

Between Lord Ahmed and Ali G: Which future for British Muslims?
In May 1999 ‘Islam in Britain’ a two-art documentary was completed.  The first part, which is our focus here, charts the history of Muslim communities in Britain with an emphasis on exploring what it means to be British and Muslim. The second maps the impact of Islamic arts and culture on British life, everything from Turkish cuisine, Moroccan tiles works of art by modern Muslim artists in the Victorian and Albert museum, to modern pop music by Aki Awaz, lead singer of Fundamental.  Since the documentary was produced by the information Department of the Foreign and Commonwealth Office, it offers useful window into the state’s perception of how it wishes to present the patter of accommodation between Muslims in Britain, the state and wider society.  This will then be contrasted with developments amongst young Muslims at street level – the world of Ali G!

‘Islam in Britain’ starts with a celebration of the new purpose built mosque in Edinburgh with the local Christian priest shown as supportive of this initiative.  The Guardian newspaper’s specialist on architecture then extols the buildings’ blend of local designs, stone and Islamic motifs.  Thus the mosque acts as metonym for the emergency of a new generation at ease with and blending their multiple identities.  A brief excursus on the history of the Muslim presence in Britain follows, with Yemenis visible from the 1870’s and their subsequent settlement traced to ports such as Cardiff.  While we are told that the Muslim community now comprises some 56 nationalities in London, attention shifts to the post Second World War period when Muslim migrants from the newly created India and Pakistan – and later Bangladesh – began to meet chronic labour shortages in the country.  These communities comprise perhaps 75% of Britain’s Muslims today, variously estimated between 1.4 and 2 million.

Next we are introduced to Dr Alvi who came to Britain from Pakistan in 1955 and settled in Manchester.  His daughters hit the headlines in 1989 when they were suspended from a local school for their refusal to remove their hijab.  They won this battle – and Aisha tells us – ten years on – how fortunate she feels to be able to marry Islam with the best features of Pakistani and British culture.  We are left in no doubt that for her the Islamic component of her identity is paramount.  Professor Akbar Ahmed, an anthropologist resident in Cambridge, concludes from this that there is a shift from the first generation who emphasised nationality and ethnicity – whether Pakistani, Indian or Bangladeshi – to the second generation for whom Islam has a priority.

Schooling now assumes centre stage: the staff at a Scottish secondary school are shown accommodating Muslim needs during Ramadan, by providing a prayer hall and celebrating the opening of the fast as a school.  Yasmin Alibhai-Brown – the first Muslim columnist for a major national newspaper [The Independent] – reminds us of the multiple meanings the hijab carries, dependent on context and intention.  A young lecturer at a Birmingham teacher training college – Dr Mohammed Mukadem – insists that the educational system can accommodate Muslims’ religious and cultural needs.  He and a colleague – a product of a British dar al ‘ulum – are pioneering relations between tertiary education and the world of traditional ‘ulama.
Dr Mukadem laments the negative media coverage of Islam invariably captured by a  ‘a small vociferous minority with a very extreme view of Islam’.   A Guardian writer talks about ‘Islamophobia’ and the contents of the report of that name commissioned by the Runnymede Trust and published in 1997.  The then General Secretary of the Muslim Council of Britain (MCB) – Iqbal Sacranie – enthuses about a positive and continuing dialogue with leading journalists of major daily newspapers which began on the back of the report.

The film continues by showing British Muslims themselves presenting Islam.  A local Muslim with a  strong Glaswegian accent extols the value of being able to present Islam to Muslims and non-Muslims in Glasgow via the local radio station licensed during the month of Ramadan;1 Fuad Nahdi, first editor and inspiration behind the innovative British Muslim monthly, Q-News, spells out the reasons for its creation some ten years earlier.  It was intended as a ‘forum for British Muslims …. where they could be creative and [insist] Islam was more than discussions about beards, scarves and halal meat’.  We are then transported to the House of Commons where an Imam intones Qur’anic verses to introduce an ‘Eid party’ – which has become an annual event.  On this occasion it is addressed by the Prime Minister.  Two of the three new Muslim members of the House of Lords – Lord Nazir Ahmed and Baroness Uddin – speak approvingly of such developments.

A word of caution is sounded by Professor Akbar Ahmed to the effect that at the turn of the new millennium we are at a crossroads in relations between Muslims and British Society;  ‘I don’t think relations will be easy…. we don’t need to assume that everything will be calm and smooth…[still] with enough goodwill on both sides there can be peace and harmony’.  The film closes with Lord Nazir expressing the hope that ‘the Muslim communities will become part and parcel of British society and as British we will keep our identity as Muslims’.

The documentary clearly Identifies major assets Britain enjoys in seeking to accommodate it’s Muslim communities; rights of citizenship; since 1976, legislative protection against racial discrimination; an established church which allows ‘religion’ public space and which has facilitated a constructive dialogue across religious traditions; finally, Britain’s historic and commercial links with the Muslim world.

It is worth expanding on each briefly.  Because migrants from Pakistan and the Commonwealth enjoy rights of citizenship and local government still enjoys some, if diminished, influence, this means that wherever significant Muslim communities have settled this translates into elected councillors able to influence the local state.  There are now over 160 Muslim councillors across the country.2  In 1997 the first Muslim Member of Parliament from these communities was returned.  The governments’ three Muslim peers were selected from the Pakistani/Kashmiri, Bengali and Gujarati communities.

Legislative protection against racial discrimination has recently been strengthened as a result of the Macpherson Inquiry – published in February 1999 – into the racist murder of the black teenager Stephen Lawrence.  The recommendations of the inquiry, although focusing on the Metropolitan Police, were not confined to them and argued that ‘collective failure is apparent in many [institutions and organisations], including the criminal justice system.  It is incumbent upon every institution to examine their policies and practices to guard against disadvantaging any section of our communities’ (para 46.27).  Such recommendations have now been given legislative form in the Race Relations (Amendment) Act 2000.

With the Runnymede Trust report, the term ‘Islamophobia’ has now entered public discourse.  This is part of a wider public acknowledgment of the importance of religion in identity, as evidenced in the recently published Parekh Report, ‘The Future of Multi-Ethnic Britain’ (2000).  It includes a chapter on ‘religion and belief’ where it notes that:


The historic commitment of religious traditions to race equality are reflected in the work of … the Churches Commission for Racial Justice (CCRI), the Islamic Human Rights Commission and the Jewish Council for Racial Equality…. However, most race equality organisations are broadly secular, not religious.  It is perhaps for this reason that they frequently appear insensitive to forms of racism that target aspects of religious identity.  For example, they are widely perceived by British Muslims to be insensitive to distinctive Muslim concerns, by Jewish people to be uninterested in anti-semitism, and by Irish people to be indifferent to sectarianism and anti-Catholicism… there is little recognition …. of the work and importance of black-majority churches (p273).

In Britain, civil society includes civic religion with government funded chaplaincies to parliament, the armed forces and wherever people are vulnerable, whether in prison or hospital.  The use of Church of England personnel and buildings on the occasion of state rituals of celebration and mourning remains largely unquestioned.  Public service broadcasting continues to include religion.

All state schools must teach religious education and taxpayers fund students to study non-denominational theology at university level, so the discipline is not confined to confessional colleges and must maintain a conversation with academic life in all it’s diversity.  As part of the general culture, such study can act a as a brake on irrational and intolerant expressions of Christianity.  The state also funds religious schools which education over 20 per cent of all pupils – the majority belong to Christian denominations but there are also Jewish and Sikh schools. The private sector – “public schools” – include many prestigious Christian foundations.

One peculiarity of English Christianity is that the existence of an Anglican establishment does not preclude public space for other Christian denominations.  Ecumenism and a continuing public role for Christianity is a vital safeguard against nostalgia for unitary notions of church and state, a Christian variant of ‘religious nationalism’ now sweeping the globe.3  Their historic experience of coming to terms with plurality within Christianity has prepared the churches for engagement with religious diversity.  They contribute to developing a religious literacy amongst policy makers.  In Britain it is unlikely that a Home Secretary would say with his French opposite number that “delinquency” amongst Muslim youth is “more preferable in France” than “fundamentalism/integrisme”.4
Because churches are themselves multi-ethnic in composition and part of transitional communities, they can act as an antidote to a “Little Englander” sentiment which favours narrow and exclusive definitions of national identity.  As public and civic life is permeated by Christian influence, it is proving increasingly hospitable to Muslim concerns.  Civic religion now includes members of other faiths; the annual ceremony at the Cenotaph to remember those who died in two world wars now incorporates representatives from all faiths.  All new religious education syllabi used in schools have to reflect religious diversity and can no longer simply teach about Christianity.  Many University departments of theology now include religious studies.  Islamic Studies can now be studied at postgraduate level at sixteen universities.  A growing number of academics teaching such courses are themselves Muslim.  Thus Islam is being embedded in British academic life.  Finally, in 1992 the Inner Cities Religious Council (ICRC) was established, a bold initiative on the part of the government and the Archbishop of Canterbury, intended to create a mechanism for consulting all religious traditions and involving them in economic and social regeneration in deprived urban areas.

Muslims and the Politics of Social Inclusion
The historic and commercial links with the Muslim world, not least the presence of an Arab elite in London, can create a context within which the British state has not only to treat it’s Muslim citizens fairly but also to be seen to be so doing – hence the promotional film ‘Islam in Britain’.  Their economic influence was clear in an address delivered by Iqbal Ahmed Khan of NSBC to a British Council conference held in London in April 1999 – Multualities: Britain & Islam.  He pointed out that Britain has benefited enormously from the oil boom of the last twenty years; ‘Petrol dollar surpluses [have found] safe havens in British funds…. some thirty six Arab banks operate in London alongside more than a hundred Muslim-owned financial institutions…[most hold] their gold reserves in the Bank of England.  Analysts believed that the real estate held by Muslim investors in London property in 1998 and the first quarter of 1999 amounted to well over twenty percent of the market…. Britain is also host to several Arabic newspapers and four Arab television stations based in London’ (conference report).

The present Labour government has committed itself to policies targeting the socially excluded, spearheaded by a social exclusion unit located in the Cabinet Office.  The unit has published many reports – the latest ‘Minority ethnic Issues in Social Exclusion and Neighbourhood Renewal’ [June 200] and its activities are evident in a raft of initiatives impacting on all communities, especially disaffected and disenfranchised youth between 18 and 24 years old, aimed to increase their skills and get them into work.  Further, a range of policies and decisions have been taken to meet long term concerns specific to Muslim communities; in 1998, after a ten year struggle, they won the battle for state funded schools hitherto only enjoyed by Christians and Jews; in September 1999 the Prison Service appointed the first Muslim Adviser and there are now a handful of Muslim hospital chaplains; a religious affiliation question is to be included in the 2001 census in England after strenuous lobbying by Muslims, who won the support of many Christians and Jews.  The Home Office has also commissioned research to determine the extent of religious discrimination, an issue which has exercised many Muslims since the publication of the Islamophobia report.

While some of these measures are more symbolic than substantive, cumulatively they signal that British Muslims do not have to render invisible their religious identity as a precondition to participate in public and civic life.  Finally the Prime Minister’s active advocacy of military intervention to support the Kosovars has begun to challenge the widely held Muslim view that British foreign policy is necessarily anti-Muslim.  Certainly this was the view of Iqbal Sacranie, the previous General Secretary of the MCB.  He was also impressed that the Prime Minister had been willing to be interviewed in the British Muslim press.  Further ‘it has pleasantly surprised all of us [whether Hindu, Jewish, Muslim, Sikh or Christian members on the Inner Cities Religious Council] how members of different communities can sit at one table, able to discuss key issues affecting society, whether inner city regeneration, homelessness, poverty…. We have different perspectives but at the end of the day we feel there is consensus that emerges on many issues   [Moreover] there is now an open door to government   Home Office and Foreign Office – and the Archbishop of Canterbury’s office….’5

The World of Ali G
It is too early to assess the impact of government policies on Muslim communities in the large urban conurbations, whether East London, Birmingham or Bradford.  However, what is evident is the emergence of worrying trends of youth disaffection, significant educational underachievement translating into high unemployment among sections of young males, violence against women and dramatically rising levels of criminality.  Of course such expressions of social dislocation are not confined to sections of Muslim youth.  However, they have to be located in a context of rising mistrust and polarisation of Muslim and non-Muslim communities, as well as the suspicion that often a conspiracy of silence exists disabling honest discussion of the issues, whether the extent of ‘forced marriage’, the reasons for educational underachievement or the emergency of exclusionary clan politics in some inner city areas.

Bradford, home to the third largest Muslim community in the country, can offer a useful vantage point from which to reflect on these realities, not least because Sir Herman Ouseley, recently retired as Chairman of the Commission for Racial Equality has just been brought in by the city to review, and make recommendations to improve, inter-community relations in the city, acknowledged to be in crisis.  The following excerpt from a recent editorial in a local newspaper reflects widely shared perceptions of the Pakistani communities:


There are parts of inner-city Bradford which are overwhelmingly Muslim.  For the inhabitants of these enclaves, who trade and live among themselves and rarely venture out into the wider world…. Bradford is an Asian city – or, more precisely, a Kashmiri city.  Four decades after the first immigrants came here, their families still read newspapers published in Urdu, the conversation around the breakfast table is conducted in Punjabi, the shalwar kameez is preferred to the suit, purdah is practiced in the majority of homes and the faithful are summoned to worship, not by the bells but by the cry of muezzin calling from the minarets.


But times are a-changing.  The younger, more affluent Asians have adopted the black street style of South-Central Los Angeles, of souped-up, low-slung motor cars, pumping out bhangra and hip-hop music.  They have a turf and are busy strutting their stuff upon it.  The older generation, by contrast is more interested in the quiet pursuit of money.  They are traders, merchants, money lenders and entrepreneurs.  Much of their wealth finds its way back to Kashmir where lavish homes are built as monuments to their personal success.  (Yorkshire Post  22-11-00)

The editorial is not inaccurate in postulating separate worlds.  Research by social geographers indicates that South Asian Muslim communities, to a large extent, self-segregate around core inner city areas and the upwardly mobile sections when they move out do so only to the edge of such areas.6  In Bradford most Muslim children attend schools in 7 out of 30 wards which also return all the city’s 13 Muslim councillors (of 90) – this picture is very similar to Birmingham where the schools and councillors are drawn from 10 wards.  This means that many Muslims live within a relatively self-contained world, with minimal interaction with non-Muslims.  A Bradford headmaster, in a recent conversation, can speak of ‘benign apartheid’ in education, with 19 first schools, 8 middle schools and 3 upper schools with over 90% Muslim children.

This geographical concentration is in marked contract to Hindus and Sikhs who are socially and spacially much more dispersed.  However, the evaluation of the existence of relatively self-contained social worlds is radically different among Muslim young people compared to their Hindu or English peers.  Recent research indicates that Muslim young people are much more likely to see their future in the city than the other two groups and feel comfortable with this reality.7  The newspaper article, however, exaggerates the economic success of such communities; most of the data indicates that while a section of the Pakistani community is doing well, the gap between the successful and those who are being left behind educationally is growing.8
Given that across the country some two thirds of those dubbed ‘Pakistani’ are in fact, from district Miripur in Azad Kashmir – in Bradford they probably comprise 80% of the ‘Pakistani’ community - the comments about Kashmir in the editorial become intelligible.  A recent study of a large Kashmiri community in a neighbouring city – Oldham – makes clear that poor irrigation an institutional infrastructure, as well as large scale emigration from Mirpur, meant that remittances are largely invested in property and retail outlets.  The researcher’s ‘dominant image’ of a tour of Mirpuri villages …[was] padlocks on large gates on even larger households’.9  Such properties which, if in use at all, are likely to be rented to refugees from Afghanistan or Indian Kashmir.  ‘For most Mirpuri men a government job or marrying abroad are the two main routes to financial security’.10

The reference to young Kashmiri males ‘strutting their stuff’ takes us into the world of ‘Ali G’, and enormously popular TV creation by a British comedian and satirist modelled on young nominal Muslim males.  A young Muslim journalist writing in Q News about ‘Ali G’ noted that:


We [Muslims] laugh along with him because he is everything we do not wish our kids to be yet see evidence of daily… the species of nominal Muslim Ali G is meant to represent [is] typically unemployed and poorly educated, he is the type who sees a brighter future in taking on the trappings of the LA ‘gangsta’ rather than the uncool and ‘foreign’ traditions of his parents.  The sovereigns, the Tommy Hillfiger ‘condom’ hat, the goatee beard and the glasses all mark him out as that breed of young British Muslim whose idea of getting down has more to do with the dance floor that the prayer mat….  He is Muslim only by birth and can barely conceive of his religion in any orthodox sense…. His Uncle Jamal, we are told in an interview with a feminist, is tri-sexual, “he’ll try anything”… [he himself] will sleep with anyone; and he enjoys intimate relations with his girlfriend ‘Julie’.  The character gives the lie to the sound bite that Islam is Britain’s fastest growing religion… The British Muslim community is haemorrhaging…. the urban rude boy [is one expression of that].11
The social reality encapsulated in the figure of ‘Ali G’ is part cause, part response, to disturbing figures on educational under-achievement in these communities.  National statistics for examinations taken when 15 or 16 years old, indicate that while Indian children are now out-achieving white pupils – 54% getting the benchmark five or more GCSEs at Grate A-C as against 47% for white youngsters in 1998 – the figures for Pakistani and Bangladeshi pupils are 29 and 33%.  This of course, translates into high levels of unemployment.  These bald figures obscure another disturbing reality.  This can best be illustrated from looking at educational statistics for Bradford.

In 1999 Pakistani heritage youngsters reached only 21.8% targets - in the city it was 34% and in the country 46%.  However, once these figures are disaggregated into male and female levels, the results become even more disturbing with the figure for boys 16.7% as against 27.8% for girls.  Across the country girls are doing better than boys but within the Pakistani community the gap is widest.  Already in 1997, the Runnymede Trust report on ‘Islamophobia’ noted ‘trends amongst young British Muslims… towards territoriality and gang formation, and towards anti-social conduct, including criminality’.  Such trends are evidenced in a dramatic increase of young Muslims in prison: a recent article in Q-news by a Muslim university chaplain provided the following statistics:  There are now over 4,000 Muslim prisoners in the UK which represents 9% of the total population or three times more than the proportional average; 65% are young men aged 18-30 and one in four have been convicted of drug offences (October 2000).

British Pakistani Youth and the Corrosion of Character12
Such research as exists into Muslim youth in London, Birmingham and Bradford allows us to draw certain tentative conclusions.  First, among sections of youth there is the growth of an ‘assertive Muslim identity’ which can impact negatively on women.  Secondly, this ‘assertive Muslim identity’ has to be distinguished from membership of self-consciously Islamic groups, which encompass the full range of Islamic expression, from quietist sufi groups to strident radical groups.  Thirdly, while cultural boundaries between youth are increasingly permeable, Muslim norms still limit interaction at many points with non-Muslim youth, especially for women.  Fourthly, there is a general failure of traditional Muslim leadership, religious and political, to connect with the world of British Muslim youth.

Let me develop each point briefly.  A study of Pakistani heritage Muslims in a London borough makes clear that this assertive Muslim identity is largely a male phenomenon since young men are “able to take advantage of the relative laxity of parents to be largely irreligious in behaviour but Muslims in name…. Young [Muslim] women may, in a sense become the targets of the assertive Muslim identity of their male peers, who find that a convenient way of emphasising their own ‘Muslim’ credentials is to insist upon the virtuous conduct of their wives, sisters and daughers”.13  These observations are corroborated in an article that paints a disturbing picture of escalating violence perpetrated by a section of young British Pakistani/Kashmiri males in Bradford, especially against women.


Unlike the 1995 public disorders, many manifestations of young Pakistani male aggression receive little, if any, media publicity.  These include the harassing and violent behaviour in the public sphere, which is an everyday feature of life in parts of Bradford.  Such behaviour is mainly perpetrated by groups of young men whose targets include people of both genders and all ages from the same and different ethnic and religious groupings.  Students, male and female, white and Asian, are particular targets of harassment and verbal and physical abuse, but no-one is exempt from sporadic attention.

A second type of harassment and violence crosses the public/private divide.  This is organised and structured through Pakistani networks (‘the mobile phone mob’) and is almost always targeted at Pakistani people.  It frequently involves the assertion of misdemeanour or offence on religious grounds and is focused on the honour of women and/or the community.  A range of behaviours is involved, including the anonymous but persistent, telephoning of ‘liberal’ parents to criticise them and their daughters; the sustained and aggressive pressure put on young women to force them to stay at home; the organisation of searches for young women who have run away from home….


A third type of violence is that which takes place in the private domain and is inflicted on women family members, whether wives or daughters… the first part of the battle against domestic violence has involved empowering women to speak out about their experience of violence in the home…14
The article continues by alleging that little progress has been made in persuading perpetrators that their behaviour is not acceptable, nor in persuading religious and community leaders that they have a responsibility to women as well as to men.  This sombre conclusion is reinforced by a local MP, Mrs Anne Cryer, who has risked her political career by supporting a national campaign to address the issue of forced marriages in the communities, not least in her own constituency.  Mrs Cryer has been careful to distinguish ‘forced marriage’ from ‘arranged marriage’ and sought to enlist Islamic teaching in a critique of a cultural abuse.  However, she has become increasingly exasperated by the unwillingness of the elders to support her.  The number of mainly Muslim women fleeing from such marriage has grown exponentially over the last decade; from single figures in 1990 to almost 300 women a year seeking Police help in Bradford alone by the end of the decade.

How Islam is used, or rather abused, in the construction of such an assertive Muslim identity, has been helpfully illuminated in research conducted by Dr Yunas Samad who noted that, in the context of an already conservative Yorkshire macho male culture,

Islam…. Plays a role in the construction of masculinity;…[the young] project a ‘hard’ image of tough aggressive macho men…[and claim] membership of Hamas or Hizb-ut-Tahrir… Yet the same individuals were unaware who Shias were, and how they differed from Sunnis, and did not know what Hamas or Hizb-ut-Tahrir represent.  Neither were they observant in their religious rituals….. and were quite often in trouble with the police for petty crime, drugs etc.  Thus the daubing of the walls … with the slogan ‘Hamas Rules OK’ , or supporting anti-semetic, homophobic and misogynist organisations such as Hizb-ut-Tahrir, was more an act of rebellion and defiance rather than the rise of ‘fundamentalism’.  It is all about being ‘hard’… these affiliations seemed to be linked with territory… [with Islamic nomenclature, such as Hamas, Hizb-ut-Tahrir or Tablighi Jamaat [used] to [map and] define territorial control.15
Rhetorical appeal to such names is a world away from active membership of these self-consciously Islamic groups created in the last two decades.  Most now operate in English, even when they have their origins in South Asia.  They follow one of three strategies in coping with minority status; isolation from wider society to prevent contamination from Non-Muslim contact (Tablighi Jama’at), engagement with wider society (Young Muslims/The Islamic Society of Britain) or strident resistance to western society (Hizb al-Tahrir).  The second group are the most significant but the third are the noisiest and most beloved by British media.16
The leadership, dynamics and style of such radical groups has been vividly captured and sympathetically drawn in a novel – The Black Album – by Hanif Kureishi.  In the figure of the student Riaz, Kureishi communicates and captures their appeal, in contrast to the traditional mosque leadership.  Riaz’s Sunday talks in the mosque,

Were well attended by a growing audience of young people, mostly local [Asians]….. not being an aged obscurantist, Riaz was becoming the most popular speaker…. He entitled his talks, ‘Rave from the Grave?’, ‘Adam and Eve, not Adam and Steve’, ‘Islam: A Blast from the Past or Force for the Future?’ and ‘Democracy is a Hyposcrisy’.17
To put the activity of such groups into perspective, we need to remember that most young people (perhaps 90%) have no links with any Islamic organisation.  With regard to Pakistani heritage youngsters, a recent study of sixty boys, aged from 10 to 21 years old, attending a mosque in Edinburgh, identified a variety of strategies they had developed to accommodate both community norms and the blandishments of wider society.  The author developed a four fold typology of responses: conformists, accomodationists, part-time conformists and rebels.  The part time conformists are are those who take part in the special late night prayers during Ramadan then quietly slip away to night clubs!  The accommodationists have convinced themselves that they are not compromising Islamic essentials when they occasionally party with school friends, male and female, with whom they will dance but not drink alcohol.18
While a hybrid youth culture is emerging with young male Muslims contributing, we need to remember also that the boundaries between Muslim and non-Muslim communities are much less permeable, especially in the large centres of Muslim population.  In the last decade community consolidation and separation in these areas is more not less marked.  In a recent study of young Muslim adults in London, it was clear that most of the educated Muslim female students maintained boundaries: most did not date, nor club and the majority of their closest friends were other Muslims.19  It is not surprising that while 20% of the Afro-Caribbean’s have white partners, only 1% of Pakistanis or Bangladeshis do.20
My final point was the failure of sections of the traditional political and religious leadership to connect with the world of British Muslim youth.  Indeed, in Bradford we are seeing the reproduction of clan and caste based political hierarchies and rivalries imported from Azad Kashmir.  This was already evident in the official inquiry into riots in Manningham in 1995, a Kashmiri majority area of the city.  Before the riots two party wards were suspended because of the activities of ‘warring clans’:

During the local election [of 1995] many young men roamed the streets for several weeks with the enthusiastic support of the elders.  “Jat or Bains” was the frequent cry on the streets.  The whole election came to be seen as between warring clans… white people felt marginalized and threatened by a conflict they did not understand.  Both political parties had released forces which the party hierarchies did not understand, and could not control. (emphasis mine)21
The dynamics of the process are as follows: a Kashmiri politician mobilises his kinship network to gain control of a local ward party.  When he wins the seat as a Labour Councillor, his Kashmiri rival decides to offer himself to the Tories.  Clan and caste rivalries are then played out on the streets and bewildered voters wake up to discover this or that party’s safe seat has fallen to the opposition.  This has happened every year since 1995 with wards continuing to be suspended.  Such practices are exclusionary, not least of able Muslims outside the main clan networks, and can deepen the alienation of many young Muslims.  The future Lord, Nazir Ahmed, was twice victim of such exclusion.  In an interview with Q News after his appointment to the House of Lords, he mentioned that he had first sought parliamentary selection in 1992 only ‘to come unstuck at the hands of predominantly Indian Muslim party members who insisted on asserting nationalist rivalries [against him as a Pakistani/Kashmiri] … in 1997 he tried again, this time in Bradford West, only to be denied by caste factionalism [within the Kashmiri community]’ (September 1998).22
A cursory reading of Muslim publications in Britain indicates that the training and provenance of imams remains a continuing source of anxiety and debate. Many continue to be invited from South Asia and most lack the linguistic and cultural skills to connect with young British Muslims.  Typical are the comments drawn from two recent articles in Q News about crime and criminality among Muslim Youth, where responsibility is placed at the door of families and mosques: the former are accused of leaving religious education to the Madrasa [mosque school].  ‘Inevitably their experiences of rote learning without any understanding left them board and alienated not only from the madrasa but from religion itself… [There is an urgency] to discuss openly the problems of criminality and drug dealing…. To appoint English –speaking Imams as a matter of priority, and to conduct as many programmes as possible in English which deal directly with issues facing young Muslims today.  Imams should be properly paid, and they should also be expected to take up pastoral youth work outside the mosque.  It is a crime that many of the young scholars who have graduated from British seminaries have not been able to find employment as Imams’.23
As this last comment suggests, there are graduates from British Islamic ‘seminaries’ available and some are working hard to develop the skills to relate to British Muslim youth.  Dr Mukadem’s work in Birmingham is evidence of this.  However, all too often the elders on the mosque committee prefers to import and imam from South Asia more familiar with their home country and traditions; or, less charitably, one who is more malleable and who will cost much less!

Recently a group of English education imams from within the Deobandi tradition produced a series of pamphlets for Muslims in the North of England.  The picture that emerges from these pamphlets offers an unvarnished, if incomplete, picture of Muslim street culture, as outlined above: drug taking, ‘lavish wedding parties’ whereby the’ the sunnah of the prophet is replaced with ‘ridiculous Hindu and other kafir traditions’; neglect and abuse of wives, indifference to Islamic education of children, and increase in divorce, a penchant for playing loud music from ‘obscene films’ even when passing mosques where worshippers were at prayer.

What is significant is that thee British-trained imams realise that to challenge such behaviour they have got to communicate in English and that it is not enough simply to rehearse Islamic prohibitions but that reasons have to be given, eg, the pamphlets criticising gambling, alcohol and drugs cite material produced by a range of organisation and sources ranging from Gamblers Anonymous to research results appearing in Reader’s digest!24
A Conspiracy of Silence?
In writing about the increase in violence against women in Bradford, Dr Macey explains why such research is ‘an extremely sensitive area for both minority and majority group members.  Some of the former wish to maintain boundaries which exclude non-members or a public image of their communities and cultures as non conflictual and beyond criticism.  Some of the latter wish to see the minority ethnic groups as homogenous, or to prioritise anti-racist perspectives, or to concentrate on multiculturalism/cultural diversity.  In both cases, research which indicates diversity, fragmentation, division or oppression is threatening and unacceptable.  Additionally, because the area under discussion is one in which fear, insecurity and threat are present and illegal means are used to achieve desired ends, great care has to be taken if the well-being, even physical safety, of informants (and researchers) is to be preserved’.25
Clearly, one of the most pressing issues is to help policy makers develop religious and cultural literacy and realise that in addressing a range of complex issues race and class are simply inadequate explanatory tools.  Too often the jibe ‘racism’ is used to paralyse any informed and honest discussion of complex issues.  In beginning to address the issue of ‘forced marriage’ it was observed how an attempt was made to distinguish between a cultural abuse and Islam.  This was a precondition to addressing the issue but did not prevent those willing to do so from running up against a wall of silence from many religious and community leaders.

One other issue that has defined an honest public discussion is educational underachievement among a large section of Kashmiri boys.  In a city like Bradford this issue is proving intractable.  The demographic projections within the city suggest that the 50,0000 Muslims in 1991 will triple by 2021.  Since 35% of the Pakistani heritage community is under 16 as against 20% for the majority community, a continuing inability to address the significant and persistent underachievement of males will, undoubtedly, lead to deepening alienation and communal polarisation.

A recent report – ‘Raising the attainment of minority ethnic pupils’ (1999) – produced from the Office of Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector of Schools touched on some factors within the Pakistani Community as contributing to underachievement: extended leave in Pakistan, sudden removal of girls for arranged marriages, tensions between progressives and the ‘orthodox’ in mosque, racial tension and poverty.  However what was missing was any reference to the continuing high levels of transcontinental marriages.  In Bradford the data suggests that well over half the arranged marriages are transcontinental, which means one parent will be from rural Kashmir, a bearer of an oral rather than a literate cultural tradition; there was no discussion of the fact that many children continue to spend two hours every day after state school for a number of years in a mosque school learning the Qur’an in Arabic by rote within a very different pedagogical tradition; nor was there mention of the complex linguistic politics of Pakistan/Kashmir as it might impact on education.

In all, the children are expected to operate efficiently across four languages learned in different ways;  English as taught in school, Punjabi at home as an oral tradition, the Qur’an in Arabic taught by rote learning and Urdu within a South Asian Pedagogical style.  Dr Samad’s research among Bradford Pakistanis mapped the complexity thus:

Young Pakistanis are literate in English and had limited ability in a South Asian language…. in sharp contrast to their parents… young Pakistanis overwhelmingly consumed mainstream media in the English language.  The majority … spoke to their parents in their mother tongue…[but] in the company of other Pakistani youth they spoke pigeon (sic) English.  An important reason for this is that the traditional lingua franca Urdu is not familiar to all or they did not have an adequate competency in the language…. Given the linguistic diversity of the Pakistani population settled in Bradford (major languages spoken are Urdu, Pushto and Punjabi and within Punjabi there are numerous dialects such as Mirpuri which is considered quite distinct from standard Punjabi) it is not possible to communicate in a common South Asian language.26

Even in Bradford, a debate with the Muslim communities and schools as to how to tackle such issues has hardly begun.  There is a plethora of initiatives but little co-ordination or serious research.  In the past attempts to address the reasons for underachievement have foundered on an inability to take religious and cultural factors into account.  Too often an anti-racist and class analysis were considered as offering an adequate explanation.

What is required is research across a range of Kashmiri communities to discover what sort of educational interventions are making a difference.  Also to establish what significance cumulatively such factors as transcontinental marriage, multiple languages, different styles of teaching, absenteeism, the madrasa education system and poverty, as well as teacher attitudes and under funding, have on educational achievement levels.  However as the MP Mrs Anne Cryer found, serious discussion of religiously and culturally sensitive issues can provoke a storm of protest.

One hopeful sign is the willingness of certain individuals within the community to acknowledge publicly that there are problems for which Muslims must assume some responsibility.  Muhammed Taj, one of three members who produced the 1996 official report into the public disturbances in Bradford, also produced his own shorter document ‘A Can Do City’.  In it, he insisted that Qur’anic education can inculcate high moral standards, but that ‘this will not occur if Arabic rote teaching is not accompanied by guidance in an accessible language.  It is equally important that supplementary religious education is provided with the interests of the child as paramount, all too often it is conducted ad the convenience of the providers during the school week, leaving pupils tired and unresponsive to their wider education’.27
Kashmiri elders do, of course, discuss such issues quite openly between themselves or in front of a trusted outsider.  This is clear in Dr Kalra’s monograph which charts how Kashmiri men in Oldham copied with the collapse in the cotton industry which had formerly employed them.  One respondent summed up their widespread feelings of dismay about their youth.

The children vigre ge (are spoilt).  Here all they do is sell drugs and thieve…. Another big problem ….. is single parents, there are too many of them.  We have uneducated parents marrying their daughters and sons to people from Mirpur and then they get divorced.  It is the fault of parents that these boys are in such a bad state.  They have no responsibility.  They won’t go to weddings or to Mattam (mourning rituals) unless forced.28
Socio-economic developments – which are unlikely to generate many jobs for unskilled young men in the foreseeable future – in tandem with demographic projections of sizeable growth in just these communities and a continued inability to either research or talk openly about religious and cultural issues could well conspire to deepen the multiple deprivation to which large numbers are already exposed and enlarge the pool of those locked into dysfunctional relationships.  These are the communities which will shape popular perception of Islam, not alas, the educated and informed voices who appeared in ‘Islam in Britain’.

There is a fine passage in Richard Sennett’s essay ‘The Corrosion of Character’ in which he argues for a readiness to grapple with difference and face up to social conflict rather than evading it:

In conflict, [people] have to work harder at communicating….[however] gradually the ground rules of engagement bind the contending parties together… differences of view often become sharper and more explicit even though the parties may eventually come to agreement: the scene of conflict becomes a community in the sense that people learn how to listen and respond to one another even as they more keenly feel their differences. 29

This is the challenge facing such cities as Bradford.  Their success or failure will determine who has the last word, Lord Ahmed or ‘Ali G’.

Notes:

1.
Radio Stations in sixteen cities across Britain have temporary licenses to broadcast during Ramadan.

2.
See Purdam, K. (2000 ‘The Political Identities of Muslim Local Councillors in Britain’, Local Government Studies, vol 26 pp. 47-64

3.
See such works as Van der Verr, P. (1994) Religious Nationalism: Hindus and Muslims in India, London, University of California Press, and Kepel, G. (1994) The Revenge of God, the Resurgence of Islam, Christianity and Judaism in the Modern World, Polity Press, Cambridge.

4.
Ramadan, T. (1999) Muslims in France, the way towards co-existence.  The Islamic Foundation, Leicester, p9.

5.
These comments are taken from an interview I conduced with him in June 2000.

6.
See Byrne, D. (1998) ‘Class and ethnicity in complex cities – the cases of Leicester and Bradford’ in Environment and Planning, Vol 30 pp 703-720

7.
I am grateful to Professor Charles Husband of Bradford University for sharing some of his ongoing research data with me, which indicates that some 70% of Pakistani youth felt both pride and loyalty to the city as against about 40% of white youth.

8.
The Social Exclusion Unit’s report on ‘Minority Ethnic Issues in Social Exclusion and Neighbourhood Renewal’ (June 2000) notes that ‘Pakistani and Bangladeshi men have high rates of unemployment and … women have low rates of economic activity.  In addition, those in employment have low wages and these have to be spread across large household sizes.  One consequence of this is that you are more likely to live in a poor household – with less than half the average national household income adjusted for family size – if you are a Pakistani or Bangladeshi and work (50% chance) than if you are white and do not work (43% chance)’ p18.

9.
See Kalra, V. (2000)  From Textile Mills to Taxi Ranks, experiences of migration, labour and social change, Ashgate, Aldershot, p70

10.
Ibid. p72.

11.
Q-News, February 2000, Faisal Bodi’s ‘What’s in a name?’  This development is very similar to that of French speaking youngsters of Arab descent – the beurs – living in poor suburbs.  Their culture is ‘a western, urban, youth sub-culture, comparable to that of the America Blacks of the ghettos.  Dress (baseball caps), diet (Mac’Do), music (ra’i), language (a French slang called ‘verlan’ or ‘reverse’) have nothing to do with Arab ethnic culture (except ra’i), which is a mix of western and Arab popular music…’  Roy, O. (1999) ‘The elusive cultural community’ in E. Mortimer (Ed.) People, nation & state, the meaning of ethnicity & nationalism, London, I.B.Tauris, P 61.

12.
Clearly, issues of social dislocation among sections of Muslim youth, are culturally specific expressions within one community of a wider problem elegantly encapsulated in Richard Sennett’s telling phrase ‘the corrosion of character’.  In his essay of that name, Sennett worried about the cumulative impact on character of the massive shifts in the modern economy with its cult of short-termism, loss of job security, whose workforce, whether skilled or casual labour, is supposed to be infinitely flexible.  This was not a work environment in which trust, commitment or loyalty might be generated.  The Pakistani/Kashmiri elders, were once part of a cohesive work forces in such heavy industries such as textiles which did generate just those values.  However, the economic niche for which South Asian labour was imported in the 1960’s has gone.  In Bradford alone, some 60,000 textile jobs were lost between 1960-90, 80% of all jobs in that industry.  The tragedy for many Pakistani elders is that the high levels of unemployment to which they are now exposed is exceeded in their children’s generation.

13.
Jacobson, J. (1998) Islam in transition: religion and identity among British Pakistani youth, London, Routledge, P 121.

14.
Macey, M. (1999) ‘Class, gender and religious influences on changing patterns of Pakistani Muslim Male Violence in Bradford’.  Ethnic and Racial Studies, Vol 22 (5), pp 845-866.

15.
Samad, Y (1998) ‘Media and Muslim Identity: Intersections of Generation and Gender’.  Innovation, vol 11 (4), pp 425-438.

16.
See Lewis, P [forthcoming] ‘British Muslims and the Search for Religious Guidance’. J. Hinnells and W. Menski (Eds) From Generation to Generation: religious reconstruction in the South Asian Diaspora.
17.
Kureishi, H (1996) The Black Album, London, Faber and Faber, p 80. Taji-Farouki, S (1996) has written a scholarly study of one such radical group operating in Britain.  A fundamentalist Quest: Hizb al-Tahrir and the search for the Islamic Caliphate, London, Grey Seal.

18.
See Wardak, A. (2000) Social Control and Deviance, A South Asian Community in Scotland, Aldershot, Ashgate.

19.
See Jacobson, op. cit.

20.
See Modood, T. and Berthould, R. (1997) Ethnic Minorities in Britain, Diversity and Disadvantage, London PSI. P 30.

21.
The Bradford Commission Report, The Report of an inquiry in the wider implications of public disorders in Bradford which occurred on 9, 10 and 11 June 1995.  (1996) London: The Stationery Office, p89.  In Birmingham Kashmiri politics has had an even more dramatic impact with five councillors elected on a ‘Justice for Kashmir’ ticket!

22.
Because of cast and clan rivalries a Sikh was selected as Labour candidate and went on to win the seat.

23.
Drawn from Yahya Birt’s two articles ‘Drugs, criminality and Muslims’ and ‘True and False Masculinity’ in Q News, October and November 2000 issues.

24.
I was given copies in 1998 but they do not have a date.

25 
Macey, op. cit., p 847.

26.
Samad, op. cit., p 431.  This parallels the experience of the Pakistani urban elite in the first few decades of the country’s history: ‘It was right and proper for even the most liberal urban families to employ a maulvi for the children’s religious education which involved a compulsory reading of the Quran for the beginning to the end in Arabic, using without a translation.  Exposed to Arabic while speaking a regional language or dialect at home and learning English and Urdu in schools… most of the first generation of upper and middle class Pakistanis grew up literate not in one language but practically illiterate in at least four’.  Jalal, A. (1990) The State of Martial Rule, the Origins of Pakistan’s political economy of defence, Cambridge University Press, P 292.

27.
Taj, M. (1996) A Can Do City, privately circulated.

28.
Kalra, op. cit., pp 156-7.

29.
Sennett, R. (1998) The Corrosion of Character, P 143.

Philip Lewis, Inter-Faith Adviser to Anglican Bishop of Bradford and lecturer in Religious Studies, Leeds University.  Author of Islamic Britain: religion, politics and identity among British Muslims, (1994), London, I.B.Tauris.

WP Ref – SF/R/Section 6-SMM

6





‘Between Lord Ahmed and Ali G: Which future for British Muslims’ – 


Dr Philip Lewis








