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Preface 

Since I was a child, the great stories of mankind fascinated me and in all the years that we have been 

friends, History has never disappointed or bored me. As I grew up, religion started to fascinate me as 

well, and Islam was no exception. Therefore, I think it is only logical that my Master Thesis should 

combine those interests. Personally I think the building of mosques in the West, as long as there is a 

need for it, should be encouraged and I really hope that one day we will no longer frown upon a 

mosque in a Western town, but see it as a normal feature in our Western society.   

  This thesis is the completion of my time as a student at the University of Utrecht that started in 

September 2004, when I had just returned from New Zealand, where I had studied for a year. I have 

never once doubted my choice of studying History, even though there were hard times, when the 

perfectionist in me got the upper hand. In all those years, my mother has always supported me in the 

decisions I made and helped me with advice when I did not know what to do. I am extremely grateful 

for everything she has done for me and I hope she knows this thesis is a little bit hers as well.  

  The coming of this thesis was no smooth process either but I am proud that I made it to the 

finish line. I would like to thank my supervisors Dr. Nico Landman and Prof. Maarten Prak for 

supporting me in all those months. Every time I left a meeting with one of them, I had a renewed 

positive feeling about my thesis and I think that is proof of what great teachers they both are. 

Furthermore, I want to thank all those friends who studied with me in the library, drank many litres of 

coffee with me and never stopped asking how my thesis was going.  

  And Sebastiaan, who came in the picture half way through my thesis and never left. You 

supported me, encouraged me and helped me with your advice and I do not know if this thesis would 

have become what it is now, without you. Thank you.    

                       

                                                                                                                        Utrecht, February 2010. 
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Introduction  

   

   ‘Although forms of discrimination on the basis of religion are not completely absent (...) in no 

 country and in no other case has the opening of places of worship taken on such a high profile 

 in the public imagination as the question of mosques and Islamic places of worship. With the 

 passage of time, the question of mosques has led to more and more frequent disputes, debates, 

 conflicts and posturing, even in countries where such conflicts were previously unknown and

 mosques were already present.’
1
  

 

As the Muslim population in Western countries grew, it was only a matter of time before traditional 

looking as well as more modern purpose-built mosques would appear in the Western landscape. Most 

mosque associations started with prayer meetings in houses and hired buildings. These 

accommodations often turned out not to be sufficient for the growing communities and as the Muslim 

communities established themselves, a longing developed for proper mosques. This was even more so 

in the Western world, where Muslims are a minority and the local mosque is therefore important to the 

identity of a Muslim community, because it represents a centre for the community members to orient 

themselves.
2
    

  However, the building of mosques, often with domes and minarets, in the Western world 

where the people only knew this „exotic‟ architecture from pictures and stories, did not always go 

down smoothly. Public protests, critical planning committees, difficult zoning regulations, and 

financial problems made the building of mosques a long and tiresome process, which more often than 

not, could take over ten years. On the other hand there are examples where mosque associations were 

helped by municipalities, the government, other religious communities and foreign financiers in the 

fulfilment of their community dream and mosques were built without much trouble. Either way, it is 

significant „when a community organises, raises money, negotiates the labyrinth of bureaucracies of 

local politics, overcomes non-Muslim prejudice and misinformation, and then proudly asserts their 

presence through the physical form of a purpose-built mosque‟.
3
   

  The visibility of the Muslim presence in the Western world, which might be the clearest in 

purpose-built mosques, has been important ever since the Muslim community really started growing in 

the 1960s. For Western people it was a sign of the changing social composition of their countries and 

there were discussions about the meaning of this change for the Western society. International events, 

such as the establishment of the Islamic Republic in Iran in 1979, the Gulf War in 1990-1991 and the 

                                                             
1 Jørgen Nielsen, Muslims in Western Europe (Edinburgh; Edinburgh University Press, First Edition 1992, Third 

Edition 2004) 127. 
2 Vincent F. Biondo III, „The Architecture of Mosques in the US and Britain‟ in: Journal of Muslim Minority 

Affairs, vol. 26, no. 3, December 2006, pp. 399-420, 408. 
3 Ibidem, 404. 
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1993 bombing of the World Trade Center in New York by Muslim terrorists brought Islam to the 

public attention. This raised some xenophobic and eventually Islamophobic sentiments in Western 

societies. But the position of Islam in the Western world really changed when Muslim terrorists 

attacked the United States with hijacked planes on September 11, 2001, killing 2,973 persons. In the 

weeks after the terrorist attacks, Arabs, Muslims and Arab or Muslim looking people in the Western 

world were attacked and some were even murdered. Mosques in America, Australia and other Western 

countries were disgraced, attacked and sometimes even burned down.
4
      

  Sadly, the terrorist attacks on New York were not an isolated event. The Western world faced 

more violence from Muslim extremists, in the Bali bombings on October 11, 2002 in a tourist district, 

killing 202 persons, of whom 152 were foreign nationals; in the Madrid train bombings of March 11, 

2004, killing 191 persons; in the London metro bombings of July 7, 2005, killing 56 persons; and the 

murder of a critical Dutch film maker by a Muslim extremist on November 2, 2004. Needless to say, 

these terrorist acts have awoken and reinforced fears of Muslim extremism in the Western world. The 

rise of the global Islamist network Al Queda, that claimed responsibility for the September 11 attacks, 

and its growing power in for example Pakistan, Afghanistan, Sudan and Jemen, also has a negative 

impact on the image Western people have of Islam. The War on Terror, started by the American 

government under the presidency of George W. Bush after the terrorist attacks, has, according to 

Vincent F. Biondo become a „generalised war on Islam‟.
5
   

   

About the Mosque and Islam  

The mosque has an important function for Muslim communities in countries with a non-Muslim 

majority, like the Western world, but it needs to be pointed out that the mosque, in the shape it is 

commonly known, is not essential within Islam. Sura 2, verse 115, „And to Allah belongs the east and 

the west. So wherever you [might] turn, there is the face of Allah‟ can be interpreted to say that a 

special sanctuary is not necessary, because Allah is everywhere. In similar fashion, one famous hadith 

says „All the world is a masjid‟.
6
 Masjid is the proper Arabic word for what in Western languages is 

called a mosque. The only specific feature for a mosque that was developed during the early days of 

Islam was the qibla, which marks the direction to face during prayer, to Mecca. A standard form for a 

Muslim prayer space did develop but the details are not relevant for this thesis. What is important to 

realise is that for the proper practice of Islam, a traditional mosque building is not necessary and the 

shape and form of a mosque are not specified by the religious teachings of Islam.    

  Nevertheless, the mosque is a meaningful place for Muslims, as they can pray together, led by 

                                                             
4 Louise Cainkar, „American Muslims at the dawn of the 21st century‟ in: Jocelyne Cesari ed., Muslims in the 

West after 9/11. Religion, Politics and Law (New York; Routledge 2010) pp.176-197, 182; Nahid Kabir, 

„Muslims in Australia: The Double Edge of Terrorism‟ in: Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies Vol.33, 

No.8, 2007, pp.1277-1297, 1285. 
5 Assistant Professor with the Department of Philosophy at the California State University; Biondo (2006) 417. 
6 Harold W. Turner, From Temple to Meeting House. The Phenomenology and Theology of Places of Worship 

(The Hague; Mouton Publishers 1979) 263-263. 
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an imam, and most mosques also organise social activities for the community. The mosque is thus a 

multi-purpose building that is respected but not set apart as a holy place through consecration.
7
 

Furthermore, mosques have also become a major expression of power and wealth, as is common with 

any sort of building. The dome and the minaret, that are the most common and familiar aspects of 

mosque architecture, are symbols of wealth, as they are more expensive to built. These are both pre-

Islamic architectural elements that were employed by Muslim caliphs and kings in the centuries after 

Muhammad‟s passing and so became the most important symbols of Islam in mosque architecture in 

non-Muslim countries.
8
 Immigrant Muslims often prefer a dome and a minaret when building a new 

mosque, because they are reminders of mosques in the countries of origin. For Muslims in the Western 

world, a mosque in the local community is important for its religious and social function, but also as a 

clear sign of their presence in an otherwise non-Muslim society.
9
   

  At this point I would like to stress that it is not possible to speak of the Islam. Within Islam 

there are many different views and interpretations, and Muslim communities can differ a lot in their 

practice of, and views on Islam. The religion is mainly divided into two branches, Sunni and Shia, 

with Sunni Islam having the most adherents. In this thesis we will disregard the distinction between 

Sunni and Shia communities, or Sunni and Shia mosques. Such a distinction might be interesting in a 

study about the architectural forms used for mosques in the West but this thesis focuses on the process 

of building mosques, and the responses to these processes in the West. In this framework the religious 

distinction is not relevant. The research will speak of Islam and the Muslim population, even though 

we are aware that it is actually misleading to use such terms.   

 

Thesis 

The general image is that the position of Muslims in the Western world has deteriorated ever since the 

terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001 and the subsequent „war on terror‟ and other terrorist attacks. 

In the first decade of the 21
st
 century, immigration laws, secularism laws and multicultural policies 

have all been informed „by an automatic correlation between war, the West and Islam‟.
10

 This thesis 

will test if the situation of Muslims in the West has really suffered from the war on terror, by analysing 

the possibility of building mosques in five Western countries. Writing from a Canadian perspective, 

sociologist Engin F. Isin and historian Myer Siemiatycki argued that „local disputes surrounding 

mosque development (...) demonstrate various tensions regarding citizenship, constructions of 

nationalism, and sense of belonging. Who gets to mark space, occupy it, and to comment on and 

                                                             
7 Ibidem, 265. 
8 Biondo (2006) 401. 
9 Barbara D. Metcalf, „Introduction. Sacred Words, Sanctioned Practice, New Communities‟ in: Barbara D. 

Metcalf ed., Making Muslim Space in North America and Europe (Berkeley; University of California Press 

1996) pp. 1-27, 17-18. 
10 Jocelyne Cesari, „Introduction‟ in: Jocelyne Cesari ed., Muslims in the West after 9/11. Religion, Politics and 

Law (New York; Routledge 2010) pp. 1-6, 4. 
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participate in the future direction of it are all indicators of citizenship‟.
11

 The same can be said for 

mosque development in other Western countries. The possibility of building mosques and the possible 

difficulties with mosque development are indicators of the position Muslims occupy in Western 

society. This is especially interesting in the face of the supposed separation of church and state and the 

ongoing secularisation in the Western world. According to secularisation theory, modernisation and 

decline of religion go hand in hand, so in modern society, religion would have no place. However, the 

theory itself has been debated and questioned in the past decades.
12

 Secularisation would only be a 

privatisation of religion according to some. Others have pointed to the fact that in modern society 

there are countless forms of sacredness, like the sacredness of rationality and the individual.
13

 Also 

important is the realisation that the secularisation of Western Europe might be the one exception, and 

religion is actually the norm.
14

 For this view, researchers point to North America, where religion has 

always kept its importance, also in modern society. Either way, the influx of Muslim migrants to the 

West has brought a new, very visible religion to Western society and this has at times clashed with 

secular elements in society.     

  According to Isin and Siemiatycki, the presence of large Muslim communities in the West, 

goes beyond calls for multicultural citizenship, but actually calls into question the „racialised and 

orientalist grounds for citizenship‟. They argue that Muslim citizenship claims in Western cities 

challenge us to rethink „the universal figure of “Western man” as the universal bearer of citizenship 

rights and obligations‟. Isin and Siemiatycki interpret the building of mosques in the West as a way for 

newcomers to establish citizenship. They furthermore argue that the prospect of advancing Muslim 

citizenship claims has become „significantly more problematic‟ in the aftermath of the September 11, 

2001 attacks, with anti-Muslim violence, racial profiling, discrimination and anti-terrorism laws and 

campaigns threatening civil liberties.
15

 However, writing in 2002, they could not have foreseen what 

effect the other terrorist attacks would have on the Muslim communities in the West.   

  The question to be answered then is if the possibility of building new mosques and the actual 

building of new mosques in Western countries was influenced by the terrorist attacks in New York and 

Washington on September 11, 2001, in Bali in 2002, in Madrid in 2004 and in London in 2005 and the 

current „war on terror‟, in comparison with the two decades before 2001, and if this possibility differs 

                                                             
11 E. Isin and M. Siemiatycki, „Making Space for Mosques: Struggles for Urban Citizenship in Diasporic 

Toronto‟ in:  Sherene Razack ed., Race, Space and the Law: Unmapping a White Settler Society (Ottawa: 

Between the Lines Press 2002) pp. 185-209, 195, quoted in: Kevin M. Dunn, ´Repetitive and Troubling 

Discourses of Nationalism in the Local Politics of Mosque Development in Sydney, Australia´ in: Environment 
and Planning D: Society and Space Vol. 23, 2005, pp. 29-50, 29. 
12 Wim van de Donk and Rob Plum, „Begripsverkenning‟ in: W.B.H.J. van de Donk, A.P. Jonkers, G.J. Kronjee 

and R.J.J.M. Plum ed., Geloven in het Publieke Domein. Verkenningen van een Dubbele Transformatie. 

Wetenschappelijke Raad voor het Regeringsbeleid (Amsterdam; Amsterdam University Press 2006) pp.27-53, 

28-29. 
13 This was first formulated by the German sociologist Thomas Luckmann in The Invisible Religion in 1967, 

according to Van de Donk and Rob Plum, „Begripsverkenning‟ (2006) 33. 
14 Van de Donk and Plum (2006) 34. 
15 Isin and Siemiatycki (2002) 208-209.  
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from one Western country to another. In the conclusion we will discuss the position of Islam in the 

Western world and the citizenship of Muslims in the West, as it emerges from our research. The fact 

that the Swiss people have approved a ban on the building of minarets in a referendum in November 

2009 is a threat to the religious freedom in Switzerland. The position of Muslims in Western countries 

should be equal to that of all other people and if this turns out to be otherwise, it would mean the 

constitutional rights of Muslims in the Western world are being compromised.   

  The assumption underlying the research is that there is a difference between the older 

European countries, and the new migrant countries. The countries in this research will therefore be the 

United Kingdom (UK), the Netherlands, the United States of America (USA), Australia and New 

Zealand. The basic idea at the start of this research was that the traditional migrant countries, the 

United States, Australia, and New Zealand, would have a more relaxed attitude towards the Muslim 

presence in the countries because of their history of migration. The assumption was that these 

countries would be more used to adjusting to new groups and cultures in society and therefore the 

possibility of building mosques would be bigger. At the same time, after the September 11 attacks and 

the start of the war on terror, Muslims have felt the United States are waging a war on Islam.
16

 The 

United States could then be a case where the possibility of building mosques suffered from the Muslim 

terrorist attacks. The other countries, the United Kingdom and the Netherlands, both have a colonial 

past which brought Muslims to the countries but mass immigration only started in the 1960s. The 

expectation was that these countries would have more problems to adjust to the changing structure of 

society because their society had been based on a uniform culture and nationality until the 1960s.  

 As the research developed we came across a study by political scientists Stephen V. Monsma 

and J. Christopher Soper, The Challenge of Pluralism, which compared the relationship between 

church and state in the United States, England, the Netherlands, Australia and Germany. The fact that 

their study compared the four countries also researched in this thesis, made it an interesting 

background for the comparative analysis. Furthermore, their study appeared first in 1997 but was 

published in a revised edition in 2009. However, Monsma and Soper did not change their conclusions, 

after the events of the first decade of the twenty-first century. According to Monsma and Soper, the 

strict separation between church and state that exists in the United States actually results in the 

discrimination of all religions in America. Monsma and Soper believe that especially the Netherlands 

and Australia „have done a better job of meeting the norm of state religious neutrality and thereby of 

                                                             
16 This is a fact that should be researched further since discourses about the United States and the war on 

terror/Islam are often subjective. It is impossible to say if „the‟ Muslim community feels like the USA is waging 

a war against their religion. Shortly after the 9/11 attacks a British writer on Muslim affairs wrote an article in 

The Guardian, „Of Course It‟s A War On Islam‟, October 17, 2001; Websites that argue that there in fact is a 

war against Islam are for example http://www.jihadunspun.com/IslamUnderAttack/; 

http://www.ummah.com/waragainstislam/     

http://www.jihadunspun.com/IslamUnderAttack/
http://www.ummah.com/waragainstislam/
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assuring the full religious freedom of all than has the United States‟.
17

 Monsma and Soper based their 

conclusions only on the position of religion in the law and practice of the state and did not consider the 

involvement of society. This thesis will look further than the law and state, but we will also test 

Monsma and Soper‟s theory about the state of religious freedom with the case of the building of 

mosques.     

 

Comparative Method  

The methodology behind this thesis is a form of comparative history. The comparative methodology is 

firmly anchored in the social sciences but is only rarely applied to historical research. Most historians 

employ the idea that separate events cannot be compared to other events since history supposedly does 

not repeat itself. When events are compared, this is mostly in a narrative historical research, which is 

vastly different from comparative history. On the other hand, a comparative approach to history 

written by sociologists often results in historical sociology. The aim of this thesis is to write a 

comparative history of the building of mosques in the West, from a historical perspective.  

  There are many different approaches to the comparative methodology. This thesis follows the 

definition by James Mahoney and Dietrich Rueschemeyer that states that comparative historical 

analysis (CHA) is concerned with causal analysis, has an emphasis on processes over time, and uses a 

systematic and contextualised comparison.
18

 Furthermore, the comparative historical analysis is not 

characterised by one single method of descriptive and causal inference. In this thesis, we will compare 

statistical data, academic sources, laws and more subjective sources. Comparative researchers have a 

tendency to ask „big questions‟ in the line of what caused the fall of the socialist systems and when 

revolutions happen. This thesis has a much more modest question to answer, namely what the status of 

mosque building in the West is. However, it is the thesis‟ perspective, that this status of mosque 

building is illustrative for the way Western countries deal with multiculturalism, pluralism, tolerance 

and a perceived global enemy. Ideally, a comparative historical analysis has relevance for the present 

day. This is a feature that is quite different from normal history, as most historians will say we cannot 

learn from the past. Of course this thesis focuses on the very recent past so it might be useful for 

current mosque construction issues, to see how other countries have handled similar cases.  

  It is important to understand that the comparative methodology in historical cases has certain 

shortcomings. In most historical research, the historian will try to research and describe a historic 

event in as much detail as possible. The comparative historical analysis however, is a combination of 

qualitative and quantitative research. In social sciences a quantitative approach, in which a large 

                                                             
17 Stephen V. Monsma and J. Christopher Soper, The Challenge of Pluralism. Church and State in Five 

Democracies (Lanham; Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, First edition 1997; Second edition 2009) 216 (1997) 

231 (2009).  
18 James Mahoney and Dietrich Rueschemeyer, „Comparative Historical Analysis. Achievements and Agendas‟ 

in: James Mahoney and Dietrich Rueschemeyer, ed., Comparative Historical Analysis in the Social Sciences 

(New York; Cambridge University Press 2003) pp. 3-38, 6. 
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number of cases is researched, is popular. This can obviously lead to more general conclusions, 

supported by a large body of evidence. For historical cases however, this compromises the complex 

nature of human history too much. Therefore the aim of this thesis is to research several variables in 

five different cases, so these cases can then be systematically compared and the importance and 

relevance of every variable can be determined. This inevitably compromises the full historical account 

of every separate case. However, this systematic comparison is what we see as the most beneficial 

feature of comparative historical analysis. By defining variables in advance of the research, the 

researcher is not carried away by the available sources, but the theory remains the main focus point. 

This makes history more into a social science, instead of a literary genre.   

  A popular methodology within comparative analysis is Boolean algebra, as developed by 

Charles Ragin. By qualifying every variable in each case with either a 1 for presence or a 0 for 

absence, a truth table can be made that will show what variables need to be present or absent for the 

outcome to occur. This is an even more systematic approach to history that can be very useful to 

establish causation. However, in this research, the variables are too complex to apply the Boolean 

algebra properly. Furthermore, there is at this point not enough academic research to properly establish 

when a variable is either present or absent. For example, when the Muslim population would be 

positive for the building of mosques and thus present, would be completely arbitrary. In the 

conclusion, we will have a schematic interpretation of the results of the research, in which we divide 

the different variables into relevant factors. We will simplify the results by using figures, + and -, and 

verbal qualifications like „high‟, „low‟, etc. This way, we don‟t compromise the complexity of the 

variables too much, but still create a schematic interpretation of the variables.  

   The last thing that needs to be established for the comparative historical analysis is the so-

called „outcome‟. The outcome is the focus of the thesis and the research revolves around the 

variables, which are responsible for the outcome to be either positive or negative. The outcome in this 

research is „mosques in the West‟. Of course, there are already mosques, so we need to establish what 

a successful „Muslims to mosque‟ ratio is. In other words, how many mosques does a Muslim 

population need? It is difficult to answer this question, because there is not a standard size for 

mosques. There are mosques that can accommodate only 50 people, but other mosques have room for 

2,000. Also, not every Muslim within a community will regularly go to the mosque. Most Muslim 

women never pray in a mosque and children also rarely go.   

 In Stefano‟s Allievi‟s 2009 research into conflicts over mosques in Europe, he found that the 

fourteen countries under consideration had a total Muslim population of 18.06 million and a total of 

10,869 mosques. This means there is roughly one mosque for every 1,660 European Muslims. This 

included Muslims in Bosnia, a country with a long history of Islam in the country. According to 

Allievi, the number is comparable to the ratio in many Muslim countries and to places of worship of 
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the dominant Christian religion in the European countries in the research.
19

 Furthermore, Allievi 

argued that there is no shortage in mosques in Europe.
20

 Unfortunately, Allievi did not explain how he 

came to that conclusion. We will not focus on the presence of absence of a shortage but we will only 

look at the number of mosques and how this relates to the size of the Muslim population. We will 

therefore take Allievi‟s ratio of one mosque for every 1,660 Muslims as the standard.   

   When using this ratio as a standard, we should keep in mind that it has some limitations. For a 

start, the ratio is not concerned with geographical aspects. The Muslim-mosque ratio might be positive 

on average, when there are too many mosques in larger cities, while Muslim community in smaller 

towns still require a mosque. Furthermore, we will apply an European ratio to the other, non-European 

cases. Also, the ratio does not take into consideration the capacity of a mosque. When, for example, 

three small mosques associations together build a large mosque, this shows up in the data as a decline 

in the number of mosques, even though there might actually be more space for the Muslim 

communities. However, these shortcomings can be overlooked because the main aim, a thorough 

comparison of five different cases, can be reached by using Allievi‟s ratio as a comparison for the 

outcome. One other complicating factor is that the thesis is focused on the building of new mosques, 

because this is more relevant for Western societies than „hidden‟ mosques or mosques in existing 

buildings. However, data on the number of mosques often includes all places where Muslims meet for 

prayer: prayer rooms, mosques, Islamic centres etc. Where possible the research will specify the 

number of purpose-built mosques, but the total number of prayer facilities will also be of importance.

   

 Case and Variable Selection  

As stated above, the cases that will be compared in this study are the United States of America, the 

Netherlands, the United Kingdom, Australia and New Zealand. There are practical and theoretical 

reasons for the selection of these countries. The practical reason is that of the countries, four are 

English speaking and this offers a wide range of sources. The Netherlands is chosen for the same 

obvious language reasons. On the theoretical side, the countries are very suitable for a comparative 

analysis. All countries, except for New Zealand, have had to deal with Islamic terrorism. The United 

Kingdom and the USA had terrorist attacks on their own soil, while the Netherlands faced a political 

murder by a Muslim extremist and the Australian nation has felt personally attacked when the 

bombings in Bali in 2002 were aimed at a tourist area where mainly Australians resided. Furthermore, 

the USA declared the war on terror together with the United Kingdom, after which Australia and the 

Netherlands have lent military support. New Zealand also has some small military deployments in 

Afghanistan and the Middle East. The military involvement in the war on terror makes these Western 

countries more susceptible to Muslim extremist motivated violence. Obviously, this selection of 

                                                             
19 Stefano Allievi, Conflicts over Mosques in Europe. Policy Issues and Trends – NEF Initiative on Religion and 

Democracy in Europe (London; Alliance Publishing Trust 2009) 24. 
20 Ibidem, 25. 
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countries has shortcomings and some constraints. The countries are vastly different in geographical 

and population size. This can have an effect on the visibility of the Muslim population and mosques. 

The size of this research is limited so the collected data and literature are also smaller than in an ideal 

situation. Also, several sources on Islam in Australia and New Zealand are not available in the 

Netherlands or online. But by using the comparative method we hope to execute a systematic research 

to reach valid conclusions. The case of New Zealand is somewhat curious compared to the other 

countries, as it only has a very small Muslim community and has remained free from any Muslim 

terrorism. New Zealand is especially interesting in comparison to Australia. Both countries share 

many features as they have similar Anglo-Celtic cultural and linguistic roots and a similar political 

history as their origins lie in British colonialism. According to Kolig and Kabir, Australia and New 

Zealand have over time developed „very similar, though not identical, images of national citizenship 

and identity‟ through background, history and common experiences.
21

  

  To systematically compare the cases we will research several variables, which will be the 

same for ever country. The variables have been chosen for relevance to the thesis question and aim to 

give a fairly complete image of the situation of mosque building in the Western countries. The initial 

plan was to research the variables at different times, at the beginning of the 1980s and after the 

terrorist attacks of the 21
st
 century. However, as the research was under way it became apparent that 

there were not enough sources to make such a comparison. Serious academic research on the Muslim 

presence in Europe grew in the 1990s, which provided a wealth of new material, but the building of 

mosques has not been the focus of these studies. Data and analyses on mosque building are often not 

very detailed or specified. A lot still remains uncertain. Therefore this thesis will only try to make a 

comparison of the situation of mosque building before and after the surge of Muslim terrorist attacks 

in the West.   

  The first variable to research is the Muslim population. Obviously, it is the Muslim 

communities that need to take initiatives to build mosques. By analysing the Muslim population we 

can establish what conditions are positive for the building of mosques. One factor for this analysis is 

the size of the Muslim population compared to the national population. This will also help to calculate 

the Muslims-mosque ratio. Furthermore we will discuss the migration history of the Muslim 

population and its social position and diversity. It would not be unlikely that a Muslim population with 

on average a higher level of education, would be more equipped to deal with problems that can arise in 

the process of building a new mosque. Another factor is the geographical distribution of Muslims 

within the country.   

  The second variable is the religiosity of the country. In the past decades, a process of 

secularisation has been taking place, not only in Western Europe but also in most other advanced 

                                                             
21 Erich Kolig and Nahid Kabir, „Not Friend, Not Foe: The Rocky Road of Enfranchisement of Muslims into 

Multicultural Nationhood in Australia and New Zealand‟ in: Immigrants and Minorities Vol.26, No.3, November 
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industrial societies, like Australia and New Zealand. The United States has been an exception, „having 

a public that holds much more traditional worldviews than that of any other rich country except 

Ireland‟.
22

 In his study on Muslims in Australia, sociologist Gary D. Bouma found that „the more 

religious people were, the less likely they were to object to foreigners, immigrants, or members of 

minority religious groups as neighbours‟.
23

 The expectation is thus that if  the majority of a population 

describes itself as religious, that should be a positive condition for the building of mosques, as 

religious people will probably have more understanding for the need of a place of worship than non-

religious people or atheist.   

  The third variable are state policies and multiculturalism. This is a somewhat complicated 

variable because it encompasses several elements. Most important is the position of freedom of 

religion and the question if this freedom is firmly anchored in the constitution or other laws. Another 

factor is the status of the separation of church and state. This might mean that there is some form of 

state financing for religion or the opposite, that religion should be kept out of the public. The last 

factor is the presence of state policies on the building of mosques, the rights of religious minorities and 

possibly an adherence to the ideology of multiculturalism.  

  The fourth variable is town planning. In all cases there are laws and regulations on the use of 

land and constructing or renovating buildings. For this research it is important if mosque associations 

have difficulties in acquiring land and getting building permits and if town planning laws and 

regulations leave room for the building of mosques. Furthermore, we will take into consideration, if 

governments are cooperative in helping mosque associations.    

   The fifth variable is the status of the public opinion and political polarisation.  This variable 

is more difficult to determine by using data and depends more on examples of positive or negative 

public opinion. Although the public opinion is not static, like laws are, and is difficult to measure, it is 

of great importance for the possibility of building mosques. It is the people that can protest against the 

building of new mosques. Furthermore, politicians influence the public opinion so the question if there 

is strong political polarisation against the building of mosques or quite the opposite, is of great 

influence on the building of new mosques.  

  The sixth and last variable is the financing of mosques. Obviously, the successful building of 

mosques depends on sufficient financing. Many mosques have been (partly) paid for by foreign 

financiers but this financing, mainly from Saudi Arabia, has come under pressure after the terrorist 

attacks of September 11, which were executed by Saudi terrorists. We will research if there are 

limitations to the mosque financing and if there are governmental financial sources available for the 

                                                             
22 Pippa Norris and Ronald Inglehart, Sacred and Secular. Religion and Politics Worldwide (New York; 

Cambridge University Press 2004) 25. 
23 Gary D. Bouma, Mosques and Muslim Settlement in Australia (Commonwealth of Australia; BIPR 1995) 88, 

quoted in: Anthony H. Johns and Abdullah Saeed, „Muslims in Australia: The Building of a Community‟ in: 

Yvonne Yazbeck Haddad and Jane I. Smith ed., Muslim Minorities in the West. Visible and Invisible (Walnut 

Creek; Altamira Press 2002) pp. 195-216, 216 n.48. 
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mosque associations.  

 

Sources     

The sources used for this research are mainly academic studies on the Muslim presence in the West. 

Furthermore, this research uses newspaper articles and internet websites for the more current situation 

of mosque building. For the data on the number of Muslims and the religiosity of the populations there 

are several data source available. The Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life, launched in 2001, is a 

project of the Pew Research Center, a nonpartisan fact tank, based in Washington, D.C., „that provides 

information on the issues, attitudes and trends shaping America and the world‟.
24

 In October 2009, the 

Pew Forum published a report on the global Muslim population. This was the result of an extensive 

analysis of some 1,500 sources and wherever possible it counted all groups and individuals who self-

identify as Muslim. The most reliable and recent estimate percentage of the Muslim population in each 

country was used to calculate the population, using the United Nations‟ 2009 total population estimate 

for each country. This research uses the results of the Pew Forum for the Muslim populations in the 

five countries.
25

 To verify the estimate of the Pew Forum we also use the CIA World Factbook. The 

American Central Intelligence Agency has an online database with information on 266 countries.
26

 

Because both the Pew Forum and the CIA World Factbook have data on the five countries discussed 

here, they provide an easy way to compare data.   

  For data on the religiosity of the countries in this research, we use the World Values Survey. 

The World Values Survey Association is a non-profit organisation in Stockholm, Sweden, that carries 

out representative national surveys of the values and beliefs of the publics in ninety-seven nation 

states. The data from these surveys are available online for online data analysis. There is one question 

of interest for this thesis, namely question V187, „Independently of whether you go to church or not, 

would you say you are -a religious person; -not a religious person; -a convinced atheist; -other 

answer‟. Even though the survey samples are fairly small, between 862 people for New Zealand and 

1402 people for Australia, it provides enough data for a comparison of the religiosity of the five 

countries.
27

    

Research 

The thesis will first discuss every case separately. For every case, a short history on Islam in that 

country will be offered and the position of the mosque in that country will be shortly analysed. The 

variables will be compared in a comparative analysis in the conclusion. We will simplify the several 

factors of the variables and create a table in which these factors can be compared.    

                                                             
24 http://pewforum.org/about/ Accessed on January 17, 2010.  
25 Mapping the Global Muslim Population. A Report on the Size and Distribution of the World’s Muslim 

Population, Pew Research Center, October 2009. Available online on  

http://pewforum.org/newassets/images/reports/Muslimpopulation/Muslimpopulation.pdf  
26 Available online on https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/index.html  
27 The online data analysis can be executed on http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/ 

http://pewforum.org/newassets/images/reports/Muslimpopulation/Muslimpopulation.pdf
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Chapter One  

The United States of America   

 

1.1 Introduction   

More than in some other countries, the mosque in the United States, like churches, temples and 

synagogues, is important in the religious community, for both religious and community practices. As 

one critical Muslim, Levent Akbarut, wrote in Markaz: Journal of the Muslim Center of New York in 

1990, „the American mosque, in contrast to mosques in the countries of origin, needs to be a school, 

because urban schools are substandard; a community centre, because the streets are dangerous; and a 

locus of political activity, such as voter-registration drives, so that Muslims will have a say in the 

decision-making processes of this country.‟
28

 This shows the many functions American Muslims 

might expect from their mosque. Akel Ismail Kahera even stated in an article that the urban mosque is 

„a positive catalyst for change and a positive social organisation‟. But most of all, „the urban mosque 

is an inter-generational community institution; it is imbued with indigenous and Diaspora legacies‟.
29

 

Nevertheless, in the past decades, mosques in America have been attacked and communities have 

troubles building new mosques. They run into public protest or difficulties with getting the necessary 

building permits. Still, the number of mosques has increased rapidly over the past twenty years. This 

makes the United States an interesting start for research into the building of mosques in Western 

countries, in relation to the war on terrorism. Is the „land of the free‟, involved in a war on terrorism, 

also open for freely building Islamic centres?   

 

1.2 Islam in the United States  

In the multi-religious United States of America, Islam has been practiced for a much longer time than 

many people think. Although the huge wave of Muslim immigrants only started coming after the 

1960s, the first purpose-built mosque was completed in Cedar Rapids, Iowa in 1934.
30

 Before that 

time Muslims established mosques in other buildings. There is an ongoing academic discussion about 

the first Muslims ever reaching the American shore, which might have been well before Columbus 

discovered the continent.
31

 However, these early Islamic travellers are not relevant for twentieth 

                                                             
28 Akbarut Levent, „The Role of Mosques in America‟ in: Markaz: Journal of the Muslim Center of New York 

No. 12, 1990, 10-12. Quoted in Susan Slyomovics, „The Muslim World Day Parade and “Storefront” Mosques 
of New York City‟ in: Barbara D. Metcalf ed., Making Muslim Space in North America and Europe (Berkely; 

University of California Press 1996)  pp. 204-216, 209. 
29 Akel Ismail Kahera, „Urban enclaves, Muslim identity and the urban mosque in America‟ in: Journal of 

Muslim Minority Affairs vol. 22, no.2., 2002, pp. 369-380, 378.   
30 Omar Khalidi, „Mosques in North America‟ in: American Studies Journal, Number 52, Winter 2008. Center 

for United States Studies, Martin Luther University Halle-Wittenberg, online on: http://asjournal.zusas.uni-

halle.de/158.html   
31 Samory Rashid, „Islamic Influence in America: Struggle, Flight, Community‟ in: Journal of Muslim Minority 

Affairs Vol. 19, No. 1, 1999, pp. 7-31, 9.  
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century American Muslims. Their history is two-fold.   

  A fair percentage of American Muslims is African-American and they trace their religion back 

to Islamic Africans who were transported to the United States as slaves in the seventeenth, eighteenth 

and nineteenth centuries.
32

 At the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth, 

Islam became more popular among African-Americans, as an alternative to Christianity. However, the 

interpretation of Islam by African-American organisations was frowned upon by Arab and Eastern 

European Muslims in America, because of the considerable number of non-Islamic beliefs, practices 

and rituals.
33

 This was the same for the African-American organisation Nation of Islam, an 

organisation that started in Detroit in 1930 and was led by Elijah Muhammad. The Nation of Islam 

played an important part in the Civil Rights Movement and, starting in the 1970s, moved towards 

mainstream Sunni Islam.
34

 In 1975 the organisation was renamed American Society of Muslims. The 

African-American Muslims were very important for the visibility and knowledge of Islam in the 

United States in the twentieth century.  

     The other main part of the American Muslim population consists of immigrants and their 

descendants. The first groups of Muslim immigrants came to the United States at the close of the 

nineteenth century. They were mainly Lebanese and Syrians and they formed isolated enclaves in a 

number of cities.
35

 During the interbellum a more ethnically diverse wave of immigrants settled in 

America and this Muslim population established three mosques in the Midwest before the start of the 

Second World War. On the West coast Indo-Pakistani immigrants founded a mosque in California.
36

 

In 1953 these immigrants and their descendants founded the first national representative body of 

American Muslims, the Federation of Islamic Associations of the US and Canada (FIA).
37

 A year later 

a major mosque, in traditional Islamic architecture, was officially opened by President Eisenhower in 

the capital city of Washington, D.C.
38

 The decade was important for the growth of Muslims in the 

United States, as young foreign Muslims came to study at American universities. As the immigration 

laws became more relaxed in the middle of the 1970s, a substantial group of skilled and professional 

workers emigrated from Islamic countries, and they were followed in the 1980s by Muslims from all 

social groups as the immigration laws liberalised even more. This mixed Muslim population has 

remained into the twenty-first century.
39

 According to an article in The Muslim World of October 

2005, „Islam has become a publicly recognised religion in the American social landscape.‟
40

          

                                                             
32 Ibidem, 14. 
33 Ibidem, 23. 
34 Ibidem, 24-25. 
35 Ghulam M. Haniff, „The Muslim Community in America: A Brief Profile‟ in: Journal of Muslim Minority 

Affairs, Vol. 23, No. 2, October 2003, pp. 303-311, 303. 
36 Ibidem,  304. 
37 Ibidem. 
38 Ibidem. 
39 Ibidem, 305. 
40 Syed Ali, „Why Here, Why Now? Young Muslim Women Wearing Hijab‟ in: The Muslim World Vol 95, 

October 2005, pp. 515-530, 515.  
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1.3 The Mosque in the United States   

Although the first mosques in the United States were established in the early twentieth century and 

maybe even before that time, most of the mosques that exist now were founded after 1970.
41

 Academic 

studies show that there was a real increase in mosque establishment and especially construction of new 

purpose-built mosques in the 1990s.
42

 The purpose-built mosques are of special interest for this 

research. There is no reliable data on the number of mosques in America. Especially the so-called 

store-front mosques, „Muslim re-usage and makeover of the quintessential urban venue, the 

commercial storefront‟,
43

 can easily escape the researcher‟s eye. According to Akel Ismail Kahera‟s 

article from 2002, there were at that time over 1,500 mosques, compared to 600 in 1980. He does not 

specify the number of purpose-built mosques. A mosque study project from 2000 counted 1,209 

mosques. This research project used a study from 1994 as a comparison. That study found 962 

mosques, which meant a 25 per cent rise in the number of mosques in six years.
44

 If this increase of 25 

per cent over six years is steady, it would mean that in 2006 there would have been around 1,511 

mosques in the United States. Unfortunately there are, at this time, no recent numbers on American 

mosques.   

  In the 2000 mosque study 416 representatives of mosques were interviewed over the 

telephone.
45

 Half of the mosques were founded before 1980 and the other half after 1980. But a large 

majority, 87 per cent, of the existing mosques, were founded after 1970. One-fifth of the mosques was 

located in a town or a rural area, the rest of the mosques were located in metropolitan areas. The most 

relevant question for this study, was on the erection and ownership of the mosque building. Four per 

cent was a room provided by a university or business, 15 per cent was rented and 55 per cent was 

purchased. Of the mosques 26 per cent was built by the Muslim community. According to the study, 

these results were virtually identical when the same question was asked in the 1994 study.
46

   

  If the numbers from Kahera and the 2000 mosque study are correct, we can estimate how 

many mosques were newly built in the United States between 1980 and 2000. It is very likely that the 

purpose building of mosques only started after 1980. According to an article by Biondo, the Muslim 

population in the United States prayed in private homes and anonymous mosques until the beginning 

of the 1990s. They only started to come out in the open „after their families joined them and their 

children grew up [and] they realised that religion, unlike ethnicity, served the dual purposes of 

transmitting cultural heritage and mobilising for entrance into mainstream American (...) life.‟
47

 If, in 

                                                             
41 Ihsan Bagby, Paul M. Perl, and Bryan T. Froehle, The Mosque in America: A National Portrait. A Report from 

the Mosque Study Project (Washington D.C.; Council on American-Islamic Relations 2001) 23. 
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43 Kahera (2002) 204. 
44 Bagby, Perl, and Froehle (2001) 3. 
45 Ibidem, 2. 
46 Ibidem, 23-26. 
47 Biondo (2006) 404. 
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the most optimistic calculation, 25 per cent of the mosques existing in 1980 were purpose built, that 

number would be around 156. In 1994 this would be 250, in 2000 314 and in 2006 377.       

 

1.4 Variables   

 

1.4.1 The Muslim population in the United States   

The number of Muslims in the United States tends to change with every new publication on the 

subject. There is no hard data because the US Census does not count people according to religion.
48

 

The estimates on the number of Muslims range from anywhere between 1 and 8 million after 2000. 

One of the more reliable sources is the American Religious Identification Survey (ARIS) in 2001, by 

the Graduate Center of the City University of New York. This was a „random digit-dialled telephone 

survey of 50,281 American residential households in the continental USA‟.
49

 The report used the 

results of a similar survey conducted in 1990, the National Survey of Religious Identification (NSRI) 

by the same Graduate Center, in which 113,723 persons were interviewed.
50

 In 1990, the weighted 

estimate of the Muslim population in the United States was 527,000, which was 0.3 per cent of the 

U.S. adult population. In 2001 this estimate was 1,104,000, 0.5 per cent of the adult population.
51

 

According to these numbers, the Muslim population more than doubled in ten years but, as the 

researchers acknowledge, this estimate „is smaller than the figures in current circulation‟.
52

 By 

allowing a sample error of +/- 0.5 per cent, the researchers came to a maximum national figure of US 

adult Muslims of 2.2 million, and a total population, including children, of just under 3 million.
53

 

  One other way in which the researchers tried to estimate the number of Muslims, used the 

number of Arab-American Muslims. On the website of the Graduate Center it was claimed in 2001 

that the Arab-American Institute estimated that there are 3.5 million Americans with an Arab 

background, of which 25 per cent, or around 850,000 people, are Muslim. According to the Graduate 

Center most Muslim experts claim that around 1 in 4 American Muslims is of Arab origin. Using the 

estimate of 850,000 Arab-American Muslims, the total Muslim population would then be around 3.4 

million.
54

 However, the way this estimate is made could well be a circular argument, as an affirmation 

of the findings of the ARIS study. The claim that 25 per cent of the American Muslims is of Arab 

origin is not supported by any scientific evidence.  

  The Mosque study project, also from 2001, came to a somewhat higher figure. On the basis of 
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50 Ibidem, 8. 
51 Ibidem, 13. 
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the telephone interviews, the researchers said over 1,624 Muslims are associated in some way with the 

religious life of each mosque. Since they identified 1,209 mosques, there would be a figure of around 

2 million Muslims associated with a mosque. On the basis of that figure, the researchers considered an 

estimate of a total Muslim population of 6-7 million reasonable.
55

 However, why this number is 

reasonable remains a complete mystery. The researchers did not support their statement with any proof 

or theory. In the ARIS research, 62 per cent of Muslims said to belong to a mosque. If we take this 

percentage and the 2 million Muslims associated with a mosque according to the mosque study 

project, the total Muslim population would be around 3.2 million in 2001.    

  The CIA World Factbook puts the percentage of Muslims in the United States at 0.6 per cent, 

which, with a population of around 307,212,000 in July 2009, comes down to less than 2 million 

American Muslims.
56

 According to the CIA World Factbook, Islam is, after Christianity, Judaism and 

Buddhism, the fourth religion in the United States. The Pew Forum estimated the number of American 

Muslims to be 2,454,000, based on the Pew Research Center‟s 2007 survey „Muslim Americans: 

Middle Class and Mainstream‟ and Census Bureau data.
57

 The U.S. Government estimate in 2009 is a 

lot higher with 7 million Muslims in America.
58

 Considering all the different data, an estimate of 3 

million Muslims in the United States in 2009 seems reasonable, which is about 0.97 per cent of the 

total population.    

 Apart from the number of Muslims in the country, it is also important to know the 

characteristics of this part of the population. In general it is often asserted that in the United States the 

Muslim population has been „dominated by professionals‟.
59

 This is because the United States had 

highly selective immigration policies that aimed at professional and middle class immigrants.
60

 It 

could be an important factor for the possibility of building mosques, because higher educated Muslims 

are probably better able to raise money and get through all the bureaucracies necessary for building a 

new mosque. According to the Mosque survey, slightly less than half of mosque participants are 

college graduates and around 81 per cent have high school diplomas. Compared to the general 

population, the percentage of college graduates is higher, but the percentage of high school diplomas 

is lower.
61

 Unfortunately, it is not clear where the researchers got the data for the general population. 

Also, the data is only about mosque participants on the basis of an estimate by a congregational leader. 

It does not give information on the Muslim population in general and the numbers given by the 

                                                             
55 Bagby, Perl and Froehle (2001) 3. 
56 CIA World Factbook: https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/us.html Accessed on 

October 7, 2009. 
57 Pew Research Center (2009). 
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mosque leader might be overestimated. The ARIS study did not discuss the educational level of the 

participants. A voter survey by the Council on American-Islamic Relations (CAIR) in 2006, among 

1,000 respondents from a database with 400,000 Muslim voters, did question the educational level of 

Muslim voters and compared this with a U.S. Census Bureau Survey from 2004. Of all American 

voters, 30 per cent have obtained either a four-year or more advanced degree. In the CAIR study this 

percentage for Muslim voters was 62 per cent, more than double the general American percentage.
62

 

We may assume that the American Muslim population is on average higher educated.     

  According to an article in The Muslim World, ethnical and cultural differences among 

American Muslims have been reduced in the past decades. In the 1980s, immigrant leaders began to 

advocate citizenship and participation in mainstream politics. They moved beyond the national origin 

communities to unite Muslims. In the 1990s this shift resulted in newly organised political coalitions 

and an expansion of the communication to the American public. Since the late 1990s, and intensifying 

after September 11, 2001, American Muslims have distanced themselves from non-American 

influences and sources of funding.
63

  

 

1.4.2 Religiosity of the United States  

The United States can be considered a very religious country. Anthropologist Diana Eck even stated 

that the people of the United States „form the most profusely religious nation on earth.‟
64

 With the data 

from the NSRI in 1990 and the ARIS in 2001 we can say something about the religiosity of the 

American people. The 2001 survey asked people the question „What is your religion, if any?‟ and the 

answers could be classified into 65 categories. In 1990 the question was only „What is your religion‟. 

In 1990, 90 per cent of the population identified with one or another religion group. In 2001, this 

percentage had dropped to 81 per cent.
65

 In 2001, on the question of membership of a religious 

institution (e.g. church, synagogue, mosque, and temple) by a household member, 62 per cent of the 

Muslim respondents reported membership of a mosque. For Catholics this was 59 per cent and 

Christians 60 per cent.
66

 The U.S. total average was 54 per cent, but this also included for example „no 

religion‟, with a membership of 19 per cent.
67

 The research also inquired into the outlook of the U.S. 

population with five possible answers: religious, somewhat religious, somewhat secular, secular or no 

answer (don‟t know, refusal). Of the respondents 37 per cent saw themselves as religious and 38 per 

cent as somewhat religious. That means that 75 per cent of the people described their outlook as 

                                                             
62 Available online on: http://www.cair.com/Portals/0/pdf/American_Muslim_Voter_Survey_2006.pdf, 4. 
63 Karen Isaksen Leonard, „Introduction: Young American Muslim Identities‟ in: The Muslim World Volume 95, 
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64 Quoted in Kosmin, Mayer and Keysar (2001) 5. 
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religious or somewhat religious.
68

 With 81 per cent of the adult population identifying with a religion 

group and 75 per cent of the people describing their outlook as (somewhat) religious, it is safe to say 

that the religiosity of the United States is very high. This is confirmed in the World Values Study. 

With a sample group of 1,196 for the United States in 2006, the study found that 72.1 per cent of the 

people described themselves as a religious person. Only 3.6 per cent said to be a convinced atheist.
69

  

1.4.3 State Policies and Multiculturalism    

The foundation of the United States is its Constitution. The Constitution forms the basis for the 

organisation of the U.S. government and the relation of the government to the people. The First 

Amendment established the freedom of religion and protected the right of every person to freely 

exercise their religion. This American tradition of freedom is an essential part of American society. It 

also gives Muslims, more than in Europe, the possibility to build their own religious centres. As an 

article in The Economist in 2007 said, in „America the tone of disputes over religious buildings (...) is 

affected by everyone‟s presumption that if the issue went to the highest level, the cause of liberty 

would probably prevail.‟
70

    

  Even though there was no state religion, the separation of church and state has not always been 

completely clear. Organisations like Americans United for Separation of Church and State and the 

American Civil Liberties Union argued that governments ought to be more secular in word, deed and 

intent. The Supreme Court made this position law in 1971, in Lemon v. Kurtzman. The Court required 

all government decisions to be motivated by a secular purpose, to have primarily secular effects and 

not to entangle the state with religious institutions.
71

 However, in a series of rulings throughout the 

1990s, the Supreme Court had been split 4-4 on permitting the government to take any symbolic 

action that might be seen to endorse religion. The compromise of the ninth Judge was to allow some 

government financing of religion but no government endorsement of religious symbols. This has „been 

the law of the land for the last two decades‟.
72

      

  As the number of non-European immigrants rose after the 1960s, the public display of ethnic 

identity in America became more noticeable and more acceptable. The idea and desirability of 

American society being a „melting pot‟ came into question. Instead, in the 1990s, the idea of 

multiculturalism as an ideology and practice emerged. The „melting pot‟ was replaced by the more 

diverse „salad bowl‟. Immigrants no longer had to culturally assimilate.
73

 In this atmosphere, it would 

be more logical for Muslims to want to build a genuine Islamic mosque.     

 

                                                             
68 Ibidem, 19.  
69 http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/ Accessed on October 7, 2009. 
70 „Islam, the American Way‟ in: The Economist, September 1, 2007. 
71 Noah Feldman, „A Church-State Solution‟ in: The New York Times, July 3, 2005. 
72 Ibidem. 
73 Ali (2005) 521-522. 

http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/


                                                           Comparative Analysis of Mosque Building in the West – I.V. Onderwater  

26 

 

1.4.4 Town Planning   

In the United States, zoning is used to keep building in towns and cities under control. Every state has 

its own rules and laws concerning zoning. These zoning regulations are often the biggest problem for 

the building of a new mosque, because these rules are sometimes used to prevent mosque building. 

But practical objections, that concern for example water supplies or parking, „are usually overcome, 

helped by a legal system that protects all faiths.‟
74

 For example, in 1988, the Islamic Center of 

Mississippi made a case against the city of Starkville, because a Muslim organisation was denied a 

special use permit three times, while every Christian church that had applied was granted such a 

permit. The court ruled that the City did not act in a religious neutral manner.
75

 This shows that zoning 

regulations were used to discriminate against Muslims but in the end the legal system actually 

supported the Muslim organisation. It should be noted that there are also many examples of zoning 

regulations being used to discriminate against other denominations, such as Judaism.
76

   

  During the late 1980s, the U.S. Supreme Court‟s philosophy moved more towards allowing 

governments to restrict religious freedom, as long as this applied equally to all faiths. In reaction to 

this development, over 60 religious organisations and civil liberties groups combined to form the 

Coalition for the Free Exercise of Religion. This group promoted the „Religious Freedom Restoration 

Act‟ and this bill was passed in 1993. The law required governments to refrain from limiting religious 

freedom, but it was found unconstitutional in 1997 by the U.S. Supreme Court, because it exceeded 

the authority of Congress.
77

 In 2000 a new law was passed that protected the use of land for religious 

purposes. This „Religious Land Use and Institutionalised Persons Act‟ states that „[n]o government 

shall impose or implement a land use regulation in a manner that imposes a substantial burden on the 

religious exercise of a person, including a religious assembly or institution‟.
78

 Before the introduction 

of this act, religious institutions from all denominations had problems with zoning regulations that 

tried to keep religious buildings out of down town and commercial areas and residential 

neighbourhoods. Roman P. Storzer and Anthony R. Picarello of the Becket Fund for Religious 

Liberty, complained that for religious people, „[t]he freedom to choose how best to fulfil their faith 

requirements [had been] routinely burdened by overzealous, religiously insensitive, or actively hostile 

zoning and land marking authorities.‟
79

   

   Although the Act of 2000 is now in force, it has not been easy to build new mosques. In an 
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article in The Economist, a Chicago civil-rights lawyer said that „mosque builders around her city 

often have to work twice as hard as other religious groups to get the necessary permits, even though 

they do eventually get their way‟.
80

 In the same article it is said that a mosque in Chicago faced 

regulation that banned parking for three hours on Friday afternoons, the time for the most important 

Islamic prayer of the week. The rule was successfully challenged on grounds of religious 

discrimination.
81

  

  Concerning the architecture, for most Muslims, the dome and the minaret are strong symbols. 

Most American mosques have at least a dome. The dome is a more common architectural feature, also 

in the West, and is therefore more easily accepted by planning committees.
 82

 The minaret is much less 

common, mainly because they are strictly regulated by local governments. But when opposition is 

fierce, the result can be the building of a mosque without an Islamic look at all. In Los Angeles, the 

opposition to the building of the Northridge mosque was so strong that it was passed by the local 

planning commission with a record 44 restrictions, including the prohibition of a dome. Biondo 

described this mosque as „clearly underexposed‟. The mayor at the time called the decision of the 

commission „prejudiced and unconstitutional‟.
83

 The U.S. Constitution gives all faith groups the same 

protection against religious discrimination, and although there are examples of mosque associations 

clearly having more trouble obtaining building permits compared to other faith groups, in the end the 

constitutional rights are held high by most Americans.     

 

1.4.5 Political Polarisation and Public Opinions   

According to Barbara Metcalf, writing in 1996, on „the whole, political concerns about a Muslim 

presence have been muted in North America, the one exception being the alarm about Muslims at the 

time of the bombing of the World Trade Center in 1993‟.
84

 Of course, the attacks of September 11, 

2001 by Muslim terrorists brought concerns about political Islam, abroad and in the United States 

itself. But government policy on the whole has been focused on reaching out to all faith groups and 

not excluding any religion. Although, through the U.S. Constitution, religious freedom is firmly 

anchored in American society, the building of new mosques has often evoked public protests. In the 

literature, every story on the building of a mosque involves some kind of public opposition or 

interference. In 2000, a group of Muslims tried to buy a church building to turn it into the first mosque 

in the Chicago suburb Palos Heights but there were objections from residents and city council 

members. One citizen blatantly told a reporter, “I‟m not going to lie to you; we don‟t want them.” The 

Mosque Foundation eventually accepted an offer of $200,000 to walk away from the property but the 

mayor vetoed the measure, calling it insulting to Muslims. The Mosque Foundation then filed a $6.2 
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million discrimination lawsuit against the city. On the positive side, several faith groups did speak up 

in support of the foundation of the mosque.
85

 Another example from the same city is the building of a 

new mosque in Orland Park, Chicago, in 2005. The opposition included anti-mosque petition drives, 

and „hundreds of residents packing village board meetings to oppose the mosque‟.
86

 But this mosque 

was eventually finished and opened its doors in June 2006.   

  As the 2000 Chicago-case shows, anti-Muslim sentiments were already in place in the United 

States before the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001. But the terrorist acts in Western countries 

and the subsequent war on terror did aggravate the hatred against Islam and the Muslim population. 

According to Vincent Biondo, „most building projects have been put on hold since the attacks of 

September 11, 2001.‟
87

 Before the attacks, a Muslim community in Riverside, California, undertook 

the safest strategy for mosque building by purchasing a land pre-zoned for a place of worship, thus 

avoiding regular planning commission concerns like parking, traffic, and water supply. But after the 

tragedy of September 11, the building process received extreme opposition. More than 200 local 

community members actively protested the building plans. A pastor of a nearby church said he 

welcomed Jews and Christians to the area but would “do all we can do to discourage” the mosque 

project.
88

 In 2003 the Muslim community moved to a different building location and is still waiting for 

their centre to be built.
89

 Yet, according to Professor Noah Feldman, „almost all Americans want to 

make sure that we do not let our religious diversity pull us apart‟.
90

 Mosque projects do not seem to 

fail because of political polarisation or negative reactions by the public.   

 

1.4.6 Mosque financing  

The financing of mosques in the United States has not really been discussed in the academic literature 

on mosques. It is very likely that the famous petrol-dollar from Arabian countries was also used to 

support the building of mosques in America. According to the Saudi weekly Ain al-Yaqueen in 2002, 

Saudi sources have financed 1,500 mosques and 210 Islamic centres in non-Islamic countries since 

1975.
91

 This might be an exaggeration, as the weekly could try to make the Saudi achievements sound 

better than they actually are. But there is no doubt that Saudi Arabia has financially supported the 

building of mosques in Western countries and there is no reason why they would not have done the 

same in the United States. At the same time, the American Muslim community is in general higher 

educated and part of the higher social classes, so it would not be surprising if wealthy American 
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Muslims were able to contribute to the funding of new mosques. As part of the antiterrorism laws and 

regulations in the United States, some Islamic charities came under investigation and assets were 

frozen, which made Muslims more apprehensive to donate money, according to the American Civil 

Liberties Union. The Arab-American charity Access, of which more than half of the finances are 

government-provided, said that they actually benefited from the antiterrorism laws because now 

Muslims „are scared to make a charitable donation to a mosque‟.
92

 It is difficult to say anything 

concrete about the position of mosque financing in the United States before and during the „war on 

terror‟ and if the building of mosques has suffered from poor financing.   

 

1.5 Conclusion  

The United States has, in the most optimistic estimates, around 1,500 mosques. Of these, probably 25 

per cent, or 377, are purpose-built. The American Muslim population is estimated to be 3 million, 

which is 0.9 per cent of the total population. The history of immigration by Muslims is quite long and 

there is also a considerable indigenous Muslim population amongst African Americans. The 

educational level is on average higher than that of the general population. This Muslim population 

lives in a very religious society, with 75 per cent of the American population describing their outlook 

as (somewhat) religious. The freedom of religion is firmly anchored in the American constitution and 

society. At the same time, there is quite a firm separation of church and state, although there is room 

for government financing of religion. As a society of immigrants, for a long time the ideal was that 

every American would blend into the „melting pot‟ but since the 1990s there has been a shift to a more 

multicultural „salad bowl‟ society. In spite of the constitution and multicultural society, Muslims still 

experience discrimination and prejudice, also in the building of mosques. However, other faith groups 

experience problems with building their houses of worship as well and all faith groups now have 

strong protection against difficult planning committees through the 2000 „Religious Land Use and 

Institutionalised Persons Act‟. Another helpful factor is that there is more land available in the United 

States and there is land „pre-zoned‟ for places of worship.  

  The sometimes strong public opinion against mosques is not in any way supported by 

American politicians. There is no political polarisation about mosque building and the American 

public is in general tolerant towards other religions. There is no reliable literature on mosque financing 

in the United States but there are also no indicators that mosque financing is problematic for American 

Muslim communities. American Muslims have without a doubt suffered in the aftermath of the 

September 11 terrorist attacks. There have been physical attacks, violent attacks on mosques and even 

murders. However, as we have seen, mosque building experienced opposition already before the 

terrorist attacks. Although according to Biondo most mosque building projects have been put on hold 

since September 11, 2001, there is no proof for this statement. 
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Chapter Two   

The Netherlands  

 

2.1 Introduction   

As a former colonial power in the largest Muslim country in the world, it is surprising that the Muslim 

presence in the Netherlands only came about after the Second World War. Coping with an influx of 

immigrants and asylum seekers, the Netherlands in the last half of the twentieth century, was known 

abroad for its liberal and tolerant society. Multiculturalism seemed to come natural to a country that 

flourished in the Early Modern Age partly because of immigrants, like Jews and Protestants who were 

prosecuted in their home countries. But the multicultural society came under pressure. In the past 

decade Islam in the Netherlands has been a hot topic for debates, in the political arena as well as 

among the public. The murdered politician Pim Fortuyn was one of the first to vocalise the 

Islamophobic sentiments in society when he called the Islamic culture „backward‟ in 2002. The 

Liberal MP of Somali origin Ayaan Hirshi Ali made a controversial film about the position of women 

in Islam in 2004 and months later the director of the film, Theo van Gogh, was murdered by a Muslim 

extremist. The debate has no doubt been harsh and mosques have not managed to stay out of it. But in 

the densely populated country, the building of a mosque sometimes encounters opposition simply 

because land is scarce and other people want to use the land. Protests against mosques are then no 

different from protest against apartment buildings, for example. The question surrounding mosque 

building in the Netherlands remains, whether the Islamophobic sentiments have had an effect on 

society or that the multicultural spirit and tolerance continue to make space for Islam.   

 

2.2 Islam in the Netherlands  

The Dutch society has a rather short history of encounters with Islam. Apart from the occasional 

commercial and diplomatic relations with representatives of the Ottoman Empire or Muslims in the 

Dutch colonies, for the large majority of the Dutch people, Islam remained a mystery until the second 

half of the twentieth century. That there were some Muslims in the Netherlands, is proven by the 

census which go back to 1879. In that year 49 „Mohammedans‟ were counted.
93

 But considering the 

fact that the nation with most Muslims today, Indonesia, used to be a Dutch colony until the 

independence of the Republic of Indonesia in 1949, it is somewhat remarkable that Islam was not a 

more common feature of Dutch society. The Muslim populations in France and Britain for example, 

consist for a large amount of people from former colonies.
94
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Although the extensive institutionalisation of Islam in the Netherlands started in the 1970s, the first 

formal Muslim organisation was established in 1932, by Indonesians in The Hague.
95

 It would still 

take 23 years for the first mosque to be opened. This happened in 1955, by the Ahmadiyya movement, 

also in The Hague. The movement in The Hague had the objective to bring Islam to the Dutch people 

and to create a better image of Islam. Their mosque was for a long time „the most clearly visible 

symbol of Islamic presence in the Netherlands‟.
96

 In the 1950s and 1960s, the Ahmadiyya mosque 

received a lot of recognition from diplomats from Islamic countries and highly esteemed orientalists. 

But the position of the Ahmadiyya movement came under pressure in the 1970s as a result of anti-

Ahmadiyya agitation in Pakistan and elsewhere in the Islamic world. Around the same time, new 

Islamic organisations of Turkish, Moroccan and Surinamese immigrants in the Netherlands began to 

contest the position of the mosque in The Hague.
97

 According to a report to the Dutch government, 

there were four Ahmadiyya mosques in the Netherlands in 2003.
98

 This makes it a very small group 

among Dutch Muslims.    

  Almost all Muslims came to the Netherlands through migration. The first Islamic immigrants 

actually came from the Dutch colonies. In the early 1950s, around 12,500 Moluccans came to the 

Netherlands as a result of the independence of Indonesia and the problems in the Moluccas Islands. 

About 2.5 per cent of this group was Muslim.
99

 Immigrants with the Muslim faith also came from 

another Dutch colony, Surinam. The Surinamese Muslims are mainly of Indian or Indonesian descent. 

Their ancestors came to Surinam at the end of the nineteenth century as labour migrants. The group of 

Surinamese Muslims was estimated to be around 32,000 in 2004.
100

   

  The largest group of Muslim immigrants started to come in the 1960s as temporary labour 

migrants for unskilled labour, mainly from Turkey and Morocco. When in 1970 Dutch migration law 

changed and work immigrants were allowed to bring over their families, the number of Muslims rose 

quickly. This also stimulated the institutionalisation of the Islam. In a short time Islam had become a 

part of Dutch society.    

        

2.3 The Mosque in the Netherlands   

Similar to other Western countries, most early mosques in the Netherlands were established in existing 

buildings. Since most Muslims in the Netherlands were supposed to be temporary labour migrants, the 

accommodation of the mosques was not given much attention. The importance of the houses of 
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worship changed as the immigrants brought their families to the Netherlands as well and became 

permanent citizens. Starting in the 1980s, many of the early established mosques, „once improvised 

and largely invisible (...) evolved into larger, purpose-built constructions housing Islamic centres of 

learning and worship‟.
101

 In 1988 it was estimated there about 200 mosques in the Netherlands.
102

   

  According to the Socio-cultural Planning Bureau (SCP) there were 304 mosques in the 

Netherlands in 2000 and at the end of 2003 there were 453.
103

 The SCP used the data from a Dutch 

mosque database
104

 but the origins of this database are unclear and it is therefore unreliable.  

Dr. Nico Landman, lecturer in Islamic studies at Utrecht University, has kept his own mosque 

database since 2001 and according to this database there were at least 394 mosques in the Netherlands 

in 2009. Of an additional 35 mosques the situation is unsure and they might not exist anymore. Most 

mosques, 208, belong to the Turkish community and of these the majority, 123, are associated with the 

Diyanet, the Turkish ministry of religious affairs. The other large Muslim community in the 

Netherlands, the Moroccans, has 124 mosques. According to the database, only 14 mosques are 

established by a community with different national backgrounds. The database of Dr. Landman has 72 

purpose-built mosques and mosques under construction, which is about 18 per cent of the total amount 

of mosques in the Netherlands.
105

    

  Stefano Allievi, in his recent study on mosque conflicts in Europe, states that there are 100 

purpose-built mosques in the Netherlands and another 15 are under construction. For the Netherlands 

Allievi has used research by Dr. Landman, but it remains unclear what his source is for the number of 

purpose-built mosques and mosques under construction. His number of a total of 115 new mosques 

would mean an increase of 60 per cent of the number of purpose-built mosques. Such a rise would 

have been noticed by other scholars so we will not use Allievi‟s data because the reliability is unsure.  

 

2.4 Variables  

 

2.4.1 The Muslim population in the Netherlands    

In public and political discussions about Islam in the Netherlands, right-wing populists have talked 

about a „tsunami‟
106

 of Muslims coming over the Netherlands. When exactly one could speak of a 

„tsunami‟ in demographical terms remains unclear, but this figurative speech does evoke an image of 
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millions of Muslims taking over Dutch society. The reality however is that in the most generous 

estimate, the number of Muslims in the Netherlands is not higher than 1 million.  The CIA Factbook 

states that 5.8 percent of the Dutch population is Muslim. With the total population estimated as 

16,715,999 in July 2009, the number of Muslims would be 969,528. The Pew Forum uses the estimate 

of the CBS from 2004 (see below) which comes to a percentage of 5.7.        

  The Dutch Central Bureau of Statistics (CBS) recently published an extensive report on 

religion, Religie aan het begin van de 21ste eeuw (Religion at the start of the 21
st
 century). This report 

put the number of Muslims in 2007/2008 at 825,000, which is about 5 percent of the Dutch population. 

This number was somewhat surprising, because the CBS‟ estimation for 2004 had been 944,000 

Muslims. The reason for this decline of 69,000 had to do with a new method used by the CBS. The old 

method used the numbers of the municipal administration to add up all immigrants living in the 

Netherlands, according to group of origin. It then subsequently applied the percentage of Muslims in 

the country of origin to the number of immigrants in the Netherlands, using a „secularisation 

percentage‟ of 15 per cent. Because this method was based on too rough assumptions, the CSB 

decided to change its method. Since the response rate of people from non-Western origin in 

questionnaires had improved, the CBS found their own questionnaire results now valid enough to be 

used in estimating the number of Muslims. With the results of CBS‟ yearly Permanent Research into 

Living Conditions (POLS) the number of 825,000 Muslims was calculated.
107

 The Muslim community 

in the Netherlands consists mainly of people originating from Turkey and Morocco. The Turkish 

community with 285,000 Muslims forms 34.5 per cent of the community and the 296,000 Moroccans 

are a slightly larger group, with 35.9 per cent.
108

 This means that around 30 per cent of the Dutch 

Muslims has a different national origin than Turkey or Morocco.          

  Even though the numbers show that there is definitely not a „wave‟ of Muslims in the 

Netherlands, it apparently feels that way for some people. An explanation for this sentiment might be 

that most Muslims in the Netherlands are concentrated in a handful of large cities. The  most urbanised 

part of the Netherlands, called the Randstad, is part of three provinces of which two, according to CBS 

data from 2003, have the highest percentage of the Muslim population: in Zuid-Holland live 31 per 

cent of Dutch Muslims, in Noord-Holland 23.2 per cent. The smaller province Utrecht, with the large 

city of Utrecht, has 8.8 per cent of all Muslims.
109

 This means that 63 per cent of all Muslims in the 

Netherlands live in or close to the rather small area of the Randstad. In the largest cities the percentage 

of Muslims of the population is a lot higher than the Dutch average of 5 per cent. The two largest 

cities, Amsterdam and Rotterdam, both do not have exact figures on the percentage of Muslims. But 

taking the number of Turks and Moroccans as indicative of the Muslim population, 14.2 per cent of 
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Amsterdam‟s population were Muslims in 2008, and in Rotterdam 14.3 per cent.
110

 Of course not all 

Turks and Moroccans are Muslim, but this calculation excludes Muslims with other backgrounds, so 

the percentage might in fact be a little bit higher. However, it does show the large Muslim presence in 

the two largest Dutch cities. In some other areas of the Netherlands, for example the south-east of 

Friesland and the south of Limburg, Muslims are only about 2 per cent of the population.
111

   

  In general, the Muslim population in the Netherlands is less educated than the indigenous 

population. Unfortunately, we need to again use data for Moroccans and Turks. According to a report 

from 2005, the educational level of people between the ages 15-64 years not following education, with 

no higher than advanced elementary education (mavo/vbo) was 69 per cent for the Moroccans and 

Turks, compared to 30 per cent for the indigenous Dutch people.
112

 The Muslim population in the 

Netherlands also has a difficult position in the labour market. Whereas in 2004 the unemployment rate 

for the indigenous Dutch people was 5 per cent, for Turkish people this was 14 per cent and for 

Moroccans even 22 per cent.
113

 The average yearly income for these groups was also lower than that 

of the indigenous Dutch people, which was 20,100 euro in 2003. The average yearly income of Turks 

was 13,600 euro and 13,200 for Moroccans.
114

 Although these are only a couple of figures, it gives an 

image of the difficult social position of the Muslim community in the Netherlands. On average they 

have a low educational level, a lower income and most likely a lower social position.  

 

2.4.2 Religiosity of the Netherlands  

In 2006, the WRR (Dutch Scientific Council for Government Policy) published a report on religion. 

Geloven in het publieke domein (Faith in Public) was written because it was „apparently of importance 

and meaningful for society that religion had „returned‟‟.
115

 For some time, it seemed as if the 

Netherlands experienced a process of secularisation, in accordance with the secularisation theory that 

in modern society religion would lose its importance. The Netherlands has a rather complicated 

history when it comes to religion in the twentieth century. Until the 1950s, the Netherlands had a 

„pillarised‟ society, in which virtually everything was divided along the lines of four pillars: Roman 

Catholic, Protestant, Socialist and Liberal. When these strict separations started to break down under 

influence of new ideas and developments in the 1950s and 1960s, the Netherlands became a very 

secular country. When researchers now talk about a return of religion, it is not a return to the religions 
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of the 1950s. It is rather a new form of religion that is harder to define and describe.
116

    

 In the WRR report, the results of a survey were published in which people were asked about 

their philosophy of life.
117

 Of the interviewees 46 per cent said to be not religious. This means that 54 

per cent of the interviewees saw themselves as religious. Of the interviewees 26 per cent said to be 

religious or spiritual, but not affiliated with a certain religious or spiritual group or institution. Another 

25 per cent called themselves Christian and 3 per cent was affiliated with another religious 

institution.
118

 According to the survey these were mostly Muslims. This shows some inaccuracy 

because we saw before that about 5 per cent of the Dutch population is Muslim and there are also other 

religions in the Netherlands, like Judaism, Hinduism and Buddhism. Therefore a percentage of only 3, 

as non-Christian denominational, seems too low. Unfortunately, it is not specified when and how the 

survey was conducted, or what the number of interviewees was. In the recent report on religion in the 

Netherlands data from the CBS show that in 2008 42 per cent of the Dutch population was not 

affiliated with a denomination.
119

 This is the percentage we will use in the comparison because it is a 

more conservative percentage when it comes to secularisation. It means that 58 per cent of the Dutch 

population is in some way religious. The World Values Survey in the Netherlands in 2006 found 56.9 

per cent of the Dutch people describe themselves as a religious person, which is a similar result.
120

   

2.4.3 State Policies and Multiculturalism   

The Dutch constitution starts with a chapter on the fundamental rights, of which the first article states 

that „[a]ll persons in the Netherlands shall be treated equally in equal circumstances‟ and also prohibits 

any form of discrimination. The article was added to the fundamental rights in 1983 and there has been 

discussion to change it or to remove it again, because if can conflict with other fundamental rights like 

the freedom of speech. Even though it is a difficult article, because it prohibits any form of 

discrimination, it is for many people a fundament of Dutch society and it has been important for 

Muslims who have felt discriminated against. Another relevant fundamental right is article 6, in which 

it is laid down that „[e]veryone shall have the right to profess freely his religion or belief, either 

individually or in community with others, without prejudice to his responsibility under the law [and] 

[r]ules concerning the exercise of this right other than in buildings and enclosed places may be laid 

down by Act of Parliament for the protection of health, in the interest of traffic and to combat or 
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prevent disorders.‟
121

 The Dutch constitution thus allows Muslims to freely follow and exercise their 

religion. Article 6 of the Constitution could be interpreted to have a social component in that 

authorities should enable people to be able to freely practice their religion. But the Council of State‟s 

Department for the Administration of Justice determined in 1987 that „no financial claims on the 

authorities could be derived from Article 6 of the Constitution‟.
122

  

  There is no text in Dutch law that legally establishes the separation of church and state. 

However, the separation is achieved in practice because there are no organisational or administrative 

relations between the Dutch state and the churches in the Netherlands. Article 6 of the constitution 

puts the law above religious practice. There is one significant exception, namely education. Freedom 

of Education means that everyone can start a school on the basis of a religion or philosophy of life and 

parents are free to decide where to send their children to school and this has been part of the Dutch 

constitution since 1848. In 1917 a new article in the constitution made the Dutch state responsible for 

all education and this resulted in a law that requires the state to finance all schools, public and special. 

The Dutch government thus finances Islamic schools also.  

  The right to equal treatment was important in discussions on the possibility of the Dutch 

government financing mosques because the government had financed the building of churches after 

the Second World War.
123

 One mosque was built with a subsidy from an existing grant scheme for 

churches, which will be discussed under „Mosque financing‟. In 1975 the government had a research 

conducted into the needs of Muslims because it was thought that the foreign workers had a right to 

spiritual care. This resulted in the General Regulation concerning Subsidies for Places of Worship in 

1976. The idea was that places of worship could help integration into Dutch society and a Dutch Islam 

might evolve.
124

 In August 1982 the Ministry of Culture, Recreation and Social Work set up a working 

party under the guidance of Prof. Jacques Waardenburg,
125

 to make recommendations on the 

desirability of government funding for accommodation for religious minority groups. The results were 

published in 1983. The working party proposed that in the future, religious organisations should be 

regarded as „a very natural form of “interest organisation” for people coming from cultures permeated 

by religion‟.
126

 However, the implementation of these recommendations came up against political 

opposition, especially when it came to the financing of new places of worship. All financial ties 

between the state and churches had to be cut after the revision of the Constitution in 1983 and 

                                                             
121 Translation of the Dutch constitution by the Ministry of the Interior and Kingdom Relations, Constitutional 
Affairs and Legislation Department, http://www.minbzk.nl/contents/pages/6156/grondwet_UK_6-02.pdf 

Accessed on November 4, 2009. 
122 Jan Rath, Rinus Penninx, Kees Groenendijk and Astrid Meyer, Western Europe and its Islam (Leiden; Brill 

2001) 40-41. 
123 Rath, Penninx, Groenendijk and Meyer (2001) 5. 
124 Ibidem, 46. 
125 Emeritus Professor Jacques Waardenburg is specialised in the study of Islam and comparative religion 

science and was at that time working at the University of Utrecht.   
126 Quoted in Rath, Penninx, Groenendijk and Meyer (2001) 33. 

http://www.minbzk.nl/contents/pages/6156/grondwet_UK_6-02.pdf


                                                           Comparative Analysis of Mosque Building in the West – I.V. Onderwater  

38 

 

therefore also with Islamic religious institutions.
127

   

  Apart from the governmental reports on, and inquiries into the needs of Muslims and 

possibilities of mosque financing, there have also been similar reports by municipalities. The city of 

Rotterdam released several memorandums on mosques. For example the memorandum Mosque 

Groups as Interest Organisations (1983) advised that the foundation of places of worship should be 

integrated „smoothly‟ into zoning plans.
128

 In another memorandum from 1991, Faith in the Future, it 

was stated that there was a shortage of places of worship for Muslims, and this would become a 

problem. Therefore the municipality should have an active role in mosque establishment. The 

municipality wanted to keep additional functions of mosques to a minimum, to create „neutral‟ places 

of worship. In the 1980s several mosques in Rotterdam had become multi-functional centres, but they 

were all focused on certain ethnic or religious groups. The municipality feared these mosques would 

become symbols of cultural segregation. However, to demand neutral and multi-ethnic mosques was 

seen by mosque organisations as illegitimate state interference in religious life. The municipality 

proved sensitive to this argument and gave up the idea of „neutral‟ mosques.
129

   

  Dutch governments have obviously felt a responsibility for the religious health of foreign 

workers and have recognised the need for mosques. However, there are no laws that give Muslims the 

right to this help. The willingness to help mosque organisations is therefore subject to the political 

climate.   

 

2.4.4 Town planning and landownership   

The Netherlands is one of the most densely populated countries in the world. This means that land is 

scarce and expensive. Mosque organisations that wanted to build a new mosque, often to replace their 

existing accommodation, therefore mostly consulted their municipality in the search for a new 

location. In all cases of purpose-built mosques discussed in the literature, the Dutch municipalities 

have offered help to mosque organisations to find suitable locations. Civil servants have been actively 

involved by offering lists of suitable locations and helping mosque organisations with the difficult 

administrative procedures for, among other things, building permission. Zoning plans often needed to 

be adjusted to be able to build a mosque because this had not been taking into account when designing 

new zoning plans. Much opposition against the building of mosques focused on these changes in 

zoning plans, which are easy to object to.   

  Design plans for a new building always need to be approved by a town planning 

commission.
130

 For example in Utrecht, a Muslim Association of Surinamese Muslims had plans to 

build a mosque and they got permission to build it on a site that was already designated for a religious 
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building in the zoning plan. Because it was a central location, the commission wanted a „postcard 

mosque‟, an architectural highlight in the area. The commission made several suggestions for 

adjustments, including a larger dome.
131

     

  Areas for mosque building that have been popular among civil servants are industrial estates. 

Located on the outskirts of towns, these quarters often have space to build on, there is enough parking 

space and there are few complaints from neighbours. In 2004 the city of Amsterdam concluded in the 

report Establishment Policy for Religious Institutions in Amsterdam that it would be best for larger 

religious organisations to be located in business areas, due to the traffic that these organisations would 

attract. In his book on municipal policies and facilities for Muslims, Marcel Maussen called this the 

„banishment‟ of mosques and migrant churches to isolated areas, whereas older religious buildings, 

like synagogues and Western churches, have prominent locations in city centres.
132

   

  Finding land and obtaining building permission is difficult for almost every organisation in the 

Netherlands. For Muslims it is even harder because current zoning plans are not yet set up to make 

room for new Islamic places of worship. The process of changing an active zoning plan is difficult and 

leaves much room for objections from citizens. It has to be investigated further, but it seems that the 

time between the start of the search for a location by a mosque organisation, and the opening of a new 

mosque, is on average more than ten years.   

 

2.4.5 Political polarisation and public opinions   

Political polarisation in the Netherlands seems to continue to grow, ever since the start of the new 

millennium. The very popular politician Pim Fortuyn, who was shot dead on May 6 2002 by a left-

wing radical, made headlines when he called Islam a „backward culture‟.
133

 At the time many people 

were shocked but years later the Netherlands now has politicians who call for a ban on the Quran, and 

MP Geert Wilders got worldwide attention when he released his anti-Islam movie Fitna in March 

2008. In between a critical Dutch filmmaker was killed in broad daylight by a Muslim extremist. At 

the same time other politicians try to stay positive about integration and the place of Islam in Dutch 

society. However, a neutral debate about the role of Islam in the Netherlands seems impossible in this 

political climate. The support for the political party of Geert Wilders, the Party for Freedom (PVV) 

continues to grow. His party program proposes a moratorium on the building of new mosques for five 

years.
134

   

  Opposition against mosques often focuses on building permits and zoning plans. This is not 
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necessarily motivated by Islamophobia, as many building projects attract negative responses in a 

country were free space is rare. But the appearance of an obviously non-Western building also evokes 

disapproval. According to Marcel Maussen, „many mosques built in the Netherlands in the late 1990s 

have been criticised for being mere imitations of traditional mosque architecture from the “home 

country”.‟ Newly-built mosques were seen as „symbols of homesickness and non-integration‟.
135

 City 

Councillors for the Liveable Rotterdam Party took the design for a new Moroccan mosque in 2003 as 

a reason to question the „dominant presence of Islam‟ in the city and made links between mosque 

establishment and Islamic „radicalism and terrorism‟. The party proposed a ban on minarets. Even the 

mayor of Rotterdam was very critical when he said that mosque building should be built in a more 

modest style, so it would express „respect‟ for the host society in which religion had become less 

important.
136

   

  The public opinion on mosques is difficult to measure. There have been cases where 

opposition was fierce, such as the building plans for the Merkez mosque in Deventer, in reaction to 

which 484 letters of protest were sent. The main complaint was that the mosque on the designated site 

would cause annoyance.
137

 However, eventually the mosque was built and opened in 2003. Landman 

and Wessels published an article in 2005 comparing the building of mosques in three Dutch towns. 

They found that the relative weakness of the opposition in Utrecht compared to that in Driebergen and 

Deventer could be explained by several factors, namely that Utrecht‟s Muslim community is a lot 

bigger (15 per cent of the population) compared to that in Driebergen (3 per cent) and Deventer (7 per 

cent), and that Utrecht has a much longer history of immigration and Muslim presence than the other 

towns. Therefore, to some extent, in Utrecht the battles over the visibility of non-Western cultures 

have already been fought.
138

   

  

2.4.6 Mosque financing         

One of the biggest problems for new mosques to be built in the Netherlands has been financing. Some 

mosque organisations have tried to get financial support from Arab countries and individuals, but most 

organisations counted on support from their own communities. The mainly Turkish and Moroccan 

migrant communities were in a difficult financial position, as most immigrants had badly paid and 

unqualified jobs, while sending money to family in the home country. This put great limits on the 

establishment of mosques.
139

    

  The Dutch government has contributed to the establishing of mosques. Between 1976 and 

1984 the costs of the establishment of about 100 mosques were covered partly by national subsidies.
140
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Mosques could for example get subsidies for community services like language courses and between 

March 1981 and December 1983 there was a Temporary Regulation concerning Subsidies for Places 

of Worship for Muslims. This was a special subsidy grant for immigrants. In 1975, one mosque, in 

Almelo, was built with financial support from the government in accordance with the Church Building 

Subsidy Act. This Subsidy Act came into effect in 1962 as a reaction to the inconsistent policy on 

church buildings, as some municipalities subsidised the building of churches and others did not. 

During parliamentary discussions on the bill it was agreed that „legally recognised bodies based on 

religious principles, such as the Humanist Society or the „Mohammedans‟ would be equated with the 

churches‟.
141

 The Act was repealed in 1982 and there were no replacing arrangements. The Dutch 

government also paid for two Moluccan mosques. Christian Moluccan communities of over 35 

families were given churches, built by the Dutch state, as a way of creating a centre of collectivism. 

The Moluccan Muslim communities were too small, so they had a low priority. Only when they had 

grown big enough, they also got their own buildings.
142

 There are two large Moluccan Muslim 

communities in the Netherlands, in Ridderkerk and Waalwijk. For the construction and maintenance 

of the mosque in Ridderkerk, the Dutch state paid Hfl. 2,130,000.
143

   

  There have been some instances where mosques were (partly) financed by foreign sources, for 

example the Amsterdam Taibah mosque that was opened in 1985. The main part of the building 

expenses was paid for by a Saudi prince, but the city of Amsterdam also contributed Hfl. 250,000.
144

 A 

surprising source of finances was Christian organisations. Nico Landman writes in his study that „[i]n 

a research into the relation between local churches and mosques in 1986, it is mentioned that in 20 of 

the 70 municipalities of which information was gathered, financial contributions from churches to 

mosque projects were given, either through fund raising during church services, or through a 

contribution from the funds of the church social welfare work‟.
145

 In recent discussions about radical 

mosques there have been questions about foreign financing. The financing of the Essalam mosque in 

Rotterdam was questioned, when it was said that the mosque was being built with „terrorists money‟ 

and in parliament three MP‟s asked questions about the mosque.
146

 However, Minister of the Interior 

and Kingdom Relations Guusje ter Horst informed parliament in March 2009 that there is enough 

transparency surrounding foreign financing of mosques and that the dangers of foreign financing 

should not be overestimated. According to the Minister, prohibition of foreign financing would go 

against the freedom of religion.
147
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2.5 Conclusion  

The Muslim population in the Netherlands, with around 825,000 people, makes up for 5 per cent of the 

Dutch population. There are an estimated 394 mosques, of which 72, or 18 per cent, are purpose-built. 

The history of Islam in the Netherlands is short, starting late in the 1950s and the institutionalisation of 

Islam began in the 1970s. The educational level of the Muslim population is on average quite low and 

the social position of Dutch Muslims is difficult. The geographical distribution of the Muslim 

population is very uneven, with areas where Muslims make up for over 14 per cent of the population. 

Even though the Netherlands is often portrayed as a very secular country, 54 per cent of the Dutch 

population calls themselves religious and 58 per cent is affiliated with a denomination. Since changes 

in the constitution in 1983, freedom of religion is guaranteed and all organisational or administrative 

ties between the state and churches were cut, so in practice there is a separation of state and church. 

However, government financing of schools based on religion remains. Furthermore, there has been 

governmental funding of mosques and help for mosque associations. This was especially so in the 

1980s and 1990s when the political climate was in favour of multiculturalism. This has been less so 

since the beginning of the twenty-first century.  

  Town planning in the Netherlands is a difficult process, as land is scarce in the densely 

populated country. This has made the building of new mosques complicated, especially since most 

Muslims live in the most urbanised part of the Netherlands. However, municipalities often help 

mosque associations in this process. Opposition against mosques is often focused on town planning 

issues but there are also cases where mosques have been built without problems. The political climate 

however, has been turning against the multicultural society and immigration in the past decade and the 

political party PVV, elected for parliament in 2006, calls for a moratorium on mosque building in its 

party program. The financing of mosques has been difficult for the Dutch Muslim communities, as 

they have little funds themselves. In addition to governmental financing, there have been foreign 

financiers and there are no legal restrictions to this. As the political climate is becoming intolerant to 

the building of mosques, and the scarcity of land leaves little place for new mosques, the Dutch state is 

still supportive of the building of mosques. 
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Chapter Three  

The United Kingdom  

 

3.1 Introduction   

The United Kingdom had, as a colonial power, already long standing relations with Muslims, when the 

immigration in the 1960s greatly increased the Muslim population on the British islands. The first 

mosques were established at the end of the nineteenth century, so the mosque is long past being an 

exotic, strange appearance in the British landscape. That might be why Jocelyne Cesari of Harvard 

University in an article in the Economist in 2007 was of the opinion that in „places with a long history 

of immigration, such as France, Britain or Belgium, resistance to mosques is losing its force‟.
148

 

However, that same year, more than 250,000 people signed an online petition against the building of a 

mosque in London. The electoral support for the anti-immigration, right-wing British National Party 

has been growing over the past decade. Since the bombings of the London underground on July 7, 

2005, by Muslims terrorist who had grown up in the United Kingdom, suspicions about what happens 

in mosques has increased. The United Kingdom is no longer a peaceful multicultural society and the 

building of mosques still meets with resistance.  

 

3.2 Islam in the United Kingdom   

England has a rather long history of contact with the Muslim world. For example, Queen Elizabeth I 

and Sultan Murad III of the Ottoman Empire corresponded with each other and talked about an 

alliance against their common enemy, Catholic Spain, in 1588.
149

 Aside from these correspondences, 

there were also diplomatic and trade relations with Islamic regions. According to Philip Lewis, the 

Muslim presence in Britain goes back at least three hundred years, when the British East India 

Company recruited men from the Indian subcontinent for the merchant navy.
150

 In the mid-nineteenth 

century, some Muslim sailors settled in the United Kingdom. The opening of the Suez Canal in 1869 

brought Muslim seamen from Somalia and Yemen to Britain and there was some educational and 

economic migration from Muslim countries.
151

 The first purpose-built mosque opened in 1889 in 

Woking, England, paid for with a donation by the ruler of Bhopal, a princely state in India.
152

   

  The presence of Islam became more important after the Second World War, when immigrants, 

primarily from former English colonies, began to arrive. These labour immigrants came mainly from 
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Pakistan, India and Bangladesh and were often Muslim. Similar to the labour immigrants to the 

Netherlands, the immigrants were almost all men and did not intend to stay.
153

 The numbers of 

immigrants increased dramatically in the 1960s to pre-empt the Commonwealth Immigrants Act of 

1962, which put a hold on the automatic entry into Britain for Commonwealth citizens, and because of 

family reunions.
154

 The fact that there now was a large number of Muslim families in Britain, called 

for Islamic facilities such as mosques and religious education. Local authorities reacted differently to 

this; some were co-operative, other places were not. Only in the 1980s did Islam really emerge on the 

political scene, as elsewhere in the Western world. There were several controversies, for example 

about halal food in schools, but the most severe was the Salman Rushdie affair. The anger of Muslims 

and the burning of Rushdie‟s book The Satanic Verses in Bradford made wide sections of the British 

population realise „that a substantial group of Muslims had settled in their midst‟.
155

 Islam is now, after 

Christianity, the second religion in Britain.     

 

3.3 The Mosque in the United Kingdom  

The first purpose-built mosque in England was established rather early in 1889. Around the same time 

a prayer room was built in Liverpool.
156

 It is likely that before that time there were already prayer 

rooms or mosques in existing buildings. However, most mosques were built only after the Second 

World War, when migration steadily increased the number of Muslims. In 1963 there were 13 

registered mosques. From 1966 onwards, on average seven new mosques were established every year. 

Especially after 1975, the number of registered mosques rose substantially, to 338 in 1985.
157

 Similar 

to the United States, mosques in Britain were often established in already existing, anonymous 

buildings like family houses or two terrace houses together. In an investigation into mosques in 

Birmingham in 1988, Daniele Joly found that in Birmingham 80 per cent of the mosques were of that 

kind.
 158

 But, like elsewhere in the Western world, in Britain the number of purpose-built mosques 

boomed in the 1990s.
159

 This made Islam suddenly a much more noticeable feature in British society, 

although Muslims had been around for a much longer time.   

   The exact number of mosques in Britain is difficult to determine because registration is not 

mandatory. It is beneficial for mosques to register, because religious organisations can qualify for 

reduced taxes but it is uncertain how many mosques decide not to register. The Muslim Council of 
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Britain said in an article in Economist in 2007 that the number of mosques had jumped in 20 years 

from under 400 to 1,699 registered places of worship.
160

 But on the website of the Council two sources 

are published with more modest numbers. The University of Derby, in research into religion in the 

UK, made a directory for 2001-2003 with about 440 mosques, and the Salaam Mosque Database has 

over 900 mosques.
161

    

  In a very recent report on mosques in Europe various data were analysed and the researcher, 

Stefano Allievi, made the very broad estimation of there being between 850 and 1,500 mosques in the 

United Kingdom. As for the number of purpose-built mosques, Allievi looked at five sample cities, 

namely Birmingham, Bradford, Cardiff, Leicester and Manchester. The percentage of purpose-built 

mosques of all mosques was between nine and twenty per cent, the average of the five cities being 

fifteen per cent.
162

 For this research we use the number of mosques from the Salaam Mosque 

Database, because this database is made by Muslims and is regularly checked and updated and 

therefore should not contain too many errors.
163

 If fifteen percent of these 900 mosques is purpose-

built, there would be around 135 purpose-built mosques in the United Kingdom.    

 

3.4 Variables   

 

3.4.1 The Muslim Population in the United Kingdom  

As we have seen in the previous chapters, the Muslim population is difficult to measure. The British 

census first included questions on religion in 2001 and the next census is in 2011. Estimated numbers 

for British Muslims vary from 750,000 to 2,5 million. Most numbers are based on data on place of 

birth, and these statistics are extrapolated to religious data. This is an inaccurate methodology, because 

it assumes that people with roots in Islamic countries are still Muslim in Britain. With an analysis of 

all the available data, Lewis concluded that the Muslim population of Great Britain in 1991 was about 

one million.
164

 The 2009 Pew Forum report of the world Muslim population estimated that the number 

of Muslims in the United Kingdom is around 1,647,000, based on the 2001 census.
165

 However, The 

Times published an article in early 2009 stating that „official research collated for The Times‟ had 

found that the British Muslim population had grown with 500,000 in four years to 2,4 million.
166

 The 

research was conducted by the Office for National Statistics on the basis of the quarterly Labour Force 

Survey of around 53,000 homes. If the Pew Forum based its figures only on the 2001 census, it could 

be that the Muslim population in Britain rose in eight years with 750,000. This is an increase of 45 per 

cent. The Times attributed the increase to immigration, a high birth rate, and conversions. An increase 
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of 45 per cent within eight years would be spectacular and should be researched further. For this thesis 

we will use the more soundly based number of the Pew Forum. The CIA Factbook puts the percentage 

of Muslims in the United Kingdom at 2.7 per cent, on a population of 61,4 million, also based on the 

2001 census.
167

 This makes Islam the second religion in the UK. It would mean that there are now 

around 1,657,800 Muslims in Britain, a number similar to that of the Pew Forum report. Interestingly, 

the World Values Survey, based on a sample of 523 persons in a survey in 2006, came to a percentage 

of 8.2 per cent. This is three times as high as the estimation of the CIA and the Pew Forum and it 

shows that, although the World Values Survey is an interesting project, the data are not very accurate, 

due to the small research samples.   

  In comparison to Muslims in the United States, Vincent F. Biondo stated that „British Muslims 

face greater prejudice and have closer ties to their home towns (...) As a result, the Muslim 

communities in Britain are more isolated from mainstream society and each other‟.
168

 Like many other 

Muslim labour immigrants in Europe, British Muslims often came from working class and village 

backgrounds. They are mainly employed in the manufacturing industry although a growing number of 

Muslims are businessmen, doctors, teachers, engineers and other scientists.
169

 The Muslim population 

in Britain was found to be more visible than that in North America, partly because they live in more 

concentrated areas and are also more discussed in public life.
170

 Muslims in the United Kingdom live 

mostly in the southeast, especially the greater London, the west Midlands, west Yorkshire and south 

Lancashire. There is also a concentration of Muslims in central Clydeside (Scotland).
171

 These 

concentrations mean that in some parts of Britain, the percentage of Muslims of the population is 

much higher than the national 2.7 per cent. London has the highest proportion of Muslims, according 

to the 2001 Census, with 8.5 per cent of the population.
172

 The 2001 census indicated that there were 

nineteen local authority districts of which more than 10 per cent of the population was Muslim. The 

largest concentrations were found in the two London boroughs of Tower Hamlets (36.4 per cent) and 

Newham (24.3 per cent).
173

    

 

3.4.2 Religiosity of the United Kingdom   

The census of 2001 collected information on ethnicity and religious identity. The census question on 

religion was voluntary. The results of the census were that around 70 per cent of the interviewees 

identified themselves as Christian and 15 per cent as having no religion. However, not all people who 

identify themselves as Christian also identify themselves as a religious person. In the British Social 
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Attitudes Poll by the National Centre for Social Research in 2000 over 3,000 people were interviewed 

and 44 per cent said to have no religious affiliation.
174

 In a poll six years later, executed by the ICM 

for The Guardian, of 1,006 people only 33 per cent described themselves as a religious person. 63 per 

cent said to be not religious, including more than half of those who describe themselves as 

Christian.
175

 In the World Values Survey in Great Britain in 2006, 40.9 per cent of the 1,009 

respondents said not to be a religious person and 10.4 per cent identified themselves as a convinced 

atheist.
176

 We now have three different percentages of religious people;  56, 33 and 48.7. The average 

of these three different surveys is 45.9, but the percentage of 33 is extremely low. We can say, 

however, that the majority of the British people are not religious. Therefore we will put the estimated 

percentage of religious people in Britain on 49 per cent.   

 

3.4.3 State Policies and Multiculturalism   

In this comparative research, the United Kingdom is an exception when it comes to state policies 

because the country has an established state church, the Church of England. The British monarch is the 

Supreme Governor of the church and the church is represented in the House of Lords. This means that 

the Church of England has a privileged status compared to other religions in the United Kingdom.
177

 

Separation of church and state is therefore not in place in Great Britain. It is a predominantly Christian 

Protestant society in which, for example, religious education is compulsory and schools founded on 

religious grounds can get financial support.
178

 However, according to an article in Journal of Ethnic 

and Migration Studies, „Britain‟s public space is still predominantly secular in outlook and the extent 

to which politicians, institutions and agencies are willing to recognise the importance of faith-based 

activity varies considerably‟.
179

 According to the author of the article there has been something of a 

shift towards acknowledgement of the importance of religious communities for people that is 

beneficial for „economic regeneration and social uplift‟.
180

   

  As said before, Islam as a religion became a political issue only in the 1980s. Before that time, 

the majority of people concerned with race relations in Britain, thought that the religious identity of 

minority groups had only a limited impact on social policy.
181

 Multiculturalism was the accepted 

policy after assimilation was formally repudiated as government policy in 1966, by Home Secretary 

Roy Jenkins. He declared that the government sought „cultural diversity, coupled with equal 
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opportunity in an atmosphere of mutual tolerance‟.
182

 There is no legal framework for religious 

communities so most mosques in Britain function under the provisions of the law that regulates 

charitable organisations.
183

   

  For a long time, Muslims were not protected as Muslims from discrimination by law. A court 

ruled in 1988 that Muslims did not constitute an ethnic group and therefore were not protected by the 

1976 Race Relations Act, as for example Sikhs and Jews were. The Commission for Racial Equality 

advocated measures to redress the situation because they saw a need for special laws against religious 

discrimination and to change the blasphemy law that only protected Christianity.
184

 In recent years the 

British government passed several laws that protect against religious discrimination, such as the 2006 

Equality Act and the 2006 Racial and Religious Hatred Act. With the Human Right Act of 1998, in 

which the government incorporated the European Convention of Human Rights, freedom of thought 

and freedom of religion was guaranteed.
185

     

 

3.4.4 Town Planning and Land Ownership  

Mosques in England and Wales need to comply with the Town and Country Planning Act, which was 

completely reformed for the last time in 1990. Scotland and Northern Ireland have their own Planning 

Acts. The Act requires that planning permission must be obtained for any building or material change 

of the use of buildings. Applications for the use of a building for worship are dealt with by the Local 

Authority Planning Committees, who check the established plans for the neighbourhood, the 

appearance of the building, the degree of nuisance to be expected and the possible effects on „racial 

integration in the immediate surroundings‟.
186

 Because this is a long procedure, many mosque 

organisations chose to establish their mosque in buildings which had been used by other religious 

communities. In that case a separate approval from local authorities is not required. The Act also 

requires planning authorities to prepare development plans, which are guidelines for giving planning 

permission. So far there is no evidence that any planning authority has incorporated mosques in their 

development plans.    

  Henry Hodgins researched the planning permissions for mosques in Birmingham in 1981. 

Birmingham, one of Britain‟s cities with a large Muslim population, was the first city to develop 

special guidelines for the building of mosques in the 1970s. This was a rather restrictive policy, 

focused on the conversion of existing property, as the Planning Committee expressed in an 

information leaflet in 1978. Yet Hodgins found that often, when planning permission was refused, the 

Committee would claim that their policy was to encourage the use of purpose-built mosques. At the 
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same time, designs for purpose-built mosques were put under pressure not to look like mosques, for 

example without minarets.
187

 After several appeals against refused planning permissions, Birmingham 

made its policy more flexible. However, according to McLoughlin, the Planning law still supports the 

idea of preserving „Britishness‟ in the built environment and for „some members of the ethnic 

majority‟ in Britain, the appearance of mosques is seen as evidence of „an ever-expanding (Islamic) 

threat to the English way of life‟.
188

   

  Jørgen S. Nielsen held a survey among eight-seven local authorities in Britain with a 

significant Muslim population.
189

 The survey also asked about planning permission and most 

authorities said they considered applications for mosques the same as other applications. Eight local 

authorities reported that they had developed a special guideline. A couple of authorities actually 

investigated the needs of their Muslim communities and adopted an active policy to meet those needs. 

They would, for example, offer help in identifying suitable sites for mosques, similar to several Dutch 

authorities.
190

   

 

3.4.5 Political Polarisation and Public Opinions   

Because Muslims in the United Kingdom live in concentrated areas, they have been the subject of 

discussions in public life, more than in, for example, the United States.
191

 National and international 

events, such as the controversy around The Satanic Verses and the Gulf War, strengthened the focus 

on Islam. Mosques and Islamic centres have been visible reminders to non-Muslims of the expansion 

of Muslim settlers in certain urban neighbourhoods
192

 and these have been targets of hate crimes. After 

the bombing of the World Trade Center in New York in 1993, mosques in England were attacked.
193

 

Since the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001 and in London on July 7, 2005, mosques have been 

experiencing „much higher levels of public scrutiny than hitherto‟, says Seán McLoughlin in his study 

on mosques in Bradford.
194

 He found that in contemporary Bradford there have been no mosque 

conflicts and according to him the explanation for this, is the predominance of Pakistani Muslims in 

the inner city. Because the numbers of non-Muslim minorities in Bradford are small, the Pakistanis 

have faced less competition for political influence and resources than in other more ethnically diverse 
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cities.
195

 

  The planning of a mosque to be built in London is an interesting example of public opinion in 

the United Kingdom. The mosque has been dubbed „Olympic mega-mosque‟ because it will be one of 

the largest mosques in Europe, with space for 12,000 worshippers, and the location is close to the site 

of the 2012 Olympics. Local people are divided over the proposal and the Muslim community is also 

not united. The initiator of the proposed mosque is Tablighi Jamaat, a conservative missionary 

movement, that has been marked extremist in the media, and some British Muslims are afraid of this 

hard-line group becoming the most visible face of British Islam. In 2007 281,685 people signed a 

petition calling for the „mega-mosque‟ to be banned, of which some 2,500 were Muslim.
196

 The 

motion for the petition stated: „We the Christian population of this great country England would like 

the proposed plan to build a mega-mosque in East London scrapped. This will only cause terrible 

violence and suffering and more money should go into the [National Health Service].‟
197

 The motion 

shows the fear of Islam gaining ground in a „Christian‟ country. To characterise the proposed design 

as a „mega-mosque‟ is a verbalisation of this fear. At the time of this research, the building had not 

started yet. The project was in 2009 already two years behind schedule and planning application was 

not expected until at least 2010.
198

 The mosque project used to have a website, but this is no longer 

online.  

  The political polarisation in Britain comes mainly from the British National Party. The British 

National Party has gained more electoral support in the last decade. According to their manifesto for 

the 2005 election, the „British peoples are embroiled in a long term cultural war being waged by a 

ruling regime which has abandoned the concept of "Britain" in pursuit of globalisation. We are 

determined to win that cultural war, and to that end, we must take control of our national borders‟.
199

 

This means that they are against multiculturalism and want to limit immigration as much as possible. 

The manifesto further states that the party is not against Islam, but it sees Islam as a foreign mindset 

whose adherents should follow the religion „in their own countries‟.
200

 It the same context, the party 

warns against the Islamification of Britain. The BNP does not have a clear stance on the building of 

mosques, as for example the Freedom Party of Geert Wilders in the Netherlands has. The BNP does 

oppose the conversion of churches into mosques, because it sees this as a displacement of Christianity 

by Islam in the United Kingdom.
201

 On internet websites there are many examples of the BNP 
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opposing the building or renovation of mosques
202

 but the origins and credibility of these sources are 

not (always) clear. Nevertheless, even without BNP evidently objecting to the building of mosques in 

Britain, their party manifesto is obviously not welcoming the establishment of mosques.     

  

3.4.6 Mosque Financing            

Purpose-built mosques in the United Kingdom have in the past received financial assistance from 

Muslim countries. The East London Mosque, for example, was closely aligned with Arab states in the 

Middle East and King Fahd of Saudi Arabia contributed ₤1,100,000 of the ₤2,000,000 needed for the 

building project.
203

 It was noticeable that in Britain the number of annual mosque registrations grew 

suddenly between three- and four-fold from 1974, parallel to the rise in oil prices. However, there is 

no way of knowing whether the growth of mosques was based on Arab money.
204

 According to Philip 

Lewis, Middle Eastern finances could not be relied upon too much, for he found that „very little of the 

fabled petrodollar wealth of the Arab countries finds its way into Bradford‟s mosques‟.
205

 Thirty years 

after the first mosque was established, Bradford still did not have a large central purpose-built mosque.  

   There is no financial aid from the government for religious communities, but at times Muslim 

centres have received subsidies from ministries or local authorities for such things as the maintenance 

of buildings or the providing of language instruction.
206

 For the main part however, mosque 

associations need to depend on their own funds. The timeline of the establishment of the Madni Jamia 

Masjid in Bradford can be used as an illustration for this. The mosque association, the Islamic Cultural 

and Educational Association (ICEA), bought land from the Bradford Metropolitan District Council in 

1996 and after planning permission was granted in 1997 building started in 1998. But in 1999, „due to 

shortage of funds‟, phased construction began. Between 2001 and 2006 the remaining phases were 

completed, which cost approximately £2,500,000.
207

 It is not transparent where the financial assets 

came from, but the fact that the project was delayed due to a shortage of funds makes it likely that the 

community raised their own funds, without a large donation from a foreign source.      

 Mosques in the United Kingdom do not seem to suffer from any cutbacks in financial 

assistance from Arabian sources since the War on Terror. There are no anti-terror laws that prevent 

foreign financiers to support the building of a mosque. On the contrary, current Justice Secretary Jack 

Straw helped to secure a £1,500,000 donation from the Emir of Qatar for a mosque in his Blackburn 

constituency, by writing a letter of introduction for Lord Patel of Blackburn in 2007, to help him 
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persuade the Emir. Straw was at the time leader of the House of Commons.
208

 The „mega-mosque‟ in 

London is estimated to cost £70,000,000 and the initiator, Tablighi Jamaat, says it can raise these 

funds.  

 

3.5 Conclusion  

Islam has been present in the United Kingdom for at least two centuries but the great increase of the 

Muslim population came in the 1960s, when labour migrants moved to Britain. The Muslim 

population is now 2.7 per cent of the total population, roughly 1,647,000 people. Estimations for the 

number of mosques range between 850 and 1,500 but there are probably around 900 mosques, of 

which maybe 135, or 15 per cent, are purpose-built. Similar to other Muslim communities in Europe, 

British Muslims are part of the working class, employed in the manufacturing industry, although an 

increasing number of Muslims have higher educational degrees. Most Muslims live in the south east of 

England, with 8.5 per cent of London‟s population being Muslim and parts of London where more 

than a third of the population is Muslim.  

  Although officially the United Kingdom still has an established state church, namely the 

Church of England, a small majority of the British people is not religious. The Church of England has 

a privileged status and there is no separation of church and state. However, the public space in Britain 

is predominantly secular. Through the Human Right Act of 1998 the freedom of religion is protected. 

And since the 1960s multiculturalism is the accepted policy. The general image is that the British 

Local Authority Planning Committees are quite difficult when it comes to the building of mosques, as 

they pay attention to aspects like racial integration in the surroundings and the planning law supports 

the idea of preserving Britishness. There are at the same time municipalities that have an active policy 

to help fulfil the spiritual needs of the Muslim community. There are places where mosques have been 

built without much trouble, but when there is opposition this if often religiously motivated. A record 

281,685 signed a petition against the London „mega-mosque‟. Furthermore, the British National Party, 

that sees no place for Islam in Britain, is gaining more support.   

  Some mosques face financial difficulties, similar to mosques in the Netherlands, but there is 

also foreign financial support, which has not been restricted in the War on Terror. Additionally, the 

government can give subsidies to mosques for things like social activities and building maintenance. 

Despite the long history of Islam in the United Kingdom, since the 1990s Muslims and mosques have 

been experiencing more public and political scrutiny.  

                                                             
208 „Emir of Qatar‟s £1.5m gift to mosque „won votes for Jack Straw‟‟ in: The Sunday Times, October 11, 2009. 



                                                           Comparative Analysis of Mosque Building in the West – I.V. Onderwater  

53 

 

Chapter Four  

Australia and New Zealand 

 

4.1 Introduction   

Even though Australia and New Zealand are situated on the other side of the world, far away from the 

main „Western world‟ of Europe and North America, they are without a doubt Western countries. 

However, academic studies about Islam in the Western world more often than not, forget this part of 

the world. Both countries evolved out of European immigration, although there were indigenous 

people living in Oceania. Like the United States, they are immigrant countries with people from many 

different cultural and national backgrounds. The Muslim population in Australia and New Zealand 

started to grow in the 1970s when both countries let go of their strictly white European immigration 

policy. The Muslim population in New Zealand remains very small, but in Australia there is a larger 

Muslim community. The post-2001 War on Terror also affected this part of the Western world, with 

Australia fighting alongside the United States in Iraq and Afghanistan, and the New Zealand army 

helping the UN mission in Afghanistan. Where New Zealand had no noticeable problems or incidents 

with its Muslim community, eighty-eight Australians were killed in a terrorist attack by Muslim 

extremists on Bali in October 2002
209

 and the atmosphere in Australia towards Islam has become 

much more tense.   

 

4.2 Islam in Australia and New Zealand   

In both Australia and New Zealand there was a small Muslim presence in the second half of the 

nineteenth century. „Afghan‟ camel drivers were brought to Australia to help build the railway across 

the country. These men were popularly known as Afghans but were in fact Muslims from the 

northwest of the Indian subcontinent. In 1871 their number was 20 and this increased to 389 in 1901. 

These Muslims led isolated and lonely lives; they were not allowed to bring their families to Australia. 

The majority of the men eventually returned to their communities of origin.
210

 Other Muslim 

immigrants came in search of gold or work in the new land. These Muslims built the first mosques in 

Australia. The first Muslims in New Zealand did not leave any such traces of their presence, although 

the census records report small numbers of Muslims from 1874 on. These may have been Chinese 

working in gold fields in the south of New Zealand. The present Muslim community goes back to a 
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couple of Gujarati Indian men who arrived in the first half of the twentieth century to open small 

shops, mainly in towns south of Auckland.
211

      

  Because of the restrictive immigration policies in Australia and New Zealand, that effectively 

allowed only Europeans to immigrate, the Muslim community in Oceania remained small for a long 

time, until these restrictions were eased, starting in the 1960s. The Muslim community of New 

Zealand remained at less than a hundred until after the Second World War.
212

 The White Australia 

Policy did allow European Muslims to immigrate, so a substantial number of Muslims from 

Yugoslavia, Turkey, Albania and Romania entered the country in the first half of the twentieth 

century.
213

 After the relaxation of the strict immigration laws, the Muslim communities of Australia 

and New Zealand grew rapidly, to encompass over thirty-five different nationalities.     

 

4.3 The Mosque in Australia and New Zealand   

The mosque histories in Australia and New Zealand are very different. Where the first mosques in 

Australia were built in 1890 and 1891, the first New Zealand mosque was finished only in 1979. With 

the influx of Muslim immigrants from the 1960s onward, the number of mosques expanded. 

According to Abdullah Saeed, the majority of the mosques in Sydney and New South Wales were 

built since 1968.
214

 However, so far there has not been a thorough academic study of mosques in 

Australia or New Zealand.    

  Between 1890 and 1907 four mosques were built in Australia, in Adelaide, New South Wales, 

Perth and Brisbane. To finance the purchase of land and construction of the building, funds were 

raised within the local Muslim community. The Afghans also sought government assistance but they 

did not receive any grants.
215

 Gary Bouma found 57 mosques in Australia in 1994.
216

 From personal 

research, i.e. interviewing imams, Abdullah Saeed concluded that in 2002 there were 80 mosques in 

Australia.
217

 In an article from 2007 it was estimated that Australia had 85 formal mosques and 50 

informal prayer rooms
218

 but the same year another article stated there were approximately 100 

mosques.
219

 An online database has addresses of 291 mosques and prayer rooms.
220

 Judging from the 

names and profiles in the database, there would be 139 mosques in Australia and another 7 are in the 
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process of being built. Since the database is updated regularly, we can use the number from the 

database for our comparison. We have tried to find information on every mosque listed in the 

database, by using online search machines for websites and pictures and concluded there are at least 24 

purpose-built mosques in Australia. It is likely that some purpose-built mosques are not traceable on 

the internet, so the actual number of newly built mosques might be higher.  

  The first mosque in New Zealand was finished in 1979 in Ponsonby, Auckland. A small book 

has been published on the coming of the mosque but it is unfortunately not available in the 

Netherlands or on the internet.
221

 Information on mosques in New Zealand is very scarce. The 

Federation of Islamic Associations in New Zealand has a database that lists 25 mosques in New 

Zealand.
222

 We again used the internet to find information on these mosques and concluded there are 

at least 4 purpose-built mosques in New Zealand.   

    

4.4 Variables for Australia  

 

4.4.1 The Muslim Population in Australia  

As we have seen before, the number of Muslims in any country is difficult to establish. The Australian 

census does ask people to state their religion but this is not obligatory. Therefore there is a possibility 

that the number of Muslims is higher than the census data suggest, because people might have chosen 

not to state their religion. The number of Muslims has definitely been growing over the past decades. 

The census data from 1986 classified 0.7 per cent of Australians as Muslims. At that time, the Muslim 

community was mainly of European origin (44 per cent), one-fifth came from the Middle East and 17 

per cent was Asian.
223

 Ten years later, according to the census of 1996, 1.1 per cent of the population 

was Muslim. The 2006 Census arrived at a number of 340,393
224

 or 1.7 per cent of the population. Of 

the Australian population, 2.1 per cent is Buddhist; this makes Islam the third religion in Australia.
225

 

Both the Pew Forum and the CIA World Factbook use the 2006 Australian Census and thus also state 

that the Muslim population in Australia is 1.7 per cent.     

  Almost half the Australian Muslim population lives in the state of New South Wales, and most 

live in Sydney. According to the 2006 Census, Muslims compromise 3.9 per cent of the population of 

Sydney.
226

 In some suburbs, this percentage rises to 5 per cent and even 10. Only 4.3 per cent of the 
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Muslims live outside the major cities.
227

 This means that in some regions of Australia, Islam is much 

more visible than in many other parts.    

  In an analysis of the Australian Muslim community in 1995, data from the Australia census of 

1981 were used to determine the social position of the community. According to the census, 2.8 per 

cent of Muslims had a degree or diploma qualification, as opposed to 5.8 per cent of the total of other 

religious groups. 48.5 per cent of Muslims had no qualifications, against 47.9 per cent of the other 

religions. This made the researcher, Riaz Hassan, conclude that the „overall finding that can be 

gleaned from these data is that Muslims occupy a lower class position in the social structure of 

Australian society‟.
228

   

  An important aspect of the Australian Muslim community is that it is ethnically very diverse, 

with Muslims originating from over thirty-five countries. These cultural and ethnic differences „have a 

bearing on the inner cohesion of the Muslim communities, leading often to considerable rifts and 

sometimes even open tensions‟.
229

 Of course, a community without a single ethnicity as the basis for a 

religious community can also function well, because there is no majority or strong minority group. 

However, in addition to the diversity, the Muslim „community‟ in Australia is dispersed over a large 

landmass, which makes it difficult to speak of one community.   

 

4.4.2 Religiosity of Australia   

The general image of Australia‟s religiosity is two-fold. On the one hand, some Australians oppose the 

Australian Muslim presence because Australia is supposed to be a Christian country. But on the other 

hand, Australian society is very secular. For Muslims this can make integration in Australian society 

very difficult, according to psychotherapist Margaret E. Pickles. According to her, „Australia is 

purportedly a Christian country, but there has been a tendency over the last fifteen years for sincere 

religious people of all faiths to be rather unappreciated. There has been a general lack of respect and 

pressure on them to abandon their religious ways to indulge in so-called „normal‟ behaviour, 

supposedly in the areas of drinking, sexual affairs, etc.‟.
230

  

   In the census of 2006, 3,706,550 people were classified as having „no religion‟. This included 

people who stated their „religion‟ as being „Agnosticism‟, „Atheism‟, „Humanism‟ and „Rationalism‟. 

The percentage of the Australian population having no religion was 18.7 per cent. 11.2 per cent of the 

people did not answer the question on religious affiliation. Still, 63.9 per cent of the Australian 

population found their religious affiliation to be with Christianity. Looking at the census data the 

conclusion would be that, not including the people who did not state their religious affiliation, still 70 

per cent of the Australian population is religious. However, according to Anthony H. Johns and 
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Abdullah Saeed, Australia „is secularised to a far greater degree than statistics of religious affiliation 

would suggest (...) The public ethos is overwhelmingly secular. To refer to God in public is seen as 

embarrassing (...) In Australia the practice of religion is a private matter‟.
231

  

  In the World Values Survey, on the question if people saw themselves as a religious person, 

not a religious person or as a convinced atheist, of the Australian people in the survey, 9.9 per cent 

said to be a convinced atheist and 38.0 per cent said not to be a religious person. It should be stressed 

that the sample used by the WVS is very small (1402 people for Australia), compared to the census 

data (almost 20 million people).
232

 The WVS results do show that Australia is probably less religious 

than the census would have us think.   

 

4.4.3 State Policies and Multiculturalism  

Australia has a complex history when it comes to immigration. The first sixty years of the twentieth 

century were characterised by the White Australia Policy. The growing country needed to expand its 

population numbers, so immigration was encouraged but only from Europe. However, when in the 

1960s the European economy had recovered, it became much more difficult to get European 

immigrants to Australia. That is one of the reasons why the White Australian Policy was officially 

abolished in 1972.
233

 At that time assimilation was expected from immigrants, it „was assumed that 

people coming [to Australia] would automatically adapt as they worked [there]. And that they would 

just throw away their own customs and habits‟.
234

 In 1971, the Coalition Immigration Minister Philip 

Lynch foreshadowed a policy shift towards multiculturalism when he said that, with English as a 

common language, „measures must also be taken to preserve and strengthen the cultural heritage of 

newcomers so as to enrich and develop the sensitivity of the resulting new community‟.
235

  

  Australia evolved into a multicultural society and between the 1970s and early 1990s, 

multiculturalism gained political and public support. However, the end of the 1980s saw a new 

immigration debate, led by the future Prime Minister John Howard,
236

 and since 1996, there has been 

no substantive policy or program development on multiculturalism by the federal government.
237

 Scott 

Poynting and Victoria Mason suggested in an article in 2008 that after multiculturalism, Australia is 

now in a period of state-imposed „new integrationism‟, which is demanded of immigrant 
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communities.
238

 According to them, the Australian government ignores international treaties it has 

ratified, on basic human rights, like religious freedom, by intruding „into the cultural, and especially, 

religious practices of Muslim communities‟.
239

   

  The Constitution of Australia has a small section on religious freedom. This Section 116 

forbids the Commonwealth to make any law for the establishment of a religion, to impose any 

religious observance or to prohibit the exercise of a religion. However, this law is only applicable to 

the Commonwealth but it has no effect on the powers of the states. It does forbid the establishment of 

a state church, which Australia therefore does not have. The separation of church and state is similar to 

that in the Netherlands. It is not established in any law that there is a separation between church and 

state, but in practice it works out that way. However, like the Netherlands, Australia has a system of 

government schools and private schools, that both receive governmental financial support. In recent 

decades several Islamic schools have been established.
240

  

  

4.4.4 Town Planning and Land Ownership  

Town planning and building permits in Australia are regulated differently from state to state. There 

have been problems for mosque associations to get building permits, but there have not been academic 

studies on the building of mosques in Australia. In general, according to Johns and Saeed in 2002, 

approval „for the building of mosques has not always been easy to obtain‟. Citizens have complained 

to local authorities about familiar things such as traffic problems and noise. The call to prayer, azan, is 

banned in Australia, but noise also comes from praying, which can occur five times a day.
241

 

  Kevin M. Dunn has published two articles on mosque development in Sydney. The general 

image he portrayed was that of a large opposition amongst Sydney‟s citizens against the building of 

mosques. According to Dunn, the opposition used a stereotypical image of Muslims as fanatical 

believers and this image was converted into planning issues such as traffic, parking congestion and 

noise emission. What is remarkable is that the opponents used the image to stress that a mosque was 

completely different to a Christian church, „because of this „fanatical‟ usage. This was to enable 

different planning treatment‟.
242

 Bankstown City Council, for example, argued before the Land and 

Environment Court that a mosque should be treated different from a church in town planning, because 

of its different prayer regime. With this reasoning the Court ruled that the Bangladeshi Islamic Centre 

could not operate in a former Presbyterian Church.
243

 We have seen that in the other Western 

countries, religious buildings were all considered the same and this sometimes made it easier for 
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mosque associations to purchase land or find a vacant building that could be used as a prayer room.

 Other reasons for the refusal of development permission accepted by Sydney councils, were 

the fear of cultural change of a neighbourhood, and the view that construction and alteration of 

mosques were „not in the public interest‟.
244

 As in other Western countries, design alterations that 

made a mosque look less Islamic were more appreciated, and mosques that were called cultural centres 

and did not look like mosques „were deemed more acceptable to the local cultural palate‟.
245

 

According to Dunn, debates about mosque building in Sydney were among the most prominent of the 

political tensions surrounding cultural diversity and land-use change in Australia.
246

 He found that all 

of the thirty-odd mosques and Islamic centres proposed within Sydney since the 1980s have run into 

community opposition and problems from municipal authorities.  

  On the basis of Dunn‟s research we should conclude that town planning in Australia is 

unfavourable for the development of purpose-built mosques. His research is limited to Sydney, but 

Sydney does have the largest Muslim community in Australia. Of course, it could in fact be that when 

there are already several mosques, opposition arises when new mosques are developed, when in a city 

with a small Muslim community, one mosque would be accepted. The acceptation of mosques in 

Australia obviously needs to be research further but the available facts point to unfavourable planning 

policies.  

 

4.4.5 Political Polarisation and Public Opinions    

Politicians in Australia have been at times very explicit about immigrants and Muslims in particular. 

In the 1990s, globalisation and the rise of Asian immigration led to a nationalistic and populist 

atmosphere, which was carried into the new millennium. Prime Minister Howard was re-elected in 

2001 with a large majority, while using the election slogan “We will decide who comes to this country 

and the circumstances in which they come”, and the associated xenophobia, focussed on Middle 

Eastern asylum seekers and the criminalising of the Muslim Other in the wake of the 9/11 terrorist 

attacks.
247

 The same prime minister met with Islamic leaders in August 2005 to instruct them that the 

thirty Islamic schools in Australia must teach „Australian values‟. He also threatened that the 

government would not hesitate to get into mosques and schools to investigate if they were promoting 

terrorism.
248

 Since December 2007 Australia has a more leftist Prime Minister, Kevin Rudd, but so far 

there are is no evidence that his office has been beneficial for the position of Muslims.    

  In March 2007, the National President of the Christian Democratic Party and member of the 

Upper House of the New South Wales Parliament, called for a moratorium on Muslim immigration for 

ten years, because he feared that new Muslim immigrants would bring the ideology of political Islam 
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with them.
249

 The nationalist party of Pauline Hanson received substantial voter support at the end of 

the 1990s, opposing non-white immigration, but this support declined in the new millennium.  

  Muslims have experienced racism and hatred in Australia, especially during and after events 

such as the Gulf War, the terrorist attacks in Western countries and the ongoing War on Terror. 

According to Nahid Kabir, the resistance to attempts to build mosques in the 1980s were interpreted 

by some Muslims as „racism‟, although Kabir found in her research that resistance was more likely to 

be caused by „fear of the spread of violence through mosque congregations, unfamiliarity with Islamic 

culture (...) or simply because of a noise factor‟.
250

 She pointed to the fact that Buddhists also faced 

resistance in building temples in the 1980s, although virtually nothing was said about their religion. 

Other opponents to mosque building thought that mosques would hinder integration and argued that 

„cultural maintenance was inconsistent with an ideal of assimilation‟.
251

 One opponent to the proposed 

mosque at Auburn wrote to the Auburn City Council on 4 September 1986 that “[o]ur ethnic 

population should be encouraged to assimilate with our culture, not impose theirs on us. The latter can 

only result in conflict”.
252

 A purpose-built mosque was thus seen as an imposition of Islam onto the 

Australian people.  

  In the 1990s and the 2000s, mosque building kept running into opposition. After the 2002 Bali 

bombing the Baulkham Hills Shire Council in New South Wales received thousands of letters 

objecting to the building of the Annagrove Prayer Hall, while there were no objections to two other 

churches on the same street. Some were concerned about the traffic and environmental hazards, but 

others „expressed their dissatisfaction towards mosque-building in their suburb‟.
253

   

 

4.4.6 Mosque Financing  

The development of mosques for the growing Muslim community started in Australia in the 1970s. 

With the policy change to multiculturalism came space in society for the building of mosques. This 

was also encouraged with support from Muslim communities from overseas. The „petro-dollars‟ were 

made available for prayer facilities and the payment of imams.
254

 The Australian Federation of Islamic 

Councils (AFIC), the national umbrella organisation for Australian Muslims, has been operating since 

1963 and was funded with support from local communities, from oil-rich Muslim countries, from 

revenues generated by the issuing of halal certificates, and, as its resources increased, from its own 

investments. With these funds, the AFIC was able to make contributions towards the building of 

mosques, prayer rooms, and the provision of imams.
255

   

  Research has so far shown no real financial problems for the building of mosques. There has 
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been an estimated $100 million to help establish Islamic schools and mosques in Australia since the 

1970s from Saudi Arabia alone. Other Muslim countries, such as Indonesia and Malaysia have also 

helped funding the development of mosques. The financial support from Saudi Arabia to Australian 

Muslims has come under pressure since the 9/11 terrorist attacks. Fifteen of the nineteen terrorists of 

9/11 were Saudis. In August 2004 the Australian government closed a deal with the Saudi government 

in which Saudi Arabia promised to inform Australia of all donations made by Saudi citizens or 

organisation to Australia‟s Muslim community, to be able to monitor any secret terrorist funding. 

According to Sheikh Feiz Mohamad, a Lebanese cleric at the time from the Global Islamic Youth 

Centre in Liverpool, New South Wales, the funding from all sources dried up after 9/11, which he 

called „extremely unfortunate (...) The Saudi Government is now extremely strict because they are 

trying to prove themselves in the war on terror. But this also makes it hard for the Islamic community 

to fund itself.‟
256

   

 

4.5 Variables for New Zealand  

 

4.5.1 The Muslim Population in New Zealand  

The Muslim population of New Zealand is very small compared to the communities in the other 

Western countries we discussed. After Christianity, Hinduism and Buddhism, Islam is the fourth 

religion in New Zealand. The community has been growing since the 1960s, when a period of 

liberalised immigration policy welcomed Muslims, mainly from South Asia and Fiji, and also some 

university students. Between 1961 and 1971 the Muslim population tripled from 260 to 779, and grew 

to a community of 2,500 in 1986.
257

 Since that time the numbers have risen dramatically, for several 

reasons, to a population of 23,631 in 2001 and 36,072 in 2006 according to Census records.
258

 This 

was 0.87 per cent of the population in 2006.
259

 The Pew Forum has the same estimation for New 

Zealand‟s Muslim population, while the CIA World Factbook does not specify the percentage of 

Muslims in New Zealand. Political events around the world, like a coup d‟etat in Fiji in 1987, and 

wars in Somalia, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Kosovar, Kurdistan, and Afghanistan, caused a flow of Muslim 

refugees that also came to New Zealand. Furthermore, new immigration regulations put in place by the 

government in 1991 introduced a system with points, that favoured immigration by wealthy and well-

educated people, and in which the ethnic background did not matter. Muslim professionals from the 

Middle East have entered New Zealand under this system.
260

 Like the Australian Muslim population, 
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New Zealand Muslims have many different ethnic backgrounds.   

  The majority of the Muslim population is made up of blue-collar workers and shopkeepers. 

However, an increasing number of the Muslims is well-educated and overseas university students are 

also part of the community. According to William Shepard in 1996, the income levels of Muslims on 

average were fairly close to those of New Zealanders in general. The oldest Muslim association in 

New Zealand was the New Zealand Muslim Association (NZMA), established in 1950 in Auckland. In 

1976 this association was established anew, when the NZMA united with a Fijian-Indian Muslim 

association.
261

 The majority, 55 per cent of the Muslims, is still living in Auckland. Other larger 

communities are in Wellington and Christchurch. Only two per cent of the New Zealand Muslims live 

in rural areas. In 1996, the Muslim community in Auckland counted 7,454 members.
262

 According to 

the census this was 2.2 per cent of the population of Auckland city. This percentage is probably a little 

bit higher ten years later.  

 

4.5.2 Religiosity of New Zealand  

New Zealand is culturally and historically Christian, as a country developed by Christian settlers. 

However, society today is very secular. William Shepard, one of the experts on Islam in New Zealand, 

described this secularism as making life for a Muslim in New Zealand more difficult in some respects, 

but also making for greater religious tolerance.
263

 This is an observation we will test later in the 

comparative analysis. Of the people who answered the question on religious affiliation in the census of 

2006, which were around 3,600,000 people, 55.6 per cent said to affiliate with a Christian religion. 

34.7 per cent of the people answered they had no religion, which means that 65.3 per cent of the 

people did affiliate with a religion.
264

 The World Values Survey in 2004 used a sample of 862 New 

Zealanders in which 7.0 per cent of the people described themselves as convinced atheists and 43.3 per 

cent said to be not religious. This makes a total of 50.3 per cent of the people not being religious.
265

    

   

4.5.3 State Policies and Multiculturalism   

In New Zealand the minority policies have focused on relations between the indigenous people of 

New Zealand, Maori, and the early settlers, called Pakeha.
266

 The dominant commitment was therefore 

to biculturalism, as opposed to multiculturalism. In recent years there have been discussions on 

multiculturalism in New Zealand society. Multiculturalism is actually inherent in „the abrogation of 
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assimilation policy and state decreed cultural homogenisation‟.
267

 Religious and cultural freedom is 

guaranteed within the limits of the criminal law, but the Bill of Rights Act of 1990 and the Human 

Rights Act of 1993 allow for a relatively large degree of freedom to manifest one‟s culture.
268

   

  In 2007 an official statement on religious diversity in New Zealand was released. The 

statement was republished in 2009. In the pamphlet the government states that „New Zealand has no 

official or established religion‟.
269

 However, the government also admitted that New Zealand does „not 

have the strict demarcation between state and religion, characteristic of post-revolutionary states such 

as France, the United States of America or Turkey‟.
270

 Because there is a small Christian majority in 

the country, the government actually acknowledges the important role Christianity has in New Zealand 

society. But, this „needs to be seen alongside a growing number of non-believers and other faith 

communities‟.
271

 In the explanation of the origins of the statement, the government also paid attention 

to the fact that increased religious diversity had in other countries led to conflict, discord and violence. 

It was hoped that in New Zealand the demographic change would be more positive and the different 

communities in society would live together in „peaceful coexistence‟.
272

 The statement did mention 

that there should be practical accommodation to religious differences at work and in the community, 

but nothing was said about accommodation for the practice of religion.  

 

4.5.4 Town Planning and Land Ownership  

In the academic literature on Islam in New Zealand, there has not been any mentioning of problems 

with the building of mosques in relation to town plans or building permits. Although New Zealand has 

a lot more land available to build on, compared to highly populated countries like the Netherlands, 

there are town plans and building regulations. On the basis of our research, it is not possible to 

determine the influence of New Zealand town planning on the possibility of building mosques so this 

variable will not be taken into consideration for New Zealand.  

 

4.5.5 Political Polarisation and Public Opinions  

Although the New Zealand Muslim community and the number of mosques in the country are small, 

New Zealand Muslims have also encountered racism and hatred. Similar to what happened in the other 

Western countries, world events influenced the relations between Muslims and non-Muslims. For 

example, during the Gulf War, in 1990, graffiti was sprayed on the Islamic centre in Wellington
273

 and 
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after the terrorist attacks in London on July 7, 2005, six mosques in Auckland were vandalised.
274

 The 

building of mosques has found opposition from citizens. A mosque to be built in Hamilton in 1997 

encountered considerable resistance, with many letters sent to the council to oppose the building, and 

vandalism attacks during construction. Six months after the mosque opened in March 1998, the 

building burned down in an arson attack.
275

 The city was deeply shocked by this incident and several 

religious groups offered help with the rebuilding. The City Council offered alternative accommodation 

for the prayers.
276

 Whenever there are violent acts against mosques or Muslims, the community is 

ready to denounce them and offer help to the Muslim community.   

  There is no real political polarisation in New Zealand. There is one nationalist party, New 

Zealand First, which has been elected in parliament but now no longer has any seats. The party‟s main 

aim is to protect New Zealand‟s culture and limit immigration. However, their anti-immigration 

rhetoric is mainly focused on the influx of Asian immigrants since the 1980s. There is no political 

party that strongly opposes Islam or the building of mosques.  

 

4.5.6 Mosque Financing  

The building of mosques in New Zealand has been financed in a similar way to the Australian 

mosques. With the Muslim communities being small, all projects have needed financial aid from 

abroad. Financial assistance for mosque associations has come from Saudi Arabia, the United Arab 

Emirates, and also other sources in Muslim majority countries.
277

 There are no indications that the 

financing has come under pressure, in light of the War on Terror since 2001. The New Zealand 

Muslim community might be experiencing the same problems as the Australian Muslims, with the 

Saudi Arabian government putting funding of mosques under strict observance. However, there are no 

sources that support this thesis. Mosque associations themselves might be careful what financial 

assistance to accept. According to Kolig and Kabir, there was a proposal of a takeover of a mosque 

organisation by the Arabic charity al-Haramain. This was in Christchurch in 2003. The charity was 

associated with al-Qaeda, and therefore criticised. Eventually, the local Muslim community refused 

the proposal on their own initiative.
278

       

 

4. 6 Conclusion  

Although Australia and New Zealand are in many aspects similar countries, the position of Muslims 

and mosques in the countries are different. Muslims in Australia are a small minority, with 1.7 per cent 

of the population, or about 340,400 people. They mainly live in the state of New South Wales and in 
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the whole country there are 139 mosques. Muslims in New Zealand are an even smaller minority, 

compromising 0.87 per cent of the population, some 37,000 people. They have about 25 mosques. The 

majority of New Zealand Muslims live in Auckland. In both Australia and New Zealand the Muslim 

community really started growing in the 1960s, so Islam is relatively new in the societies. Overall, 

Australian Muslims occupy a lower class position and on average they are slightly lower educated 

than other Australians. New Zealand Muslims do not differ much from the indigenous population. 

Although Australia is portrayed as being a very secular country, people still affiliate with religion 

when questioned about it in the census. It remains unsure what the religiosity of Australia‟s society is, 

but there are indications that only about 50 per cent of the Australians is religious. The same 

percentage is found for New Zealand.   

  The status of freedom of religion in Australia is questioned. It is not firmly anchored in the 

Constitution and there are signs that in the past decade the Australian government has been 

compromising the religious freedom of Muslims. The policy of multiculturalism has been let go off 

and instead there seems to be a move towards integrationism. New Zealand‟s policy has long been 

focused on biculturalism although multiculturalism has been inherent to the abrogation of any 

assimilation policy. The freedom of religion in New Zealand is guaranteed within the limits of 

criminal law. The separation of church and state, in both Australia and New Zealand, is not established 

in any law but it is in practice, state funded religion-based schools aside.  

  The image that is portrayed of mosque building in Australia points to many difficulties and 

planning committees that are very sensitive to negative public opinions. Starting in the 1990s, the 

political climate in Australia has been nationalistic and xenophobic but mosque opposition became 

even more fierce after the Bali terrorist attacks in 2002. Australia is the only country that has made a 

deal with Saudi Arabia to control foreign financing of mosques. So far, there is no evidence that there 

are problems with the financing of mosques in Australia, but the restrictions on foreign financing will 

definitely not help. Australian society has developed an anti-Islamic atmosphere, in which the Muslim 

communities cannot easily build their mosques.   

  Mosques in New Zealand have not stayed clear of racism and Islamophobia, especially in the 

wake of certain world events. One mosque was burned down in an arson attack in 1998, long before 

real Islamophobia spread around the West. But the incidents are acts by individuals, after which 

communities reach out to help the Muslims. The political climate does not know strong polarisation in 

the area of immigration and mosque building. So far, the Muslim population in New Zealand has been 

able to live more relaxed than in Australia.   
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Conclusion  

 

The most important and interesting part of the research is the comparative analysis. By comparing the 

results on the six variables of the five cases, we can answer the question if the possibility of building 

new mosques and the actual building of new mosques in Western countries was influenced by the 

terrorist attacks of the twentieth century in New York and Washington, Bali, Madrid, Amsterdam and 

London and the War on Terror, in comparison with the last decades of the twentieth century, and if 

this possibility differs when we compare the five countries. We will try to interpret the results to 

conclude what the consequences of the results are for Islam in the Western world, and the citizenship 

of Muslims in the West. Furthermore, we will test the theory of Monsma and Soper on pluralism and 

the church and state relationship.   

  Before we can begin our comparative analysis, the outcome needs to be established. As was 

said in the introduction, according to Stefano Allievi, a ratio of one mosque for every 1,660 Muslims 

is normal and acceptable. It is difficult to say if this ratio really is sufficient for Muslim communities 

in the West but there are no other data we can use. There has not been a recent survey into the 

religious needs of Western Muslims. We will therefore use Allievi‟s ratio, as it gives us a ratio to 

compare the countries with. We do not say that every Muslim population needs one mosque for every 

1,660 Muslims, but if that level would be reached, it would mean that there is an acceptable number of 

mosques. If this level is not reached, there could be a shortage of mosques, but it is of course up to 

Muslim communities themselves to be the judge of that. Table 1 shows the outcome, the number of 

mosques in the five countries, in the 1980s and 2009.  

 

Table 1. Outcome 

 USA Netherlands UK Australia New Zealand 

Muslim 

Population 
3,000,000 825,000 1,647,000 340,400 37,000 

No. of Mosques 

1980s (year) 
600 (1980) 200 (1988) 338 (1985) 57 (1994) ? 

No. of Mosques 

2009 (% 

increase) 

1,511 (152%) 394 (97%) 900 (166%) 139 (144%) 25 

Purpose-built  

(% of total) 
377 (25%) 72 (18%) 135 (15%) 24 (17%) 4 (17%) 

Muslims per one 

mosque 
1985 2093 1830 2449 1480 

Mosques 

required; 

(%increase of 

current no.) 

1807 

(19.6%) 

497 

(26%) 

992  

(10%) 

205 

(47.5%) 
n/a 

Success? Semi Semi Semi No Yes 
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Table 2. Schematic interpretation of variables 

Variables/Cases USA Netherlands UK Australia New Zealand 

A Muslim Population 

Percentage of Total 

Population 
0.97% 5.0% 2.7% 1.7% 0.87% 

History Long  Short Long  Short Short 

Educational Level/ 
Social Position 

High  Low 
Low-

Average  
Low Average-High  

Geographical  

Distribution 
a Uneven 

Uneven;  

<14% 

Uneven; 

<8.5% 

Bit Uneven; 

<3.9% 
Uneven 

 B Religiosity 

Describe 
Themselves as 

Religious Person 
  + (75%)  + (58%)  +/- (49%) +/- (52%) +/- (50%) 

World Values 
Survey 

72.1% 56.9% 48.7% 52.1% 49.7% 

C State policies and Multiculturalism 

Freedom of 

Religion 
++  +  +/-  +/-  +/-  

Separation  
church-state 

+  +/-  - +/-  +/-  

Multiculturalism +  +  + +/-  +/-  

D Town Planning 

Zoning 
b +/-  - - ? ? 

Building permits 
c +  - - - ? 

Cooperation 
d 

? +  +  - ? 

E Opposition 

Public opinion +/-  +/-  - +/- +/-  

Political 

polarisation 
No  Yes Yes Yes No  

F Mosque Financing 

Financing 
difficulties 

Yes Yes Yes  Yes Yes 

Foreign financing Yes Yes  Yes  Yes/No Yes  

State financing -  +  + - - 

 

a. Highest percentages of Muslims of local populations, as compared to the national percentage.  

b. If zoning plans are easy to adapt to Muslim needs, this is scored +.  

c. If it is difficult to get building permits, this is scored -.  

d. If municipalities or governments help mosque associations, this is scored +.  
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We calculated the percentile increase of the number of mosques in the past 20-30 years. We also 

calculated how many mosques there should be to reach Allievi‟s ratio. All cases, except New Zealand, 

have a higher number of Muslims for every mosque than Allievi‟s ratio. This means that there are on 

average less mosques than the ideal amount, in the United States, the Netherlands, the United 

Kingdom and Australia. The percentile increase between the 1980s and 2009 seems remarkable, as the 

number of mosques in the USA, the UK and Australia more than doubled and in the Netherlands 

almost doubled. However, we have to keep in mind that these were exactly the decades in which the 

building of mosques boomed. We considered a case a success if according to Allievi‟s ratio there are 

enough mosques. If the required increase of the number of mosques was no more than 25 per cent, a 

case was considered a semi-success. Strictly spoken the Netherlands is not a success, but a one per 

cent difference is too little to consider a case a failure. Australia, with a required increase of 47.5 per 

cent, is an obvious failure.  

  Table 2 is a schematic interpretation of the variables and shows in a simplified manner the 

differences and similarities between the five cases. What stands out, is that there is not one variable in 

which the success case or failure case are completely different from the others, except maybe the 

variable of town planning. We do not have results for New Zealand, so we cannot be certain that in 

New Zealand the zoning plans, the building requirements and the cooperation of governments is 

positive for mosque building, as opposed to Australia. We do know that in Australia planning 

committees have proven very sensitive for public protests against mosques, so this variable makes the 

possibility of building mosques in Australia slimmer. There are actually many similarities between all 

cases and the success or failure seems almost arbitrary. We can immediately see the complexities of 

the Muslim populations in the different Western countries. We will explore the complexities per 

variable first and then come to a general comparison.   

 

Variables 

 

5.1 Muslim population   

Comparing the Muslim populations of the five cases, the situation of the Dutch and Australian Muslim 

population is the most unfavourable for the building of mosques. Both countries have only a short 

history of Islam in society and the educational level and social position of the Muslim population are 

low. This means that these Muslim communities are more likely to have problems coping with the 

bureaucratic obstacles to acquire land and building permissions and are less likely to have sufficient 

funds. However, the case of Australia is a failure and the Netherlands is a semi-success. Furthermore, 

New Zealand is a success case and also has a short history.   

  The Netherlands has percentagewise the largest Muslim population. The expectation was that 

this might have an influence on the possibility of building mosques. A larger minority often has a 

stronger position in society and one could expect that they are more accepted. However, 5 per cent is 
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still not very large and combined with the lower educational level and social position it still leaves 

Dutch Muslims in a weak position. Furthermore, a larger minority could be seen as threatening by 

other people. This might be happening in the Netherlands, considering there is growing political 

polarisation and opposition to mosque building. We can conclude from this, that a population of 5 per 

cent is too small to have a real influence on the possibility of building mosques. We would have to 

look at other cases in the West to conclude what percentage would be sufficient to gain influence. The 

other factors of the variable similarly do not seem to have much influence. One factor that all countries 

have in common is the uneven geographical distribution. This is not surprising, as immigrants in 

general tend to stay close to other immigrants and in the West live mostly in urban areas. It still seems 

logical that a region with a higher Muslim population percentage than the national average reacts 

differently to the building of mosques, but from this research it has not become clear what this 

difference would be.     

 

5.2 Religiosity   

In the introduction we quoted Gary Bouma who thought that the more religious people were, the less 

likely they were to object to immigrants and members of minority religious groups as neighbours. This 

raised the expectation that mosque building would be easier when a society is more religious. 

However, religiosity does not appear to have an effect on the building of mosques. That is to say, the 

difference in religiosity is at least not significant enough to influence the possibility of mosque 

building. In two semi-successful cases and in the failed cases, the (small) majority of the people 

describes themselves as religious. In the successful case, precisely half of the people describes 

themselves as religious. We have found evidence that the more secular societies of the United 

Kingdom and Australia have more problems with the visibility of religion in public. This is more 

accepted in a religious society as the United States. However, in the case of New Zealand secularism 

was named as a cause of greater religious tolerance. What we can conclude is that there is also not a 

negative influence going out of religiosity in Western countries. All countries are still predominantly 

Christian when it comes to religion but this does not seem to matter.    

 

5.3 State Policies and Multiculturalism  

Comparing the cases in the area of state policies and multiculturalism, it is noticeable  that the success 

and failure cases have the exact same results for this variable. However, this is not too remarkable 

considering Australia and New Zealand have very similar societies. Also, the results have actually 

different meanings. The freedom of religion is in New Zealand only guaranteed within the limits of 

criminal law and it is therefore not as strongly protected as in the United States and the Netherlands.  

But the freedom of religion in Australia is questionable because there are signs that this liberty is 

being compromised by the government in a reaction to the terrorist attacks. The freedom of religion is 

moderate in the United Kingdom because that country has only incorporated the European Convention 
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of Human Rights into British law. Nowhere the freedom of religion is so much protected as in the 

United States, where it is an essential part of society.  

  At the same time, the separation of church and state is the strongest in America. It is the only 

country in this research without state-funded religion based education. In Monsma and Soper‟s theory, 

the United States is the only case with strict church-state separation. They think the system in the 

Netherlands and Australia is similar, as both are pragmatic and tolerant and the governments are 

neutral about religion. New Zealand would fit this description as well. Monsma and Soper see 

America‟s system as discriminating of religion. The United Kingdom is special because it still has a 

state church, and the Church of England has a privileged status.   

  Multiculturalism has come under pressure as an ideology since the end of the twentieth 

century. The multicultural society is a fact all countries had to deal with through immigration. The 

United States have embraced the idea of society being a „salad bowl‟, while the older countries, the 

United Kingdom and the Netherlands, are still struggling with accepting the realities of this new type 

of society. In these countries, politicians have called for a more assimilationist approach. However, 

state policies are still focused on multiculturalism. Again, New Zealand and Australia have the same 

result, in a moderate approach to multiculturalism, for different reasons. New Zealand has always been 

more focused on biculturalism, while in Australia multiculturalism was already abandoned in the early 

1990s and the country has now moved towards integrationism.   

  The influence of the state policies on the building of mosques is indirect. The strict church-

state separation of America makes state funding for mosques impossible, where this is accepted in the 

Netherlands and the United Kingdom. We will discuss the theory of Monsma and Soper later. 

Multiculturalism is important for mosque building because it acknowledges the fact that people need 

to practice their own religion and culture. In the Netherlands this resulted in governmental inquiries 

into the importance of mosques. In an anti-multicultural society, mosques would probably run into 

more opposition.   

 

5.4 Town planning  

Town planning is essential for the building of mosques, especially in densely populated countries like 

the Netherlands and the United Kingdom. However, it has been difficult to draw a clear picture of 

town planning in the different cases. We do not have any information on New Zealand and we do not 

know if zoning in Australia leaves room for mosques. A complicating factor is that the different states 

in Australia have their own laws, which is also a problem for the United States. However, the image 

from the literature is that zoning and the law in the United States recognise the need for religious 

buildings, including mosques. Furthermore, building permits seem to be obtained more easily in the 

United States. An explanation could be that there is more land available in the United States so there is 

no need for the strict planning regulations of the Netherlands and the United Kingdom.  

  Although we have seen that zoning and acquiring building permits is difficult in the European 
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countries, they do have cooperative municipalities and governments. In both countries, there are 

examples of cities formulating special guidelines for mosque building and helpful city councillors. A 

difference is that British planning committees, similar to Australia, seem to be more sensitive to the 

public opinion, and are more focussed on preserving „Britishness‟. This is something not really seen in 

the Netherlands. The general image of Australian planning committees is that they are often led by 

subjective arguments and public sentiments. In spite of the abundance of land in Australia, especially 

in comparison to the other countries, Australian town planning seems to be one of the most negative 

influential factors on mosque building.     

 

5.5 Opposition  

Maybe not surprisingly, there is no case where the public opinion is outright positive. In all countries, 

mosques projects have run into opposition ever since the wave of purpose-built mosques started in the 

1980s. There are no strong indications however that public opposition against mosque building has 

become more fierce since the Muslim terrorist attacks. What has increased is the violence against 

already existing mosques and mosques being built.  

  In New Zealand, the United States, and the Netherlands public opinion is not always negative 

and, especially in the Netherlands, opposition is also caused by the scarcity of land. We rated the 

public opinion in the United Kingdom negative, mainly because of the massive support for a petition 

against the building of a mosque in London. The fact that 281,685 people signed the petition, gives the 

impression that public opinion is generally negative. Australian public opinion is similar to that of the 

other countries, although there are authors who have painted a more negative picture. However, since 

we do not have real examples of that, Australia‟s public opinion is rated as moderate. What is more 

clear, is the political polarisation. In the United States and New Zealand, politicians have only 

supported the freedom of people to practice their religion and to build houses of worship. Without a 

doubt it is likely there are populist or local politicians that might jump at the opportunity to get voter 

support by opposing a mosque, but there is no evidence of national polarisation. In the other cases 

there is. In the United Kingdom the British National Party is gaining support and the party manifesto 

argues that Islam does not belong in Britain. At the moment, however, the BNP is not represented in 

parliament. In the Netherlands and Australia there is political polarisation in the established politics. 

The Dutch party PVV sits in parliament and calls for a moratorium on the building of mosques, while 

the Australian National President of the Christian Democratic Party in 2007 called for a moratorium 

on Muslim immigration. The Australian Prime Minister Howard threatened Muslims that the 

government would not hesitate to investigate mosques. A new Prime Minister, Kevin Rudd, came into 

office in December 2007, but it remains to be seen if this has an effect on the position of Muslims in 

Australia. The political polarisation in the three cases started after the War on Terror had begun. It is 

remarkable that this did not happen in the United States.  

  The political polarisation is especially dangerous for the building of mosques because in many 
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aspects, successful building processes depend on the political climate. There was a time in the 

Netherlands when the political consensus was that the government should financially support the 

building of mosques. Such a stance would now be impossible. Furthermore, politicians influence 

public opinion. The referendum on minarets in Switzerland was not a public initiative but came from a 

political party. To call for a moratorium on mosque building is actually limiting the citizenship of 

Muslims and thus potentially very harmful for Islam in the West.   

 

5.6 Mosque Financing  

The last variable to discuss is the financing of mosques. In all cases mosques have been built with 

financial support from abroad. In most cases this came from Saudi Arabia and other oil-rich states. 

Turkish mosques are often built by the Turkish Ministry for Religious Affairs. Without the foreign 

financiers there might have been fewer mosques, as it takes Muslim communities a very long time to 

collect enough money for the building of a mosque. There are multiple examples of mosque projects 

being completed in stages because of a shortage of funds. However, financial problems do not seem to 

stop mosque associations from advancing their plans. It can only make it a longer process. In the 

Netherlands and the United Kingdom, mosques have received governmental financial support, mainly 

in the form of subsidies for maintenance and social activities. The Netherlands is unique in that it has 

completely paid for two mosques. Looking at the outcomes it is difficult to say what the effect of these 

governmental subsidies has been on the building of mosques. It is more illustrative for the political 

climate at that time.   

  The financing of mosques has suffered from the terrorist attacks. Australia is the only country 

where financial support from Saudi Arabia has really been limited and put under control. But in the 

United States there are also indications that Muslims are more hesitant to donate money to funds 

because of the intensified control of charities. However, it does not seem that finances have been an 

important factor determining building of mosques. We would need more detailed research on the 

financing of building projects to be able to conclude what the influence of finances is.     

 

Analysis 

Taking all variables into consideration, it can be said that the success of mosque building is often 

completely arbitrary at first sight. Variables that were thought to have an influence, like the size of the 

Muslim community and the religiosity of society, did not turn out to make much of a difference. There 

might well be underlying factors that have a large influence on mosque building in the West, but these 

factors have not been undiscovered in this research. It would require a more structuralist approach, 

looking at the building of mosques in the West over a longer period of time. Nevertheless, two factors 

seem to have a greater influence and also explain the seemingly arbitrary results. The ideology of 

multiculturalism and the political climate are of importance. We have seen that multiculturalism was 

popular in all Western countries in the 1980s and early 1990s, which was the period in which many 
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mosques were built. When multiculturalism was seen as the best way to deal with immigration, 

building projects for mosques received more governmental support, in word and deed. However, when 

multiculturalism came under pressure in the late 1990s, mosque building became harder, for example 

because mosque associations no longer received financial support for building projects. When we talk 

about the political climate, we mean the way politicians think about the building of mosques and the 

way society reacts to mosque building. This also extends to smaller governments and for example 

town planning committees. The political climate changes constantly and this too influences mosque 

building. The current situation shows that the political climate in the Netherlands, the United Kingdom 

and Australia has changed more towards opposing mosque building. But since this climate can change, 

it also explains why the possibility of building mosques over time changes and the success of building 

initiatives can be very arbitrary.       

  To fully answer the question if the possibility of mosque building has suffered from the 

terrorist attacks of the twenty-first century, we need more data than are available now. Data on the 

number of mosques and how this has changed per year would greatly improve the accuracy of this 

thesis. Unfortunately, in none of the cases there is detailed information on the number of mosques per 

year. Comparing the number of mosques in the 1980s and in 2009, shows that all countries have seen a 

rise in the number of mosques, as was expected. It is very likely that the largest increase came in the 

1990s, when Muslims in the West in general claimed their space and developed the longing to build 

mosques as a visible sign of their presence. As the ideology and policy of multiculturalism flourished, 

there was more acceptance for the building of mosques in Western society. More detailed data on the 

foundation of mosques might show if the number of successful initiatives to build a new mosque in the 

West decreased after the terrorist attacks. However, from this research we can conclude that there has 

not been a significant change in the possibility of building mosques in the West since the terrorist 

attacks and the „War on Terror‟.  

  The number of purpose-built mosques in the Western countries is percentage-wise quite 

similar, with the United States having the highest percentage, with 25 per cent. The more mosques are 

purpose-built, the more visible the Muslim presence will be. The fact that one in four mosques in the 

United States is purpose-built, is a sign that the building of mosques there is more accepted. The 

Netherlands (18 per cent purpose-built), Australia (17 per cent), New Zealand (17 per cent), and the 

United Kingdom (15 per cent) have a lot more mosques in existing buildings and these are likely to be 

less visible. The fact that there has been such fierce opposition against the „mega-mosque‟ in London, 

which would be a very visible sign of the presence of Muslims, shows that purpose-built mosques are  

more difficult to establish than a mosque in an existing building. If Australia had a much higher 

number of purpose-built mosques, this would give Australia a somewhat more positive image but 

since the percentage is similar to the other countries and the total number of mosques remains low, the 

case of Australia is still the most negative for the possibility of building mosques.   

  Looking at the number of mosques that is required to reach the ratio of Allievi, the United 
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Kingdom is, after New Zealand, the most successful case, as the British Muslim communities only 

require 10 per cent more mosques. Considering there is no political polarisation within parliament and 

multiculturalism is still the policy in the United Kingdom, there is a relatively good chance that the 

Muslim community will have the possibility to build these extra mosques. The American Muslim 

communities could do with an increase of 19.6 per cent in the number of mosques and the situation for 

the communities looks positive. There is no political polarisation and planning issues are easier to 

tackle than in the UK and the Netherlands. Furthermore, the United States has a law that protects the 

right to construct religious buildings. It is surprising that the two countries most associated with the 

War on Terror and a supposed War on Islam, have the most beneficial conditions for the building of 

mosques. Where the United States are seen as an enemy to Islam, especially in the Middle East and 

South Asia, the building of mosques in the United States can continue and finds hardly any 

obstructions.  

  Muslims in the Netherlands are in a more difficult position. Land is scarce and town planning 

in the Netherlands is complicated. The community still requires 497 more mosques to reach Allievi‟s 

ratio, but the political climate is changing, as a party in parliament calls for a moratorium of mosques 

building. However, the state policies are as yet not restrictive of the building of mosques and 

governments are cooperative when a mosque association develops a plan for building a mosque. The 

26 per cent required increase in mosque building is still small compared to the 47.5 per cent required 

increase in Australia. The variables for Australia paint the most negative picture for mosque building. 

As there is no cooperation from governments and building permits for mosques are difficult to get, it 

will probably take a long time before the Australian Muslim population reaches the ratio of Allievi. 

Furthermore, Australia is the only case where the terrorist attacks had a great influence on the position 

of the Muslim community. Foreign financing of mosques has become very difficult and, in attempts to 

fight against terrorism by Muslims, the Australian government has been compromising the religious 

freedom of Muslims. In this atmosphere, it is becoming difficult for Muslims to claim their space in 

Australian society.  

  The only successful case in this thesis is New Zealand. This outcome is a little bit tricky, as 

New Zealand has the smallest Muslim community, had a different immigration history and did not 

suffer from a terrorist attack. There was not a huge influx of Muslim immigrants as there was in other 

countries. Furthermore, the academic studies on the Muslim presence in New Zealand are scarce, so 

there is a chance that the reality for the New Zealand Muslim population is less positive. However, the 

fact remains that there are enough mosques for the Muslim population and there is actually no need for 

the building of more mosques. As there is no political polarisation, it does not seem likely the 

possibility of building mosques will change. There is no information on the town planning process in 

New Zealand, but as the number of mosques is positive, there are probably not as many difficulties 

with town planning as in the other cases. Apart from the absence of terrorist attacks and political 

polarisation, the factor most influential on the possibility of building mosques in New Zealand is 
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probably the size of the Muslim population. Making up for only 0.87 per cent of the general 

population, the New Zealand Muslim community is unlikely to be seen as a large threat, so 

xenophobic and Islamophobic sentiments have not really developed in society. This shows that a very 

small Muslim population is likely to be a positive factor for the possibility of mosque building, even 

though it still needs to be researched further when the size of a Muslim population reaches a level that 

can have a negative effect on the possibility of building mosques.   

 

Monsma and Soper’s theory   

According to Monsma and Soper, in their 1997 study The Challenge of Pluralism, the Netherlands and 

Australia were the most religiously neutral countries, compared to the United States and the United 

Kingdom. They focused mainly on government funding of religious schools, which according to them 

was „in keeping with the norm of state religious neutrality [and] it also actively promotes three key 

values often associated with liberal democracy: choice, social pluralism, and participatory 

democracy.‟
279

 Monsma and Soper argued that the strict separation of church and state in the United 

States violated the norm of state neutrality toward religion and results in discrimination against 

religion. They concluded that „we believe the other democracies considered here – especially the 

Netherlands and Australia – have done a better job of meeting the norm of state religious neutrality 

and thereby of assuring the full religious freedom of all than has the United States.‟
280

 We will not 

take the United Kingdom in consideration in the discussion of Monsma and Soper‟s theory, as the 

separation of church and state is so significantly different than in the other countries. Monsma and 

Soper furthermore remain quite neutral about the United Kingdom in their conclusion.   

  Monsma and Soper published a second edition of their book in 2009. In this version the above 

mentioned quotes have not been changed and the position of Monsma and Soper has remained the 

same. In their discussion of the United States however, they admit that this country „has not faced the 

same level of controversy over the free exercise rights of Muslims as have some other countries 

considered in this book‟.
281

 Monsma and Soper continued to hold the position that the Netherlands is 

„a tolerant – some would even say permissive – society‟.
282

 They call the conflicts over mosques in the 

Netherlands a sign of shifting attitudes among the Dutch people, but not a change in the legal status of 

Muslims. They feel the Netherlands has „a more expansive understanding of the free exercise of 

religion than does the United States‟.
283

 Monsma and Soper conclude that „there is much to learn from 

the Dutch experience‟.
284

 They find that Australia and the Netherlands are quite similar. According to 

them church-state relations in Australia are led by pragmatism and tolerance. They still feel that 

                                                             
279 Monsma and Soper (1997) 213, Monsma and Soper (2009) 229. 
280 Monsma and Soper (1997) 216, Monsma and Soper (2009)231. 
281 Monsma and Soper (2009) 26. 
282 Monsma and Soper (2009) 51. 
283 Monsma and Soper (2009) 68. 
284 Monsma and Soper (1997) 82, Monsma and Soper (2009) 85. 
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„underlying this policy pragmatism is a socially tolerant political culture – a live-and-let-live attitude – 

that has led to a respect for and protection of the rights of religious minorities‟.
285

 However, they do 

conclude that the Australian constitution allows for a narrow interpretation of the free exercise right of 

religion and there is no federal law that prohibits religious discrimination.   

  ‘This is a significant deficiency, in our view, not because there is widespread religious 

 discrimination in Australia, because there is not, but because there are no established 

 guidelines as to how far groups can go to exercise their religious liberty. This seems to be a 

 particular issue for Muslims, who have been the targets of abuse in the aftermath of 9/11 and

 the Bali bombings.’
286

   

Monsma and Sope continued to claim that in practice „Australian policy discriminates neither among 

religious groups nor between religious and nonreligious belief systems‟.
287

   

  Considering the results of this thesis, it seems Monsma and Soper used a too narrow 

interpretation of what pluralism and the separation of church and state means. The focus on 

governmental funding of religious schools and religious organisations ignores the more fundamental 

part of religious freedom, namely the right to freely profess religion. This leads Monsma and Soper to 

conclude that the United States can learn from the pragmatism and tolerance from the Netherlands and 

Australia, while we are of the opinion that with the results of this thesis, the Netherlands and Australia 

can learn from the United States. At the moment none of the countries have legislation that 

specifically limits the religious life of Muslims or is focused solely on Muslims. However, politicians 

in both Australia and the Netherlands have called for such legislation. The strict separation of church 

and state in the United States makes it impossible for such legislation to be even discussed. A stop on 

the building of minarets, as is planned in Switzerland, would not be possible in America, but could at 

this moment happen in the Netherlands and Australia.   

  Monsma and Soper acknowledge that there have been violent incidents against Muslims and 

there is an Islamophobic atmosphere developing in the Australian and Dutch society but they claim 

that this has not changed the legal status of Muslims. However, they ignore the fact that the legal 

status can change under influence of a changing society. It is very surprising that they still typify the 

Netherlands as a tolerant society and the Australian political culture as socially tolerant, when there is 

enough evidence to show this tolerance has at the least come under pressure in the last decade. When it 

comes to the building of mosques, governments in the United States are clearly more neutral than 

governments in the Netherlands and especially Australia. The strict separation of church and state in 

the United States ensures that Islam is not treated differently from other religions, as has happened in 

the Netherlands, Australia and also the United Kingdom for that matter. That is probably why Jane I. 

Smith, Senior Lecturer at Harvard Divinity School, concluded that the „fact remains (...) that Muslims 

                                                             
285 Monsma and Soper (1997) 87, Monsma and Soper (2009) 93. 
286 Monsma and Soper (2009) 123. 
287 Monsma and Soper (1997) 116, Monsma and Soper (2009) 124. 
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in America still enjoy opportunities virtually unparalleled anywhere else in the world‟.
288

     

    

Concluding Remarks  

The possibility of mosque building in the West, is a way to measure the level of citizenship Muslims 

have as a minority in the West. As we described in the introduction, the presence of Muslim 

communities in Western countries calls into question the racialised and orientalist grounds for 

citizenship. The new integrationism in Australia is obviously based on a fixed idea of what an 

Australia citizen should look like and be, a Western man. In this atmosphere the building of mosques 

can become difficult. When we see the building of mosques in the West as a way for newcomers to 

establish citizenship, we can conclude that developing citizenship for Muslims in Australia is made 

difficult because of the atmosphere that complicates mosque building. When we recall the words of 

the Australian Immigration Minister Philip Lynch in 1971, that we should „preserve and strengthen the 

cultural heritage of newcomers so as to enrich and develop the sensitivity of the resulting new 

community‟ it is disappointing to realise that since the late 1990s, the opposite has been expected from 

immigrants in Australia and the Netherlands.   

  We have concluded that there is not a significant difference in the possibility of building 

mosques, before and after the terrorist attacks of the early twenty-first century. The Western 

governments thus have not taken all Muslims to be the global enemy, although this thesis has shown 

that there has been opposition against mosques motivated by the terrorist attacks. Australia is the only 

country that really took steps against foreign financing of mosques, as part of the War on Terror. The 

Western countries need to be careful to focus only on Islamic terrorism, and in so doing ignore the 

positive effects mosques can have for Muslim communities in the West.   

  Western governments should acknowledge more that the building of a mosque is not only 

about building a place of worship for Muslims. It is for Muslims also a sign of their presence in 

society and in the process of building a mosque in the West, Muslims develop their citizenship, by 

occupying space and participating in the future direction of the space. This meaning of mosque 

building is quite the opposite of the interpretation by some that the building of mosques is resisting 

integration. The United States, a country seen by some Muslims as the enemy of Islam, is an example 

of a country where the population is more aware of their rights as citizens and this is also the country 

where mosque building is much less complicated than in other Western countries. As opposed to what 

Monsma and Soper claimed in their study, the Netherlands and Australia should take an example in 

the United States, in the way they treat their Muslim population and the freedom to profess ones 

religion.           

       
                                                             
288 Jane I. Smith, „Islam in America‟ in: Jocelyne Cesari ed., Muslims in the West after 9/11. Religion, Politics 

and Law (New York; Routledge 2010) pp. 28-42, 41. 
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