
CHRISTIANS, MUSLIMS and THE LAW: the family 

DISCUSSION GROUP 1:  

Concerns about Islamic Family Values 
 
Much of the conversation was focussed around personal observations of Muslim families in 
the areas where the participants lived or work which, for the most part, were in the East 
End of London (Leytonstone, Whitechapel and Stepney) or in the west of London, in 
Hounslow. For that reason, the comments which were made generally related to 
observations of those communities which were mainly Bangladeshi or Pakistani. 
 A number of points were made around the general theme that even though ‘the 
family’ as an institution in both Muslim and Christian cultures were vitally important, there 
were subtle but important differences between the nature of those family relationships. 
For, it was felt that, whereas Christian marriage relationships were generally of a more 
relational nature, Muslim marriages were felt to be more contractual with little by way of 
relational interaction taking place between husband and wife. The phrase ‘parallel lives’ was 
used to describe the marriages that had been observed. The comment was added that this 
fundamental dynamic might provide some clue as to why the divorce rate amongst Muslim 
communities was rising rapidly (see for instance Fauzia Ahmad, British Muslims’ relationship 
crisis).  
 In the context of this conversation it was acknowledged that there were many, if not 
more, Christians marriages which had broken down, but it was felt that the reasons why 
Christian marriages had broken down and Muslim ones had might be different. Nobody had 
any information which could speak to that suggestion, but a number of people noted that 
the rise of Muslim female academic attainment, with the careers which came with that 
attainment, certainly could have been an important factor in the divorce rate amongst 
Muslim families. 
 The discussion moved on to reflections on whether the dynamics which had been 
observed in Muslim families were the direct result of the impact of the religion, or the 
background culture. A number of points were made upon the theme that it was almost 
impossible to divide the two, however, it was noted that the shame-honour culture which 
was observable in Muslim families was certainly not unique to them and indeed could be 
observed in other religio-cultural contexts, including Hindu and Sikh South Asian families. 
The observation was also made that whilst the poor treatment of women was not peculiar 
to Islam or specific communities such as Pakistanis or Bangladeshis, there was no doubt that 
the specific licence given by the Qur’an to beat your wife (whether lightly or not) did free 
Muslim men in their own minds to behave badly towards their wives. This view was 
underlined by the pattern observed by a number of the participants who noted that the 
younger generation of Bangladeshi Muslim men appeared to exhibit far more ‘controlling 
behaviours’ than their parent’s generation did and that younger Bangladeshi men appeared 
to be generally less respectful of women (whether Muslim or not) than their parents did. 
 No direct reasons for this pattern were offered, although a number of participants 
noted that it fitted with the wider dynamic of increasing adherence towards more literalist 
and conservative interpretations of the faith being found within those communities. 
 In terms of responses as Christians, it was felt that the issue of Muslim marriages 
highlighted the need for Christians to model a more relational marriage dynamic and to take 
opportunities to discuss with Muslim friends and neighbours the Biblical model of marriage. 
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Particularly important was felt to be Ephesians Chapter 5 and its discussion of submission 
and sacrificial love.  
 The group acknowledged that, whilst criticisms of ‘Muslim family values’ were valid, 
Muslims looking at the culture around them and understanding it to be a product of a 
Christian worldview might legitimately have reservations about the objectification of 
women and casual sexual relationships that is prevalent in British cultural life. This is why it 
was felt that it was important for Christians not just to model Biblical marriages, but to 
make clear, in word and deed, the gap between the liberal morality of the public square and 
the values of Christian family life. As part of that, there needed to be an acknowledgement 
that the Church had been guilty of not standing up for Christian morality values as it ought 
and that the church (all denominations) had also become ‘infected’ with the liberal sexual 
morality of the culture around it.      


