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What are the limits of 'liveable difference?'  

Questions posed by Islam & Muslim communities 

Philip Lewis 

 

I want to start where Jonathan left off and build on his questions and observations.  My focus is what 
one might call ‘lived Islam’ at local level. Let me start with a striking observation from a book which 
bristles with insight and is hugely relevant to our concerns – Michael Cook's Ancient Religions, 
Modern Politics, The Islamic Case in Comparative Perspective, (Princeton University, 2014) – where 
Cook observes that while the 'Islamic heritage unquestionably possesses an image of the ideal 
polity...does it provide a comparable image of the ideal society? It certainly has an idea of what a 
virtuous society would be: one in which everyone observed Islamic norms. But does the heritage give 
us a sense of what would be distinctive about the ideal society other than virtue – what would it look 
like? The answer would seem to be that it does not...' (167). If Islam lacks such an ideal to serve 
majority Muslim societies, Muslims have not yet given much thought to what might count as a  
Muslim contribution as a minority in Britain to the human flourishing of all.  

This is illustrated by an email sent by a friend of mine from his council of mosques to a number of 
key institutions – including the Muslim Council of Britain - and a selection of Muslim scholars after the 
recent murder in Scotland of Asad Shah. In his email entitled “Reality check” he notices that Muslim 
responses to a rising tide of anti-Muslim criticism is “normally sporadic, ad hoc, incoherent and 
inconsistent”  - he then enumerates some of the challenges within the Muslim communities with 
refreshing candour: “radicalisation, grooming, abuse, rising criminality, domestic violence, breakdown 
of traditional family values/cohesion, disaffection of young people.[to which our response] at the best 
is one of denial and blame [of someone else]...Blaming others for our dire plight is much easier and 
convenient  as it allows us not to take ownership for doing anything about it...this is a very dangerous 
route to self-demise.”  

He continues:   “We ...collectively need to rethink and redefine our relationship with the British 
society...It is a worthy and legitimate aspiration to be allowed to practice our faith without coercion 
and curtailments, with freedom and dignity and without fear of intimidation or ridicule.” But then he 
poses the key set of questions: [W]e need to continuously ask ourselves whether we hold these 
aspirations and standards for ourselves or whether we harbour similar aspirations for others...What 
are the parameters for securing this freedom and dignity without diluting the purity of the faith 
identity? How high is the premium we place on the peace and security of the society of which we are 
part of? Is there an Islamic view on this and what is it …?”  

My friend is suggesting that even 3rd and 4th generation Muslim scholars have yet to quarry the 
Islamic heritage for resources to enable Muslims to live well as a minority in a non-Muslim society 
characterised by religious diversity. Moreover, there also seem to be a lack of appropriate Muslim 
forums where such questions could be posed. A further vexed question is who has the authority to 
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be part of that conversation? This latter raises the difficult issue of intra-Muslim sectarianism which 
shows little sign of abating, evident in the anguished questions raised by the savage murder of Asad 
Shah. 

The most penetrating comment I have read  about this murder comes from a short article posted by 
Mehmood Naqshbandi on his excellent website -Muslimsinbritan.org – headed simply “The murder in 
Glasgow of Asad Shah”. Naqshbandi presents the murder as a “watershed event” and notes that “the 
propensity for UK Muslims to resort to and justify extreme violence has never been greater...[this] 
murder must force the UK Muslim community to shake itself out of its apathetic stupor and fix its 
endemic sectarianism ...” He stresses that  that this not just about whether or not the Ahmadiyya are 
Muslims ... “[but] the total failure of the UK Muslim community to have any kind of mutually 
respectful, intellectually informed, and collaboratively debated discussion in any medium, of 
difference and diversity among ourselves. Because we cannot openly, honestly and respectfully 
discuss the actually miniscule differences that divide Barelwis from Deobandis, or taqleedis from 
salafis, political Islam 'state-ists' from pietist 'quietists'. Or even Sunni from Shia, we habitually resort 
to polemics, hyperbolic claims about the despised-other's beliefs and practices. No other religion or 
belief system is so dysfunctionally failing in its ability to have sensible debates and discussions about 
its core beliefs. Even Richard Dawkins or Irshad Manji are willing and capable  of having reasoned 
debate on an open platform.”  

CORAB includes some pertinent comments in its chapter on dialogue where its authors state: 
‘Religion and belief groups have a key role in encouraging their members to play their part in 
encounter and dialogue by emphasizing that they can do so with integrity, not having to hide their 
beliefs but rather helping others to understand them, while showing a complementary willingness to 
learn about the views of others. This means that communities need to develop in their members the 
necessary self-confidence for this, which requires that leaders of religion…are equipped adequately 
for this task by the training they receive…’ This is crucial but CORAB were unable to pursue this 
question as to whether religious leaders in Britain are so equipped.  

However, here there are major problems which Jonathan touched on in his paper when he 
mentioned the recent BBC programmes on the Deobandis which exposed their supremacist and 
isolationist mind-set very well. As Innes Bowen makes clear in her admirable study – Medina in 
Birmingham, Najaf in Brent, Inside British Islam (Hurst, 2014) – this tradition comprises more than 
40% of all mosques in Britain and well over twenty Islamic seminaries. Jonathan then went on to ask 
whether the data in Channel4’s What British Muslims Really Think.was reliable. 

If we put aside the somewhat sensationalist and alarmist framing of the issues, the data collected did 
suggest a number of issues on which Muslims were clearly at odds with mainstream opinion. Two 
quick comments. The methods chosen of face-to-face interviews for getting data is the gold standard 
for such surveys and the data cannot be faulted on that ground. Where it can be challenged was the 
fact that the interviews took place where Muslims lived in 20%+ concentrations. This covers some 
50% of all Muslims. The excellent MCB report Muslims in Numbers showed that between 2001 and 
2011 the number of Muslims living in the most deprived local authority districts (LADs) in England 
grew from 33% to just under half (46% or 1.22.million). These are the areas largely covered by the 
survey. The attitudes on homosexuality, gender, free speech, violence etc would not be unfamiliar to 
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most of you here who have lived in the Bradfords, Tower Hamlets and parts of Birmingham – but the 
other story which the data does not capture is the emergence of a successful, professional and 
middle class enjoying a measure of social mobility. The MCB report makes clear that the percentage 
of Muslims with 'degree level and above' qualifications is similar to wider society (24% and 27%). 
further, 43% of the 3330,000 students in further education are now women. It would be wrong 
without supporting data to extrapolate from many inner city areas to such Muslims living outside 
these ethno-Muslim enclaves. Yet this is largely what    What British Muslims Really Think did. 

Here CORAB includes a couple of very important observations which are genuinely helpful in making 
sense of such data. The first is to talk in a helpful way about the importance of the category 'ethno-
religious'; the second is to caution against conflating conservative religion with extremism. I want to 
say a little more about both issues. Let me take the phenomenon of ethno-religious enclaves. When 
we speak of Muslim communities  in Britain, I am convinced that we need to distinguish between a 
city like London – outside such areas as Tower Hamlets – which is generally marked by what social 
scientists refer to as “hyper-diversity” and many of the mill towns in the north, or Luton or parts of 
Birmingham which are better characterised as bi-cultural, with white working class communities 
juxtaposed with one dominant ethno-Muslim community, so in Bradford Mirpuris, in Tower Hamlets 
Sylheti Bengalis and Saville Town in Dewsbury Gujarati Indians.  

The implications of this has been recently illustrated in a fine comparative study by an American 
Muslim political scientist of three Labour dominated London boroughs with the highest percentage of 
Muslims – Eren Tatari, Muslims in British Local Government, Representing Minority Interests in 
Hackney, Newham and Tower Hamlets  (Leiden/Boston: Brill 2014).  Professor Tatari was concerned 
to identify the extent to which Muslim councilors have enabled their respective local governments to 
be responsive to Muslim needs. We will focus on just two of the three boroughs which offer an 
illuminating contrast between one borough which approximates to the bi-cultural model, Tower 
Hamlets, and the other Newham – ‘the most ethnically diverse local authority in England and Wales’. 

In Newham, there is no dominant ethnic minority and minimal racial or religious tensions between its 
diverse communities. The white communities are over 39% a similar size to the South Asian 
communities which have a rough equivalence of Indian, Pakistani and Bangladeshis. In addition, the 
black communities comprise some 20%.  In the 2006-2010 period, 13 of the 60 councilors in 
Newham were Muslims, reflecting this South Asian mix.  These councilors were successfully 
incorporated in the political process holding between them, ‘six leadership positions and twelve 
prestigious committee assignments’. 

Tatari distinguishes between two styles of minority representation. The ‘balancers’ who seek to both 
represent their Muslim constituents and advance the interests of all constituents.  In contrast, what 
she dubs the ‘group’ style simply advocates for its own. With regard to Newham, Tatari concludes 
that Muslim and non-Muslim councilors alike are generally ‘balancers’ and Muslims have generally 
been well served by such a style of representational politics.  

This is in marked contrast to Tower Hamlets. Here over a third of the borough is Bengali with no 
other significant Muslim communities. Further, the white communities constitute more than 40% of 
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the population, yet in 2010 33 of the 51 councilors were Muslim and all but one Bengali. Tatari is very 
critical of the Bengali politicians, most are first generation with poor English and who pursue, a 
‘Bengali style politics through patronage and kinship ties. The primary reason for this is that the large 
Bengali community …is [self-contained] with its shops, businesses, media outlets, schools and social 
and political organizations, with little need to  interact with the British society or learn to speak 
English fluently’. 

Tatari characterizes such politics as embodying an aggressive ‘group’ style. Since the Bengali 
councilors can count on the bloc votes of fellow Bengalis, they  do not have to ‘worry about offending 
the non-Muslim voters…[their]  majority in the council enables them to secure Muslim-friendly policy 
outcomes despite disgruntled opposition…[Notwithstanding the fact that] these dynamics hurt social 
harmony and are counterproductive to conflict resolution’. She concludes with a quotation from a 
non-Muslim councilor who worries that: 

The trouble with that kind of politics…is that white working class community feels marginalized. A lot 
of people I speak to, who complain that they got three Bengali councilors, feel marginalized and that 
their needs are not met. That’s when people start voting for the BNP…’ 

Tatari’s study indicates that where Muslim councilors operate within a context of hyper-diversity, they 
learn the balancing skills to work at alliances across ethnic and religious groupings to effect positive 
change.  This does not happen in Tower Hamlets. The broad conclusion is that where one ethno-
Muslim group dominates Islamic politics is a proxy for ethnic politics. A key question she does not 
pursue is whether and how such different patterns of engagement can be justified Islamically.  

Let me move on to make a few observations about the need to distinguish between conservative 
attitudes and extremism. Referring again to the BBC Radio 4 programmes about the Deobandis and 
the Channel 4 programme What British Muslims Really Believe.  If we locate such data within the 
concerns of CORAB we might say that most conservative attitudes on gender and homosexuality are 
not necessarily problematic unless allied to active discrimination and violence. However, we might 
want to ask the extent to which conservative ideas seeking to prohibit gender mixing and, say, 
promote the wearing of niqab prevent social interaction and inhibit the emergence of a confident 
outfacing Muslim identity? An example recently is an article in the Times newspaper entitled: 
“Mosques ban trousers, travel and facebook”.  These comments were largely about Deobandi 
Muslims, groups affiliated to the MCB – the latter responded by saying that they could not interfere 
with the fiqh – jurisprudential rulings – of such traditions. One striking example was that drawn from 
the Deobandi Blackburn Muslim Association which ‘told women that they must not travel more than 
48 miles without a male chaperone’.  

Before I conclude with a couple of observations and questions to you all, let me say, thus far I have 
posed some difficult questions facing the Muslim communities. Yet alongside this it is evident that 
there are also some good examples in CORAB of Muslim groups co-operating across religions on a 
range of issues. In my own experience it is often Muslim women’s groups and individual women who 
are asking hard questions about the practices and culture of Muslim organizations today as well as 
working at the interface with Christians and others on issues of common concern. To illustrate: the  
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Muslim Women’s Council MWC in Bradford set the cat among the pigeons in arguing for a woman’s 
only managed mosque and centre for female excellence. This reflects the systematic exclusion from 
governance in most of the city’s mosques of women and young people. Then the Muslim Women’s 
Network UK in Birmingham recent letter to the Prime Minister and leader of the Labour Party pointing 
to the systematic exclusion of women from becoming councilors in wards dominated by Pakistani 
clans.  

My questions to you are at local level: in the fields relevant to this conference – education etc - do 
you detect a marked increase in Muslim individuals and groups engaging in public and civic life in co-
operation with Christians and others? Where is this happening and how might we encourage it. 
Secondly what pattern of conservative Islamic practice is having a negative impact on enabling and 
encouraging interaction and is this being challenged by other Muslims? Thirdly, I have suggested 
that Islam does not yet embody an ‘image of an ideal society’ – to what extent do we Christians seek 
to embody a specifically Christian ideal and where might it intersect with the CORAB vision of ‘a 
society at ease with itself in which all individuals, groups and communities feel at home and in whose 
flourishing all wish to take part’ (expanded p. 7)? 

 

 
 


