

































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































The event caused such an outcry in the community that the council had to agree
to the erection of a footbridge a year later, but not before one more young girl,

again on her way back from the mosque, was run over by a car. Thankfully, she

survived.
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Plate 17 — Newspaper report on child's death

In the previous chapter, The Organisers, it emerged from comments made by
interviewees that the council was often unforthcoming in its support for community
projects, and, in fact, sometimes appeared to obstruct rather than facilitate. These
incidents with the dual carriageways are two very obvious ways where this has
happened. The positioning of the Mirpuri community on the periphery of the town’s
life is a development which, though not strictly engineered, is an all familiar example
of that institutional racism which appears to pervade the structures and systems of

British society at the present time.

205



7.5  Educational purpose of the Church Walk Mosque

The history of the building now known as Church Walk Mosque is an important
aspect of this study and fulfils the important requirement when explaining uses of
literacy to élso explore the institutions and locales of literacy, for without this
understanding the picture of literacies and their role within the community is
incomplete. The references earlier to the Wesleyan Reform era of the building have
solid relevance in that the activities of the Chapel one hundred years ago foreshadow
its later use in the second half of the twentieth century and beyond. They also bear
witness to the continuity of those literacy practices which at that time were closely
tied in to religion and the Christian church. The literacies of the community in this
study, although its children are well used to secular literacies in schobl and in the

wider world, are still very much connected with religion and matters of faith.

Part of the motivation behind establishing the mosque in the first place was to
provide a place of learning for the community’s children. The older members of the

community clearly recognised the importance to the community of the establishment

of the mosque:

How long have they been teaching children in the mosque?

From the beginning, but mostly when we had the mosque at Church Walk. At that time
not mostly families, all single men, families started coming to this country in 1965/1967,
after that start to come in this country. And when children arrived, need 1o be Muslim,

realised that there needs to be teaching in the mosque. And they started teaching.

(Mahmood)
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A mosque, in fact, is often seen as a place of learning as well as of worship; though
this is a view expressed about mosques in this country rather than a general

observation of all mosques. Maulana Shabbir acknowledges the educational purpose

of the mosque:

Well, first of all, it is necessary to understand that every masjid is an educational
centre..when we look at the sirah or the life of the Prophet (saw), they usezi to do
everything from the masjid...everything was done from the masjid...all the meetings,
all the agendas...all the teaching...and everything was done from the masjid...so the
masjid is the educational centre...So here in our place, like in every masjid, all the

teaching is done in the masjid... (Maulana Shabbir)

This may be a fact of life in the UK Muslim communities as they seek to provide
their children with an Islamic education that they cannot deliver at home. It is
certainly not necessarily the case for mosques back home in rural Mirpur. This

husband and wife had a different experience in Pakistan to that of their children in

Midbrough:

Where did you learn to read the Qur’an?

(consulting wife) In Pakistan. In the house...like they are doing here
So it was separate to school?

Yes, separate. In somebody’s house.

Same for you?

I learnt it a bit in Pakistan in somebody s house but when I came here, Church Walk.

So if you went to somebody’s house, does that mean you didn’t go to the mosque,

like they do here?

Not really, no. The girls couldn’t go to the mosque anyway.
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The boys?

Errr, yes. In the towns maybe, but not in the villages. In the village you had to go to
somebody s house I think. From what I can remember. I had to walk a_few miles to go to
somebody’s house, to read.

In the'UK the mosque has two jobs, a place of worship and a place to teach the
children the Qur’an. That’s not the case in Pakistan?

No, it's not the case. It’s just for prayer. I think most mosques...It was at Church Walk

mosque that I learnt it. (Hanif and Ferzana)

For these UK Muslim students, learning to read in the mosque is as significant a
literacy experience as learning to read in school. The connection between reading
and worship is so intimate for this community that it will talk about ‘reading prayer’
rather than ‘saying prayers’ as might be more common among Christians. This is,
one needs to stress, a particularly Pakistani, or Urdu- or Punjabi-speaking, custom,
for Arabs will talk about ‘doing prayers’ or ‘praying’ rather than ‘reading’. The
Muslim call to prayer, the Azan, which is now recited once a day from the Church
Walk mosque through an external loudspeaker (a rare concession from the local
council), is always referred to as ‘rea&ing the azan’ rather than any other expression.
Children will, likewise, talk about ‘going to the mosque to read’. It is often unclear
whether they mean ‘pray’ or simply ‘read the Qur’an’. The distinction between the

two is so blurred. This close tie between ‘reading’ and acts of worship underlines the

primacy given to the act of reading in the mosque.
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7.6 Church Walk Mosque in 2004

Plate 18 - "Church' Walk Mosque - 2004

Nowadays, the building described above looks very different to how it appears in
plates 14 and 5. It has now been whitewashed and extended to include a main
entrance at the side of the building. The long wall-length windows have been bricked
up at some stage and smaller windows inserted. All these modifications have been
prompted by reasons of worship. The side extension contains the wudhu (ablution)
facilities, the long windows were removed when the main auditorium of the building
was divided into two with a new ceiling creating two prayer halls. This allowed for
smaller heating bills as the mosque had to be warm most of the day to accommodate
the five daily prayers. The new side entrance allowed worshippers to enter and leave
the building without having to pass through the ablution area and the large
rectangular bulge in the south-east facing wall contains the prayer niche, the mihrab,
which indicates the direction of prayer. Coincidentally, one side of the building

stands facing south east and allows for the congregation to face Mecca as they pray.
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At the bottom of the steps leading up to the upper prayer hall there is a park bench, a

collection of rose bushes and a conifer.

Inside, a time-travelling visitor from the Wesleyan Reform congregation would find
enormous changes. There are now two prayer halls devoid of any furniture except for
the three-stepped pulpit, the minbar. The floors are covered in good quality carpet
with the carpet of the upper prayer hall boasting a design based on myriad i)rayer
mats arranged in rows facing the mihrab. In the lower prayer hall, there are thgee
large bookcases. One has books on Islam in English. One has books in Urdu. The
other also has books on Islam in English. These books are the legacy of the former
imam, Maulana Shabbir and the remnants of an efficient lending system (stamps,
notebook) are evident in one of the bookcases. The books in the cases are, at the
moment, rather untidily arranged and remain locked most of the time. Bookshelves

around the hall all carry copies of the Qur’an, some in cloth covers, others not.

Our time travelling non-conformist would find much that is strange, but also much
that was familiar. The three-stepped minbar, although not as grandiose as the large
pulpit from one hundred years ago, serves the same purpose. It is from here that the
imam delivers his weekly sermon sitting on the second step speaking in Urdu for

approximately thirty minutes before the formal ritual of Friday prayer when he will

stand on the bottom step and deliver a short ritualised sermon, or khuthah, in Arabic

before the main prayer of the day.

The large wooden cupboard on the same wall as the mihrab is not a cupboard at all,

but an elaborate and decorative wall-mounted prayer timetable. In every mosque in
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the world, one of the most important features is the display of prayer times for that
particular day, week or month. This particular version is made of wood and allows
for the days and times to be displayed by means of small wooden blocks, akin to a
small child’s bricks, inserted into appropriate holes. The language of this display is in
Arabic, including the numerals, with the designer allowing the wood to inspire a
design suitably cursive and florid. Our time-traveller will also notice, however, an
A3-sized poster just below the wooden timetable, which carries the same information
in English for every month of the year; useful for those in the congregation who

understand little Arabic and especially Arabic numerals.

Plate 19 - Wooden prayer time indicator

The sums of money which the community has expended on the purchase,
modification and upkeep of the building are not inconsiderable. The principle of
‘self help’, retained from cultural and social practice back home, is naturally
followed (see previous chapter, The Organisers, page 198 and Ballard, 2001). These

are comments from the Chairmen of the two mosques:
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We have spent nearly £40,000. Not asking anyone to give money — only money from
collection. Ask this gentleman, he is writing it down in his book. (Ghulam, translated by

Hanif)

So I was thinking myself and I told to committee if you are going to buy a place across
the road, it's a lot of money, but they have collected it, the truck place, they are going to
close it and the mosque wants to buy it, £120,000. And it's a lot of money. People have

collected about £65,000.

Because he is selling it (a yard across from the mosque), we decided that if we did not
buy it we would lose the chance for progress. So we consulted our members and we
decided that if we buy it, in the future, we might need some plans, we don’t know, we
can use it for many many things. We could extend the mosque. We could make the
bottom part a car park and the top part for making wudhu. Or it could be a facility for
girls. Muslim girls don't like to be taught with the boys...And if we can do it, there is

already a small building there... (Mahmood)

In Islam, there are two acceptable manners of giving charitable donations. The first,
and the most praiseworthy, is to give in secret and thereby avoid any accusation of
‘showing off” one’s wealth or advertising one’s generosity. The object in this case is
to incur the pleasure of the Almighty which, by itself, should be its own reward. The
second manner of giving charity, and the lesser valued, is to publicise one’s
donations, not to curry favour with one’s peers, but to serve as an example to others.
This latter custom is used extensively when coliecting money for purposes connected
to the mosque and its activities. In connection with the ‘on-off’ sale of the yard
opposite Church Walk mosque a list of donors and the amount of their donations is

prominently displayed, in English, on the back wall of the main prayer hall.
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Plate 20 - List of donors with Qur’anic verse in English
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Plate 21 - List of donor names and amounts paid

7.7  University Road Mosque

In 1980 a new imam was recruited from India. He began to speak about issues
hitherto left undiscussed in the mosque. Back home in India and Pakistan most
mosques followed one of two prevailing schools of thought. These were based on the
teachings of two renowned Indian Colleges of Religious Sciences at their prime in

the nineteenth century, The Deobandi Coilege, or seminary, and the Barelvi College.
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The Church Walk mosque until this time followed neither school of thought and
operated a ‘welcome to all-comers’ policy. The discussions prompted by the arrival
of this imam led to fierce arguments and eventual physical fighting. The community
was split down the middle and it was decided that one faction would have to leave
the mosque and another building was urgently sought. A stone’s throw from Church
Walk is University Road. In 1982 a trustee from the Church Walk mosque organised
a collection of money and, with considerable investment of his own, purchased an
Irish working men’s club on University Road and the building next door, a bicycle
repair shop. In this conversation, the Chairman recalls the purchase of University
Road mosque. The bracketed comments are from the treasurer who was acting as

interpreter.

This was three properties, you know. That was an Irish Club. This was for bikes selling
and repairing. These two places and that is back garden. So I bought it and then afier
mosque.

When?

1984 or 1985.

Have you any photographs of how it was before?

(They were houses and a shop, one was a club, the other a cycle)

No, no. You know Foster’s..? It belonged to his property. So I bought it separate. One
and then the next one.

All at the same time?

Three times over two or three months. Because I not got enough money.

So you bought it? You personally?

Me bought myself. (whole community together, so they choose a person who...)

I am a trustee, but not just myself who bought it...everybody paid. Collection. (Ghulam,

translated by Hanif, treasurer of the mosque)
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Plate 22 - 'University' Road Mosque - 2004

Over the last twenty years this building, the University Road Jamia Mosque, has
become established as the second main mosque of the Midbrough community.
Unlike Church Walk which was already a place of worship, developing the buildings
has been a struggle for the Chairman and, although heavily reliant on ‘self help® for
funding, he has been obliged to deal with the local council on many occasions
because of issues around planning permission. From this experience has come a deep

distrust of the council and its affairs.

Council gave me a headache. This extension. This extension has got a flat roof. It’s
leaking all the time. Three times the Council has rejected our claim. Planming
permission to put pitched roof. We keep repairing, it keeps leaking, what can we do?
Last time, when I applied again, John Holt, the architect, he keeps trying, to do half,
pitched roof and half make extension. To change the toilet area.

So the council have been difficult about it?

I don’t know why. I am not saying. But the Council has never done us any favours.

When I bought this mosque, they didn’t give me planning permission. I got a solicitor
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and went to court. Glister. And when it went to court, Glister says, ‘why are you not
giving it to him planning for this place?’ It is a residential area, they said. And that'’s
why people need a place to pray! Not make a mosque in the jungle! That’s what he said.
Then the council couldn’t answer. Then he said, ‘You give him part three of this
paper...because he pays rates, he pays taxes, for many years he is working, he is asking
me in qz'n'te friendly way...two people he ask the question, how long you been in this
country, how long you been working here, do you pay tax, I told him, when I come in,
working from the mill, seven days, six day week, then I pay tax, insurance, I pay lrates,

the solicitor said why you...these people...plan... (Ghulam, translated by Hanif)

From the outside the red-brick University Road mosque appears modern and tidy. It
fronts University Road, once a busy thoroughfare into the town centre but now a
minor road which ends in a cul-de-sac created by the building of the dual
carriageway. There are double yellow lines in front of the buildirig offering little in
the way of ease of access for worshippers travelling by car. Interestingly, there are no
yellow lines in front of the local church yards away on the same road. The building
bears no traces of its former occupants. The extension built onto the front of the
building contains the wudhu facilities and as you enter the main door you are faced
with shoe racks to your left and to your right. Entering another door into the main
prayer hall, you are surprised by the amount of space there is concealed behind the
facade of the building. The prayer hall covers the space previously occupied by the

working men’s club, the cycle shop and their respective back yards.

In 1888 University Road provided a world of contrasts. To the south were terraced

houses for skilled workers, engine drivers and miners, butchers and mechanics; while

216



at Alfred Street, were humble but lively courts and back-to-backs, for workers at the

local factories.

By 1901 the large fields behind John Street to the north of University Road had been
replaced by' more terraced houses. The row of terraced houses on University Road
which now form the Jamia Masjid University Road feature on the Street Directory as

follows:

110 Post, Money Order & Telegraph Office; Benjamin Gregory, sub-postmaster
110 Gregory Benjamin, grocer

112 Wharin Joseph, butcher

112 Askin George, draper

114 Brown Henry, house furnisher (Kelly's Directory, 1900)

By 1960 number 114 was St Bede’s Working Men’s Club and 112 was a bicycle
suppliers and repairers. The former post office is now closed and remains a derelict

building at the end of the terrace.
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7.8  The materiality of liturgical literacy

The walls of the interior of the mosque are awash with pictures and texts. Starting
with the prayer niche, the mihrab, which is tiled, there is a rectangular LED display
at the apex of the mikrab’s arch which alternates the two parts of the Islamic credo in
Arabic, ‘la illaha illa Allah; Muhammadu Rasul Allah’ (There is no god except God;
Muhammad is the Messenger of God). This electronic display is complemented by a
string of fairy lights draped around the edge of the arch. Both of these electrical
devices have been installed by Bashir, a young man who is trained in
microelectronics. A chandelier is suspended in the prayer niche to complete the light
display which underlines the centrality of the prayer niche to the rest of the prayer
hall. On either side of the arch are two dish-shaped plaques bearing the Arabic, ‘Ya
Allah’ and ‘Ya Muhammed'. The significance of the word ‘Ya’, or ‘O’, is immense.
In the case of ‘O, Muhammed” this saying has the implication in some schools of
thought thth the personage of the Prophet can still be addressed and be an object of a
worshipper’s supplications. A critic, as represented by the Deobandi school of
thought, would consider such a saying as heretical and tantamount to ‘shirk’, or
polytheism. A Deobandi mosque would allow plaques saying ‘Allah’ and

‘Muhammed’ but would consider the insertion of ‘Ya’, or ‘O’, to be an anathema.

Running anti-clockwise around the walls of the prayer hall, the following images are
arranged: a large (100cm x 75cm) photograph of the Holy Mosque and Kaaba at
Mecca in Saudi Arabia. Next to this is a smaller photograph (A4-size) of one of a
series of relics of the Prophet Muhammed, the Holy Sandal, which is presently kept

in the Topkapi Museum in Istanbul. Indeed, such a photograph would not be found in
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Church Walk mosque, for it is typical of that branch of Islamic teaching derived from
the Barelvi school of thought mentioned above. Furthermore, it is also true that more
images and displays are found in Barelvi mosques than in the more “puritanical’

Deobandi mosques.

A large (150cm x 100cm) mass-produced printed cloth depicts in a stylised fashion
the three principal mosques of the Islamic world, the Holy Mosque in Mecca, the
Prophet’s Mosque in Medina and the Al Agsa Mosque in Jersualem. Next to this are
another two large photographs of the exterior and interior of the mosque at Medina.
Another poster featuring relics of the Prophet comes next. This poster with captions
in English includes the aforementioned sandal, an imprint of the Prophet’s foot, his

sword, his bow, his mantle and his flag.

After this is an interesting document in the form of a poster. As in many other
religions, tradition is carefully preserved and called upon to support and verify
matters of faith. In Islam, a common practice in religious teaching is to regularly
establish lines of spiritual authority. This poster features the Kaaba at the top with the
names of those Prophets acknowledged in Islam arranged in chronological order
below. The names, written in Arabic, have Muhammed nearest the top just below the
Kaaba and include names such as Jesus, Moses and Abraham before ending (or
starting, depending on one’s perspective) with Adam, who, in Islamic tradition, is
considered the first Prophet as well as the first man. Helpfully, there is a text-only

version of this poster in English alongside.
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Another large poster then features the Arabic words for the Prophet Muhammed and
his closest Companions. As we reach the back wall of the prayer hall, a very large
credo (200cm x 150cm) is displayed in white letters on a green background. This
poster is framed and has the English translation in large capital letters underneath.
The translation opts for the more archaic ‘There is no deity save Allah’ rather than
the more straightforward ‘There is no god except God’. This is an example of a
problem the English-speaking Muslim community often has to deal with. Many of
the available translations of texts, be they translations of the Qur’an or other texts,
belong to an era when mass readership in English was not an issue. One wonders
what the children make of words such as ‘10’°, ‘beneficent’ and “deity’. The quality of
translated materials and their usefulness, especially to the children attending the

mosque, will be referred to in section IV, Languages.

The Emergency Exit sign above the rear door is sandwiched between two more large
tapestries of the Holy Mosque at Mecca and the Prophet’s Mosque at Medina. Next
to this is an English version of the Prophet and his Companions with Muhammed in

the centre and in the four comners in anti-clockwise order, Abu Bakr, Umar, Uthman

and Ali.

A wooden, handcrafted, prayer time board, similar to that in Church Walk mosque,
hangs on the wall next to the prayer niche. As the times are displayed in Urdu only, it
is likely that this timepiece was brought from Pakistan. A ‘salawat’ prayer, a
supplication asking God to bless Muhammed, one of the most common prayers in the

Islamic liturgy, is displayed in Arabic above a door leading out of the prayer hall. An
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Urdu Islamic calendar and prayer timetable is next followed by an English board

with clockfaces depicting daily prayer times.

Plate 23 - Prayer Times Display

At the rear of the prayer hall are stacked the low benches used for teaching children
every evening. The imam has arranged three of the benches to form a square so that
he can sit with his back to the wall. A cushion is there for the imam’s use. In the
evenings the other benches are arranged in ever widening arcs from the inner square.

Behind the imam is a wall-mounted whiteboard.

A large bookcase contains the copies of the Qur’an and Qaidahs (see Chapters 3 and

4) used by the young students.

On the back wall next to the entrance to the prayer hall is a small peg board with
notices. Here there are advertisements in Urdu and in English from travel agents
specialising in arranging pilgrimages to Mecca and Medina. There are also receipts

pinned to the board displaying contributions to the mosque funds. There is also a
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poster in English explaining the ingredients of certain foods which contain forbidden

substances.

The prayer hall is, therefore, very rich in texts, in a variety of languages and varieties
of language'. With the human form being proscribed in many Islamic contexts, it is
the written word which, historically, has been developed into a fine art form. The
words appearing in texts in University Road and Church Walk mosques do not
generally aspire to fine art. With their varieties of languages, scripts, fonts, sizes and
colours it is hard to imagine how such an impression could be made. On the one
hand, there is the discrepancy between the scripts used for Arabic derived from the
Arabic-speaking world and the scripts derived from the Indian sub-continent. The
former tends to feature on bilingual texts featuring English and has a more angular
form. The latter tends to be more cursive and features regularly in bilingual texts
with Urdu which itself is conveyed with a stylised Arabo-Persian script. The large
posters featuring English seem to prefer capitalisation as a calligraphic technique

making them rather hard on the eye at times.
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- A wall sign in English

Plate 24

Plate 25 - Wall sign in Urdu
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Plate 26 - Wall sign in Arabic and English

The prayer hall is not the only place in the mosque for displays of texts. In the
wudhu, or ablution, area of each mosque there are toilets and washing faciltiies.
There are many supplications to accompany preparation for prayer and these are

often prominently displayed on the walls.

Plate 27 - Sign in ablution area

224



Plate 28 - Sign in ablution area

In every mosque which holds classes for children there is, inevitably, a high turnover
of texts, copies of the Qur’an and the Qaidahs (primers). Despite the best of
intentions, including the use of covers and careful use, books become tatty and pages
become detached. Islamic custom insists that material containing verses from the
Qur’an, and that includes practically all materials used in the mosque, cannot be
thrown away. It is customary, therefore, for a space to be identified in the mosque
where such materials can be deposited safely. In the University Road and Church
Walk mosques there is a cupboard in the large bookcase which acts as a depository
for old Qur’ans and other texts. It is fascinating to reflect on the link that can be
made across the centuries between this practice of preserving fragments of sacred
texts in UK mosques with the identical practice carried out by the original readers of
what have come to be called the Dead Sea Scrolls, a large proportion of which are
considered to have been collected and preserved for very similar reasons two

thousand years ago in the Jordanian desert! A synagogue has a similar depository

called a “‘genizah’.
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Plate 29 - Fragments cupboard: a South Yorkshire ‘genizah’

7.9  Summary

The children who attend their respective mosques every evening for two hours have
little awareness of the history of the buildings in which they gather to learn how to
read the Qur’an. Their elders tell a story which involves determination, struggle and
frustration. Yet the story they tell is one which is mirrored many of the towns and
cities in the UK. The establishment of Muslim communities and their institutions, the
mosques, has been a significant socio-cultural development over the past fifty years.
In the most recent UK Muslim Guide, a ‘yellow pages’ for Muslim residents of the
United Kingdom, there are listed over 800 mosques in nearly 200 towns and cities.
The education which is on offer at the mosque for its young worshippers is, in many
respects, a new phenomenon in UK society. In other respects, however, there is a
great deal of continuity amidst this overriding impression of change. The children
attending the Sunday School at the Wesleyan Reform Chapel in 1901, with their
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teachers, and their combination of learning faith and literacy, have their counterparts
in the early twenty first century with the young children of Mirpuri heritage and their
imams and assistant imams now attending Jemia Mosque Church Walk and Jamia

Masjid University Road.

We have seen in the Section II how the community structures and organises this
cultural and religious activity. The buildings in which this activity takes piace, and
their history, bear witness to the sacrifice the community is always making in order
to preserve and maintain it. As we shall see in Section IV when discussing the role of
different languages within the community, no such similar sacrifice is made for Urdu

or the mother tongue of Mirpuri-Punjabi.

The mosque, however, is not the only site for the practice and acquisition of
liturgical literacy. The family home, too, reflects and helps shape the nature of

liturgical literacy as it is practised within the community. This is the subject of the

next chapter.
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8

Chapter 8: Liturgical Literacy in the Home

8.1 Introduction

We have seen that the acquisition of liturgical literacy takes place mainly in the
mosque. There are parents who assist their children with learning how to read the
Arabic of the Qur’an, but most are content to support this acquisition by ensuring
their sons and daughters attend the mosque regularly. In a sense, this is very similar
to their attitudes towards formal education in the state school. However, there is no
doubt that the home provides one of the main contexts for the pl;actice of liturgical
literacy. Once liturgical literacy has been acquired, the main practical use for this
literacy practice is in the performance of prayer, the recitation of Qur’an and,

occasionally, other religious ceremonies. All of these take place in the home as well

as in the mosque.
8.2  The materiality of liturgical literacy in the home

The interviews with parents took place exclusively in the homes of the participants.
In general, the interviews were held in the ‘front room’ of the families in question.
This room is, as in many communities in South Yorkshire, kept as the room for
receiving guests. The material literacy in these rooms reflected the variety of

literacies of the community with texts in English, Urdu and Arabic. With the
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exception of the Mufti’s room, which, in fact, was more akin to an office or even a
library, most of the rooms were similar in their contents. Texts were to be found on
walls in the guise of pictures and posters, on tables in the form of books, newspapers

and papers, or as books on shelves.

The ubiquitous large picture, often on cloth, of the Holy Mosque at Mecca was
usually above the mantelpiece with occasionally a dish-like plaque on each side, one
with the word ‘Allah’ in Arabic and the other with the word ‘Mohammed’. Some
homes had a framed picture of the ‘Throne’ verse from the Qur’an, a verse which is

considered essential for protection from harm and evil.

Plate 30 - The ‘Throne’ verse in a family home

This verse is also sometimes found on amulets and jewellery worn on the body.
Another text usually found on the wall is the Islamic credo “There is no god except

God; Mohammed is the Messenger of God’. This is more often than not in Arabic.
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Plate 31 - The Islamic credo

Not many books are in evidence. A copy of the Qur’an is kept in a cloth casing and
placed on either the highest shelf in the room or on the top of a bookcase. This is to
symbolise respect for the sacred text. It is interesting to compare this practice with
the practice of Muslims from the Arabic-speaking world. In these communities, the
Qur’an is no less valued as a sacred text with all the same strictures regarding the
handling and placing of the Qur’an. However, the text in Arabic-speaking homes is
very much more a text in use. It will be on a shelf, but can appear tatty and well-
thumbed. It may appear on a coffee table or on top of a sideboard. It may well have a
bookmark inserted into its pages or even a page corner turned over. Furthermore, it is
very common in Arab countries to have a Qur’an on the dashboard of a car. Muslims
may keep small copies of the Qur’an in their breast pockets of jackets or in
handbags. It appears that the more meaningful the text is to the reader, the less likely
it is that the book takes on a purely symbolic or reverential value. The Qur’an in the
home of this community, which does not have direct access to its meaning, is very
much an object of veneration rather than a text for regular consultation. The placing

of the Qur’an in a high place, and its careful protection from damage and getting
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dirty, in a sense, a meritorious act of devotion, at the same time, acts against an

active engagement with the words of the text and their meaning.

Other books, if in evidence, will be in Urdu, and, as often acknowledged by the

parents, are only read by the older members of the family.

()

What was the last book you read?

At this time it is mostly religious books. Mostly study in Qur’'an. In Urdu as well, For
explain. I read that mostly. (Munir)

(i)

What was the last book you read?

Islamic books.

In which language?

In Urdu.

Where do you get them from?

My brother left books, so his family are not reading them, so I brought them here.

(Qurban)

Every home will have at least one, usually more, prayer mats. These are often
imported from China and can be purchased in local Muslim grocers or milliners
of which there are just one or two in Rivertoﬁ but many just a few miles away in
Sheffield. They are usually made from brushed cotton or velveteen and depict
stylised images of one or more of the three holy mosques of Islam. Occasionally,
another image will appear. The Blue Mosque in Istanbul is sometimes seen.

Daily prayers are conducted on these mats and they are kept clean and folded

away.
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Plate 32 - Prayer mat featuring the Kaaba in Mecca

Another necessary accessory to prayer, and therefore liturgical literacy, is the
rosary, or tasbih (or subhah in Arabic-speaking homes). These are kept in both
mosque and home and often in pockets. The regular Muslim rosary (sometimes
erroneously referred to as “worry beads’) consists of a string of ninety nine beads
divided into three sections of thirty three with a single large elongated bead
called the ‘imam’ at the head of the string representing the beginning and end of
the rosary. The divisions into thirty three are designed to facilitate the counting
of the phrases, ‘subhan Allah’ (glory to God), ‘alhamdulillah’ (thanks be to God)

and ‘Allahu akbar’ (God is great) which, according to tradition, are best repeated

thirty three times at the end of each prayer.

E

Plate 33 - Muslim rosary - tasbih or sibhah
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However, the rosary has a more extended use than the above for some
worshippers. Some Muslims will have a daily routine of dhikr, or remembrance,
which they will carry out with the aid of a rosary in order to count the number of
certain litanies and supplications. Again, this latter will take the form of Arabic
words and phrases which have been learnt orally either by heart, or from texts.
Not all worshippers will carry out this practice, and children very rarely, and
some will only do it in the mosque whilst waiting for the beginning of the

congregational prayer. However, it would be unusual for a home not to have a

rosary.
8.3  Liturgical literacy events at home

Before leaving the home as a context for liturgical literacy, it is necessary to
mention one particular liturgical literacy event which occurs in some homes on a
reasonably regular basis. In Chapter 10, Urdu, a brief description is given of a
Mawlid, a gathering of worshippers to celebrate the occasion of the birth of the
Prophet. Many of the practices there described also, on occasion, take place in
the home. It may be hoped that such a gathering is an auspicious event which
may attract blessings for the house and those who live there or it may be to
celebrate and give thanks for the birth of a new child. These are often family
gatherings involving the extended family and close friends. An imam, or

someone suitably qualified, will be invited to host the proceedings and a

substantial meal will usually seal the event.
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As in the mosque, this is an occasion for poetry and song as well as more the
formal recitation of the Qur’an and other recitations. Unlike the mosque
gathering, there is not so much, if any, formal speeches or addresses. It should
also be mentioned here that not all the Mirpuri community will take part with
equal gusto in such gatherings. The Barelvi-Deobandi split, described elsewhere
(Chapter 7, The Mosque), plays a role with the Deobandis often disapproving of

such practices, particularly the dhikr and the singing.

Such events in the home are equally multilingual with recitations taking place in
Arabic (Qur’an and supplications), Urdu (raat) and Punjabi (naat). Indeed, many
of the younger members of the family may be more confident to declaim the
poetry they have learnt, either by heart or from texts. A more detailed description
of this literacy practice will be found in Section IV, — The Languages of

Liturgical Literacy.

Finally, many Muslim homes will contain texts and textual artefacts which are
considered to have properties of protection for those living there. We have
mentioned earlier of how the liturgical texts of the Arabic language are
sometimes used for esoteric purposes beyond that of their literal or figurative
meaning (Section 1, Chapter 2, pp 40-41). The Mende imams in Sierra Leone
would also employ religious texts as a means of warding off evil and misfortune.
The ‘Throne’ verse mentioned above is an example of this particular usage and
features not only on walls but on jewellery and on other personal objects such as

credit-card sized insertions for wallets and purses. For more serious matters,
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among some members of the community, a religious teacher (not usually the
local imam) will provide amulets designed to perform particular spiritual or
worldly functions. These range from seeking protection from evil spirits to
seeking success in school or university examinations. The Arabic words that
feature on these amulets are not generally known by those who wear them, but
usually consist of verses from the Qur’an and other Arabic prayers and
formulations. The amulet is usually a smallish square piece of paper which is
folded into a small triangle and inserted into a silver or leather pouch and worn
around the neck or placed in a wallet. The amulet may also be placed somewhere

in the home.

Plate 34 - Example of amulet

It should be noted that not all Muslims agree with this particular practice and
believe it to be a superstitious practice. Nevertheless, it is possible to witness
usage of these amulets for various purposes in the community. Plate 35 below

shows an advertisement from a supplier of such amulets which was being

distributed in University Road mosque this year (2004).
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Chapter 9: Liturgical Literacy and school

9.1 Introduction

This chapter is sadly short. The relationship between schooled literacy and its
principal institution, the school, and liturgical literacy and its principal institution, the
mosque is a simple one to describe for there is very little relationship that is evident
or recognised. There appears to be, at best, little, or at worst, no awareness or precise
knowledge of the literacy practice experienced by, in this particular secondary

school, one in five of its pupils.

9.2  The local secondary school

The secondary school in question is an 11-16 secondary mixed comprehensive
school located to the west of Midbrough in a different district of the town. Apart
from its Muslim pupils, most pupils attending the school live on a large council
estate with a small minority living in some private housing near to the school. The
majority of its Muslim pupils come from two main feeder primaries, one in the
district of Midbrough and the other in neighbouring Derham. Until 2001, standards |
were satisfactory and progress made by pupils measured against similar schools was
considered good. The council’s decision to close the school and merge its pupil
population with that of a neighbouring school half a mile away resulted in a number

of key staff leaving the school and standards dropped, despite a slight recovery in the
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year before merger (2004). Of the three secondary schools closed during the past
twenty years, all three served the local Mirpuri communities in Riverton, and, despite
local campaigns to save the schools, the pupil populations of each were merged with
traditionally ‘all white’ schools. Although no parent expressed any indignation about
this apparent trend to close those schools with larger minority ethnic populations,
apart from some voices concerned about the most recent closure, it would be
interesting to hear the response of the council planners if asked for an explanation of

this apparent coincidence.
9.3  Teacher perception of liturgical literacy

The fact that children from the school attended the mosque after school was
generally known by teachers at the school, but beyond a non-specific awareness of
pupils ‘going to’ mosque’, little else was known. The majority of teachers in the
school had no idea where the mosques were or how long the children spent there and
would have had a hard job identifying the streets and houses of Midbrough where
their pupils lived. At a school in-service training day in January 2003, where the
theme of the day was cultural diversity, I projected an image of a map of Midbrough
during a presentation to a group of teachers. At least two teachers claimed they had
no idea of what they were looking at. Their daily routine involved driving to school
from an outer suburb which avoided Riverton town centre and driving home at the
end of the day. However, here I am conscious that I am not describing a unique
situation and that many, if not most, teachers working in schools ‘facing challenging

circumstances’ have little experience or knowledge of the areas surrounding the
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schools in which they work. A teacher in such a school who lives in the catchment

area is a rare individual.

The main way in which liturgical literacy overtly interacts with the life in the school
1s, sadly, as a nuisance factor. This manifests itself in two ways. Firstly, when
Muslim children are placed in detention, they often use ‘I’ve got to go t’mosque’ as
an excuse for leaving early. This, then, is often the only reference to this literacy
practice and, as a result, teachers can have conscious or subconscious negativity
about its importance. It is seen as an intrusion into the systems of school life.
Secondly, those few individual teachers who do have some awareness of the
demands attendance at the mosque plapes on their pupils may express their concerns
that little ﬁtﬁé 1S, thcrefo'rc, available for doing homework or cour.sework. If coupled
with the en'oneoﬁs and uninformed opinion that allows them to think that Misslim
girls do nothing in the home except housework; their view of life in the community

can be a very negative one.

The school environment reflects lin.guistic diversity in some classroom and corridor
signs, though closer inspection of the signs will show that most of them are merely

English words transliterated into Urdu script, rather than Urdu words.

9.4  The.effect of liturgical Jiteracy on reading in school

By and large there is little interaction between schooled literacy and liturgical
literacy. However, covertly, there is evidence that the intensive experience of

liturgical literacy has a significant influence over the literacy behaviour of Muslim
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children in school. It has been reported elsewhere (Rosowsky, 2001) that 11-yéar old
Muslim children who have experienced a mosque education for five or six years
arrive in the secondary school with a very accomplished skill at decoding English.
This skill is generally well in advance of the accompanying skills of knowledge of

syntax and reading for meaning.

Most teachers are aware of this situation, but are often unaware of the possible
reasons. The emphasis on decoding Arabic in the mosque is no doubt responsible for
the parallel development of this skill in reading English. This is clear evidence of the
Common Underlying Proficiency (CUP) (Cummins, 1984, 1989) in action. This
theory of bilingual development suggests that certain language skills transfer readily
from one language to another. Furthermore, there is other evidence, apart from in this
study, that suggests that this transfer takes place even where scripts are very

different, such as in Vietnamese and Japanese (Cummins at al, 1984).

Reading tests (Neale Analysis of Reading Ability, 1989) undertaken by 11-year old
Muslim pupils in the school which report both reading accuracy (decoding) and
reading comprehension illustrate this discrepancy. Pupils on average had a two year
gap between their decoding and comprehension ages. Their proficiency in decoding
in Arabic seems to be a significant contributing factor to their proficiency in
decoding in English. Of concern, however, are the corresponding depressed scores in
reading comprehension. Again the CUP principle would suggest that the lack of
attention to meaning in the pupils’ intense acquisition of liturgical literacy might
contribute to a similar lack of attention to meaning when reading in English at

school. In Chapter Three, The Children, it was described how children, when asked,
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would say that they thought of various matters when reading the Qur’an but could
not, obviously, reflect on the meaning of individual words and phrases. It was
interesting to notice that a similar response was given when asked about reading in
English. The CUP does not include accompanying physical behaviours within its
remit, but were one to observe these Muslim boys and girls reading their English
books in the school library rocking gently to and fro, one would observe how a very
physical aspect of liturgical literacy has been transferred to a different literacy

context.
9.5 Liturgical literacy and literacy development in school

Discussion in previous chapters has touched on the issue of preferred language for
instruction in the mosque and, although this issue is prompted by parental concern
about their children’s knowledge about their religion rather than a concern to
complement literacy acquisition at school, if English were to become the main, or at
least an equal, language of instruction on the mosque, one might predict a more
mutually beneficial relationship between the two literacy practices. Indeed, it is
possible to predict a relationship between school and mosque which is closer to that

relationship shared, in another era, between school and Sunday school.

In the school, liturgical literacy is rarely acknowledged. All of the Muslim children
attending the school have acquired an accomplished and secure knowledge of the
decoding of Qur’anic Arabic. Many of them have also developed an interest and a
skill in the declaiming of religious poetry. None of this is recognized by the school.

Liturgical literacy remains a literacy practice which is developed apart from other
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more approved or more legitimised literacy practices. Its “capital’ has little exchange

value at present.

Yet the liturgical literacy of the children attending the secondary school is an
identifying factor in their concept of self and self-worth. The acknowledgement of
an important aspect of one’s identity by validating institutions such as schools should
enhance the general feelings of self-esteem expressed by these young people. Self-
esteem is well documented as an essential element in the educational success of
young people (Lawrence, 1996). To have a crucial dimension of one’s identity
denied or ignored by the institution which is responsible for formal learning, and,
therefore, acts as the gatekeeper to future pathways and careers, can act as a

debilitating factor in a child’s educational progress.
9.6  Benefits of liturgical literacy

The practice of liturgical literacy can be criticised, and has been (see Chapter 1), if
this literacy practice is pursued narrowly and without recourse to other more
meaningful aspects of religious instruction. However, as educationalists, we should
be aware of the enormous success the institutions of liturgical literacy have with
teaching the initial acquisition of reading. The method of teaching initial reading in
Arabic has already been described (Chapter 4, The Teachers) in detail. The
proficiency which is developed in decoding is no mean achievement against the
rather less effective mastery of decoding experienced by many children in decoding
English. Without going into the ins and outs of the never-ending teaching of reading

debate, it would appear obvious that the methods used in our mosque schools for the
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teaching of reading need examining to account for their spectacular success. The
quasi-synthetic phonics which is employed by the mosque teachers is a traditional
form of teaching initial reading which has altered little since it was developed many
generations ago. The current call for a greater emphasis on phonics in the teaching of
reading within UK primary schools, and national programmes for tackling phonics
even in the secondary school, suggests there is scope for a greater awareness of those

~ teaching techniques which have proven their longevity and continuing success.

9.7 Summary

Liturgical literacy is acquired in the main in the mosque and is intimately linked with
that institution. The home is a context for liturgical literacy anci provides a literacy
environment for its practice with its wall designs, photographs of the Holy Mosque
in Mecca and copies of sacred texts and prayer mats. Daily prayers will occur in
some of the homes on a regular basis, particular the female members of the
household, and occasional religious gatherings will provide a vital context for the
practice of liturgical literacy. Schools would benefit considerably from a greater

awareness of this substantial and universal literacy practice.

As we will see in Section IV, it is liturgical literacy which is prioritised by the
community. Without serious attention and significant structural change, the home
and community languages of Punjabi and Urdu (though it could be argued that Urdu
has never been a secure language within this community) will soon be supplanted by

English in nearly all contexts, including religious ones. Only liturgical literacy is
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actively supported and encouraged by and within the community. The formal

institutions of schools need to recognise this linguistic fact of life.
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