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Abstract 
 

Mosque is referred to as a place for Muslim’s congregational prayers, a 

community centre, and a frontage to the Muslim’s world. Mosque from the start 

was intended as a sanctuary and home to the Muslims where they can affiliate in 

their lives. In Australia, the Afghan cameleers have established the major 

mosques as they were among the early Muslim settlers of the country after the 

Makassar Muslims. Afghans Cameleers in Australia are majority Muslims in a 

faraway land of Afghanistan, who migrated to this place of unfamiliarity in order 

to place themselves in the society while searching for wealth in sustaining and 

building their reputation in their homeland. This research seeks to explore the 

idea of citizenship through the concept of belonging and how it translates to 

architecture and the Islamic built environment. To express the sense of belonging 

and citizenship in a land where they are unaccepted, the Afghans resort to creating 

a building of such that would represent their struggles, identity, religion and 

legacy to be accepted and represent their citizenship. This research will study the 

elements that result to the citizenship of the Muslim Afghans in Australia. The 

citizenship approach will focus on the social inference rather than political or 

constitutional approach as the 1901 immigration law dictates that these people 

will never be naturalized.  
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INTRODUCTION  
Mosque is known to be a religious building dedicated to Muslims as a place for 

congregational prayers and other religious activities. At least once a week, every 

Friday, Muslim community will engage for Friday congregational prayers that 

was designed to continuously tie the bond among the Muslim community within 

the surrounding area and those who affiliates with the mosque. A place to call 

home, or home is where the heart is, represents the longing of a person to their 

comfort zone and familiarity. These quotes are often found from people who 

travel far away from their birthplace or maybe just a traveller going outstation for 

a few days. Being far away from home makes one search for familiarity, comfort 

and similarity in all aspects. In order to cure this longing, one usually simulates 

this familiarity and similarity in one’s understanding. Hence, the story of the 

Muslim cameleers in Australia and the assimilation of the Afghans and the locals 

through the institution of mosque. Afghan cameleers in Australia are majority 

Muslims in a faraway land of Afghanistan, who migrated to this place of 

unfamiliarity in order to place themselves in the society while searching for 

wealth in sustaining and building their reputation in their homeland (Cleland, 

2000). Here, they are different from the European settlers, resulting in being 

displaced among the settlers. They started in the rims of towns and cities and 

slowly try to assimilate into the community with their reputations, services and 

respect towards the settlers. The Afghans created small communities and mosque 

in their communities as a place to represent themselves and as a method of 

assimilating and networking among themselves (Scriver, 2004).  

This research seeks to explore the idea of citizenship through the concept 

of belonging and how it translates to architecture and the Islamic built 

environment. This research addresses how the Afghans struggles in establishing 

mosque as a building that represents state of citizenship especially during 1901 

where White Australia Policy was introduced affecting any chances of the 

Afghans to be naturalized into the newly formed Australia. To express the sense 

of belonging and citizenship in a land where they are unaccepted, the Afghans 

resorted to creating buildings of such that would represent their struggles, 

identity, religion and legacy to be accepted and represent their citizenship. This 

research study the elements that result to the citizenship of the Afghans in 

Australia. The citizenship approach will concentrate on the social inference rather 

than political or constitutional approach as the 1901 immigration law dictates that 

these people will never be naturalized. Currently there is limited research on the 

historical growth of Muslim cameleers’ settlement in Australia. According to 

Rashid and Bartsch (2014), most studies focused on socio-cultural and 

anthropological issues that do not address the links with other mosques that were 

once scattered around the outback of inland Australian. Hence, a thorough 

research on the relationship of mosques and the process of gaining sense of 

belonging and citizenship should be done in order to further understand this 
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displaced people in the context of Australia and how they have impacted the built 

environment. 

 
THE ESTABLISHMENT OF MOSQUES 

Mosque, a place to gather for prayers, a community centre, an embassy and a 

frontage to the Muslims world. Mosques have been made as an institution that 

represents the Muslim community ever since the time of the Prophet Muhammad 

(peace be upon him). Mosque was the first structure built by the prophet after the 

great migration from Mecca and Medina as a place that the Muslims could be 

comfortable to congregate and practice their daily prayers (Islam, 2012). Mosque 

from the start was intended as a sanctuary and home to the Muslims where they 

can affiliate in their lives.  

 

Mosques in Australia  

The mosque institution came into picture in Australia during the peak of the 

cameleers’ immigration between the late 1800s to the early 1900s (Jones & 

Kenny, 2010). This was the result of the prosperity and affordance of these 

cameleers that had established in the society quite well. Cameleers such as Faiz 

and Tagh Mohamet, Abdul Wade and Mohamet Allum were well known in the 

European community as entrepreneurs, socialites and medicine practitioners that 

contributed towards the community and embodies the Australian patriotism of 

serving and contributing to the country (Scriver, 2004). These Afghan names did 

not only resonate locally but was well known among other territories on their 

reputations and connections that helped build up the nation of Australia (Bartsch, 

2015). 

Customs Authorities summarized that there were seven active mosques 

in Western Australia in 1920, three in South Australia (one in Adelaide, two in 

Marree), two in Broken Hill New South Wales and one in Holland Park in 

Queensland. This was further verified by A.H Pitchard, Secretary of the 

Australian Indian Society to a query from Department of External Affair (Rashid 

& Bartsch, 2014). These entire mosques are active Afghan mosques.  

Perth and Adelaide Mosques are two religious buildings that were built 

purposely as a magnet and as a projection of the Muslim community in a foreign 

setting. These buildings were the result of a need and as a front to the Muslims in 

displaying their beliefs, their practice and their faith. Afghan cameleers popularly 

practiced Islam during their migration to Australia in 1860, which was due to the 

need of camels for exploration of Central Australia (Stevens, 2002). Before this 

Islam has step into Australia through Makassar tradesmen from Indonesia who 

traded seashells with the aborigines in Northern Territory in the early 1200’s 

(Stevens, 2002).  

The cameleers have contributed in exploring inland Australia from the 

ill-fated Burke and Wills expedition to other big expeditions. These cameleers 
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are also responsible in the development of rural Australia by laying the base line 

of transportation such as telegraph and train lines from Port Augusta to Alice 

Springs, thus making them very important in the society. However, the life and 

practices of cameleers were known within their profession and networks but little 

about their religion and how they portray their religion. Islam was first known as 

Mohammedan and mosques were called Mohammedan churches and mullahs as 

Mohammedan priests. They were known to pray at certain times of the day 

(Pamela, 2005) and avoid alcohol and pork. Mohammedan churches were always 

treated as any other churches but the function and relationship of this building to 

the cameleers were much deeper.  

 
CITIZENSHIP 

Citizenship is a modern concept, which was the product of the French revolution 

and its aftermath (Turner, 1993). Turner (1993) suggests that the concept of 

citizenship is a modern concept and continuous, and it was developed out of a 

peculiar conjuncture of cultural and structural conditions which may be peculiar 

to the west (Roche, 1987). This idea of citizenship was based on western idea of 

colonialism and monetarism. The expansion and colonializing lands has resulted 

into the introduction of citizenship in order to secure a place and its resources 

limited to certain few. The idea of citizenship was also mostly influenced by the 

rising bourgeois culture and urban civilization that was widely explored by 

Kalberg (Turner, 1993).  

Citizenship can be divided into two major definitions. According to 

Turner (1993), citizenship is divided into Social and Political. Socially 

Citizenship is a modern binding of nationality and religion in the sociology 

perspective that also represents social identity (Turner, 1993). Social citizenship 

is based on institution of welfare state that buffer against the inequalities of 

marketplace and class system. Politically, and constitutionally, citizenship is a 

bundle of rights and duties relating to an individual as a member of a political 

community (Turner, 1993). These rights are usually dictated to one who is 

holding a passport or tax paying person of a state, which is under the dominant 

paradigm of Western social democracy (Turner, 1993).  

The idea of citizenship in Australia was brought forth by the introduction 

of immigration restriction act 1901, which is also known as Australia white 

policy. This was in line with the announcement of independent Australia 1901. 

The newly formed government of six colonies decided to apply this new 

immigration law as a way of controlling resources, controlling population of non-

Europeans and as to limit business competition between non-Europeans and 

Europeans traders in Australia (Humphrey, 2010). The method applied in the 

immigration act is to have a dictation test in any European languages lowering 

the chances of non-European speakers to achieve citizenship in Australia. 
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The immigration restriction act was based on the desperation of the six 

Australian colonies after the great drought of 1890 that resulted in violent 

industrial strikes (NSW Migration Heritage Centre, 2010). Furthermore by 1890, 

70 percent of the population was born in Australia and growing nationalist 

sentiment pushing for the unification of the six colonies. The six colonies were 

more connected than before through overland telegraph line, submarine telegraph 

and ground transportation of goods that had gone beyond borders of the six 

colonies. The discovery of gold and precious metals in Australia had attracted 

Chinese prospectors into Australia resulting to head-on competition between 

them and the locals. With main ground transportation between major cities of 

Western Australia, South Australia and New South Wales dominated by the 

cameleers resulting in uneasiness to Europeans settlers and by uniting into one 

nation under one immigration law may restrict all the competition from migrating 

Asians. 

Uniting six colonies was a huge task with many negotiations and disputes 

needed to be addressed. However the need of unification outweighs the 

differences. Many sessions of conferences and meetings resulted in the 1900 

agreement for federation. Finally, on 1st January 1901, Commonwealth Australia 

was proclaimed in a grand ceremony in Sydney’s Centennial Park. The 

proclamation of Commonwealth Australia however was limited to their own 

parliament but without control on foreign policy or defence. These two elements 

were exclusively controlled by Britain. 

 

The Implications to the Afghan Muslim Cameleers and Immigrants 

It is expressed that issues of sense of belonging is often associated with 

immigrants. The issues associated with sense of belonging have led the 

immigrants to experience hardship and struggle to fit in within a new environment 

(Nagel, 2011). The journey of the Afghans towards gaining the sense of 

belonging and citizenship has been an emotional journey. Starting from their 

establishment in Inland Australia as cameleers, Afghans were responsible in 

helping discovering and developing rural Inland Australia with their camels. 

Arriving in 1860 they served the country diligently for forty-one years until 1901 

(Nagel, 2011). However, they were denied citizenship by the Australian 1901 

immigration law. 

 
TRANSLATION OF CITIZENSHIP STRUGGLE TO ARCHITECTURE 

AND THE ISLAMIC BUILT ENVIRONMENT 

The implication of a mosque to the built environment is wide-ranging. From an 

urban planning point of view, mosque is regarded as a built urban form that serves 

the community similar to the role of a community / civic centre. In relation to 

community sustainability, mosque is the right place that can promote social 

cohesion. The concept of social cohesion is central to social sustainability as it 
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focuses on to foster civic participation, strengthen community networks, and 

promote community tolerance and to purport shared sense of social tolerance.   

The translation of citizenship struggle to architecture and the built 

environment is based on certain elements that are defined by the relationship of 

human sense of establishment and the sense of belonging. These elements are the 

driving forces behind the architecture that is erected in order to find approval of 

a way from the local population and acceptance of their existence in the land. 

Drawing from the idea presented by Phillips (2014), Feldman (1990) and Gale 

(2004), the researchers formulated a concept of social citizenship that impacted 

the architecture and the built environment as shown in Figure 5.  
 

 

Figure 1: Concept of social citizenship 
Source: Modified from Phillips (2014 ), Feldman (1990) and Gale (2004). 

 

In Islam, a mosque does not require a specific edifice, as prayer can be 

observed anywhere as long as one faces Mecca (Erzen, 2011). A mosque may 

take any form as long as the core functionality stays the same. This was well 

practiced by the Afghan cameleers in Australia. However, there were exceptions 

in the case of the Afghan cameleers as the morphology of the mosque relates to 

the desire to establish citizenship and to create a sense of belonging in their 

community. Mosques in Australia started as simple rectangular plans with a 

mihrab facing Mecca using basic materials as to fulfil the need of congregational 

prayers (Schinasi, 1980). The architecture of the mosques was presented in a 

more utilitarian approach with a basic rectangular floor plan and a mihrab facing 

Mecca. This was well replicated in all inland mosques with variety of sizes, 

depending on the size of the congregation and location of the mosques. However, 

this had changed when the Afghans decided to enter the city. The expression of 

sense of belonging was poured physically towards the mosques. Tuan (1977) 

describes that the sense of attachment through monuments, shrines and buildings 

is a sign of identity and as an expression of attachment to the homeland. The 

Afghan cameleers had invested in creating mosques that invoked the sense of 

belonging by creating elements that reminded them of their homeland. The 

architecture of Adelaide mosque was well spelled out in creating a tangible realm 

that reflects the cultural image and expression of the characteristics that 
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symbolize the patterns and movements of social and personal life reflecting the 

sense of belonging (Tuan, 1977). The Adelaide mosque, even humble in nature, 

still installs the approach of the image of paradise in Islamic architecture. This 

image is represented by water features and vegetation symbolizing paradise as 

described in verses of the Quran that describe the enchantment of paradise to 

those who follows their duty to God (Erzen, 2011). This small touch of paradise 

in a humble building is a representation of the Afghans approach to architecture 

of the homeland and one-step to citizenship in Adelaide. Perth Mosque embodies 

a sense of architecture that is different from Adelaide mosque. The architecture 

of Perth Mosque uses the approach of Urban Sculpture. The Perth Mosque 

symbolizes a sculptural form that stands out in urban space (Erzen, 2011). The 

design and approach of Perth Mosque was highly sculpted with details that are 

non-ever applied in any mosque in Australia. Located in a prominent street in 

Perth, the mosque was intended to be a sculptural landmark of the area. Perth 

Mosque was built higher than ground, easily viewed even though located behind 

a wall. The sculpted small domes that crown the mosque are clearly visible from 

Williams Street, reflecting the landmark created by the Afghan cameleers. The 

style imposed on the design of the Perth mosque is a reference of guidance and 

creation of social reference creating a feeling of belonging to the Afghans and 

locals. 

The architecture of mosques represented by the Afghans in Australia is 

morphology of sense of belonging represented through the changes of places. The 

architecture of mosques in inland Australia embodies simplicity and utilitarian as 

the sense of belonging was provided by the landscape similarity that reminds 

them of their place of origin.  However, city mosques were of different approach 

as the urban scene has different landscape and the expression of sense of 

belonging can only be achieved through architecture.  
 

CONCLUSION  

Tracing the journey of the Muslim Afghan cameleers has brought an insight to 

the development of the inland Australia and how they have contributed to the 

establishment of mosques and the Muslim community. In particular, the 

establishment of mosques had marked a statement that Muslim community was 

well accepted and they had managed to place a landmark to signify an Islamic 

built environment as part of Australia. This research has also elaborated that the 

establishment of the mosques is part of the process for them to have sense of 

belonging, which later, help them claim the citizenship if not through the 

constitutional, but through social means.   

As stated in the beginning of the paper, it is important to understand the 

journey of the Afghan cameleers in instituting a form of citizenship in Australia. 

The Afghans had contributed in the development of inland Australia since 1860 

but were denied the right to naturalize by the constitution of Australia. The 
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hardship and struggles in establishing a form of citizenship as to symbolize their 

contribution to Australia and as a mark of existence of their people ever existed 

in Australia. It was only through the establishment of architecture in the form of 

mosques that they had the opportunity to associate themselves as part of the 

Australian community thus gaining social citizenship. Drawing from this 

narrative study, further exploration on the research is essential to capture the 

detail evidence of contact between Afghan Muslims and local community and the 

acceptance of the Afghans Muslims by the community. It is also important to 

illustrate the morphological changes of the mosques in relation to the changing 

of eras and location symbolizing the journey towards social citizenship. 
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