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Chapter 4 

‘Spatial methodology’ in religion and belief research: the 

example of a study of Twelver Shii Muslim networks in 

Britain 

Oliver Scharbrodt 

 

Introduction 

This chapter discusses recent debates on the development of a spatial methodology in the study 

of diasporic religions and its use in research on minority religious communities, their 

transnational dimensions and their place and role in public life. These contributions are used to 

understand the multiple spatial layers in which transnational religious networks are located and 

to question some of the discursive dichotomies created around diasporic religious communities 

such as regressive vs. progressive, purity vs. hybridity, continuity vs. discontinuity, 

transnationalism vs. localism. To exemplify and apply these theoretical reflections, the chapter 
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uses the results of ethnographic fieldwork conducted as part of a larger project on Twelver Shii 

Muslim transnational networks that operate between Britain and the Middle East.  

Religion and diaspora 

Eickelman and Piscatori (1990), reflecting on the nature of travelling in Muslim societies, 

observe how certain forms of travel are enjoined by the Islamic tradition, such as the annual 

pilgrimage to Mecca (hajj), visitations of the shrines of Sufi saints or Shii Imams (ziyara) and 

journeying as part of one’s religious training, in search for knowledge (rihlat talab al-‘ilm). 

Given the religious significance travelling obtains under these circumstances, the journey is 

not merely an act of moving from one place to another but it becomes ‘an act of imagination’ 

(Eickelman and Piscatori, 1990, p xii), loaded with meanings beyond its mere physical 

dislocation. Alluding to the labour migration into Europe of people from the traditional 

heartland of the Muslim world, they also mention the subsequent ‘changes in religious 

institutions and practices’ (Eickelman and Piscatori, 1990, p 5) that have occurred and illustrate 

the impact the physical displacement has had on the religious imagination of Muslim migrants. 

Revealing ambivalent dynamics, ‘travel creates boundaries and distinctions, even as travellers 

believe they are transcending them’ (Eickelman and Piscatori, 1990, p 5). The travellers’ 

crossing of boundaries leads to their encounter with ‘others’ and to a refined understanding of 

‘difference and similarity’ (Eickelman and Piscatori, 1990, p 5). 

These dynamics of ‘crossing and dwelling’ (Tweed, 2006) are further heightened when the 

journeying is not temporary but leads to a permanent dwelling, as diasporic communities 

emerge spatially distant from the homeland. The paradigmatic Jewish experience of diaspora 

illustrates how the involuntary dislocation of a people impinges on their religious imagination, 

as their exile or diaspora is enriched with soteriological meanings, interpreted as divine 

punishment for the failure to uphold the law and as a redemptive path with return to the 

homeland as promise of final deliverance (Baumann, 2010, pp 20-22). The Jewish paradigm 
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also exemplifies the central predicament of diasporic communities: how to maintain a sense of 

communal identity when dispersed and how to adapt to the new environment without loosing 

one’s communal identity (Vertovec, 2009, p 131). This ‘diasporic duality of continuity and 

change’ (Vertovec, 2010, p 64) contains two contradictory trajectories; on the one hand, 

diasporic displacement may result in a heightened awareness of one’s difference and in an 

affirmation of one’s distinct identity, further amplifying one’s particular religious identity in 

the diaspora, for example. Being placed as a diasporic minority in an alien context may also 

yield discursive and pragmatic readjustments in response to the specific challenges the new 

environment poses that may also feed back to the religious discourses and practices in the 

homeland (Vertovec, 2009, p 141). 

However, the dynamics of diasporic displacement and transformation cannot be reduced to 

simplistic polarities of preservation vs. adaptation, homeland vs. diaspora, centre vs. periphery. 

The classical ‘triadic relationship’ of diasporic communities as a nexus of 1) members of a self-

identified group in a particular local context; 2) their dispersed co-members across the world; 

and 3) their homeland or original context from which they have come (Vertovec, 2009, p 133) 

does not sufficiently capture the deterritorialising and reterritorialising processes of ‘crossing 

and dwelling’ either. At the same time, diaspora is utilised politically by migrant communities 

and postmodern theoreticians (Bhabha, 2004, pp 199-244) to challenge mono-cultural and 

hegemonic discursive constructions of national identities and to denote the hybridity, 

multiplicity and fluidity that mark identities in a globalising world. However, such an approach 

does not sufficiently account for the continuous salience of nation-states, their physical and 

ideational boundaries, the senses of belonging they still evoke and the strategies of exclusion 

and inclusion with which they operate. 
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Pnina Werbner’s (2002, 2004, 2010) work takes account of the multi-layered dimensions of 

diasporic formations. She develops the notion of ‘complex diasporas’ to articulate their ‘social 

heterogeneity’ (2010, p 74 [italics in the original]), the convergence and co-existence of 

different, often mutually exclusive, discourses in diasporic communities, the dynamic and 

chaordical processes involved in their formation, and their ‘dual orientation’ (2010, p 74 

[italics in the original]): their efforts to represent their communities and to be recognised as 

such in the new diasporic context while at the same time maintaining transnational links and 

the community’s diasporic identity; diasporas are involved in the developments of their 

countries of origin, reflecting, influencing and responding to them. While the transnational 

orientation and links of diasporas seems to undermine the boundaries and effectiveness of the 

nation-state, the latter is still an important frame of reference – both in term of the original 

national homeland of diasporas and the socio-political and legal context in which diasporas are 

formed outside thereof. As such, diasporas are ‘both ethnic-parochial and cosmopolitan’ 

(Werbner 2010, p 75 [italics in the original]). The presence of diasporas also challenges the 

assumption of a single national public sphere. They prove the diversity of public arenas and 

various sub-cultures allowing for the communal and public articulation of subaltern groups and 

communities. In addition, the public arena is not just constituted of rational beings but contains 

an emotional and affective side which is equally important, in particular in relation to the 

covalence of religion and politics. 

Werbner’s notion of complex diasporas illustrates that diasporic spaces are embedded in 

complex dynamics that are not sufficiently encapsulated in discursive dichotomies around 

diasporic formations. Scholarship often focusses on the patterns of continuity in diasporic 

communities in their efforts to recreate their homeland as opposed to changes resulting from 

generational dynamics. Often, typologies of diasporic communities are created differentiating 

between those that are progressive and those that are regressive, those that are successful agents 
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of integration into the host societies and those that oppose integration. In a similar vein, a 

dichotomy is created between diasporic communities that identify themselves with a 

transnational religious community rather than attempting to create localised national religious 

identities post-migration; in the context of the Muslim presence in Britain, for example, this is 

articulated in the apparent tension between loyalty to the umma, the imagined global 

community of Muslims, as opposed to the development of a ‘British Islam’. Another dichotomy 

juxtaposes hybridity and purity, based on the notion that folk, popular or non-institutional 

forms of religiosity are experimental and diffuse while established religious institutions 

emphasise orthodoxy and doctrinal purity. 

From Diaspora to multi-locality 

What alternative frameworks are available to overcome the potential conceptual limitations of 

the term diaspora? Metcalf (1996) chooses the notion of ‘space’ to engage in an analysis of the 

emergence of Muslim communities in Europe and North America which includes not only the 

discourses of Muslim elites but also the daily practices of Muslim migrants. Space is thereby 

multi-dimensional encompassing  

the ‘social space’ of networks and identities created as individuals interact in 

new contexts, as well as the ‘cultural space’ that emerges in a wide variety of 

ways as Muslims interact with one another and with the wider community. In 

some cases the interaction entails ‘physical space’: the very right of residence, 

the erection of community buildings, the processions that mark an urban area. 

(Metcalf, 1996, pp 2-3) 

While Metcalf’s use of the notion of ‘space’ remains preliminary, it already points at the 

potential use of a spatial toolkit to study diasporic religions. 
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Most recently, Kim Knott (2005a, 2005b, 2009) conceptualised the relation between space and 

religion in order to advance a spatial methodology in Religious Studies. Knott (2005b: 3) makes 

the observation that diaspora and migration are themselves spatial terms describing the 

dispersal or movement of people from one place to another in order to propose a spatial 

methodology for the study of the history and politics of diaspora and migration. The particular 

challenge of studying diasporic communities in a globalised world of ‘time-space compression’ 

or ‘distanciation’ (Vásquez, 2010, p 280) lies in their very multi-locality: they exist in a 

particular locality but are not restricted to a location because of their transnational connections. 

Based on reconceptualisations of space and place by Michel Foucault (1994) and Henri 

Lefebvre (1974) and their reception within human geography (Tuan 1977; Massey, 2005) and 

Religious Studies (Smith, 1978), Knott, together with Thomas Tweed (1997; 2006) and Manuel 

Vásquez (2010), conceives a spatial methodology as analytical framework to study diasporic 

religious communities. Place is thereby neither conceived as mere local context or ‘passive 

container’ (Knott, 2005a, p 7) which hosts particular religious communities nor regarded as 

static locality demarcated by fixed boundaries of nation or community. To overcome the 

impression of a static and localised approach to the study of religious communities in a 

particular place, Knott prefers an understanding of space that is dynamic and multi-

dimensional, containing – following Lefebvre - physical, social and discursive dimensions 

(Knott, 2005a, pp 35-58). Knott’s (2005a, pp 46-50) primary interest is in the spatial strategies 

religious communities adopt to enter the secular space of European societies and in the spaces 

that religious communities create themselves in particular locations and the dynamics processes 

involved therein. 

Vásquez’ and Tweed’s foci lie in the global-local nexus and in the transnational connections 

of diasporic religious communities. Based on his study of a Marian shrine built by Catholic 
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Cubans in Miami, Tweed (1997) distinguishes between three levels in which diasporic religions 

operate: 

• Locative: the actual shrine that Catholic Cubans built in Miami to maintain their 

Catholic-Cuban identity in the diasporic context of primarily Protestant America. 

• Trans-locative: the shrine faces Cuba and its murals depict the history of the country, 

thereby symbolising the horizontal connection of the diaspora to a real and imagined 

homeland. 

• Supra-locative: as the shrine is discursively construed as a space to connect vertically 

with God, it acts as a spatial representation of the soteriological and redemptive 

meanings the Cubans assign to their enforced exile. Nostalgic of pre-Communist Cuba, 

they conceive their exile as part of a wider cosmic struggle between good and evil. 

Tweed’s distinction between the locative, trans-locative and supra-locative levels of diasporic 

religions mirrors Knott’s conception of space as containing physical, social and discursive 

dimensions. Despite its benefits, Tweed’s dimensions do not sufficiently pay attention to the 

power relations inherent to the formation of diasporic communities (Vásquez, 2009). Vásquez 

(2008, 2010) suggests an approach that introduces the notion of networks to illustrate both the 

locative, trans-locative and supra-locative dimensions of transnational diasporic communities 

and the importance and persistence of power relations in their de-territorialising and re-

territorialising dynamics. Vásquez defines networks as ‘social fields’ (2010, p 299) to which 

individual actors have different access and entertain a diverse range of relations. Networks can 

be characterised by a high degree of institutionalisation with clear hierarchies and membership 

criteria or be highly amorphous with permeable boundaries and decentralised patterns of 

authority. Despite their structural differences, networks delimitate trajectories of actions and 
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discourses and serve as spaces that provide meaning to their members through shared practices, 

discourses, symbols, rituals etc. Their power relations manifest in conflicting claims to 

authority and status within these networks and in competition with other networks. They can 

also serve as alternative social spheres outside of state and society challenging ‘dominant 

secular readings of civil society and citizenship’ (Vásquez, 2010, p 302). 

Tweed’s distinction between the different spatial orientations of diasporic religious 

communities has the advantage of taking both the local context in which these communities 

are embedded seriously while at the same time illustrating how transnational connections and 

orientations are articulated. At the same time, Tweed emphasises the ‘religious’ dimension of 

diasporic religions with the notion of the supra-locative. The Cuban community around the 

Marian shrine in Miami is not just a political group or a cultural club but a religious community 

that reads its experience of exile, the political tribulations of Cuba and the need to maintain 

one’s identity in the diaspora in religious terms using the imagery, rituals and language of Latin 

American Catholicism. However, the locative also contains complex layers which Tweed does 

not sufficiently disentangle. Diasporic communities are situated in an immediate local context, 

such as a particular neighbourhood, establish links with other social actors in an urban area and 

can be engaged in very localised forms of religious, social or political activism. At the same 

time, they are also placed in the wider context of the nation-state with its own political and 

legal culture, particular church-state relations and various types of government interaction with 

religious organisations and institutions. Hence, the locative is both local and national. Tweed’s 

approach also contains the tendency – apart from not sufficiently paying attention to power 

relations inherent in these networks – to ignore dynamics of ‘lived religion’ on the ground, best 

accessed through ethnographic research. Including the study of ‘lived religion’ as constituent 

in the research on diaporic religions moves the focus away from normative discourses of often 

male elites in organised structures of religion.  
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In writing about the place of religion in British Asian diasporas, Seán McLoughlin and John 

Zavos (2014) suggest a discursive shift from diaspora to multi-locality. In order to give 

sufficient justice to the various levels of locality and to include religious practices and 

discourses outside of organised religion, both propose a multi-local configuration of diasporic 

communities that unfold on four spatial scales: 

• On the very local level, immigration has led to the formation of ethnically, culturally 

and religiously diverse neighbourhood communities in urban areas. Therefore, the 

physicality of urban landscapes has changed as a result of demographic transformations 

leading to ‘the formation of neighbourhood congregations and “communities” in the 

context of urban resettlement’ (McLoughlin and Zavos, 2014, p 160). 

• On both the local and the national level, religious communities interact with state and 

society, particular in terms of the politics of recognition and participation in the context 

of British multiculturalism. Diaspora religious communities seek to be recognised by 

the state and other stakeholders in society as representing ‘their’ community. 

• On a global level, religious organisations are characterised by trans- and multi-local 

networking and activism with their countries of origin or other diaspora communities 

across the world. 

• On a personal level, diaspora communities contain ‘demotic’ (lit. ‘of the people’) 

processes and discourses (Baumann, 1996) of individual and collective religiosities, 

‘the informal and negotiated utterances and performativity of individuals and non-

institutionalized collectives’ (McLoughlin and Zavos, 2014, p 161) that challenge 

normative discourses and practices promulgated within organised communities. 
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The Shia Mile of London 

The usefulness of these recent theoretical reflections on the development of a spatial 

methodology will be discussed in relation to research on transnational Twelver Shii Muslim1 

networks that operate between Britain and the Middle East. The local starting point is the so-

called Shia mile of London in the borough of Brent, in the northwest of the city. In the last 30 

years, Brent has become not just the European but one of the global hubs of transnational 

Twelver Shii Islam. There at least 20 Shii community centres located in Brent representing 

different national backgrounds but also different religious and political factions within 

contemporary Shii Islam. The vast majority of these centres are run and frequented by Iraqi 

Shiis who began to arrive in Brent in the 1970s and have continued to settle in the area as a 

result of their oppression in the regime of Saddam Hussein and also due to the most recent 

sectarian violence post-2003. With Iraqis being dominant, other ethnic and national groups 

likewise frequent and run various community centres, including Gulf Arab, Iranian, Afghan 

and South Asian Shiis. Following Vásquez, these community centres are part of wider religious 

networks and constitute social fields that act locally, nationally and transnationally while also 

containing supra-locative dimensions; they are diasporic headquarters of Shii Islamist parties, 

offices representing senior Shii clerical authorities based in the Middle East, charitable and 

educational foundations, institutions representing the Islamic Republic of Iran and grassroots 

and youth networks. To investigate the physical, social and discursive dimensions of spaces 

inhabited by these networks, Tweed’s distinction between the locative, trans-locative and 

supra-locative levels of diasporic religions will be employed as a further illustration of the 

different spatial scales in which these networks operate. Building on Tweed’s scheme, 

however, the article also includes Knott’s and Vásquez’ emphasis on power relations within 

 
1 Islam consists of two major denominations: Sunnis and Shiis. Shiis are further divided into various sub-groups 

such as Ismailis, Zaydis and Twelver Shiis. Twelver Shiis are distinguished from Sunnis (and other Shiis) by 

their beliefs in a line of twelve successive leaders of the Muslim community following the death of the Prophet 

Muhammad. These Twelve Imams (from Arabic imam ‘leader’) were male descendants of the Prophet and 

appointed by their predecessors. For an overview, see Haider (2014, pp 51-100). 
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these network as central to the analysis. In addition, demotic processes to promote ‘alternative’ 

understandings of Shii religiosity to ‘resist their marginalization and disciplining by secular 

nation-states, neo-orthodox movements and consumer capitalism’ (McLoughlin and Zavos, 

2014, p 172) can also be observed and need to be taken into consideration. 

The locative: both local and national 

The starting point are the spatial manifestations of these networks in Brent in form of 

congregational centres and offices, educational initiatives for both members of the network, 

other Shiis and the wider public, outreach activities such as participation in interfaith dialogue, 

and other various mediation activities from print publications, TV stations and internet 

presences. In the institutional field of Shii Islam in Britain the Al-Khoei Foundation, based in 

Brent and established in 1989, has been the major Shii actor in the politics of multicultural 

recognition, being the quasi-official representative of Twelver Shii Muslims in the UK. The 

Al-Khoei Foundation in London, being the centre of a global network of different institutions, 

operates locally, nationally and internationally in its various outreach activities. Internationally, 

it is well connected to international organisations such as the UN Human Rights Council in 

Geneva, making regular interventions in its sessions, the Jordanian Royal Institute for Interfaith 

Studies, established by Hasan ibn Talal, and Ali Al-Hashimi, the judicial and religious advisor 

to the President of the United Arab Emirates. These two latter relations have resulted in the Al-

Khoei Foundation being involved in high-profile international interfaith and Sunni-Shia intra-

faith dialogue events.  

Nationally, the Al-Khoei Foundation is usually approached by the British government and its 

various departments for advise on issues affecting Shii Muslims in Britain and is also one of 

the founding member and only Shii organisation of the Mosques and Imams National Advisory 

Board (MINAB), an organisation founded after the London 7/7 bombings in 2005 in order to 

provide advice to mosque communities on how to meet professional standards in providing 
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religious, pastoral and educational services to their congregations. The Foundation played a 

central role in the revision of the GCSE curriculum in Islam undertaken in 2015, ensuring that 

both Sunni and Shii Islam have an equal footing in the new RE curriculum (Ofqual, 2015, pp 

17-19).  

On a local level, the Al-Khoei Foundation is involved in various interfaith initiatives such as 

the London Interfaith Centre, the Three Faiths Forum, the Faiths Forum London or the Brent 

Interfaith Network and other civic society actors such as the North London branch of Citizens 

UK. In October 2016, under the umbrella of the Faiths Forum London, the Al-Khoei 

Foundation hosted the Jewish sukkot festival in partnership with the neighbouring Brondesbury 

Park United Synagogue, with volunteers from both communities building a wooden booth on 

the premises of the Al-Khoei Foundation. The event was presented in the media as ‘a historic 

first in the UK’ (Cohen, 2016), an ‘unprecedented partnership between a British mosque and 

synagogue’ (Anonymous, 2016), as ‘a London mosque has played host for a local synagogue’s 

succah’ (Cohen, 2016). This highly symbolic gesture to articulate the commitment of the Al-

Khoei Foundation to break down barriers between Jews and Muslims in the UK was partially 

inspired by the rise of anti-Semitic and Islamophobic hate crimes following the Brexit 

referendum in June 2016. It was also meant to further buttress the moderate credentials of the 

Al-Khoei Foundation in a multicultural context in which ‘faith is projected as “bridging” 

capital – a common denominator of the universal signifiers of respect for difference and 

spirituality’ (McLoughlin and Zavos, 2014, p 175). 

The trans-locative: ‘long-distance nationalism’ 

The Shii Muslim networks in Brent are characterised by a high degree of transnational 

connectiveness and activism. They serve as conduits, proxies or representations of 

transnational networks and maintain a wide range of transnational links. A prime example of 

an institution engaged in ‘long-distance nationalism’ (Anderson, 1992) in Brent is Dar al-Islam, 
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a Shii congregation and community centre that acts as the London base of the Daawa Party, 

the main Shii Islamist party in Iraq that has led the government since 2005. Being the official 

base of the Daawa Party, it was the main site of diasporic politics of Iraqi Shii Islamists in exile 

and still retains an important role as conduit between the Iraqi governing party and the Iraqi 

diaspora in London. Many members and attendees of Dar Al-Islam have returned to Iraq and 

assumed important political, economic or cultural roles. The prime minister of Iraq, Haider Al-

Abadi (b. 1952), lived many decades in Brent and was affiliated to the centre, its former 

resident scholar and imam returned to Iraq to establish a private university and other members 

now hold positions in government departments in Iraq. From the setup of the community centre 

it is not really visible that this congregation is affiliated to the Daawa Party; it does not exhibit 

any Iraqi flags or other symbols of Iraqi national identity nor any images, slogans or logos of 

the party as such. One can only observe indirect signs suggesting a connection to the main Iraqi 

Shii Islamist party. On the office walls of the director of the congregation are photographs of 

important clerical authorities in the history of the party: Muhammad Baqir Al-Sadr (1935-

1980) who was the founder of the party, established in Iraq in 1958, and of the Lebanese cleric 

Muhammad Fadlallah (1935-2010) who was the religious reference point for many of its 

members (Abd Al-Jabbar 2003). References to these two prominent clerical figures articulate 

the historical formation of the party and also serve as sources of religious legitimacy. This is 

particularly important to Islamists of the Daawa Party who are often suspected of entertaining 

a certain distance to clerical authorities in Shii Islam. 

For McLoughlin and Zavos (2014, p 175), the transnational networking of diasporic 

communities can entail and articulate various modes of ‘religious resistance to globalized 

modernity’. While the Daawa Party has been in the Iraqi government and has been made 

responsible for the rise of sectarian politics in Iraq, as an Islamist party, it shares similar 

ideological roots with Sunni Islamist movements and retains the pan-Islamic appeal of political 
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Islam to a certain extent. This also becomes manifest in the more political activities held at Dar 

Al-Islam. In June 2015, for example, the centre hosted a conference organised by the Islamic 

Unity Forum, a London-based organisation bringing Shii and Sunni Islamist activists together. 

The conference included Sunni and Shii religious scholars as well as activists from both 

denominations. The proceedings of the conference articulated support for Pan-Islamism against 

Western neo-colonial policies in the Middle East, evidenced in Sykes-Picot Agreement of 

1916, the creation of Israel and the Saudi-led war against Yemen. While Dar Al-Islam exhibits 

a strong sense of ‘long-distance nationalism’, it oscillates in its activities between the 

promotion of sectarian discourses and politics within an Iraqi context and a sense of pan-

Islamic anti-imperialist resistance to Western political hegemony over the Middle East. 

The Supra-locative: the production of competing Shia religious imaginaires 

Apart from the emplacement of these networks in the urban area of Brent and their various 

transnational connections, they also operate on a supra-locative level. For Tweed, the supra-

locative constitute the specifically ‘religious’, vertical relationship of a diasporic religious 

community with God and the discursive permeation of their diasporic experience with 

soteriological connotations. In the context of this chapter, the supra-locative is understood as a 

reference to discursive and ideational conceptions of ‘home’ as a space that transcends both 

the locative and the trans-locative. In this context, home entails both ‘a realm of concrete 

locality and everyday experience’ and ‘a more ideational, symbolic or discursive realm’ (Stock, 

2010, p 26). Bringing more conceptual clarity to core ideas in the study of transnationalism and 

diaspora, Vertovec (2009) defines transnationalism as referring to the networks and 

interactions occurring between the homeland and the diaspora – identified here with the trans-

locative. Diaspora, however, is understood as ‘an imagined connection’ (Vertovec, 2009, p 

136) with the place of origin or a wider community which can be real but is also imagined in 

the sense that it purports strong emotive connotations and is based on collective memory. 
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Jonathan Z. Smith characterises diasporic religion ‘as utopian in the strictest sense of the word, 

a religion of “nowhere”, of transcendence’ (Vásquez 2010: 272). While even diasporic religion 

is not entirely placeless, as previous discussions have shown, but always emplaced at various 

locations, Smith highlights an element of diasporic religion that transcends both locality and 

multi-locality.  

As an example McLoughlin characterises the increasing tendency among British Pakistani 

Muslims to identify with the umma as their imagined mythical and historical homeland as an 

expression of Brah’s ‘homing desire’ (Brah, 1996, pp 179-180; McLouglin, 2010, p 225). The 

umma becomes the locus of a trans-locative and supra-locative religious imaginaire, the spatial 

manifestation of a deterritorialised and universalised form of Islam. This Islam is utopian in 

the sense that it transcends historical, cultural, ethnic and geographical boundaries, yearns for 

a revival of a unified umma and turns the historical role-model into a template for global 

Muslim politics (Mandaville, 2007). However, the Shii historical experience of marginalisation 

and status as a minority view within Islam – thoroughly internalised in the Shii collective 

memory - create different dynamics in contradistinction to global (Sunni-)Muslim politics. 

Karbala in Southern Iraq – the place where Husayn, the third Shii Imam and grandson of 

Muhammad was murdered in 680CE – rather than Mecca serves as ‘mythico-historical and 

territorial orientation’ (McLoughlin, 2010, p 223) for Shii Muslims.  

Rituals play a key role in the creation of competing Shii religious imaginaires that constitute 

the supra-locative dimension of these transnational networks. Certain congregations make 

efforts to demarcate themselves from both the clerical establishment and various expressions 

of political Islam in Shiism, whether in Iraq or Iran. The so-called Shiraziyyin constitute a 

global network of clerical families, their followers and political groups who adhere to the 

religious and socio-political teachings of Muhammad Al-Shirazi (1928-2001) and his younger 



 

 15 

brothers. Initially with close ideological ties to the leader of the Islamic Revolution Ayatollah 

Khomeini (1902-1989), Shirazi grew increasingly disillusioned by the Iranian regime and 

articulated his opposition to Khomeini, in particular the war against Iraq. He was placed under 

house arrest in Iran and died in 2001. His younger brother Sadiq Al-Shirazi (b. 1942) has acted 

as clerical leader of the Shiraziyyin since then. In Brent, the Rasool Al-Adham had been the 

community centre congregating Shiraziyyin based in London. 

Members of the congregation are proud of the special atmosphere of the centre which also 

attracts Shiis of different backgrounds who would usually attend other congregations. While in 

other community centres, efforts are made to control and subdue the passionate display of 

emotions during ritual performances, those leading and involved in their performance in Rasool 

Al-Adham encourage the congregations to express their religious fervour in their strongest 

possible terms. In addition, ritual practices are performed in Rasool Al-Adham that are either 

frowned upon or outwardly rejected by mainstream clerical authorities and political actors in 

the Middle East and their representations in Brent. The controversial practices, performed in 

Rasool Al-Adham, include self-flagellation, by hitting the forehead with a sword to cause 

bleeding, and walking on hot coal. In this sense, the particular ‘aesthetic style’ (Meyer, 2009, 

p 9) of Rasool Al-Adham positions the Shiraziyyin uniquely within the Shii field in Brent. 

This ritually performed ‘aesthetic style’ also delivers a political message. The Shiraziyyin and 

their clerical leaders have entertained difficult relations with the Islamic Republic of Iran, 

following the estrangement of Muhammad Al-Shirazi from Khomeini and more so when 

Sayyid ‘Ali Khamenei (b. 1939) became Supreme Leader of Iran in 1989. Khamenei is one of 

the few senior clerics in contemporary Shii Islam who has explicitly declared the performance 

of self-flagellation unlawful (haram). As a consequence congregations affiliated to Iran or close 

to it have shunned this practice. Maintaining its performance by the Shiraziyyin is therefore 
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also an act of political defiance, rejecting the hegemonic ambitions of the political 

establishment in Iran to exercise transnational control over Shii Islam. The Shiraziyyin also 

reject initiatives by the Islamic Republic and its clerical representatives to tone down the 

emotional intensity of Shii rituals and their sectarian tone to avoid antagonising and alienating 

Sunni Muslims.  

The Shiraziyyin in London employ Shia ritual practices as ‘demotic, embodied practices’ 

(McLoughlin and Zavos, 2014, p 173) to distinguish themselves from other factions in Shii 

Islam and to claim their unique niche within the Shii field of Brent locally and globally within 

the wider Shii Muslim world. The performance of these rituals is also seen as a marker of 

‘cultural authenticity’ (Rizvi, 2010, p 1306) against the adulteration of Shii Islam by 

representatives of political Shiism, whether the Daawa Party in Iraq or the Islamic Republic of 

Iran. The demotic Shii space of the Shiraziyyin in Rasool Al-Adham in London creates at the 

same time ‘the idea of an alternative, utopian, as well as potentially millenarian and 

apocalyptic, moral space exceeding the limits of their diasporic location and minority status’ 

(McLoughlan and Zavos, 2014, pp 170-171). 

Conclusion 

Within Religious Studies, there has been a long tradition of discussing the relationship between 

space and religion (Knott, 2005a, pp 95-104; Vásquez, 2010, pp 261-273), articulated in 

particular in the influential distinction between sacred and profane space (Durkheim, 2001 

[1912]; Eliade 1959). This chapter discusses recent contributions to revise these 

conceptualisations around space and religion in order to develop a robust theoretical framework 

to understand the nature and modus operandi of multi-local religious communities, 

organisations and networks and the various spatial scales in which their activities and 

discourses unfold. Combining contributions by Knott, Tweed, Vásquez and McLoughlin and 

Zavos, this article attempts to make these debates fruitful for the study of transnational Twelver 
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Shii Muslim networks that are located in Brent, northwest London, but are transnationally 

connected. These contributions are equally useful in the study of other diasporic religions as 

evidenced in the works of the authors discussed above who research Latin American church 

communities in North America or British South Asian diasporic communities, whether Hindu, 

Sikh or Muslim.  

Combining these contributions is meant to further new spatial approaches in understanding 

diasporic and transnational religions that take their various spatial dimensions seriously: their 

local manifestations in a particular neighbourhood, their engagement with national politics, 

their transnational connectivities and their production of supra-locative religious imaginaires 

that transcend the local, national and transnational. Such a spatial approach takes power 

relations seriously – around these networks, in terms of the state governance of minority 

religions and ways to assign them to the periphery, and within these networks in which 

particular groups are placed or position themselves outside centres of authority. 
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