celebrated the pres-
ence and efficacy of God and the Prophet. The Brelvis rallied people around
the efficacy of the Prophet in Muslim society, while the Deobandis insisted
on conforming to his behavioral norms.

The members of the dhikr jamat inscribed a different social space for
themselves in relation to the mosque. As mentioned earlier, they preferred
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to perform the dhikr away from the mosque even though they continued to
perform all their other obligations there. Inside the mosque, they sought to
distinguish themselves ritually through subtle symbols. For example, they
made a point of greeting by shaking hands at the end of prayer. This prac-
tice may be commonplace in many other Muslim contexts, but it was a
significant gesture in a town where even this was considered a religious
innovation. For the group, though, it was a mark of belonging to a distinct
fraternity.

The Brelvi approach to Islam was an orthodoxy and orthopraxis familiar
to the people in town. However, the history of South Africa, especially as a
result of apartheid, also generated a new paradigm of understanding
Islam. In a study of the Muslim Youth Movement of South Africa (Islamic
Resurgence in South Africa), I showed how the 1970s witnessed a
protracted battle, exegetical and ritual, between Deobandi ‘ulama’ and uni-
versity- and college-educated youth. The Deobandis rejected the desire of
such youth to render the texts of Islam accessible to all literate Muslims and
to open the doors of Islamic institutions to women. As a broad movement,
Islamic resurgence in the Transvaal was not as successful as in the Cape; in
particular, it failed to mobilize support for a communitywide anti-apart-
heid movement. It could not substantially challenge or change the dis-
course of political accommodationism of the traders or the Islamic
epistemology (ilm) of religious leaders. Nevertheless, it was successful in
pointing to the silenced world of women and African Muslims in the re-
gion. As champions of the Islamization of Africa and the liberation of Mus-
lim women, it founded some marginalized interpretations in the Transvaal.

Islamic resurgence was first introduced into Brits by a well-attended
address by Hafiz Abu Bakr Muhammad, the first president of the Muslim
Youth Movement. For a brief period, a branch of the organization also op-
erated in the town.* Islamic resurgence made a second and more durable
appearance in 1983 when university students launched the Muslim Youth
Movement's study circles: one for men and two for women. The male mem-
bers were restricted to former students and graduates, while the women
were a more diverse group, including housewives. The focus of the study
circles, reading the Qur’an in translation and discussion, was not attractive
to the great majority of residents. A number of sermons, therefore, were
delivered on Fridays to curb what was called “MYM modernism.” Most of
these were directed against those who refused to conform to the dress regu-
lations of the ‘ulama’ or who introduced too much “politics” into Islam.
Even though the MYM group in Brits was small, its activities were seen as
deviations not to be tolerated.
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There was no fundamental objection to incorporating African Muslims
into the community. The reality of integration between two different classes
and their outlooks, however, proved more difficult than in the ideal teach-
ings of Islam. Muslims of African origin have been in the Transvaal almost
as long as Indian Muslims. Muslims from Malawi in particular were at-
tracted to the industrial and mineral boom of the Transvaal at the end of the
nineteenth century. Indian Muslims generally call all African Muslims from
countries north of South Africa Somalis. Most of them are from Malawi
since the British colonization of present-day Malawi in the nineteenth cen-
tury. One of the earliest reference to African Somalis in the Transvaal
emerged in the letters of Achmat Effendi. In 1903, as “Chief Priest for the
Transvaal Colony,” he urged the attorney general to reconsider the identity
of eighty “Somalis” who had served the British military as cooks and wait-
ers during the Anglo-Boer War. He argued that they ought to be regarded as
South African Malays, so that they could be exempted from registration
fees, pass regulations affecting Africans, and other discriminatory prac-
tices. (Since the days of slavery in the eighteenth century, pass laws in South
Africa have restricted the free movement of indigenous people. During
apartheid, this became the principal means of controlling the everyday
lives of Africans. As part of the Coloureds and Indians, Muslims were not
subject to these laws.) Effendi’s suggestion was categorically rejected, with
an insistence that the “Somalis” would most definitely be natives “subject
to the disabilities imposed on Coloured persons” concerning liquor laws
and walking on footpaths.*! Effendi seemed, in the familiar Cape fashion, to
identify Islam with Malays, which contrasted sharply with the emergent
Indian character of the jamat committees and the ‘ulama’. His failure to get
Somalis reclassified as Malays, however, seemed to echo the failure of the
Transvaal community to embrace not only the Cape Muslims but also the
increasing number of Muslims of African origin.

African Muslims continued to arrive in South Africa as part of a migra-
tory labor force attracted to the mining and forestry industries. Once
present, they sought out the mosques, where they attended Friday
worship services. The class difference between the Muslims in the towns
and wealthier suburbs and the African Muslims was reflected in the reli-
gious institutions of the Transvaal. Many mosques in the Transvaal em-
ployed Malawians as caretakers and callers to prayer (bangis) and more
recently, but reluctantly, as imams. Malawians were preferred for their be-
longing to the same faith but also because they demanded less in wages.
Jamat committees have paid them wages in keeping with those usually
reserved for the least skilled black workers in South Africa. The example of
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Brits clearly illustrates the structural disadvantage of African Muslims. As
elsewhere, Malawians were relegated to the lower rungs of the town’s Is-
lamic institutions. In 1959, when an Indian applied for the job of calling the
faithful to prayer, he was turned down not because of any question regard-
ing his competence but to avoid paying the higher “Indian” wages.”
The assumption was that Malawian workers could comfortably be given
“black” wages. As visitors to South Africa, Malawian bangis have also been
at the mercy of the state. Like the ‘ulama’, they have had torely on the jamat
committee for jobs and for permits to live in Indian group areas. In this
regard too, jamat committees have not always been that helpful. In one case
in 1975, an unnamed bangi in Brits was asked to repay a fifty-rand applica-
tion fee to the local Bantu commissioner.* This was an exorbitant burden
upon the low wages of a bangi earning thirty rand per month.* Bangis
periodically petitioned for better wages and questioned their submissive
roles. They were rarely successful and often sought alternative sources
of income, even fafi running for gamblers and dispensing special healing
cures they had learned in Malawi.** Occasionally, objections were raised
inside the jamat committee about the pitiful state of the bangi’s terms of
employment or his living quarters. Sometimes, as in one meeting, an at-
tempt was made to reduce the bangi's workload by employing an even
cheaper African “girl” (sic).* Clearly, Malawian workers could not expect
anything from the Jamat, trapped as they were in the political and economic
conditions determined by apartheid capitalism. This particular master-ser-
vant relationship between Indian and Malawian Muslims was confirmed
and entrenched in Islamic religious institutions.

The Islamic resurgent discourse, even in Brits, has occasionally stood by
African Muslims in their plight. With its concern for social and economic
rights in Islam, it has taken on the cause of the bangis and African Muslims.
Improved working conditions and the discontinuation of the use of Urdu in
the mosques have been the focus of the most pointed criticisms. The latter
issue has affected African Muslims living in and around Brits as well as
some Indian Muslims. The mosque on Friday was filling up with African
Muslims, who sometimes comprised about fifty out of a total of four hun-
dred men. Furthermore, an increasing number of younger Indian Muslims
no longer understood Urdu. ‘Ulama” were adamant that Urdu was
crucial for the cultural identity of Indian Muslims; they generally made
many people feel that they ought to learn it to understand the mysteries
and depths of the faith. A Dr. Ahmad, a medical doctor who had been part
of the first study group in 1983, rejected the special place of Urdu in Islam
and sometimes went to extraordinary lengths to show this. In particular,
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being aware of African Muslims’ feeling of rejection, and unable to do any-
thing about the sermons, he removed his children from the religious school
for a while. The situation has not yet been resolved, but sermons are rarely
given in Urdu any longer. On the other hand, discriminatory practices and
the pitiable plight of African workers in the mosques still leave much to be
desired.

Islamic resurgent organizations also expressed their concern about Afri-
can-Indian relations through an increased commitment to conversion. This
may seem odd and even arrogant in that the acceptability of Africans was
conditional upon their conversion. However, conversion in the South Afri-
can context meant a rejection of the “natural” boundaries between
South African groupings. The possibility of conversion underscored the
basic humanity of South Africans. Second, within the Muslim community,
conversion was ignored by the dominant discourses of the ‘ulama’ of both
Deobandi and Brelvi inclinations. The ‘ulama’ engaged in conversion
campaigns long after modern youth organizations had established a track
record. The Islamic Propagation Society founded in 1958 in Johannesburg
was one of the earliest movements to promote Islam among Africans.
Later, in the 1970s, conversion became one of the prominent objectives of
the Muslim Youth Movement. Conversion was projected as a political solu-
tion to the country’s problems. Conversion, from the perspective of youth
organizations, was always directed at the social and political dimensions
of South Africa. Some Muslims were attracted to Islam because of the
dominant Christian theological support for apartheid. In this context, Islam
emerged as an alternative voice for Africans.” Even the purely theological
anti-Christian polemic of Ahmad Deedat’s videos and cassettes had a
political echo. It was a polemic directed against a religion that supported
and justified apartheid. As far as the discursive map of Transvaal was
concerned, proselytization became the hallmark of Islamic resurgence pro-
tagonists in the Transvaal. It was the one area in which they were unhin-
dered by criticism from the Deobandi ‘ulama’.

Africans embraced Islam and founded communities and mosques, but
insufficient research exists on the nature of African Muslim communities
themselves. Fewer in number and less economically successful, their insti-
tutions are not as easily visible. There is no doubt, however, that like their
Transvaal and Cape counterparts, Malawian Muslims in particular estab-
lished strong links with Islamic authorities in Central Africa. Sufi rituals
and Milad celebrations formed an integral part of their social manifestation
of Islam.*® With the reintroduction of the Milad by the Brelvis, Malawian
Muslims have eagerly joined this familiar ritual in town as well. In spite of
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the strong Indian character of these celebrations, most Malawians recog-
nize this as a familiar celebration of the Prophet Muhammad. The new
communities, founded on the basis of the past forty years of conversion
campaigns, are even less well known. These await greater appreciation
from scholars.®

A brief assessment of conversion and township Islam in relation to the
dominant discourse in Brits makes a small contribution. While Islamic re-
surgence as a discourse was ineffective in the Brits mosque, its contacts
with African Muslims eventually led to the establishment of small commu-
nities in the townships around Brits. Frustrated by the lack of response
in the Indian community, these Muslims regarded the emergent Muslim
communities as “refuges” where true Islam could be built from scratch.
Mabuluka, an African location or township lying twenty miles from Brits,
has been the focus of most of their activities. Dr. Ahmad began providing
some medical care and other assistance to a few converts and Malawian
families living in Mabuluka. This developed into a more substantial project,
and soon a small community of some twenty families took shape. A piece of
ground was negotiated from the local chief, and a mosque and imam quar-
ters were built with the assistance of the Brits Jamat Committee. In addi-
tion, Ahmad motivated a number of other members of the Brits Mosque to
contribute to and occasionally visit the new, growing community. Women
sometimes baked cookies and made lunches for sale to raise funds for the
Muslim community in Mabuluka township.

Ahmad tried to encourage greater interaction and even integration
between the two communities, but his efforts proved less than successful.
Mabuluka residents were encouraged at least to perform the Friday wor-
ship in their town, and occasionally the Mabuluka imam was invited
to address the Brits congregation. This was in itself a significant gesture,
which the apartheid racial boundaries in the country had anathematized.
However, the contradictions of class and ethnicity between the two commu-
nities were not so easily overcome. The Muslims of Mabuluka found it diffi-
cult to identify with the demands made on them. Islam was considered an
Indian religion in the township. Many were reluctant to adopt the hat, scarf,
cloak, and other marks associated with Islam, for fear of being called “Indi-
ans.” At the same time, however, they also came to rely on the charity ema-
nating from the Brits Mosque. Hence, when a material or financial need had
tobe met in the township, the “Islamic” symbols were conveniently adopted.
It was much easier to procure assistance, financial or otherwise, wearing the
proper religious garb. A dissimulated rejection of some Indian cultural prac-
tices became part of how the Mabuluka community related to Islam.
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Some youth in the township, however, began to reject this attitude and
dependence. Therefore, praying in the mosque without a head covering or
other symbols they clearly identified as Indian, they began to signal their
rejection of Indian culture. In this context of rejection and dissimulation, it
was not long before a group called the Murabitan appeared in the township.
Founded in Norwich, England, by Shaykh Abd al-Qadir al-Murabit, the
movement in South Africa rejected Indian and Malay identities and adopted
a deliberately African Muslim identity by following Malikism. Due to its
dominance in West and North Africa, Malikism was thought to be an “Afri-
can” way within Islam. Adoption of Malikism meant rejecting the prevailing
Hanafism and Shafi‘ism of the Indian and Cape Muslims respectively.” More
directly for Mabuluka, Ali Siphanda, the imam of the Mabuluka Jamat in
1986, joined the Murabitiin, immediately took control of the mosque, and
completely barred Indians from attending. During his leadership, the
mosque attracted wider interest in the township as it engaged in a more
active proselytization campaign by debating with local Christian priests.
This brief spell of independence did not last long, however. Some of the
Muslims in the township complained to the Indians that the center was being
neglected, partly recognizing the fact that the Indian sources of badly needed
material aid had dwindled. Ahmad and some residents of Mabuluka called
in the police to evict the Murabittin for trespassing. It was highly ironical that
Muslims who were most critical of apartheid also relied on its officers to
serve them. The ambiguity and contradiction of Islam in the political land-
scape of South Africa penetrated Muslim institutions deeply.

The Indian-African dynamics were not the only problem facing the
new community. The Muslims of Mabuluka were a community of double
marginalization: they were not only marginal to the Indian discourse but
also to the tribal management of apartheid. Most Muslims in Mabuluka
were neither original residents of the township nor part of the Tswana tribal
network of Brits. The mother of one student I interviewed came originally
from Matatiele in the eastern Cape, having fled a witch hunt there. The
student informed me that the other Muslim families were also displaced
from other parts of the country and some were married to Malawian
Muslims.® The “foreign” composition of this Muslim community, whether
Malawian or from other areas of South Africa, implied that they could not
enjoy the support of township elders and apartheid officials, whose first
responsibility lay with the Tswana. Islam, for the Muslims of Mabuluka,
provided an opportunity for a new identity and new sense of belonging. It
was a community of Muslims in extreme desperation, which those promot-
ing Islamic resurgence hardly recognized as they sought a space for their
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own discourse. Here was conversion in an African community but not
from a three-tiered cosmology to a two-tiered cosmology, as suggested by
Horton. It was a community simply in need of another set of cosmological
and social coordinates.® In fact, conversion did not produce anything; it
was a measure of hope that it would.

Addressing women's experiences was as difficult in Brits as was creat-
ing an integrated Muslim community. Among the tenets of Islamic resur-
gence in South Africa has been that Islam not be discriminatory toward
women. Islamic resurgent organizations have found that —unlike conver-
sion—there is little support for improving the role of women in the Islamic
institutions of the Transvaal. A brief survey of women’s Islamic practices
reveals that their roles in the community as a whole were significantly cur-
tailed with the rise of Deobandi hegemony. Women in the Transvaal had
not enjoyed any prominence in the founding of the mosques. Men often
came without their families, in search of better economic prospects, and
were joined only later by wives and families. Nevertheless, women in the
Transvaal engaged in specific domestic patterns of Islamic life, which they
brought from India. While this meant a domesticated lifestyle, it did not
eliminate all public participation and practices. Many women, not only
those in the households of religious leaders, played a significant role in the
education of children, especially girls. With the rise of Deobandi “‘ulama’ in
the region, women'’s roles progressively diminished. As the focus shifted
to expertise in religious law and theology obtained at institutions abroad,
women teachers were vulnerable to firing and replacement. Often with
scant regard to their actual contributions, women were systematically re-
placed by “qualified” men.

The “ulama’ criticism of general Islamic practices in the mosques directly
affected women'’s religious activities as well. On the special Big Nights,
women generally provided boys and men with clean clothes and often with
an extra-sumptuous meal and sweets. When the men were gone, however,
they dedicated themselves to specially designated recitations of the Qur’an
and other optional prayers for the particular evening. Often, they
would immerse themselves in these with much devotion and seriousness.
For them, it was a more individual commitment and devotion than were
the social gatherings of the men. The criticisms against the Big Nights were
not directly addressed at these aspects, but one popular women’s public
celebration was severely discredited. Women in Brits regularly convened a
Muharram Maijlis, a gathering popular in India, to commemorate the mar-
tyrdom of the Prophet’s grandson Husayn.” For ten days, they would meet
at a house and listen to the epic journey of Husayn from Mecca to Kufah in
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opposition to the Umayyad dynasty. Two or three of the women would be
chosen as the lead reciters of the epic. Each reciting would conclude with a
salami invocation similar to that described earlier for the dhikr jamat.
The ten-day ceremony was criticized for a number of reasons, the most
prominent being that women adorned themselves at these meetings with
makeup and lipstick! Some discouraged any women's gathering outside
their own homes; others encouraged women to join special teaching circles
(ta Tim) where the principles and teachings of the Tablighi Jamat were re-
hearsed. Occasionally, special women'’s groups consisting of the sisters and
wives of Tablighi men also went out “in the path of Islam.” Always, how-
ever, these women’s meetings were arranged by the male members of the
Tablighi Jamat in the town. Women were weaned from their independent
practices and introduced to the teachings of Islam under the patronage
of the ‘ulama’. They lost the little independence they had enjoyed in the
former gatherings. In this regard, the Brelvi ‘ulama’ did not challenge the
diminished role of women, and they also complained that women some-
times arrived with makeup and lipstick. Women were invited to the Milad
celebrations only when these did not take place inside the mosque. More-
over, apart from their reserved place in a completely different section of the
community hall, they did not play any role in the celebration—not even in
the cooking of the auspicious food.

In the town of Brits, the study circle of the Muslim Youth Movement did
not fare much better, but it suggested how public meetings provided a faint
hope for women to explore a different interpretation of Islam. At the time of
its establishment in 1983, the Muslim Youth Movement was overly con-
cerned about establishing its own orthodoxy of Islamism through syllabi
and regional and national meetings.* This was the time when the organiza-
tion was at pains to prove its credentials to the ‘ulama’ in South Africa.
Women in Brits could not attend these regional meetings, which were usu-
ally held in the cities. Eventually, they dissociated themselves from
this organization, though they continued with their weekly study
groups. Hence, unlike the Muslim Youth Movement study groups, which
were highly structured and ideologically motivated, the groups in Brits
tended to be much more accommodating to diverse tendencies. The study
group became a place where women commanded complete authority,
not dictated to by men from either the Tablighi Jamat or the Muslim
Youth Movement. Of course, the group generated leadership disputes
among women, but that is another story. The study group, in some sense,
represented the irony and subtle control of Kenyan women depicted in the
classic “Utendi wa Mwana Kupona.” This is a poem that appears to be pre-
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scribing what the ideal submissive woman ought to do but that describes
men as childlike and fragile: “Care for him like a child who doesn’t know
how to speak”; and “You should praise your husband so his reputation
spreads but you should not insist of him that which he cannot produce.”*
The study group similarly appeared to be reproducing the triumph of
Islamic patriarchy but at the same time disclosed the subtlety with which
women created spaces for themselves. Neither the Islamic resurgent
groups nor the ‘ulama’ were aware of these unexpected consequences.

Conclusion

Islamic life in the town of Brits was constituted by a hierarchy of groups.
The jamat committee, through its material resources and its relations with
the state, ensured the maintenance and building of the mosque and the
religious school. Wealthy and influential Muslims played an inordinate
role in the community through the Jamat. The ‘ulama’, particularly those
trained in the Deoband network of schools, laid the foundations for the
tulfillment of religious responsibilities as laid down in Islamic legal codes.
Each for their respective services, the Jamat and the ‘ulama’ were indis-
pensable to the community. In the 1960s, they both contributed to the mod-
ernization of religious education and the bureaucratization of religious
leadership. Over time, the ‘ulama’ managed to gain prominence inside the
mosques, assisted in no small measure by the Tablighi Jamat’s discursive
occupation of the mosque. The Brits Jamat Committee, in spite of its fund-
raising activities, had to concede to the authority of Islamic knowledge.
The Brelvis nurtured an alternative Islam by withdrawing from the cen-
ter. Shaking hands with one another outside the mosque, they defined a
muted discourse inside the mosque, expressed more boldly in homes and
community halls. On their own terms, they promoted a different under-
standing of Islam in terms of presence rather than text, efficacy rather than
rewards. The second alternative discourse, of Islamic resurgence, was even
more marginalized, lacking the capacity to make a difference within the
community. Nevertheless, like the Brelvi opposition, it succeeded in found-
ing a new community on the periphery. Both peripheral discourses illumi-
nated important dimensions of Islamic life in the town. The Brelvi focused
on alternative approaches to the Prophet apart from emulating his physical
habits and behavior. They stressed the efficacy of the Prophet’s being and
creation, expressed in the Milad gatherings, the dhikr, and the salami invo-
cations. Islamic resurgence, on the other hand, focused on the forgotten
Muslim communities in the townships and the muted voices of women.
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The Sermons:
Ritual Inscription of Space

The mosques in South Africa were established and constructed in Muslim
discourses. Within the relevant political contexts, the independent Cape
mosque provided an opportunity for a new interpretation to flourish, while
the Transvaal mosque tolerated peripheral interpretations under the um-
brella of political accommodation with the apartheid state. With this de-
tailed historical and discursive background, I now turn to the sermon as a
ritual within the mosques. Sermons are shown in this chapter to produce
mosques in the same way as discourses. The architectural use of space and
the performance of both preachers and listeners reproduce and elaborate
these respective discursive voices. The chapter concludes with brief notes
on the preachers and their sermons in order to prepare the ground for the
re-citation of the Qur’an analyzed in the next chapter.

The Spatial Production of Sermons

The classical notion of sacred space in the study of religion has been iden-
tified by Eliade as the locus of experiencing ultimate reality. According
to Eliade, the modern world of homogeneity was threatened by absolute
chaos and relativity. In contrast, sacred space, best exemplified in religion,
provided a sense of absolute value. This was achieved by setting aside
a space distinct from everyday usage: the key difference between sacred
and profane. Second, sacred space was intrinsically better than profane
space. In addition to these qualities of demarcation and hierarchy, sacred
space signified hierophany, a divine intervention in history. Sacred space
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provided an opportunity to recall and realize contact between horizontal
(historical) and vertical (divine-human) dimensions of reality. Eliade re-
garded sacred space as he did time—as extrahistorical dimensions relived
in intense moments of ritual. In the ritual articulation of the sacred space,
Eliade rejected the idea that human action was involved: “In reality, the
ritual by which he constructs a sacred space is efficacious in the measure in
which it reproduces the work of the gods.”! The Eliadean identification of
hierophany in ritual has been variously condemned as theological and as
impossible to validate in an empirical study of religion.? According to this
critique, the study of religion cannot assume or prove the transition from
social dimensions to absolute hierophanies. These are privileged and sub-
jective assertions that cannot be proved or falsified by the social scientific
study of religion.

Jonathan Z. Smith accepted the category of sacred space but argued that
it was not a primordial, timeless entity that could be recalled and remem-
bered for its encounter with the divine. This particular quality of sacred
space was an illusory understanding of the nature of “place” as a fixed and
changeless entity. When returning to a place where something significant
had taken place, it would be a mistake to assume that the experience was
duplicated by returning to the same place. Such a return or recollection
reproduced a new encounter with the “same mathematical location.”
The total encounter was thus an experience of a new place. Similarly,
sacred places in religious experiences, according to Smith, were continually
founded and produced in collective ritual activity and the human acts of
remembrance and recollection. “Place” was never given; it was valued and
produced in social contexts: “place is not best conceived as a particular
location with an idiosyncratic physiognomy or as a uniquely individualis-
tic node of sentiment, but rather as a social position within a hierarchical
system.”? Taking this notion of a socially delineated and hierarchically or-
ganized place one step further, Chidester and Linenthal insisted that sacred
places were located and articulated in culturally contested contexts. Ac-
cordingly, the primary means of remembering the holy or the real or the
divine at a place was as much open to inversion and hybridization as it
was to recollection and definition.* Symbols, including sacred spaces, were
open to competition and contestation, two processes that defined sacred
spaces as much as the hope or memory of the supreme, ultimate encounter.
Applying these insights to the study of contemporary Islam, Gilsenan ex-
amined mosques as they were defined and articulated by various religious
activities. Contrasting two mosques in a Lebanese village, Gilsenan dis-
cussed their spatial definition by the ablution and morgue facilities, the
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prayer areas, and the way in which worshipers approached them. The vil-
lage mosque was generally a meeting place reflecting tensions and contra-
dictions in the village itself, while the salon mosque situated at a distance
exuded deliberate power, authority, and remoteness.’

The Islamic sermon delivered from a particular place on Friday defined
the space in the process of taking place. The sermon as a ritual produced
space as the preacher spoke, others listened, some walked in late, and oth-
ers simply ignored the entire proceedings. These acts were all part of ser-
mons and constructed different kinds of spaces in the two mosques under
examination in this study. The spaces thus produced were not sacred in an
Eliadean sense but were created in the process of the ritual taking place.
Each encounter was different and could not be defined by its eternal dupli-
cation. However, as I show in the next chapter, neither was the space thus
produced totally devoid of religiosity, as Smith, Chidester, Linenthal, and
Gilsenan seem to suggest in their social and political examination of sacred
spaces. Here, I want to show that the ritual production of the space
reproduced and embodied the discourses in the two mosques under con-
sideration. The particular space thus defined was not only based on the
architecture and physical organization of the mosque but also produced by
worshipers doing things in accordance with the discursive practices dis-
cussed in the previous chapters.

Both the Claremont and Brits mosques were clearly identifiable as
mosques. Both have pulpits, niches showing the direction of Mecca, central
and peripheral prayer areas, ablution facilities, and places for removing and
keeping one’s shoes. In this regard, they both fulfilled the basic structural and
functional requirements of what mosques are supposed to be. These basic
architectural and Islamic legal requirements, however, did not exhaust the
ritual definition of the mosques as a sermon was delivered. In Claremont,
the preacher ascends the pulpit in order to address the people. In Brits, the
preacher occupies a prominent place beside the pulpit for a sermon delivered
inanon-Arabic language, usually English or Urdu. In both cases, the preach-
ers draw the attention of worshipers to themselves. The orientation gener-
ated by the sermon contrasts with the orientation generated by regular wor-
ship. The latter leads the congregants away from the mosque toward Mecca,
while the former concentrates all attention on the preacher. Ultimately sa-
credness rests in Mecca, but the Friday sermon’s orientation lends some im-
portance to the preachers as well. In Islam, the preacher does not enjoy a
sacramental role, but as Waugh has argued, leadership was “infused with
and responsible for spiritual norms in the community.”® More than any other
activity in the mosque, the sermon provides the preacher with an opportu-
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nity to display and project these norms and values. And the directional focus
on him during the sermon exemplifies his central role.

When we turn to how the congregation takes its place during a
sermon, the spatial uniqueness of the two mosques becomes clearer. In the
Claremont Mosque, women and men take their places in clearly designated
areas. Cape mosques have always provided a basement or a mezzanine
floor for women. In 1994, moreover, the Claremont Main Road Mosque
took one more step in the direction of spatial equity when it divided the
main prayer hall longitudinally so that women could take their places
next to men. The women’s section was much smaller and attracted fewer
women, who, according to Islamic Shari‘ah demands, were not obliged to
attend Friday prayers. However, the provision of a section of the mosque in
Claremont for women was a spatial declaration that women were an inte-
gral part of Islamic public space. This participation in Claremont contrasts
sharply with the situation in Brits. Here, if and when a woman enters the
mosque, she would be politely taken to one of the neighboring homes to
join women praying there. In larger cities, women would have to wait in a
car or a shopping mall. Women in the Transvaal are positively denied any
place in the mosque. The spatial organization within these two mosque
traditions reveals distinctly how men and women enter a mosque and how
their respective places creat a gendered space of the mosque itself.

This gendered inequality revealed in spatial inequality reflect the re-
spective discourses of the two mosques. In Brits, women are barred from
public and visible participation in society; but Claremont challenges this
perception in South African society. Claremont’s spatial revolution gener-
ated a great deal of hostility from Muslim leaders, who quickly called to
mind the spatial organization of the Prophet’s mosque, where the hierarchy
between men and women was upheld by women sitting in the back. This
reference, however, only exposed the other mosques” deviation from the
Prophet’s mosque and the complete elimination of women from public
religion. This has not meant, for example, that Transvaal and other Cape
mosques opened their doors and admitted women to their “proper” places
in the back of the main prayer areas. The textual reference to space was only
one manner in which space and other differences were contested for control
of the mosque. Interestingly, the mosque in Mabuluka outside Brits, and on
its discursive periphery, was allowed to admit women. Mabuluka, and its
different spatial organization, does not threaten the discursive hegemony
of the central Brits Mosque.

As men prepare and enter the Brits and Claremont mosques, they too
highlight the discursive variations between the two. Friday sermons in
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the town of Brits are attended by about four hundred males. According to
Islamic legal prescriptions, failure to attend the service without good rea-
son was likened to apostasy.” Attendance for the Friday service was the
minimum requirement for being part of the community. In Brits most Mus-
lim males, young and old, attend the Friday prayer, and a few skip it occa-
sionally. To my knowledge, only a few dared the bounds of apostasy by
staying away for two consecutive weeks. The determination with which
the Friday service is attended in Brits underscored its importance for the
definition of the community as far as men were concerned. Their place in
the community is defined by their place in the Friday service.

A typical Friday worship begins with the call to prayer at 12:30 p.m. Most
Muslim businesses closed a few minutes earlier, while factory workers
negotiated time off for an extended lunch break. Women of course went
home, while men proceeded to the mosque after collecting clean head cov-
erings. Some also put on long white robes to mark the special occasion of
Friday worship. The first section of the mosque was a fully tiled ablution
block with small chairs facing the hot and cold water faucets. A few
individuals walked straight through, having performed ablution at home.
Most others would begin their entrance into the mosque from here. In Brits,
the ablution block was also the place where most interaction tock place
among the worshipers; a place where friends met one another and caught
up with the weekly news and gossip. After ablution, one entered a two-
tiered prayer area: a covered courtyard lined with beautiful carpets, and the
mosque proper, carpeted from wall to wall. The courtyard was not consid-
ered to be part of the mosque but served some important ritual purposes. It
was a place where latecomers were able to complete their required indi-
vidual prayers before proceeding inside the mosque proper. The courtyard
also served disinterested members of the congregation who chose to re-
main as far away from the presence and gaze of the preacher as they could.
The inner section of the mosque was divided, not by any physical separa-
tion but by how worshipers took their places and responded to the preach-
ers. The earliest group of worshipers occupied the first five rows and sat
most of the time with bowed heads, listening to the preacher. Immediately
behind them was a sparsely occupied empty zone, followed by about seven
rows of those who sat and faced the preacher. Those facing the preacher
listened more directly and attentively to the sermons, more so than those in
the courtyard but perhaps also more so than those in the front rows, whose
responses were not visible to the preachers. Toward the end of the sermon,
the mosque was filled to capacity, but a significant number of men still
continued their discussions in the courtyard and the ablution block. The
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imam then ascended the pulpit and, after a second call to prayer, proceeded
to deliver an Arabic sermon. By now, more men were seated in the central
hall and the din in the other areas subsided considerably.

The sermon in Claremont defined a very different religious space during
asermon. In spite of the similar courtyard, central prayer area, and place for
ablution, the spatial approach to the sermon defined a different kind of
mosque. In Claremont, most people came to the mosque directly from
their places of work. Consequently, the distance between work and mosque
space was short and unmediated by a stop at home as in Brits. When enter-
ing the Claremont Mosque, one did not walk straight into an ablution area
but into the courtyard. As at Brits, the ablution area at Claremont also had
hot water and towels, but there were no chairs. Ablution was less of a social
gathering in Claremont than it was in Brits. After ablution, one took a posi-
tion in either the central prayer area or the courtyard. In relation to the
direction of Mecca, which denoted the front of the mosque, the courtyard in
Claremont lay alongside the main prayer area rather than behind it, as in
the Brits Mosque. In Claremont, the mosque filled up more evenly than in
Brits, even though as at Brits some favored the front rows and some the rear
of the mosque.

There were and are two marked differences in the spatial definition of
the two mosques. In Brits, entrance into the mosque defines a progressive
hierarchy to the most reverent place. One moves from the outside to the
ablution block for purification, followed by the courtyard, and then a cen-
tral prayer area. Worshipers took their places, and therefore defined
the spatial significance of the mosque, by choosing one or another area in
which to sit and worship. In contrast, the Claremont Main Road Mosque
is nonhierarchical. Entrance into the mosque was not graded. In fact, one
could step into the main prayer area without going through either the ablu-
tion area or the courtyard. This mosque’s divisions are horizontal in con-
trast to the vertical division at Brits. Like the longitudinal division between
men’s and women’s quarters in the central prayer area, the courtyard in
Claremont lay alongside the main prayer area. This spatial organization
may have been a product of a shortage of space in central Claremont, but it
clearly articulates the unique character of the Cape mosque discourse. In
this respect, Claremont did not differ much from other mosques in
Cape Town. Architecture and practices both constituted the unique Cape
mosque.

The space created by worshipers during a sermon, then, duplicated the
discourses of the mosques. The spatial hierarchy in the Brits Mosque cre-
ated a sense of the most deeply religious being farthest away from the out-
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side. In Brits, one went from work to home and then gradually to the front
of the mosque, or one stopped along a clearly defined hierarchy if one chose
to doso. There were even places for those who did not want to be inside and
were happy to grace the edges: the ablution block, the courtyard, and the
rear of the mosque. The religious leaders occupied the deepest recesses of
the mosque and guarded it with a Deobandi interpretation of Islam.
The Claremont Mosque as a whole presented a clearly identifiable space in
keeping with the individualistic mosque tradition in the Cape. Its present
status as a bold and innovative mosque has enforced this uniqueness and
independence. One was either inside or outside. There were no gray and
peripheral spaces to occupy in the mosque. In spatial terms, the Claremont
Mosque demands a greater degree of commitment from those attending its
services. Unlike Brits, the courtyard and ablution block in Claremont does
not provide latitudes peripheral to the proceedings in the mosque. There
certainly are differences in Claremont between those who proceeded to the
front rows and those who occupied the courtyard, but hardly any opportu-
nities exist for the disinterested or the marginalized to occupy certain parts
of the mosque.

These differences between the two mosques’ spatial organization were
reflected in the manner in which the sermons were delivered and received.
In Brits, there were in fact two sermons: an official formulaic one in Arabic,
usually read from a book of sermons covering every week of the year, and
a preacher’s “translation.” In terms of a majority position in Islamic law, the
official sermon in Brits had to be delivered from the pulpit even if only two
out of the four hundred or so persons attending understood the language.
The Arabic nature of the sermon in particular and Islamic worship in gen-
eral has been anissue from early Islamic times. Apart from an earlier Hanaff
position supporting the use of a non-Arab language in worship, the general
consensus seems to be an insistence that Islam and Arabness could not
be separated.® The insistence on Arabic has been fairly consistent, leading
Lamin Sanneh to suggest that Islam in general is untranslatable in compari-
son with Christianity. According to this view, the Arab component of the
religion was a major obstacle to its indigenization.’ There are indeed indi-
cations of the progressive Arabicization of Islamic societies, but such a radi-
cal identification between Arabic and indigenous alienation ignores
the discursive use of Arabic and Arabness for local purposes. Thus in the
Transvaal, religious scholars whose orientation in all other respects may be
regarded as uncompromisingly Indian insisted on the Arabic nature of the
sermon.
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As for the scholars’ opinion on this issue, they argued that the Arabic
sermon represented two cycles (raka‘at) of worship. The normal midday
prayer consisted of four obligatory cycles of worship compared to two on
Friday, and the difference was accounted for in the sermon. They argued that
since the cycles of worship are conducted in Arabic, the sermon must be in
Arabic.”’ Some members of the Brits congregation accepted this interpreta-
tion, but most did not resort to such rationalization. For them, it was suffi-
cient that Arabic was the language of the Qur’an and a fitting medium for the
official sermon from the top of the pulpit. The Arabic sermon was regarded
as an event demanding special devotion. The madrasah training, and occa-
sional reminders from the English sermons, which were understood by all,
impressed upon the men the obligatory nature of hearing the Arabic sermons
while facing Mecca. An imam not infrequently asked those sitting against the
side walls, and therefore not facing Mecca, to change their seating positions
during the Arabic sermon. Those lectures intended to be understood by an
audience were delivered before the official Arabic sermons.

This sequence of sermons also contributed to the specific creation of
space in the two mosques. The translations followed by real sermons cre-
ated yet another opportunity for hierarchy and distance. In Brits, some sat
only to hear the sermons recited in Arabic from the top of the pulpit. The
translations could simply be ignored as they were not officially part of the
Friday worship. One or two individuals would even open a copy of the
Qur’an for recitation, inaudibly of course, while the preacher spoke in
English or Urdu. Such persons would sit up and take note only when
the Arabic sermon was announced. In contrast, the Claremont Main Road
Mosque, like a few other mosques in the Cape, began a tradition of deliver-
ing the sermon in the vernacular from the pulpit. There was consequently
only one sermon in the Claremont Mosque; one to which a worshiper could
and had to listen. The sermons at Claremont, therefore, demanded atten-
tion, devotion, and understanding. Friday worship would not be complete
without this particular sermon. The Claremont Main Road Mosque sermon
defined a clearly demarcated space in which the sermon was heard and
understood. In contrast, the Brits Mosque divided the preaching into two
sections: the first was understood but need not be heard, and the other one
had to listen to but did not have to understand.

The preachers who delivered the sermons replicated the spatial defini-
tion of the two mosques. The Brits Mosque, as I have argued, followed an
ascending hierarchy, almost secular at its extremities and hallowed and
reserved when the sermon was delivered in classical Qur’anic Arabic from
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the top of the pulpit. In keeping with this narrowing gradation, the English
sermons in Brits were delivered by individuals who all belonged to one
school, Deobandi orthodoxy. For the sermon, we noted how they spatially
claimed the innermost part of the mosque. The Claremont Mosque also
projected one distinguishable trend. The imam himself was clearly an iden-
tifiable tradition, true to the Cape mosque institutional pattern. But unlike
the Brits mosque, that at Claremont was not incrementally demarcated.
One either stepped into it or one stayed out. Without the presence of a
hierarchy inside the mosque, however, the imam often invited the mem-
bers of the mosque’s board of governors, friends, and associates to share the
platform. To the consternation of other religious leaders in the country,
these people have included women, local politicians, social activists, and
occasionally even Christian priests. Some, including the women and the
Christian priests, were invited to deliver the presermon talks. In terms of
the preachers in the two mosques, then, while the secular was slowly cast
off as one approached the pulpit in Brits, it was mediated and sacralized in
the Claremont case. The sermon in the two mosques, in short, defined ap-
propriate sacred spaces.

The Preachers

It is time to introduce the preachers and their particular sermons to be ex-
amined in the next chapter. These notes identify the background and train-
ing of the preachers as well as the particular topics and themes they cover
in their sermons. Hafiz Abdul Rashied Omar was the official imam and
preacher at the Claremont Main Road Mosque. Born in 1959, he went to
school in Salt River, Cape Town, and memorized the entire Qur’an with a
well-known teacher, Hafiz Shamsuddin. He was in his final year of high
school in 1976 when he joined and organized his school’s protests against
apartheid. Omar was detained for ten days without trial and lost one year
of schooling as a result. He then read for a degree in African history
and economics at the University of Cape Town. Here, he found himself
involved with the Muslim Students Association and thereafter the Muslim
Youth Movement. He taught for a while after graduating but then took on
the directorship of the Muslim Youth Movement in 1983, followed by its
presidency in 1987. Omar’s involvement with Islamic resurgence in South
Africa placed him in contact with innovative trends in Islamic and political
discourses. This, however, did not completely eclipse his emergence as a
typical Cape imam. Having completed the memorization of the Qur’an in
1975, he studied Islamic law with Shaykh Toffar and Qazisaheb in Cape
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Town. Later, as a hafiz, he became a deputy imam to Hassan Solomons in
Claremont in 1978, succeeding him at the end of 1985. In between, he also
spent some time in the Sudan at the Africa-Islamic Centre, pursuing higher
Islamic studies. This stint could have entitled him to the title of shaykh in
Cape Town, but he returned much too quickly and has not made much of
his overseas sojourn. On his return, Omar continued his studies at the Uni-
versity of Cape Town, first in the Department of History and then in the
Department of Religious Studies, where he obtained a master’s degree in
comparative religion. While an imam at Claremont, he has also been a re-
search officer with the Institute for Comparative Religions in South Africa,
based at the University of Cape Town. Here, he has been involved with the
development of multifaith approaches to dialogue and to religious educa-
tion in South Africa. In summary then, Omar brings to the Claremont Main
Road Mosque typical Cape imam qualifications, with some unusual politi-
cal, academic, and educational experiences.

As noted in chapter 3, Claremont Main Road Mosque was a mosque
with a clear political identity in the anti-apartheid movement, providing a
platform for political activists to develop themes for Islam against apart-
heid. The sermons in the mosque covered a variety of topics, but almost all
touched in one way or another on the relationship between Islam and the
state. Two of the sermons under investigation, one in 1989 and one in 1990,
examined jihdd in the context of apartheid and social reconstruction. In the
first, the preacher urged the importance of taking a clear anti-apartheid
position, while in the second, he urged members to be engaged in programs
of social rehabilitation. A sermon on an Islamic political party in 1990 and
on pluralism in 1992 explored an approach to the unfolding new political
dispensation in the country. Omar rejected the Islamic party for its idiosyn-
cratic reading of a verse in the Qur’an. Later in 1992, he even advocated
Islamic pluralism for the Muslims in the country. Finally, a set of sermons in
1994 on a program of social reconstruction proposed by the new
African National Congress government captured the relationship between
the mosque and the new political order. Omar led the first two sermons on
this theme and invited noted individuals to reflect on this topic. Shuaib
Manjra and Aslam Fataar, both of whom had been active members in the
Muslim Youth Movement, and who are regular members of the mosque,
each presented a sermon. Manjra is a medical doctor, and Fataar teaches
at the University of the Western Cape, outside Cape Town. Adam Samie,
chairperson of the mosque board of governors, also preached a sermon on
the theme of reconstruction and development. Crowning the series, the
mosque invited the then Minister of the Reconstruction and Development
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Programme, Jay Naidoo, to address the congregation on February 11, 1996.

lintended to approach the Brits sermons with the same kind of selectiv-
ity over a number of years. However, since I knew that in Brits, sermons
were not deliberately devoted to topics related to political changes, I de-
cided to collect sermons by different preachers on a single theme. With this
in mind, I began my recordings of the sermons in Brits two months before
the festival of sacrifice, Eid al-Adha, in 1990. I was pleasantly surprised
when Mawlana Ebrahim, the first preacher, announced that he would ini-
tiate a series on pilgrimage to which the other preachers would contribute.
Even though I listened to and recorded many other sermons, I found that
this series suited my analysis. Barring one exception on daily worship, pre-
sented in Urdu, all the sermons were given in English and dutifully de-
voted to Abraham, sacrifice, pilgrimage, and the House of God in Mecca.
Even though the sermons in the two mosques were devoted to completely
different themes, they were amenable to comparison on the issues of poli-
tics, sacred spaces, and intra-Muslim relations in South Africa.

Mawlana Ebrahim, who initiated the series in Brits, lived about
seven miles out of town, near the Hartebeespoort Dam. He taught in
the madrasah and delivered the sermon once every three or four weeks.
He was born in 1955 and attended school in Krugersdorp, west of
Johannesburg. At the age of fifteen, he went to the Waterval school of the
Jamiatul Ulama Transvaal, where he memorized the Qur’an. From there, he
proceeded to Darbhel, India. After the completion of his studies in 1979, he
spent a year with his spiritual mentor before returning home. Mawlana
Ebrahim owned and managed a general store for farm laborers near his
home. He operated his business at the two extremities of the day, before
sunrise and late in the evening, which suited both his religious obligations
in town and his customers. In Mawlana Ebrahim’s first sermon during the
period of my recordings, on May 11, 1990, he dealt with the place of pilgrim-
age in Mecca, deliberating on the establishment of the sacred house and
including the story of how Abraham left Haggar and Isma’il in the desert.
A second sermon, presented on June 8, 1990, continued this narrative and
concluded with the suggestion that Abraham’s invocation at the founding
of Mecca was fulfilled in the person of the Prophet Muhammad. Mawlana
Ebrahim’s third and final sermon took place on the Day of Eid itself, when
he demanded sacrifice and commitment: “The Messenger of Allah said that
a person who has the ability to make qurbani [sacrifice] and does not make
qurbani, Rasulullah [the messenger of God] says that such a person is not
wanted in our congregation. He must not come to the place of prayer, he
must not come to the place of prayer.”
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Unlike all the other ‘ulama’ in Brits, the next preacher, Mawlana Abu
Bakr, was not raised in town. Born in Verulam, in the province now known
as KwaZulu-Natal, he attended school in Durban and then worked as a
plasterer until 1974. Then he was inspired by the work of Ahmad Deedat,
the head of the Islamic Propagation Centre in Durban, to pursue
higher Islamic studies in India. On his return, a friend introduced him to the
Ermelo community in what is now Mpumalanga, which he served
from 1981 to 1989. He came to Brits for a short while and then moved to
Nelspruit, also in the same province. Mawlana Abu Bakr was most actively
and directly involved with the Tablighi Jamat, often going with them
on their journeys to neighboring mosques and communities. This involve-
ment in a social movement may partly be accounted for by the fact that he
was a foreigner in the town and is also indicated in his transitory stops in
three towns over ten years. None of the other Brits preachers moved as
much, and all had extensive family connections in the town. It is interesting
to note the effect of marginalization on the kind of religion adopted and
practiced. Abu Bakr’s position within the Muslim community of Brits cor-
responded to the Muslims in Mabuluka. Both were on the periphery of their
respective societies. Mawlana Abu Bakr’s lecture of May 18, 1990, also fo-
cused on Mecca as a place of pilgrimage and on the meaning of sacrifice in
a materialistic world. His sermon was distinctive to the extent that he used
songs and dramatic expressions to great effect.

The third preacher was Mawlana Yusuf Bhamjee, who memorized the
Qur’an under the tutorship of Hafiz Nana in Brits and Mawlana Garda in
Pretoria. In the absence of a high school matriculation class in Brits at the
time, he had to attend school in Laudium, the Indian group area outside
Pretoria. It was here that he was given an opportunity to lead the special
worship during the nights of Ramadan in the central mosque. As a young
hafiz, Mawlana Yusuf was proud to join the senior ‘ulama’ in the recitation
of the entire Qur’an during Ramadan. However, he found himself in the
middle of a controversy between the Deobandis and Brelvis on the issue of
a supplication at the end of every four cycles of the Ramadan worship. The
Deobandis condemned this custom as an innovation and refused to
lead the congregation in a short supplication. When some congregants in
Pretoria insisted that the Deobandis conform to their demands, the young
Mawlana Bhamjee joined his teachers and walked out of the mosque in
protest. Mawlana Yusuf has more recently begun to reflect more critically
on the theological divisions in the community, but he continues to be re-
garded as the bastion of Deobandism in the town.

Mawlana Yusuf left for Karachi in 1970. Although he came from what



114 / Islam in South Africa

anyone in Brits would recognize as a religious family, his father did not
regard religious pursuits as the best career choice at the time. Nevertheless,
the Mawlana studied in Pakistan for eight years, and on his return, served
the community most of the time since then. His first sermon focused on
the House of God in Mecca, and related it to the ethical stance taken by
Abraham. The Mawlana’s second sermon on June 14, 1990, recounted the
story of the patriarch on the issue of social services in Islam. He rejected the
significance of sacrifice for its apparent social benefit, in obvious reference
to Islamic resurgence in the town and country. According to Mawlana
Yusuf, sacrifice in the story of Abraham established the priority of the rights
of God to obedience and conformity over the rights of human beings. The
rights of human beings were to be considered only as a consequence of the
rights of God.

The final preacher assessed here was Mawlana Bhoja, a frequent visitor
who served the community in Benoni, east of Johannesburg. Reflecting the
similar Deobandi persuasion of most religious leaders, visiting preachers
were often invited to present lectures. Mawlana Bhoja was an excellent
storyteller and much appreciated by the audience. His sermon dealt prima-
rily with the journey itself and complemented those of the other preachers
who spoke on Mecca, its value, and its mythic history.

The preachers in Brits spoke extensively on Abraham and his relation to
the most sacred place in Islam. The person and the place provided clues as
to the unique manner in which the most sacred place of Islam, and by exten-
sion the mosque of Brits, was articulated. In Claremont, on the other hand,
the sermons were articulated in relation to the mosque’s place in the context
of changing South African politics. Both mosques, Claremont directly and
Brits indirectly, explored Muslims’ relations with the state and its impor-
tant transformation. In the next chapter I explore the manner in which the
interpretations in both mosques were articulated in the sermons, making
use of their discourses and the resources of revelation and disclosure within
Islam.
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Sermons and the Re-citation of Discourses

It appears as if he is the Reciter of the Qur’an
In reality, he is the Qur’an itself.

Muhammad Igbal

In one of his sermons, Mawlana Yusuf of Brits recalled the hadith of
the Prophet: “If there were to be any Prophet after me, then it would have
been ‘Umar b. al-Khattab. He would have been the Prophet.” He then
related “Umar’s statement that God granted him the privilege to suggest
three matters that were subsequently confirmed by revelation.!

Al-Suyiti (d. 911 A.H./1533 A.c.) has collected these and other such
verses under the heading “That which has been revealed on the words
of the companions.” In each of these cases, the “Word of God” was antici-
pated by “the word of a companion of the Prophet.” The examples from
Mawlana Yusuf and al-Suyuti challenge the notion of a revelation as an
entirely ahistorical, primordial intrusion into the world. It seems that
revelation reflected and confirmed the experiences of the companions. I
argue here that the Friday sermons continued to provide the opportunity
for these divine disclosures. However, unlike the experiences of the first
companions of the Prophet, these disclosures were located in the history of
the Islamic interpretation of the Qur’an.

It may seem as if this privilege was possible only for the earliest commu-
nity—and untenable and impossible for later Muslim generations once rev-
elation was completed. While this is true of the Qur’an as a complete and
closed book, it did not necessarily mean the end of divine disclosures. The
Qur’an in Muslim society was subjected to two kinds of elaboration. The
first, often regarded as the only legitimate one, was the systematic study
and elaboration of its meaning in the form of fafsir. Taking the Qur’an as a
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book of Prophetic inspiration, the discourse of tafsir drew on a plethora of
tools to explain and extend its relevance to new contexts. History, contexts,
language usage, and minute attention to intertextuality were applied to
a public discourse of elaborating and explaining the meaning of the
Qur’an as a fixed text. The process of tafsir brought new insights into a
given, closed corpus.

The discourse of tafsir was matched by another discrete, subjective claim
of inspiration that could be applied to the Qur’an. The notion of fa’wil
suggested an esoteric dimension of the text, which was available only to
the elect. In contrast to the public elaboration of the text, ta’wil suggested a
text with multiple levels of meaning. It suggested that the meaning of the
Qur’an was in fact expanding through continued divine disclosures. While
the text stayed the same on a literal level, its esoteric elaboration was open
to expansion. It may be thought that, in comparison with tafsir, ta’wil
was a later development. An examination of the hadith literature, however,
suggested that ta’wil as an esoteric disclosure was not entirely alien in Is-
lam. As for tafsir, its foundations appear in the earliest hadith collections. In
fact, the following Prophetic statement provides one the possibility of a
form of continuing revelation:

Anas b. Malik narrated that the Messenger of God said: The good
dream of a righteous person is one forty-sixth of prophecy.?

Abi Sa‘id al-Khudri narrated that the Messenger of God said: If anyone
sees a dream which he likes, then it is from God. He should thank God for
it, and talk about it. But if he sees something else, that he does not like, then
it is from the Devil. He should seek refuge with God from its evil, and not
mention it to anybody, for it will harm him.?

These Prophetic statements are extremely suggestive for the importance
of dreams as a conduit for divine disclosures. In the course of Islamic his-
tory, Sufis and Shi‘ites concretized this tendency more than any other group
of scholars. A brilliant history of Sufi outpourings stands testimony to this
phenomenon.*

The following opening statement from Ibn al-*Arabi (d. 638/1240) is typi-
cal of the direct inspiration felt by the Sufi from God through the Prophet:

I saw the Apostle of God in a visitation granted to me during the
latter part of the month Muharram in the year 627, in the city of Dam-
ascus. He had in his hand a book and he said to me, “This the book of
the Bezels of Wisdom; take it and bring it to men that they might benefit
from it.”®
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The saint received an insight into divinity in the same way that the
Prophet received the Qur’an. Ibn al-‘Arabi goes much further when he
makes a supplication that his composition should be guided directly by
God:

...so He might favor me with His deposition and spiritual inspiration
for my mind and His protective support, that I may be a transmitter
and not a composer, so that those of the Folk who read it may be sure
that it comes from the Stations of Sanctification and that it is utterly
free from all the purposes of the lower soul, which are ever prone to
deceive.

It was Ibn al-‘Arabi’s wish that the Bezels of Wisdom (Fusiis al-hikam) were
nothing short of revelation. Similarly, Shi‘ite imams represented the con-
tinuing human-divine contact through their special status. According
to Ayoub, “the Imams did not possess revelation (wahy)” but they “were
none the less muhdathiin, that is, people spoken to by angels.” After the
Prophet, continued Ayoub, they were “the ‘speaking’ (ndtig) Qur’an, while
the Qur’an after the death of the Muhammad remains the ‘silent’ (samit)
Qur’an.”¢

The sermon stood at the interstices of these two kinds of Qur’anic disclo-
sure. The sermon represented a public discourse, which was open to scru-
tiny and elaboration. Thus, the sermon in Claremont and Brits could not be
extricated from the discourses spelt out in previous chapters. These dis-
courses set the range of possibilities for the context, the usage of terms,
and the themes to be explored in each mosque. In each mosque, for ex-
ample, reference to dress codes from the corpus of Islamic texts were nego-
tiated within mosque discourses. In Brits, frequent reference to the dress
demands of Islam inscribed the orthopraxis desired by the ‘ulama’. The
Claremont sermon in contrast was marked by the total absence of such
references. Discourses played an important role in the choice of topics
and the range of issues brought into the sermon. They defined disciplinary
boundaries and opportunities as to what might or might not be said.
Sermons, on the other hand, also offered the opportunity to enshrine and
clothe these discourses in convincing and persuasive forms. And this is
where the sermon drew on verses and Prophetic statement to do so. As an
oral and aural form, the sermon simulated a Qur’anic recitation and contin-
ued the inspirational tradition of the Sufis and Shi‘ites in early Islam. I have
called this process re-citation to denote the subtle interpretive dimension in
the performance of the sermon’s citation of Qur’anic verses.
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The Qur’an as a book, fixed and bounded by numerous rituals, dogmas,
and centuries of reflection and painstaking interpretation, was not going to
yield easily to infiltration by local contexts. However, sermons provided
temporary and spontaneous opportunities for the histories and discourses
of the twentieth century to pierce the boundaries of revelation. Coburn has
explored this dual notion of sacred literature in Hindu scriptures, the dual-
ity between original texts (sruti) and texts of explanation and interpretation
(smrti). He argued that the existence of an “Allah Upanishad” meant that
the sharp distinctions between the original texts and their interpretations
could not easily be maintained. He concluded with a statement that has
deep implications for a disclosure in the Qur’an as well:

India, it would appear, wants both the literal preservation and the
dynamic re-creation of the word, and the movement between these
two foci—whether or not they be called sruti and smrti, respectively—
is both subtle and continuous.”

Original texts and elaborations on them were not clearly separated when
placed under scrutiny. This distinction between text and interpretation in
the Qur’an is not as fluid as in the Hindu case. In fact, as I have elaborated
in the first chapter, the separation is emphasized in numerous rituals, dis-
ciplinary practices, and historical narratives. However, the line of distinc-
tion between the Qur’an and the speaking Qur’an (Shi‘ite imams) is not as
clear as the line of distinction between the Qur’an and the Egyptian reciter.
Depending partly on the context and partly on the religious significance of
the reciter, the line of distinction between the Qur’an as closed corpus and
the Qur’an as interpretation becomes blurred. The quotation given here
from Ibn al-‘Arabi parallels the Bezels of Wisdom to the Qur’an. His suppli-
cation was a wish that, through the blessing of the Prophet, the Bezels of
Wisdom would become another divine disclosure. Some may object that a
Shi‘ite imam and great Sufis may be as far removed from Cape Town and
Brits as can be imagined. In this study I intend no less than to close this gap.
I aim to show that the Friday sermons in the mosque traditions discussed
provide an almost imperceptible opportunity for preachers to sunder the
demarcation between the Qur’an as closed and the Qur’an as continued
expansion. The sermons constituted creative reading of South African his-
torical discourses into Qur’anic re-citations.
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The Sermon as Re-citation

I begin with some specific examples to elucidate the form of the re-citations.
As the preachers translated the verses, they took great liberty in introduc-
ing discursive textures into the new renderings. In Brits, both Mawlanas
Yusuf and Ebrahim dealt with the following verse in relation to the signifi-
cance of sacrifice that commemorated the story of Abraham: “Their blood
and their meat do not reach Allah, but your piety reaches him” (22:37).
Mawlana Yusuf cited this verse in the context of an extensive argument that
the social significance of sacrifice was not as important as the piety implied
in the act. This was a direct hint to the Islamic resurgent emphasis in the
town and the country on the social significance of Islamic acts. His point
was even more specifically directed against those who planned extensively
for the distribution of meat among the poor in the townships around Brits.
Mawlana Yusuf’s translation was heard as follows: “That the flesh or the
blood of your sacrifice does not reach Almighty Allah, it is the tagwid, it is the
essence, and it is the spirit behind the sacrifice which reached Allah.” In
the preacher’s words, the translation and interpretation were combined
to give the effect that this is what God intended in the Qur’an. Mawlana
Ebrahim’s rendering of the same verse was instructive for a different re-
citation thereof: “There is this particular dyah [verse] where Allah says: . ..
That it is not the blood which Allah accepts of yours, or that meat which
Allah wants of yours and that skeleton or that body, or that namaz [prayer]
which Allah wants, or for that matter any practical 4mal [deed] that we
practice, my respected elders, it is not that what Allah wants. But what does
Allah want from us? Taqwa, the obedience to Allah. That is: how [his
emphasis} do we fulfill the obedience and the taqwa of Allah.” Mawlana
Ebrahim added many terms to the verse (skeleton, body, namaz) in order
to create familiarity. Moreover, he also included obedience to the original
tagqwa, meaning awe and reverence. Both preachers cited the same verse,
and their interpretations could easily be reconciled with each other. How-
ever, the point being made here is that their translations spontaneously
included extratextual terms and interpretations. What were intended
as literal translations turned out to be re-citations. In both, a verse, freely
translated, took on a new form as it took on a new reading and a new
significance.
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In other cases, the preachers in Brits created dialogues and direct speech
interjections in the Abrahamic epic. These conversations were placed over
the narrative in the Qur’an, sometimes creating a vivid picture of the stories
in question, and sometimes adding dimensions with which the audience
could relate immediately. When Mawlana Ebrahim in Brits emphasized
that Abraham was commanded by God to leave his family in the valley of
Mecca, he conveyed it in the direct speech of God: “Here Abraham looks at
the command of Allah and fulfills what Allah commands . . . that you leave
your child, leave your wife, set off and go from here, leave this place.” This
command was a reflex of Qur’an 14:37: “O Lord! I have left my family in a
barren valley,” which Mawlana Ebrahim reported in the direct speech of
God. More dramatically, Haggar’s search for water was turned into a di-
vine song, the lyrics being provided by Mawlana Abu Bakr:

O Hajra! I love this sacrifice of yours. I love this running of yours in
search of food. And every haji [pilgrim] that's going to come to Mecca,
I will make it a compulsory duty on him. If he doesn’t make Safa and
Marwa, his pilgrimage won’t be complete.

Hadrat Hajra runs up and down. Finally, she goes and lands up
there by Hadrat Isma‘il. She sees the baby crying and rubbing his both
legs, kicking both legs, hitting on the ground. Allah says:

Jibril, my Hajra is worried and she is running up and down, my
Hajra is hungry, she is looking for food, my Hajra is thirsty. She’s
looking for water. My Isma‘il is hungry. Isma‘il who is going to be my
prophet is hungry. He is thirsty, he is kicking his legs on the ground.
GoJibril to the place where Isma’il is hitting his heel on the ground. Go
and spread it out and let water run out from there!

Mawlana Abu Bakr interspersed the words of God as if they appeared in
the Qur’an, with some standard details Muslims immediately recognized.
The narrative turned around important rituals during the pilgrimage, and
it located the primeval origins of the well zamzam, from which pilgrims
drank water and often brought some home for those who did not make the
journey to Mecca. The location of a familiar item in the sermon created a
powerful effect, especially when it was retold in the direct speech of God.
Similarly, Mawlana Bhoja also introduced a dialogue in his sermon. When
Abraham was ready to “put the knife on the throat,” and the angels inter-
vened:

Third time, he does it, all the angels, all creation is stunned, “Allah,
what are you asking for? Are you asking for a life? Are you asking a
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father to slaughter his own son? A son born after so much of du @
[invocation] and eagerness?”

Allahsays: “Yes! Iknow whatI'masking for, Iknow what I'm going
to get. | know what I'm asking for,  know what I'm going to get. 'm
asking for sacrifice, I'm getting loyalty, I'm getting sincerity, I'm get-
ting dedication.”

Yet . . . Isma‘il is on the floor, the mercy of Allah comes into force.

Allah tells Jibril: “Take a ram from paradise and take it to Ibrahim
and say: ‘I tested you; you have passed your test with flying colors.

7

Here is an animal. Slaughter it in place of your son’.

The dialogue and direct speech extended the Abraham narrative in the
Qur’an and created a sense in which God was speaking directly to
Abraham and to the people of Brits in a language and idiom they fully
comprehended.

Omar in the Claremont Main Road Mosque was equally involved in a
formal re-citation of the Qur’an in his sermons. Like Mawlanas Yusuf and
Ebrahim, his re-citation was revealed in the translation of key verses. In a
sermon dissuading Muslims from supporting the apartheid state, Omar
recited the entire verse in Arabic, followed by a line-by-line translation:

Wa la tarkanti

And do not be inclined, do not go forth, rely upon

ila alladhina zalamu

those who are bent on doing wrong, oppressing others

fatamassakum al-nar

or the fire will seize you

And if you want to translate it literally (fatamassakum al-nar) that
you will be playing with fire

wa ma lakum min diin Allah min awliya’

You will have no awliya’, no protectors, other than Allah.

The word awliya’is the plural of the singular wali, a word that Muslims
have not understood. If only we can understand the inner meaning
and implications of the word wali and its plural we will discover what
Allah wants from us in terms of our social relationships with our fel-
low Muslim brothers and non-Muslim fellow creation.

thumma [a tunsaran
Nor should you be helped if you violate the principle enunciated by
Allah.
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The re-citation is as clear in Omar’s translation as in the translations of the
Brits sermons. First, despite Omar’s explicit promise of a literal translation,
his was not literal at all. For example, the common expression “you will be
playing with fire” for “fatamassakum al-nar” was a colloquialism, which
was more immediate and emphatic for the listeners than was a literal ren-
dering of the original Arabic. Moreover, the expression “you will be playing
with fire” made human actors the subjects—not the fire, as in the Arabic.
This elevation of human agency accorded with Omar’s insistence that
Muslims reject a fatalistic and acquiescent attitude toward history. Further,
Omar promised that a true, inner meaning of the word protectors held the
key for an understanding of social relations with all those opposed to the
apartheid state, irrespective of their religious affiliation. Here again,
Omar’s translation had to carry the burden of the particular approach of the
Muslim Youth Movement and the Call of Islam in the late 1980s to join the
anti-apartheid movement. It went against a contending view among other
Muslim organizations to abstain from such alliances.® The final phrase,
“thumma 1a tunsaran,” received an extensive translation. Omar was here
also drawing on the new approach of the Muslim Youth Movement, which
deemphasized the literal application of Islamic teachings and followed
Rahman'’s option for the application of general principles in varying con-
texts.” In this case, Omar derived a general principle from the verse, namely
to shun and keep away from oppressors and evildoers. More important for
our purposes here, this principle was incorporated into a re-citation of the
verse, as the translation of “thumma la tunsarun” included a reference to a
principle: “Nor should you be helped if you violate the principle enunci-
ated by Allah.”

These examples illustrate the manner in which verses cited in the ser-
mons were predisposed to being translated and formulated for particular
contexts and intentions. In themselves, these idiosyncratic interpretations
of verses were not unusual. My purpose here, however, is to indicate the
manner in which verses were either literally invented or reread in creative
ways. This re-citation of the Qur’an echoed the oral and aural Qur’an, the
ultimate and supreme word of God. By the techniques of translation and
selective emphasis, verses of the Qur’an related to the story of Abraham
and to Islamic politics were re-cited to reveal particular messages in
Brits and Claremont respectively. Preachers reenacted new readings of
the Qur’an to produce a spontaneous reading of the Qur’an in a dynamic,
changing society. Re-citation was an oral presentation in a gathering that
created the aura of a recitation. More than simply expounding religious
obligations and attitudes, the preachers recited a new text of the Qur’an. In
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this regard, the sermon—and not the study circle, mosque pillar, or modern
Islamic university—may be the original locus of the Qur’an. Bowman has
shown in a short but important contribution that the Qur’an in early Islamic
society was ritually related to keryane, a scriptural reading in a gathering.'
The Qur’an in a Friday gathering, it seems, continued this tradition of an-
nouncing the word of God. The meeting in the mosque on Fridays extended
the Prophet’s pulpit, not in the recitation of the Qur’an verbatim but in the
aural production of the word of God.

Having demonstrated the Friday sermon as a re-citation of the Qur’an,
want to return to the discussion in the preceding chapter about the nature
of a sacred space. This idea of a place as a locus for the re-citation of a sacred
text recalls Eliade’s notion of a sacred space, as opposed to the perspectives
of Smith, Chidester, and Linenthal. The idea of re-citation argued for here
stands midway between the two positions. Unlike for Eliade, the moment
of re-citation was not ineffable and undefinable but was directly related to
particular interpretations articulating, reflecting, and reinforcing historical
discourses. Re-citation was also clearly related to the cultural symbolism of
Islam and the notion of a scriptural revelation. Rather than recovering the
primordial and ineffable, re-citation brought the primordial (the Qur’an in
this case) to the temporal. On the other hand, re-citation was not simply a
reflex of social and political agendas to be grafted onto one single moment
of revelation. The religious dimension of the re-citation was not simply a
ruse. It was at least important for its power of persuasion. More important,
the sermon as re-citation shaped and articulated the metaphors of the his-
torical discourses in the mosque. In thisregard, it performed the cosmologi-
cal function of the original text of Islam.

The Content

The sermons in the two mosques defined contrasting testimonies of the
Qur’an, displaying the discourses and contradictions of the two mosques
discussed extensively in earlier chapters. The sermon developed these tes-
timonies into metaphors that confirmed and justified the discourses. These
metaphors acted as compelling abstractions of the discourses, easily iden-
tified and pursued in a variety of contexts. At the same time, the metaphors
could not completely obliterate the contradictions within the discourses
that constituted the mosques and the preachers. Between the extremities
they tried to bring together, metaphors could not conceal the tensions and
difficulties of the artificial construction of outlooks, discourses, and ideolo-
gies. Thus, the inspirational dimension of the sermon was not simply over-
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whelmed and completely determined by the discourses. Given the oppor-
tunity of carrying the new interpretations, the sermons disclosed their se-
vere contradictions.

The metaphors of the sermons echoed and reflected the spatial defini-
tion of the two mosques, as discussed in chapter 6. There, it was found that
the Brits sermons defined a more inclusive space than did those in the
distinctive Claremont Main Road Mosque. The Brits sermons defined
a hierarchically arranged but more inclusive religious orientation, while
Claremont presented a unique, distinct outlook. This contrast was repeated
in the metaphors of the sermons as well. The Brits sermons linked the
mosque to the house built by Abraham, while the Claremont Main Road
Mosque focused on its uniqueness. The sermons in the Brits Mosque ex-
tolled a broad, nebulous Islamic law, the Shari‘ah, while the Claremont
Mosque advocated specific political action. And third, the Brits Mosque
advocated—and even deflected action toward—supplication and invoca-
tion, while the Claremont sermons argued for struggle and commitment in
society. The sermons at both mosques also revealed some basic contradic-
tions of authority and status within their discursive foundations. At Brits,
the fundamental contradictions between knowledge and wealth as com-
peting sources of power could not be eradicated. Claremont, on the other
hand, could not quite balance the demands of being progressive with those
of being part of an Islamic pluralism in Cape Town.

The Claremont Main Road Mosque came under tremendous criticism
for the creative and innovative manner in which it addressed a range
of social issues. This criticism has resulted in a self-awareness of being
a unique mosque leading the way, not only for mosques within the
country but also for mosques throughout the world. The sermon revealed
this trailblazing tradition, particularly in the face of continuing pressure to
conform. When during Ramadan of 1995 the annual general meeting of
the mosque was disrupted by protesters, Omar spelled out and committed
himself to what he called the “prophetic” role of the mosque in the Eid
sermon:

We began to realize that we should not take for granted what we have
striven for during the last few decades at this Masjid. . . . The ideals of
this Masjid stand as a beacon of hope and light to Muslims all over the
world. We say this with a sense of deep humility."

According to the imam, this was a mosque with a proud history in the face
of injustice. Its history justified its continuing to make a unique contribu-
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tion in the future. From an anti-apartheid past, it pushed forward into the
future: “This message of ours does not want to take Muslims back to the
seventh century; to a romanticized and nostalgic yearning for the glorious
past of Islam. Our message wants to take us forward into the twenty-first
century so that we are able to creatively meet the manifold challenges
which await us.” Continuing this prophetic metaphor, he promised “dis-
patching . . . our journalists to the front line” where they could “literally
humiliate our adversaries in a war of words.” These images reinforced
uniqueness and the definition of a mosque with a singular mission. Other
preachers also reinforced this special mission of the mosque. In his sermon
on the Reconstruction and Development Programme, the chairperson of
the mosque board, Adam Samie, echoed the imam’s metaphor of a trail-
blazing mosque. Beginning with a recitation of one of the earliest verses of
the Qur’an, namely Muddathir (74:1-5), when the Prophet Muhammad
had little support in Mecca, Samie urged for a similar mission “to confront
the society of the day and make a definite break with the past.”

The self-awareness of this Cape mosque contrasted sharply with the
deliberate obliteration of itself by the Brits Mosque. The sermons in
Brits constantly linked the mosque and ordinary Muslim activities to
preeminent, primordial events and places associated with Abraham.
Religious phrases and symbols used in the community were located in the
Abrahamic epic, creating a bond between the Brits Mosque and the sacred
house of Mecca. Mawlana Ebrahim’s sermon was not unique for the pres-
ence of these linking phrases: “Ibrahim was prepared with the knife. The
knife was on the throat. *Bismillah Allah Akbar!” and Allah sent down a
sheep for Hadrat Ibrahim.” This Arabic phrase meaning “In the name of
God, God is Greatest” must be uttered by Muslims before slaughtering an
animal and represents the most important formula for rendering an animal
fit for Muslim consumption. Its use in this context was not simply a mis-
placed anachronism of contemporary ritual in the Abrahamic epic. It pro-
voked and elicited a connection between the Muslims listening to the ser-
mon and the story of Abraham. Furthermore, the preachers all dealt with
the House of God in Mecca as a mirror of the Brits Mosque. The epic of
Abraham and his sacrifice are mentioned in the Qur’an without the particu-
lar place of sacrifice.”?

Following extensive exegetical authorization, the preachers in the town
all assumed that the place was Mecca and the intended victim was Ishmael.
In early Islamic scholarship, the identity of Abraham’s intended sacrificial
victim was not always unequivocally Isma’il; and Abraham’s building of



126 / Islam in South Africa

the House in Mecca posed a problem to many Muslim historians. During
the first Islamic century, Isaac was also mentioned as the intended sacrifice
of Abraham, with consensus among scholars converging around Isma’il
only in the third century. Firestone has argued that this particular
choice provided the narrative support for Islam’s independence from Juda-
ism and Christianity.”®

Obviously, this issue did not arise in Brits in the twentieth century. In-
stead of the search for the identity of the son, as in early Islamic scholarship,
however, the search for Mecca occupied a central part in the Brits sermons.
The search for the place by way of a journey provided focused attention on
the ongoing journeys made to the sacred house. This important journey
always left the town, and the mosque in Brits, and ended at the sacred
house in Mecca. Mawlana Ebrahim recounted Abraham’s journey through
“villages” and “green places” until they reached the sacred house “just in
the form of a hill” surrounded by “rocks, mountains . . . full of thorns.”
Similarly, Bhoja described the journey in response to God’s command,
passing “oases” and “tents” until Mecca “slightly elevated, lifted from
the ground.” For those listening to these sermons in Brits, the journey of
Abraham modeled the journeys they themselves had made or wished still
to make to the House of God in Mecca. Hence, either by familiar phrases or
by the delineation of key motifs in the sacred narratives, the sermons linked
the people of Brits and their religious commitments to Abraham. Meaning
in Brits was founded in that which existed outside. The mosque of Brits was
always in the shadow of the sacred mosque in Mecca. This meaning located
outside the Brits Mosque contrasted sharply with the Claremont sermon,
which celebrated its own history.

We now turn to the exploration of political ethics in the Brits and
Claremont sermons. Since the period in question dealt directly with the
political transformation of South African society, it is not surprising to find
a clear ethic in each mosque. The preachers in the Claremont Mosque, in
particular, were deliberately engaged in the political transformation of the
country. They took pride in their stance against the apartheid state and
continued to address this issue as South Africa went through a period of
transition to a new order. On June 16, 1989, commemorating the Soweto
uprisings of 1976 against apartheid, Omar explored the meaning of jihad as
a struggle for justice against apartheid, using the Qur’an 11:113. This posi-
tion underwent some modification in a sermon delivered on August 31,
1990, when Omar extended the notion of jihad from political struggle
to social upliftment. Regarding Qur’an 4:95-96, he contrasted those who
“struggled” (mujahidiin) with those who sat tight (g2 idsn):
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Allah, the Almighty, declared that such of the believers who remain
passive at home other than the disabled cannot begin to be equal to
those who strive in Allah’s cause with their possessions and their
selves. Allah has exalted those who strive hard with their possessions
and their selves far above those who remain passive and sit at home,
and Allah has indeed promised ultimate good unto all believers. Yet
Allah has exalted above those who remain passive, those who
strive hard by promising them a mighty reward many degrees thereof
maghfirah, forgiveness, and rahmah, his grace. Allah is indeed oft for-
giving and the dispenser of grace.

As examples of the context where these two sets of believers may be found,
Omar referred to the crisis of drug abuse in the community, Muslim member-
ship in liberation movements, and the local Islamic schools. In each of these,
he lamented the “indifference, apathy, and complacency” among Muslims
with regard to the crucial issues facing the community. The most important
question posed to the Claremont community was “Which group do you be-
long to?” For the imam there were only two groups from which Muslims
could choose: “Allah . .. defines some believers as ga‘idan, staying at home,
who refuse to involve themselves for the upliftment of humanity, [and] for
the establishment of justice. Those are the ga‘idan, the pacifists [sic], those
who are indifferent, who are apathetic, and the mujahidan are those who
engage themselves in struggle.” In Omar’s interpretation of the verse, the
people who were prepared to involve themselves in the community in vari-
ous social projects were the mujahidiin, while the indifferent sat at home.
Finally, in 1994, after the first democratic elections, Omar initiated a series of
sermons in evaluation of the Reconstruction and Development Programme
(RDP) proposed by the state. The sermons endorsed the proposed program,
hardly suggesting any unique feature from Islam. Shuayb Manjra, one of
the contributors, was succinct: “When asked to speak on the specific role of
Muslims within the RDP, I thought long and hard and to be honest could not
find a specific role of Muslims, any different from our compatriots of other
faiths or none at all.” Thus, over the course of six years, the sermons in
the Claremont Mosque moved from political jihad to social reconstruction.
While the mosque stood as a unique symbol of progressive Islam among
Muslims, it was indistinguishable within the larger picture of the rainbow
nation. The mosque’s ethos corresponded with the civil religion I had found
in the Muslim Youth Movement’s newspaper from 1990 to 1994. There, as in
the Claremont Mosque, the values and symbols of the newspaper coincided
with the values and symbols of the new South African nation.™
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This struggle ethic, compliant to the new nation state, was clearly dem-
onstrated in the mosque’s response in August 1996 to the militant jihad of
a group called People Against Gangsterism and Drugs. The movement in-
voked Qur’anic verses and Islamic slogans against alleged gangsters and
druglords.” In principle, Omar supported the movement, and a few ser-
mons were devoted to a positive assessment of the rise of a militant Islamic
voice on the streets of Cape Town. Yet the Claremont Mosque was also wary
of such slogans and endorsed peace initiatives in the city that arrested the
confrontational nature of the war against drugs, thereby aiming to “foster
a new sense of peace in the city.”'® In particular, on August 30, 1996, Omar
joined peace prayers at St. George’s Cathedral and in turn invited Rewv.
Canon Rowan to address the Claremont Mosque. The invitation was met
with considerable criticism among Muslims, but it underlined the way in
which the mosque’s sermons affirmed developments in the new South Af-
rica after the 1994 elections, generally endorsing approaches and directions
in civil society, even if critical within the Muslim community.

The particular struggle ethic of Claremont may be contrasted with the
stance taken in the Brits Mosque. Here, politics was regarded principally
as tainted and best postponed to an eschatological future. Where the Clare-
mont sermons demanded struggle in society, the Brits sermons demanded
belief, prayer, and above all invocations. The religious demands toward the
House of God had unmistakable political overtones. In the context of
Qur’an 3:95, Mawlana Yusuf revealed his approach to politics in South Af-
rica: “that surely the first house which was made for humanity, every hu-
man being [his emphasis], is most certainly the one in Mecca.” He began
with an emphasis on the inclusivity in the verse, which he re-cited as “every
human being.” This universal declaration, straightforward as it may seem,
was anathema to the ideology of apartheid, which systematically divided
people into different groups. However, in this mawlana’s case, the prin-
ciple did not translate into a revolutionary political ethic. Yusuf’s compari-
son between the house of God and the houses of politics produced no re-
semblance:

And Allah says [!] that while you are in this world, after this house was
made for the entire humanity, you will see and you will have seen
many houses come into existence, many houses built. Simple and
ordinary houses in which people dwell. . . to create influential houses,
like parliament houses, Houses of Commons, House of Lords, House
of Delegates. You will see many houses coming up. But remember,
your emotions and your mental attitudes and your views should al-
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ways be centered around this one house of Almighty Allah, which is
called the Ka‘bah.

All modern political structures, with no distinction made between demo-
cratic ones and those created by apartheid, were tainted. The House of
Delegates mentioned in the sermon was an apartheid structure, which had
made provision for junior Indian membership in the dominant white par-
liament. By including such a discredited structure in the same breath as
“parliament houses, Houses of Commons, House of Lords,” the mawlana
made no special distinction for apartheid and paid no attention to the
political context of the town. Like Mawlana Yusuf, Mawlana Bhoja also
denigrated all political structures. Bhoja too obliterated any difference be-
tween unjust apartheid and non-apartheid political structures. He posited
the house of God as a symbol of primordial value and covenant, and he left
little room for a modern political contract and covenant:

Allah spells it our clearly, crystal clear—no freedom charter, no consti-
tution, nothing whatsoever. In plain and simple words Allah spells it
out “la yanalu ‘ahdi al-zalimin” (my favor does not extend to the
wrong-doers). If Muslims want to lead the world, the country, that
leadership lies in obedience of Allah and his Prophet, otherwise they
must forget.

Bhoja dismissed anti-apartheid democratic symbols along with his deni-
gration of modern political structures. The Freedom Charter in his list re-
ferred to the basic political manifesto formulated in 1955 by a meeting of
organizations devoted to opposing the ideology of apartheid. This mani-
festo became a symbol of demands made by anti-apartheid organizations
in the 1980s and 1990s. In both cases, actual political choices were con-
trasted with absolute and idealized notions of the house and leadership.
And with the selective denigration of the then current political delibera-
tions in the country, neither the house nor the covenant of God could be
translated into substantial political activities in South Africa.

The Brits sermons may be contrasted too with the political reading
of verses, popular in South African cities during the 1980s as well as
in other international contexts. Le Roux has analyzed the hermeneutic
switches employed by the Call of Islam in South Africa to relate Moses’
fight against the pharaoh in the Qur’an to the oppressed people’s struggle
for justice in apartheid South Africa.”” In a recent study, Hiskett has criti-
cized this political reading of Islam against apartheid South Africa: “One
may question whether such ancient decontextualized scriptural references



130 / Islam in South Africa

can be successfully adapted to fit modern socio-political contexts—and
even whether the attempt to do so is morally honest.”’8

In light of the political experience of apartheid, it seems more important
to ask how a religious discourse could be insulated against these read-
ings. The experience of forced removals, and the daily abuse of power, con-
textualized references to powerful words in the Qur’an. The lack of political
reference in the Brits Mosque requires as much explanation as the political
readings that seem morally “dishonest.” The former can be related to the
compromising socioeconomic role in which the ‘ulama’ in the Transvaal
found themselves. Apart from changes inside the mosque, they were help-
less to affect political developments in the society as a whole. In spite of
their dominance in the town, they did not or could not change the political
relations obtaining between Muslims and the state.

The preachers in Brits, however, did leave the members with something
to do. The sermons focused on the achievements of Abraham, not only in
terms of a personal quest or struggle but in terms of supplications and
invocations. If activism and struggle pervaded the ethic of the Claremont
sermons, supplications and prayers dominated the Brits sermons. The en-
tire epic of Abraham was revealed in an unfolding fulfillment of supplica-
tion. The many prayers of Abraham occupied a central position in the ser-
mons of Mawlana Ebrahim.”

Mawlana Ebrahim in particular used these supplications to recount the
epic of Abraham. In his sermons, the sermons themselves became part of an
unfolding plan invoked by Abraham at various points of his life. Prayer
and supplication moved history, and they could be used by ordinary be-
lievers to change the course of their own lives. All the preachers left the
people with a message to turn to God in obedience, reverence, and sincerity.

The importance of prayer can be gauged via especially difficult theologi-
cal and historical problems posed by prayers in the Qurian and tackled
by Mawlana Ebrahim in Brits. The examples here underlie the importance
prayers posed in the worldview of these preachers, as the object of struggle
posed in the Claremont mosque. The first concerned the prayer of Abraham
corrected by God in Qur’an 2:126:

What du‘a’ did he [Abraham] make? For the Muslim only: “That for
those who believein Allah and the hereafter.” But Allah adds on to this
du‘a’: “And those who disbelieve in me, they also will get my suste-
nance.”

The petition of Abraham needed to be explained because a Prophet,
chosen and guided by God, could not be contradicted and corrected by
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God. Ebrahim, the preacher, tried desperately to find a solution:

Now why did Ebrahim not make du‘a” here for his other children?
Because it is not necessary that the offspring of Ebrahim are all Mus-
lims; there are disbelievers also. Inanother place Ebrahim makes du‘a’
to Allah for the disbelievers and for the Muslims both. And there Allah
did not accept the du‘a’ of Hadrat Ibrahim in both cases. He only
accepted the du‘a’ of the Muslims.

Mawlana Ebrahim was referring to the following: “My Lord! make me one
who establishes the worship; and my progeny also. Our Lord! accept our
supplication. Our Lord! forgive me and my parents and the believers on
the day of reckoning” (Qur’an 14:40-41). Taking these two supplications
together, Mawlana Ebrahim wanted to show that Abraham was not
wrong for excluding the disbelievers in his first du‘a’. These deliberations
by Mawlana Ebrahim were concerned not only with theological dilemmas.
In spite of a neat exegetical solution, Abraham’s supplication still posed a
problem as to how disbelievers, contrary to God’s wish, were presently
excluded from Mecca. The mawlana’s solution included a vision of the fu-
ture determined by the invocation: “But there the reason was that Allah
accepted the du‘a’ of the Muslims as far as command and rule of the place
of Mecca was concerned. That this rule of Mecca will only be in the hands
of the Muslimin. Yes! What is the meaning of this? That before the day of
judgment—the Ka‘bah will be demolished and destroyed by the non-Mus-
lims. But that will be just before the day of judgment.” The disbelievers,
according to God’s promise, would certainly enjoy the fruits of Mecca. This,
however, should not be read as an argument for Muslims to allow them to
enter the sacred city. Their presence in Mecca could only be possible in the
distant future as part of God’s unfolding plan. The point being made here
is that prayers and supplications in the Brits sermons provided a founda-
tion for understanding the forces of history as well as events in the future.
History and life on earth in general were a kind of map in which primordial
events were unfolding according to a plan controlled by supplications. It is
not surprising to see, therefore, the repeated emphasis by all the preachers
on prayers and supplications.

Bowen has dealt with the issue of supplication in Indonesia, comparing
scripturalist and nonscripturalist orientations in society. Those with a
closer affinity with the textual tradition in Islam regarded du‘a’ as a means
by which God may be petitioned, while the doas of folk traditions were
closely related to the spells and incantations addressed to village spirits.
Bowen tried to draw sharp contrasts between the two, representing con-
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trasting discourses, one from the Islamic textual tradition and the other a
remnant of folk religion. At the same time, however, Bowen also showed
how the doa, as a manipulation of reality, was related to the metaphysics of
Ibn “Arabi’s unity of being, and its manipulation of nature.

In the Brits example, supplication (du‘a’) was clearly related to the scrip-
tural tradition. In this case, though, du‘a’ was thought to be capable of
transforming and changing history in the same way that spells could trans-
form reality. The magical doa of Indonesia and the Shari‘ah-based
du‘a’ were closer to each other than they appeared at first glance. In
fact, Claremont’s ethic of struggle and mobilization also proposed active
struggle in order to change and transform history. Struggle was the sym-
bolic means of eradicating apartheid. Hence, social and political activity
in their religious symbolic dimension could be located on a continuum with
doa and du‘ad’. The continuum, moreover, was not devoid of political
consideration. In the politics of South Africa and in contrast with the
Claremont tradition, the du‘a’ of Brits was a conservative approach to poli-
tics and Islamic traditions.

The particular ethical stances propounded in the sermons of the two
mosques were not without their inherent contradictions. In each mosque,
the sermons re-citing the Qur’an had to resolve the gulf between a universal
message (the Qur’an) and its particular expression. In each case, we find
tensions where mosque discourses were patched up from competing inter-
ests. The Brits example was clearer because of the contradictions held in-
side the hierarchically divided mosque. Mawlana Abu Bakr addressed the
increasingly widespread performance of the hajj pilgrimage among Mus-
lims in South Africa. On the one hand, he decried materialism as the new
sacrificial altar of Muslims: “There is some brat, a great lesson, for us to
learn. Because we are sacrificing everything for the sake of the world. You
are now running behind these materialistic thinkers, this valueless world.
We are forgetting we are going to stand tomorrow in front of our Creator
and we are going to answer for every sin. The love of the world has over-
taken us.” At the same time, Abu Bakr upbraided the rich who went
on pilgrimage, linking them to Jews and Christians: “Nabi-e-karim said:
When a person has the means for hajj and nothing stops him, he should see
that he goes for hajj. And if he still stays away it is better for him to dieas a
Yahuadi [Jew] or a Nasara [Christian].” Having identified materialism as the
arch vice, and Jews and Christians as the archenemies, Mawlana Abu Bakr
had to confront the fact that the performance of hajj demanded a great deal
of wealth; and that modern hajj was performed with conveniences pro-
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vided by the West, which for Mawlana Abu Bakr was synonymous with
Jews and Christians.

In his sermon, moreover, Mawlana Abu Bakr undermined the “material-
ism” demanded for the fulfillment of the pilgrimage in a number of steps.
First, following the hadith he quoted, he relegated the wealthy who did not
perform pilgrimage to the same category as Jews and Christians. As for
those who did take the trouble, he addressed their pilgrimage in an interest-
ing reading of a Prophetic prediction about the kind of people who would
be going for pilgrimage: “The noble Prophet said: " The rich will go to Mecca
and Medina for holiday.” [They will]) leave Rome and Paris and go to
Mecca, Medina. The noble Prophet said: *“The next group of people will be
those people that will go to Mecca, that will come there to the house of Allah
for the sake of business. They will come there and take goods to sell and
bring goods to sell.”” Mawlana Abu Bakr then described this market: “Be-
cause when the pilgrims go there, they go to the bazaar. They notice the
Christians who supply everything, from the smallest to the biggest. So
when the pilgrim goes to the bazaar he gets so occupied in looking at those
things that he forgets his worship.” According to Mawlana Abu Bakr, the
Christians were present in Mecca by virtue of their goods, through which
they undermined the pilgrimage. The wealthy who went on pilgrimage, in
his view, spent their time engrossed in the bazaar stocked by Jews and
Christians. The pilgrim admittedly did more than shop in Mecca, however.
She spent at least some of the time performing the rites of the pilgrimage.
The following comments by Mawlana Abu Bakr placed even that devotion
in jeopardy: “One haji pilgrim was into such a rage, he threw the sandal so
fast he himself went and fell on top of the Devil. They had to take him off
from the Devil. That same pilgrim, when he lands at the airport, he becomes
the Devil’s friend again. In which way? As soon as he lands to declare his
goods, he starts lying. He starts lying! The pilgrim just went for hajj and
comes back, he’s lying—that same pilgrim is being exposed by the same
Christians.” Mawlana Abu Bakr devalued this religious passion by lament-
ing the pilgrim’s exposure by Christians at the airport in Johannesburg.
And finally, the mawlana continued the Prophet’s prediction, weaving ma-
terialism, Jews, and Christians into the new reading of the Prophet’s state-
ment:

And he [the Prophet] said: “The third group of people who will go
there, will go there to beg.” And you will see today. When you go there
to places like Mecca and Medina, if you are not careful, your pocket
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will be slit, everything will be taken out. That’s why Mawlana Maqda
who is always there mentions in his lecture, he says: “Only pilgrims
come here, thieves don’t come here.” He says: “The job of cutting
pockets and taking out money is not the job of a Muslim. It is the job
of a Jew, a Christian, an infidel, and hypocrites.”

Jews and Christians seemed to be an inextricable part of the pilgrimage,
even if in the most derogatory way. In Mawlana Abu Bakr’s view, their
presence seemed to despoil every act of the pilgrim, from the performance
of the rites up to and including events at the airport in South Africa. On
another level, Mawlana Abu Bakr’s devaluation of the pilgrimage identi-
fied some key anomalies in its performance. He himself could not resolve
the contradictions between the materialism he decried and the wealth that
made hajj obligatory. According to the Qur’an: “The people’s duty to God
lies in making pilgrimage to the House, whoever is able to undertake it”
(Qur’an 3:97). According to Mawlana Abu Bakr, however, the duty of pil-
grimage, possible for the rich, was also despoiled by the rich. In his sermon,
he tried to salvage the pilgrimage by abusing the actions of those who actu-
ally performed it. By introducing the malevolent notions of materialism,
Jews, and Christians, he gave a new, though strange, sense and meaning to
the Qur’anic obligation. This contradiction can only be understood when
we keep in mind the fact that religious leaders and wealthy traders were
engaged in constant sparring in the Transvaal. The preacher was not only
highlighting the existential contradictions of performing one of the most
important rites in a Muslim’s life; he was inscribing the doubtful value of a
trader’s religious worship.

The tensions within Claremont sermons related to mosque’s position
within the Muslim community (ummah) and its much publicized nature
as a unique mosque. Claremont took pride in its status as a progressive
mosque, which I have contrasted with the Brits Mosque in the assembly of
Abraham’s sacred house. And yet, Claremont did not give up its place en-
tirely in this assembly. On the one hand, it made bold assertions (rituals,
pronouncements, and practices) that set it apart from other mosques in
South Africa. On the other hand, it had to find some way of continuing to be
part of the universal assembly of mosques. Thus, Omar propounded the
notion of an Islamic pluralism wherein his own progressive voice was one
among many. While he was not prepared to capitulate to Muslim criticism
on the issues raised in the mosque, pluralism provided a mechanism for
ensuring a place in the broader house of Islam. It was not simply a voice of
tolerance toward other views but a demand for itself to be counted among
the other mosques in spite of its unique nature.
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Omar expounded on Islamic pluralism on a number of occasions. He
called this an “intrinsic pluralism,” by which he meant a host of interpreta-
tions within Islam. He urged Muslims to respect other views and to realize
that one’s own view may always be subject to correction. A closer look at
the Islamic pluralism in the context of one sermon revealed the manner in
which Omar used the multiple meanings of hermeneutic theory to deflect
and dissipate the force of verses used by parties in Cape Town. Second, it
also showed how even pluralism did not preclude a hierarchy in the con-
text of a post-apartheid mosque. In a sermon delivered on September 21,
1990, Omar discussed the issue of pluralism in Islam. He related his sermon
directly to a proposed Islamic political party in an advertisement in a daily
paper. Omar did not reject the advertised goals of the party, namely the
promotion of Islamic ideology, Muslim interests, and pan-Islamism. He
argued that these could be achieved through other political strategies. Us-
ing the inherent and necessary multiplicity of interpretations of the Qur’an,
he dissipated the key verse cited by the Islamic party, Qur’an 3:104: “Let
there arise among you an ummah, a community of believers, a band of
people,” First, Omar took dubious recourse to Arabic: “The word party in
terms of the Qur’an is usually translated as “hizb, hizb Allah, the party
of Allah.” According to Omar, since the specific word for “party” was
not used, one could not justify an Islamic political party on this basis.
Omar’s literal reading of a verse went against a contextual reading, which
Claremont seemed to advocate. Such an approach did not depend on spe-
cific terms and verses in the Qur’an but on the principles and spirit thereof
in the light of text and context. Omar was obviously opposed to the Islamic
party’sapproach to Muslim political interests, and he brought that rejection
to bear in a linguistic analysis that he did not in principle support. His
second approach to the verse indicated the multiple readings of the verse
within the South African community. In particular, he pointed out that the
Tablighi Jamat in South Africa used the very same verse to call for roving
groups of people to call other Muslims to adhere to their program. Omar’s
third line of attack did not involve Qur’anic exegesis. Here, he questioned
the particular quarter from which the proposal to form an Islamic party
came. He hinted that it came from those who did not participate in the anti-
apartheid struggle:

The only way to protect the interest of Islam and Muslims in South
Africa is by participating against oppression. Therefore, no Muslim
who has been turning a blind eye to the anti-apartheid struggle, who
has said that I do not want to participate . . . [deserves] . . . a place in
a post-apartheid South Africa.
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Using a variety of interpretive strategies, then, Omar tried to use pluralism
to give Claremont pride of place. A dubious reference to language usage
and a keen sense of how various groups in South Africa appropriate
the verse established pluralism. But participation in the anti-apartheid
struggle placed Claremont at an advantage. We can criticize the preacher
for a selective invocation of Arabic, or an expedient appeal to multiple read-
ings of the Qur’an. But, taking these dimensions together, the sermon re-
corded the mosque’s own place in the history of apartheid resistance. The
notion of pluralism could not be reconciled with the mosque’s self-aware-
ness as a trailblazer. The self-effacement of pluralism had clear limits in a
Cape discourse that produced unique mosques.

Conclusion

The sermon within South Africa was connected with the basic forms of
Qur’anic interpretation in Islam. I have argued in this chapter that the
sermon was both a disciplinary elaboration of the Qur’anic text in light of
the discursive traditions in mosques and also a spontaneous, even inspira-
tional, expansion of the text. The particular reading of the Qur’an, as the
Word of God, reflected the discourses of the mosques and imams. As a re-
cited aural word of God, the sermon as recitation produced a place and a
moment where the participants could relive a moment of divine contact.
Preachers in South Africa reenacted the moment of recitation in creative but
culturally specific ways. In particular, the sermons promoted their respec-
tive discourses in metaphors that encapsulated their place in relation to
other mosques and their contrasting political ethics in relation to the
politics of apartheid. Claremont’s unique anti-apartheid mosque differed
from the submersion of the mosque at Brits in the assembly of primordial
mosques. While the Claremont sermons urged struggle, Brits sermons en-
veloped history in efficacious prayers. The sermons of the mosques could
not escape their inherent contradictions. The Brits ‘ulama’ challenged their
wealthy patrons in the practice of one of the fundamental pillars of
Islam. Claremont tried to search for Islamicity as well as a unique South
Africanism through Islamic pluralism.
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Conclusions

This fledgling pigeon essayed the air and flew off when he heard a
whistle and a call from the unseen.

Rumi

This study has recovered the history of two Muslim communities and
their institutions under the impact of colonialism and apartheid. Since
1990, when South African liberation movements were unbanned, the full
range of political activities in the past has been slowly coming to light.
This disclosure has illustrated the extent to which European hegemony
disrupted and altered individual aspirations and the textures of societies
and communities in South Africa. The struggle against white domination
was not simply about an alternative political order. Colonialism and apart-
heid deeply affected the meanings of self, identity, and community institu-
tions. They had impact upon the full range of human emotions and notions
of what an individual and a society could be. For societies that predated
European presence in the region, colonialism and apartheid systematically
dismantled their political institutions and substituted others that favored
the new ruling classes. For those groups who came to South Africa
subsequent to European control, like Muslims, colonialism and apartheid
affected the selves and institutions formed from the day people arrived on
the shores of the country. | have argued that we need to pay greater atten-
tion to the history and experience of the many smaller communities that
constitute the South African nation. They disclose the full impact of the
past and the possibilities for the future. These stories, moreover, reveal that
South Africans have not simply been recipients of discriminatory laws and
parliamentary bills; they are not stories that simply evoke applause, pity, or
indignation. Communities also created institutions, discourses, and oppor-
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tunities in the face of the most debilitating measures instituted by the state.
In short, rather than simply being historical objects, communities were also
historical subjects. Painful and heroic at the same time, the stories of com-
munities under apartheid bear testimony to the human spirit. For South
Africans, understanding these stories may hold the key for the future of
post-apartheid society. For others, they at least offer tremendous insights
for understanding communities under extremely difficult conditions.

The sermon has been used here as a prism to understand religious sym-
bols and institutions in two South African Muslim communities. The
sermon symbol was shown to be historically grounded in the contexts of
colonialism and apartheid, discursively constituted in mosque and imam
complexes, and religiously powerful in its simulation of revelation. Study
of the South African sermon in each of these three aspects suggested far-
reaching implications for understanding religion in South Africa and Islam
in context. The historicity of the sermon was located at different levels.
Broadly speaking, the symbol was founded in the context of communities
established during colonialism and apartheid. In this sense, these two his-
torical movements and their institutions equally affected all religious sym-
bols. The Muslims of Cape Town came as slaves, exiles, and convicts during
Dutch company rule and lived through slavery, freedom, British colonial-
ism, and then apartheid. Muslims in the Transvaal region came from India
as indentured workers, hawkers, and traders during British colonialism
and also lived through the gold rush, the unified government of the former
British colonies and Boer republics as one nation, and apartheid. Both the
general context of colonialism and apartheid and the Muslims’” histories
within this setting had direct influences on their religious symbols. The
mosques in Cape Town represented the aspirations of leaders who took
advantage of opportunities at the end of the eighteenth century to build
communities and structures for the underclasses of Cape Town. Through
education and ritual services, they provided some semblance of commu-
nity for slaves and free blacks on the margins of Cape society. Mosques in
the Transvaal were built against a background of specific legal opposition
and represented the aspirations of Muslims who were determined to make
South Africa a home. Both mosque traditions were products of marginality
in social, cultural, and political terms. However proud and triumphant,
they were always responding to pressures in the political and social con-
texts of South Africa.

Both Cape and Transvaal Muslims and mosques were often trapped
in ambiguous political positions in South Africa. As minorities and/or
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branded foreign, Indian and Coloured Muslims did not bear the worst
forms of subjugation and deprivation. Often, their survival and sometimes
their prosperity rested on this middle position in the political economy of
South Africa. On the one hand, mosques faced extreme prejudice and politi-
cal obstacles. On the other hand, authorities left the door slightly ajar for
political compromise. It cannot be denied that both the nineteenth-century
Cape mosque and the Transvaal mosque were founded in the midst of these
ironies. The Cape mosque, with its vocal imam, was able to disguise
this relationship when representing the aspirations of its congregation. The
Transvaal mosque leadership left political control, and the resultant com-
promise, in the hands of the traders.

A closer look at the two mosque institutions revealed more detailed
configurations of authority, power, and community prerogatives. Mosques
and leaders were not merely alternative havens from the ravages of
displacement and marginalization. Attention to the place of the imams,
the communities, and the state authorities disclosed the formation of dis-
courses within mosque and imam institutions. The discourses were con-
structed out of symbols, composed of religious, social, and political ele-
ments. The products, recognizable religious symbols in the mosques, were
neither inherent and essential traits of human religiosity nor simply maps
of cosmologies and worldviews. They were resources within group identi-
ties that were effectively employed to construct selves and communities.
The establishment of mosques in the context of colonialism and apartheid
founded such powerful discourses, which were concretized in regular pat-
terns of language, political attitudes, and actions that enabled and empow-
ered social acts. Communities in the two regions recognized these patterns,
which they used to forge acts, leaders, and identities. Sermons could not
be divorced from these historically grounded discourses. The sermons re-
flected and shaped them.

The establishment of the first mosque in the Cape entrenched the central
role taken by the imam at the expense of lay persons. Moreover, educational
opportunities and ritual services guaranteed the loyalty and commitment
of the community to the imam. In contrast, Transvaal mosques emerged in
the absence of imams. The people who founded the mosques, the hawkers
and traders, played a dominant role in these mosques and have since main-
tained that position. Their authority and power was founded in the context
of racial prejudice and anti-Indian legislation. Traders and mosque com-
munities alleviated these obstacles through special concessions and rela-
tions with the state. When the imam did become established in the
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Transvaal, therefore, it was not in the likeness of the Cape community
leader. The imam in the Transvaal was ideally an %lim, a scholar, who em-
ployed knowledge to balance or neutralize the financial power and politi-
cal advantage of the traders.

In the Cape, the imam’s effective leadership at the level of the individual
mosque was often used to claim leadership over the entire Muslim commu-
nity. This was not generally successful, but there were numerous attempts
to find appropriate mosque-transcendent leadership standards. The first
claim to such communitywide leadership was made on the basis of connec-
tion to the first mosque, the Awwal Mosque of Tuan Guru. In the twentieth
century, the Muslim Judicial Council claimed this leadership on the basis of
the Shari‘ah. Like membership in the Awwal Mosque, the Shari‘ah was
presumed to provide a clear and unambiguous standard for community-
wide leadership. The problem, however, lay in reconciling the place of
the individual mosque—the real source of leadership and loyalty—and
mosque-transcendent sources of power. The example of the Claremont
Main Road Mosque illustrated how the Muslim Judicial Council facilitated
the emergence of a dynamic mosque but also felt threatened by it. The
council was threatened not only by Claremont’s innovative reforms; it was
structurally vulnerable to a mosque that undermined its Shari‘ah-centered
authority with the leadership mechanisms inherent in the Cape mosque
tradition.

In spite of the absence of an acceptable and recognizable criterion for
communitywide leadership, the Cape mosque benefited from the ambi-
tions and aspirations of its leadership. Despite competing claims, the Cape
mosque remained a religious and civil space. The anti-apartheid political
aspirations of the Claremont Mosque presented a striking example of this
civic involvement, but this was true of other Cape mosques as well. Since
the inception of the Cape mosque, there has always been one or another
imam taking the Cape mosque into civil society. Tuan Guru and Frans van
Bengalen represented Muslims in the battle between the Dutch and the
English. Since then, one can trace a long line of mosques and imams aspir-
ing to represent Muslims in commissions of inquiry, in courts, in political
uprisings, in resistance politics, and now finally in the first democratic state
of South Africa. The representation has been challenged, fraught as it was
with the contradictions of the discourse itself. However, Cape mosques
have never been completely severed from social and political conflicts and
challenges. One imam has always risen to the challenge, or exercised the
temerity, of claiming Muslim representation in civil society. Some mosques
may appear to have withdrawn from civil society to cultivate social and
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political isolation. The isolation was real, but from the perspective of lead-
ership in the community, it was but a period for cultivating leadership
capacity that could be applied in civil society. When state repression in-
creased in the 1980s, the Cape mosque was more easily invoked as a site of
opposition and struggle. At first sight, it may appear that the anti-apartheid
potential of the Cape mosque must be related to the socioeconomic class of
Cape Muslims compared to the relatively better off Indian Muslims in the
Transvaal. Without denying the validity of this relationship, it seems to me
that the particular mosque tradition predisposed the Cape mosque toward
direct involvement in political developments. While the socioeconomic
position of Cape Muslims may have predisposed them to resistance or to
rejection of apartheid, the particular mosque tradition and its imam pro-
vided the vehicle for this protest. The imam, as head of the mosque, was
always potentially a social and political leader.

In contrast to the Cape mosque, the Transvaal mosque was not involved
in general community leadership, particularly political leadership. By
claiming the mosque of the town, the religious scholars in the Transvaal
accepted a clear division of labor. Traders and prominent individuals nego-
tiated with the state, while religious scholars determined the religious
ethos of the mosque. Following the division of labor to its logical conclu-
sion, Transvaal religious scholars abandoned social and political leader-
ship. The Transvaal mosque remained insulated and closed in order to skirt
a political regime that tried to close it down. The Transvaal mosque did not
face political disfavor because of its religious disposition but because it
represented a despised immigrant group. The mosque became a misrepre-
sented target of discrimination and suffered the particular political rela-
tions produced as a consequence. The Transvaal mosque suffered not be-
cause of its political statement; it rarely became the site of a civil discourse.
The brief moments when Transvaal mosques were used for political cam-
paigns, early in the twentieth century by Gandhi and during anti-apartheid
protests in the 1980s, do not alter the general character of the Transvaal
mosque. The mosque was founded on the basis of a political compromise
entrenched by religious leaders separating the political from the religious.
When the ‘ulama’ took control of the religious dimension of the Transvaal
mosque, they merely confirmed its particular character as a “religious”
space, far removed from the civil debates raging in the society.

This does not mean that religion was never invoked in secular space in
the Transvaal. This particular element within the Islamic tradition was
represented in the Brits Mosque by peripheral interpretations of Islam.
Unlike the Cape mosque, the periphery in the Transvaal could easily in-



142 / Islam in South Africa

voke Sufism, women, African Muslims, and resurgent Islam. In the face of
religious control, these sectors found some haven on the periphery of the
mosque. As the mosque in Brits become the prerogative of the Deobandi
ideological school, it was progressively emptied of dissenting voices, who
found sacred enclaves elsewhere. Bowen and Eickelman pointed correctly
to the peripheralization of discontent in Islamic society. Bowen related a
systematic dissimulation of village traditions in the presence of textual
hegemony, while Eickelman showed how reformist traditions in Morocco
made inroads into traditional modes of learning. In contrast, people in dis-
agreement with the Claremont Mosque had recourse to other mosques in
the Islamic pluralism that prevailed in Cape Town. Thus, the two mosques
examined here present contrasting traditions of Islamic ideology and its
periphery. In Brits, the mosque’s innermost space was controlled by a theo-
logically unassailable worldview, which one could negotiate through dis-
simulation. The Claremont Main Road Mosque presented a strong ideo-
logical position, which one either accepted or rejected.

There is no doubt that the Claremont Mosque, like other Cape mosques,
provided significantly better opportunities for women. The Brits Mosque
not only excluded women from the mosque grounds; its discursive prac-
tices also eliminated independent women'’s voices in the town. Subtle an-
thropological studies on Muslim women in historical context have pointed
to their power in what appear to be extremely marginalized conditions. The
Lindholms’ study of women’s authority in the North Western Frontier
Province in Pakistan and El Guindi’s analysis of veiled Egyptian students
have urged greater sensitivity to women’s experiences in cultural contexts.'
In Brits, however, the elimination of independent women'’s religious tradi-
tions may require an even more perceptive study of what strategies women
adopt in this extreme form of marginalization. Perhaps we will see a greater
degree of secularization or a greater degree of dissimulation than Bowen
observed in village customs in Indonesia. Claremont, in contrast to the
Transvaal mosques, revolutionized the spatial organization of the mosque
and provided a greater degree of participation for women. The constraints
of the Islamic legal discourse, however, meant that it too had to tread much
more cautiously than its leaders wanted to in this regard. Interestingly,
women in the Cape played a prominent role in the folk tradition of ram-
piesny during the Milad. On the afternoon preceding the celebration of the
Milad, women literally took over the mosque when they prepared pot-
pourri sachets for distribution to the men. This spatial occupation of the
mosque, and temporary exclusion of males, was replete with many contra-
dictions and confirmed the marginalization of women in the mosques.
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Omar in Claremont was ambivalent about this folk custom. Perhaps its
partial recovery would provide an avenue for one more step in the direc-
tion of an equitable spatial and ideological organization of the Claremont
Main Road Mosque.

Leadership in Islam resides with those knowledgeable in the Shari‘ah.
This study has highlighted the place of the Shari‘ah in the discursive com-
petitions of the mosque traditions. The relative place of the Shari‘ah in the
repertoire of imams in the Cape and the Transvaal facilitated different
kinds of leadership. In both cases, Shari‘ah was a standard of judgment, yet
it was applied in the two traditions with opposite effects as far as leadership
of the mosque was concerned. In the Transvaal, religious leaders based
their leadership on expertise in the Shari‘ah, which they effectively used to
acquire leadership of the mosque and religious schools. The Shari‘ah of the
religious scholars in the Transvaal did not compete with the authority of
other religious leaders—instead it recovered mosques from the traders. The
Shari‘ah played a central and dominating part in the leadership of the
Transvaal imam, as the cornerstone of a gestural and rhetorical discourse
claiming the mosque from traders. For the Cape imam, Shari‘ah was one
among many other claims to leadership. Alongside ritual services, the
imam employed Shari‘ah in his teaching capacity, and the Muslim Judicial
Council tried to entrench communitywide leadership on the basis of its
apparent uniformity.

For both the Transvaal and the Cape mosque traditions, Shari‘ah repre-
sented the divine and immutable legal code in Islam. In spite of the com-
mon understanding of the Shari‘ah in each mosque, its historical and dis-
cursive force varied widely. The Shari‘ah in the two contexts was part of
mosque discourses. The particular location of Shari‘ah in the mosques has
important implications for the development of modern legal reforms
within Islam. A number of modern Muslim commentators make a distinc-
tion between Shari‘ah as the essential value of Islam, and figh as the histori-
cal record of those values in time and space. This new approach has often
been founded on a careful reinterpretation of verses of the Qur’animplying
that God instituted different guidelines for different people in history. It is
a view often shared by people of widely differing ideological persuasions.
As is explained by Rahman in his seminal book Islam:

Whereas the spirit of the Qur’anic legislation exhibits an obvious di-
rection towards the progressive embodiment of the fundamental hu-
man values of freedom and responsibility in fresh legislation, never-
theless the actual legislation of the Qur’an had partly to accept the
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then existing society as a term of reference. This clearly means that the
actual legislation of the Qur’an cannot have been meant to be literally
eternal by the Qur’an itself.”?

Rahman'’s approach to the Qur’an is not unexpected. However, this so-
called modernist viewpoint is also reflected in Al Farug, the champion of
the Islamization of the social sciences and a renewal of traditional theology:

The law is susceptible to change in time and place, conditioned as it
must be by the status quo of the addressees. The needs of various
societies must determine the nature of the laws they may be expected
to observe. The principles of the law and its ends, on the other hand,
stand above change and must remain the same throughout creation,
since they represent the ultimate purposes of the Creator.3

The new interpretations have often assumed that the immutability of all
aspects of Islamic law stood in the way of reforms. These new approaches
to Islamic law, however, fail to take into account the difference between
Shari‘ah as a symbol of immutability and its actual employment in histori-
cally grounded contexts. The Shari‘ah as immutable is an idea ultimately
inexpressible but nevertheless inherent in every Muslim’s response to the
divine will. But employing the Shari‘ah in particular settings involves its
power in social contexts, making it attainable and always present. As an
absolute value, Shari‘ah could not easily be separated from a set of rules
and regulations (figh). At the level of individual belief and action, detailed
rules and rituals express values. The examples of Brits and Claremont illus-
trate how acts and values manifested specific ideological purposes. Anti-
bid ah gestures, for example, were deeper and more effective than textual
sources. The application of Shari‘ah in historical context served idiosyn-
cratic needs. At the very least, legal reforms had to begin by appreciating
the complex nature of religious symbols and discourses in ritual and in
moving ideological trajectories. New values imposed upon ritual often ig-
nored the link between ritual and its contextual configuration of values.

These complex configurations between imams, the Shari‘ah, and other
powerful mosque members were reflected in the sermons. In the first in-
stance, the sermon inscribed space during its performance. As men and
women approached the Friday service, the space of the mosque took on its
discursive form. Space was gendered as women occupied a different
place or no place at all, as in Brits. The Claremont Mosque was a relatively
nonhierarchical space, though clearly differentiated from the outside. Its
ablution facilities, its lateral organization of floor space, and the very lan-
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guage of the sermons delineated a clear, unequivocal space for worshipers
inside. The spatial inscription of the sermon exuded the mosque’s distinc-
tiveness and uniqueness. Discourse was inscribed in the Brits Mosque as
well. Worshipers entered a graded and hierarchical space. Starting from
the profane, the mosque gradually became more sacred. Worshipers pro-
gressed through the ablution block, the courtyard, and the English transla-
tion of the sermon to the Arabic sermon from the pulpit, the locus of an
inaccessible word of God understood by a select few. This gradation to-
ward the pure reflected the hegemony of the Shari‘ah as invoked by the
religious scholars within the mosque. The sermon symbolized the empty-
ing of the profane, which was a parallel and progressive suspension of the
traders and the jamat committee from the mosque. At the same time, the
presence of a periphery in the Brits Mosque represented the place of dissent
in Transvaal mosques. At both Claremont and Brits, then, the performance
of the sermon inscribed a space that echoed the discourses within the
mosques.

The content of the sermons reflected the discourses in appropriate meta-
phors. The sermons of Brits linked the mosque to the house built by
Abraham, while the Claremont Mosque developed its trailblazing identity.
The Brits Mosque tried hard to obliterate its individuality and uniqueness.
Moreover, the sermons in the Brits Mosque promoted a permanent, un-
changing Shari‘ah, supported by supplication and invocation. In political
terms, the sermon’s metaphors were the religious version of political
acquiescence to authority championed by the traders in the Transvaal.
The Claremont Mosque sermons advocated political action and argued for
struggle and commitment in society. While proud of its identity, it was at-
tentive to establishing its place amid the pluralist voices of Islam in Cape
Town.

The sermons at both mosques also revealed some basic contradictions
of authority and status within their discursive foundations. As a unique
trailblazing institution, the Claremont Main Road Mosque was saddled
with its own contradictions in the assembly of Cape mosques. On the one
hand, Claremont illustrated how a Cape mosque was able to bring about
innovations on the basis of an inherited discourse. The mosque used the
ritual forms, the educational structures, and community loyalty to relate
the mosque to political and social issues in the society. Anti-apartheid
struggle and then post-apartheid reconstruction became the conceptual
hallmark of the mosque, although located within familiar forms. On the
other hand, on the basis of these innovative ideas, this mosque community
regarded itself as a leader in the field, distinct from other mosques. While
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members paid homage to other leadership structures in the society, they
regarded their own mosque community in a special and unique light. In
Brits, the fundamental contradictions between knowledge and wealth as
competing sources of power could not be eradicated. One of the preachers,
as noted, explored the contradictions between religion and power in the
performance of pilgrimage. Requiring both wealth and religiosity, pilgrim-
age was the ideal occasion for revealing the discursive tension between
religious and financial power within society and within the mosque.

I now turn to the religious significance of the Islamic sermon. In this
regard, I have no doubt that it must be interpreted as the location where
the message of God was renewed in the sermon’s re-citation. The Qur’an
appeared to be a revelation pronounced only once to the Prophet
Muhammad. According to traditional theology, the Prophet Muhammad
was simply conveying the heavenly message from the preserved tablet into
the form of the Qur’an. To speak of the creativity of the Qur’an in the con-
text of the Prophet’s historical experience, not to mention in the experience
of the preachers in South Africa, comes dangerously close to evaluating the
Qur’an as a creative moment in a particular context. Ash @ri theologians
generally insisted that the Qur'an was the “speech of God” and not his
creation. And yet, the act of “transmission” (balagh), which was assumed to
have been the sole responsibility of the Prophet Muhammad, did not ex-
haust the meaning and function of a sermon or a “reading” of the Qur’anin
a gathering. The reading and recitation was part of a contextual complex of
reciter, semantics, and social space. When a new context replaced the old,
one expected a new re-citation.

Moreover, the Islamic notions of inspiration (ilham) of the Sufis, dreams
of God and the Prophet to the pious, and the hope for union with God
signified that divine contact had not been completely broken with the rev-
elation of the Qur’an. Rahman’s work on the notion of prophecy among
Islamic philosophers has shown the porous boundaries between human
society and divine effulgence, and Friedmann has followed this notion in
the case of one sectarian Islamic group in the twentieth century.* These
studies certainly indicated that orthodox formulations of the nature of the
Qur’an did not preclude individuals from reproducing revelatory experi-
ence. In the present study, the notion of renewing the Qur’anic recitation
has been shown to be present in a common Muslim ritual, the Friday ser-
mon. Unlike the early philosophers and Sufis or the modern religionists in
the comparative study of religions, however, Iam not inclined to argue that
the perception of the divine in a sermon was an ineffable and inexpressible
intuition. Rather, mosque discourses, specific metaphors, and contradic-
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tions abounded in the re-citation of the Qur’an. The divine word was
couched in typical South African English and in the deep contradictions of
being an imam in Brits or Claremont. I have called such a divine irruption
re-citation because it combines both an interpretation and a performance.

The series of sermons at Brits on the story of Abraham illustrated the
creative re-citation of the Qur’an in the Transvaal. It was an echo of the
revelation recited by the Prophet Muhammad to his seventh-century audi-
ence. As much as that recitation related Biblical stories to the Arabs of sev-
enth-century Arabia, the preachers in Brits repeated and re-cited the epicin
the town at the end of the twentieth century. Week after week, the preachers
were able to bring the message of the Qur’an to the men, not by a careful
exegetical activity but by a dramatic enactment of Prophetic experience.
The preachers localized the story by inserting common religious phrases
and contemporary social and political images into an understanding of the
epic. The story of Abraham was an opportunity to relate the Qur’an to the
town and reflect on the political situation in the country. One preacher in
Brits also subverted the presence of the rich performing the pilgrimage, and
another castigated the activists for sacrificing animals for social goals. Simi-
larly, the Claremont sermon re-cited its relations with the state of the day,
first developing a Qur’anic perspective against apartheid and then strug-
gling with a redefinition of its role in the new South Africa. No doubt, the
Claremont Main Road Mosque embarked more self-consciously on a new
interpretation of various Islamic practices and doctrines, while the Brits
reinterpretation was concealed in familiar conclusions. It too, however, had
to renew these familiar forms in contemporary re-citations. Most impor-
tant, the new interpretations in both simulated God'’s divine revelation to
the mosque and the congregation in question.

In terms of Gaffney’s literary analysis of sermons in a particular
political context, the South African sermons seemed more metonymic than
metaphoric.® I have shown that sermons in both the mosques examined
worked with metaphors. In terms of performance, however, neither of the
two sets of sermons tried to bridge metaphorical points of tension. Both
were engaged in moments of re-citation from the pulpit. The difference
between the two was more a matter of degree than of substance. Gaffney
also warned of the danger of metonymic sermons in polarizing Egyptian
society, leading to conflict and terror. The polarization was evident in South
Africa as well. However, in the Brits Mosque, where metonymy of the ser-
mons was most in evidence, the least political danger was forthcoming.
Unlike in Cairo, the Indian Muslim ‘ulama’ in Brits had insulated their
metonymic re-citations within the mosque against the alternative Islamic
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voices in the town. The perception of dangerous or benign sermons, there-
fore, should take into account both the historical circumstance in which
they emerged and the competition of the Islamic discourses in ritual and
symbolic gestures.

In conclusion, then, this study is located within three intersecting areas
of academic debate and discourse. I have been concerned to uncover the
vibrant history of Muslim communities within South Africa, not as discur-
sive importations from beyond the shores but as integral and authentic
voices of South African history. Second, I seek to highlight and locate mod-
ern Islamic reformist discourse in both its ritual and social dimensions. Not
merely driven by enlightened ideas, Islamic reinterpretation has been
a continuous process at the heart of key rituals in Islamic societies—not
merely the special privilege or the damned blight of Westernized modern-
ists; the most conservative also engage in reinterpretation to make sense of
the world and create it anew. And third, this study has been an attempt to
understand a key Islamic symbol in its deeply religious and mystical di-
mension. When least expected, and without denying the validity of histori-
cal location and explanation, the residual dimension of the sermon as di-
vine word came to the fore. This does not mean that all who read this work
have to accept it as such, but I doubt if it can be ignored.
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