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British Islamism and the South Asian Connection 
 

Kunal Mukherjee1 
 

Introduction 
The London bombings of July, 2005 revealed a terrible truth about Britain: that for 
more than a decade London had been the epicentre of Islamic radicalism in the West 
and under the noses of successive governments, Britain had become the European hub 
for the recruitment, promotion and financing of Islamist terror.2 Groups like the Hizb- 
ut-Tahrir [HT] are banned in most Muslim countries as most governments recognise 
the threat it poses to them, but until recently it has been allowed to operate freely in 
the UK where it played a major role in the radicalisation of the disaffected Muslim 
youth. 3   Analysts such as Zeyno Baran argue that HT is not itself a terrorist 
organization, but it can usefully be thought of as a conveyor belt for terrorists as it 
indoctrinates individuals with radical ideology, priming them for recruitment by more 
extreme organizations where they may take part in actual operations. By combining 
fascist rhetoric, Leninist strategy and Western sloganeering with Wahhabi theology, 
HT has made itself into a very real and potent threat that is extremely difficult for 
liberal societies to counter.4 The party deliberately targets universities and colleges in 
Britain in order to reach the youth of British Islam.5   It should be noted that the term 
‘Londonistan’ is a trend, a state of mind which exists amongst a minority circle of 
British Islamists and is not confined to the geographical boundaries of London but 
this Islamist way of thinking extends as far as Leeds, Oldham and Bradford. This 
trend fits in with what French scholar Olivier Roy calls ‘neo-fundamentalism’ in his 
Globalised Islam a term that has been used to describe contemporary Islamist 
movements which have now become supranational and are coping with the end of 
dar-ul-Islam as a geographical entity.6 Roy argues that neo-fundamentalism is not an 
organised movement articulated around a coherent doctrine but rather a trend and 
state of mind, and a way of thinking which has spread from the Pakistani madrasas in 
South Asia to Islamic bookshops and mosques in the West.7  This paper will focus on 
the rise of British Islamism and will try to analyse the factors that helped this 
extremist way of thinking to come into existence and will also try to locate British 
Islamism within the broader framework of Roy’s theory of neo-fundamentalism. 
 
It could be argued that this British Islamist way of thinking was created gradually 
with the passage of time with the arrival in Britain of a large number of Muslims from 
the Indian subcontinent some of whom had been radicalised by a political agenda. Just 
as South Asian versions of Islam dominate the public face of British Islam8, South 
Asian versions of Islamism, the Deobandi tradition in particular, also has a strong 
                                                 
1 Kunal Mukherjee is a PhD candidate at the University of Nottingham. The views expressed are those 
of the author and should not be construed as reflecting the views of the PSRU, the Department of Peace 
Studies or the University of Bradford.  
2 M.Philips, Londonistan:How Britain is Creating a Terror State Within,(London,2006) 
3 Z.Baran, ‘Fighting the War of Ideas’, Foreign Affairs, (Nov/Dec, 2005, vol 84, issue 6). 
4 Ibid. 
5 S.T.Farouki, HT and the Search for the Islamic Caliphate, (London, 1996). 
6 O.Roy, Globalised Islam, (London, 2004). 
7 Ibid. 
8 P.Lewis, Islamic Britain, (London, NY, 1994). 
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presence in Britain. However, the present situation is very complex since these 
movements, whether from the Arab world or from South Asia, have become de-
territorialised and coexist with one another in the West. One reason that explains this 
present deterritorialisation is the use of technology, especially email and the internet, 
by Islamists to spread Jihadi messages. Also important has been the global impact of 
events like the Iranian Revolution of 1979 and the spill-over effects it has had on 
Islamist movements throughout the Islamic world resulting in the strengthening of a 
sense of interconnectedness.9 Not only is it important to recognise the fact that Islam 
(religion) and Islamism (political ideology) are two separate categories but it is 
equally important to recognise the fact that within Islamism there are different strands 
of thought and that some strands are more extremist than others. Islamism is a 
centrifugal force, flinging adherents across borders until what we notionally call al-
Qaeda exists everywhere and nowhere, more an impulse than an organisation. Men 
and boys with small lives and big hopes for the afterlife visit Jihadi websites, meet 
like-minded individuals at the local mosque and pay a visit to one of the overseas 
Imams known for radical preaching. 
 
Today, says French expert on terrorism, Roland Jacquard, the most militant groups 
are forming on their own initiative, on the margins of the movement. They certainly 
aren’t going to wait for fatwas permitting attacks on civilians.10 ‘Today Europe is 
facing a Europeanised form of Jihad’, says Eric Denece, director of the French Centre 
of Intelligence Research in Paris.  The attacks on 7/7 in Britain were a reminder that 
Europe is living under the shadow of a volcano that might erupt any time and is more 
than ever a centre of threat. This is partly because European nations like Britain have 
had a tradition of welcoming immigrants from places like Pakistan, which in turn is 
partly explained by economic dynamism relying on immigration. From within these 
immigrant communities groups like HT, banned in states like Egypt, emerge. Three 
Britons, Reza Pankhurst, Maajid Nawaz and Ian Nisbett, were among a group of 26 
men, for example, jailed in Egypt for between one and five years for spreading the 
views of the HT.11   
 
It took years to convince Britain that they had a significant home-grown Islamic 
threat, said a recently retired FBI counter terrorism official. 12  The process of 
recruitment for radicalisation tends to occur over long periods of time and works to 
the terrorist’s advantage. One lesson underscored by the London bombings is that 
terrorists have adjusted to the new situation. German security officials have 
mentioned on several occasions that the old guard has gone and that the West is 
dealing no longer with the generation that trained in Afghanistan for purposes of 
military training and indoctrination, but are dealing with a generation that is “learning 
without leaving” and is receiving training to become Jihadists in their home countries, 
through videos and the internet. Some radical propaganda videos are now subtitled in 
English so Western Muslims who don’t speak Arabic can understand them.13 Olivier 
Roy, also in his Globalised Islam, talks about the extensive use of technology made 
by present day Islamists to spread the Jihadi message and that revivalist literature is 
increasingly being translated into English to make it available to British-born 
                                                 
9 J.Esposito, (ed) The Iranian Revolution and its Global Impact, (Florida, 1990). 
10 J.Cloud, ‘Target London’, Time,(18th July, 2005). P 28. 
11 O.Bowcott, ‘ Egypt to release British Islamist trio’,The Guardian,(28.02.06) p8. 
12 J.Cloud, ‘Target London’ Time,(18th July, 2005).. 
13 Ibid. 
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Muslims.  So the question which analysts and academics are asking themselves is: 
what has caused some amongst the British Muslim community to turn and embrace 
this violent form of religiosity? This paper attempts to offer an explanation to this 
question and in doing so looks at both historical and sociological factors. But before 
we go any further and take a look at the situation in Britain, it is firstly important to 
have some understanding of South Asian Islam and Islamism since it is these 
contemporary expressions of the religion which have been directly transferred from 
South Asia to Britain. 

The Background of South Asian Islamism 
Because of its colonial presence in the subcontinent, Britain for centuries had some 
contact with South Asian Islam. The collapse of Mughal power in India in the 19th 
century and the gradual imposition of British control was deeply unsettling for all 
religions. Hindus, Sikhs and Muslims alike began a process of re-evaluation of their 
ideals, organisation, priorities and practice. The trauma of colonialism for the Muslim 
elites of South Asia was particularly grievous. For 600 years they had taken power for 
granted in the region but now suddenly that history was at an end. Not only had a 
proud people been colonised, but they had been defeated by a Christian nation. 
Amongst the contemporary expressions of Islam in South Asia that are a product of 
this colonial encounter, many of these traditions have been transferred to Britain. In 
Britain, assertion of an Islamic identity reflects in part the traditional expression of 
identity through religion in South Asia under British colonial rule.   

 
Just as the public face of British Islam is dominated by South Asian Islam, the face of 
British Islamism is also dominated by South Asian strands of Islamism, Deobandism 
in particular. The founders of Deobandism, Mohammed Qasim Nanautawi and Rashid 
Ahmad Gangohi were accurately conscious of the extent to which power had shifted 
away from the Muslims to a new British and Christian elite in South Asia and their 
aim was above all, to preserve and promote an Islamic identity in this changing world. 
Although both were classically trained religious scholars or alim (theologians) they 
were dissatisfied with the quality of Islamic education then available.14 The Deoband 
seminary in South Asia not only reemphasised traditional standards through the study 
of the Hanafi school of jurisprudence but sought to use Islamic law as a bulwark 
against the inroads of non Islamic influences. Its curriculum firmly excluded English 
or Western subjects. 15  The rejectionist stance towards non- Islamic knowledge is 
clearly seen in the comment by the luminary and rector of Deoband, Ashraf Ali 
Thanawi, (d, 1943) that ‘to like and appreciate the customs of infidels is a grave sin’. 
The seminary also promoted a distinctive ethos which deemphasised purely local ties 
in favour of the separate unity and identity of the group of Deobandis, whatever their 
geographic origin, fostering a style of Islam that preferred universal practices and 
beliefs to local cults and customs and emphasising the diffusion of scripturalist 
practices and the cultivation of an inner spiritual life.16  The field of Islam in the 
subcontinent was restructured around two major axes, which we find unchanged in 
the contemporary UK scenario: The Deobandi movement that advocates a strict Sunni 
orthodoxy and Barelwi Sufism, characterised by the intensity of its devotion to the 
prophet. In addition to these, two other major movements appeared later in the first 

                                                 
14 P.Lewis, Islamic Britain,(London, NY,1994). P36. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid,p36. 
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decades of the twentieth century both making use of Deobandi conservatism but 
steering in different directions: The Tablighi Jamat [TJ] and the Jamat-I-Islami 
[JI]17. The ulema of Deoband had written several thousand fatwas, legal judgements 
based on the Koran and the Sunna, which lay down the rules for conduct conforming 
to the Sharia in circumstances where a believer might not know how to behave 
without violating the rules, but cannot follow the dominant social norm or state laws 
that are considered ungodly. 
 
The Tablighi Jamat movement normally associated with its proselytisation campaigns, 
places Islamic teaching at the heart of daily life and campaigns for the construction of 
an Islamic State. These two newer movements have spread all over the world and 
exert great influence in international re-Islamisation networks. The founder of the 
‘faith movement’ popularly referred to as the preaching party, Tablighi Jamat, was 
Maulana Illyas who was a Sufi and alim trained at Deoband, North India. The aim of 
this movement was to embody and commend the Koranic injunction of sura 3:104, 
that there might grow out of Muslims, ‘a community of people who invite unto all that 
is good and enjoin the doing of what is right and forbid the doing of what is wrong’. 
In pursuit of this aim, Illyas eschewed all controversial issues and avoided any 
political involvement. His emphasis was on individual moral and spiritual renewal, 
the precondition, he contended for an Islamic endeavour in the public domain. The 
striking and most innovative feature of the Tablighi Jamat was its expectation that all 
Muslims should devote time to door-to-door revivalist activity that would contribute 
to creating an Islamic environment. For the Tablighi Jamat, the need of the hour is 
personal renewal, often called tazkia, and, importantly, this is the characteristic 
feature of any neo-fundamentalist movement. The Tablighi Jamat, association for the 
propaganda of Islam movement, pushes the desire for autonomy to an extreme by 
defining the community on the basis of a strict religious observance, given the 
absence of an Islamic State in Britain. Through the strength of its proselytism, the 
Tablighi Jamat has become the most important re-Islamising movement in the world. 
Its break with the surrounding society and its re-socialisation of followers within an 
Islamic community, characterised by strong pietism, made it the prototype of the most 
hermetic forms of Islamic communalism.18 By isolating its followers culturally from 
the ‘ungodly’ environment, it offered a form of organisation, which could later be 
adapted in the new conditions of immigration in which followers needed to be 
isolated from potential attractions of Western societies.19  In Britain, the Tablighi 
Jamat’s main mosque is at Dewsbury, Yorkshire, where it is believed by many, that 
one of the London bombers had been indoctrinated 
 
The Jamat-I-Islami is of more recent origin than the others, founded by Mawdudi in 
1941 in South Asia, for whom Islam was an ideology, an activist creed and legal 
system, aspiring to regulate all aspects of life. Mawdudi advocated complete 
obedience to Islamic law, narrowly interpreted.20 For him, westernisation was the new 
barbarism threatening to return Muslims to the very Jahilya (the emotive term for pre 
Islamic paganism) from which the prophet’s message had rescued them. The idea that 
Britain was Jahilya operated as a powerful religious deterrent against assimilation.   
 
                                                 
17 G.Kepel, Allah in the West, (Stanford, 1997). P90. 
18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid. p 92. 
20 S.V.R.Nasr, The Vanguard of the Islamic Revolution-The Jamat-I-Islami,(Berkeley, LA,1994)P7 
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The Jamat-I-Islami is a politico- religious party whose aim was to place trained cells 
of the righteous in positions of social and political leadership with the objective of 
transforming Muslim countries into Islamic ideological states. Islam in South Asia is 
characterised by continuing vitality and much perplexity. The diversity of 
contemporary expressions of Islam in South Asia is witness to the many ways 
Muslims have sought to repossess a tradition which was fractured under the impact of 
colonialism and modernity. At present, there exists a clamour of competitive even 
contradictory voices. For the activist member of the Jamat- I-Islami, the imperative is 
to capture political power for the righteous. The Jamat-I-Islami is the only re- 
Islamising movement originating in the subcontinent with explicitly political 
objectives and campaigns for the immediate construction of an Islamic State. Its 
followers see the restoration of the Islamic State on - or at least part of - the territory 
occupied by Muslims, as a priority. It became one of the constituent parts of the 
Islamist movement world-wide comparable to the Muslim Brotherhood of Egypt. In 
JI’s view sovereignty or Hakimiyya, does not belong to the people but to God or Allah 
alone.  A power is only legitimate if it governs according to the injunctions of God 
expressed in the Holy Scriptures of Islam. According to Mawdudi, the only legitimate 
State is an Islamic State that brings together the Muslim population in one territory 
with the sole aim of applying the Sharia. The daughter institute of the Pakistani 
Jamat-I-Islami in Britain is at Markfield in Leicestershire. It is well known that the 
Markfield Institute or the Islamic Foundation has spent a significant amount of money 
in translating revivalist literature, especially Mawdudi’s works, into English to make 
this literature available to Western born Muslims.  

The Arrival and Settlement of South Asian Muslims in Britain 
Muslims began migrating to Europe in large numbers following the Second World 
War and came to Britain in the 1950’s in response to the host nations’ demand for 
cheap labour and to join with their families already here. They were part of a great 
immigration wave that brought workers from the poorer countries of the 
Mediterranean, Eastern Europe and the former colonies to the industrialised states of 
the West that were enjoying an economic boom and trying to rebuild in the war’s 
aftermath. 21  Private employers and governments across Western Europe actively 
recruited foreign workers to provide the labour necessary to continue the economic 
expansion. In the face of the economic recession of the early 1970’s, European states 
gradually closed their borders to low skilled workers but allowed for the possibility of 
family reunion and political asylum.22 Host countries assumed that immigrants were 
temporary workers who would want to return to their country of origin. Since many of 
these immigrants were Muslims, the Muslim population of Western Europe expanded 
rapidly. Immigrants became concerned not simply with their economic and political 
rights as workers but also with their cultural and religious needs as permanent 
residents or citizens. Vexing policy questions came to the forefront in relation to the 
religious rights of Muslim immigrants and citizens.23 Governments were confronted 
with such issues as how or whether to accommodate Muslim religious practices in 
state institutions such as schools, hospitals and prisons; how or whether to develop 
their communities, whether to pass laws specifically designed to protect Muslims 

                                                 
21 J.S.Fetzer and J.C.Soper, Muslims and the State in Britain, France and 
Germany,(Cambridge,2005)pp2-3. 
22 Ibid. 
23 Ibid. 
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against religious discrimination and what efforts to take to prevent discrimination 
against them. 24 
In the UK the state had an economic incentive to encourage the migration of foreign 
workers to help rebuild British cities that had been damaged during the war. This 
construction demanded the immigration of large unskilled and semi skilled workers 
who would work for low wages and in jobs that many British workers did not want. 
Until 1962, entry into Britain by citizens of British colonies and member countries of 
the Commonwealth was unrestricted. The migration from South Asia was based very 
much on those hundreds of men who had worked on British ships during the war as 
well as on the smaller number of professionals.25 This was an economic migration 
composed of young men. Women and children joined them later and gradually 
communities formed that are now concerned with the preservation of their culture and 
religion in the UK where they have settled. 26  When Muslim migrants arrived in 
Britain in the 1950s, religious observance tended to be relatively lax and the 
sociological literature shows us that alcoholism and sexual promiscuity amongst some 
of them was common. However, the subsequent arrival of families, women and 
children compelled these migrants to think of a longer and permanent stay in Britain, 
being settlers rather than sojourners27 and now they expressed a desire to pass on their 
Islamic traditions to their children and grand children. The rapid creation of religious 
and cultural institutions, facilitated by the development of Muslim residential zones 
where they felt secure and could apply some social control over their communities, 
reflected this shift in their strategies for living in Britain. 

 
Muslim immigration in Great Britain is a relatively recent phenomenon for which the 
country has been ill prepared. The implications of this migratory flow had not been 
foreseen, and no structures had been worked out to give these communities a place in 
British society. The Muslim population organised themselves creating the institutions 
and networks which would allow them to carry on practising their culture and 
religion. This migration to Britain can be viewed not as a radical departure from old 
ways or a search for a new life, but instead as a quest for a better life within the 
framework of existing cultural norms and values that were transported and adapted to 
new surroundings as the opportunities arose.28 With the arrival of the dependants, 
beginning in the 1960’s, the population of South Asian Muslims increased 
substantially.29 During the 1950’s, travel agents from these communities were active 
in setting up businesses alongside the family networks. Together, they facilitated an 
annual gross immigration of about 10,000 men from the subcontinent. Economic 
decline reduced this rate in the last couple of years before 1960 but the existence of 
the networks meant that when the time was ripe there was a capacity for a very sharp 
rise in the rate of immigration from South Asia.30 The one immediate cause of the 
sudden rise in entries during 1961 and 1962 was the prospect of legislation restricting 
entry. Ironically, the effort to restrict immigration had the unintended consequences of 
encouraging a second and a third wave of immigration as family members and 
dependents of the original post-war economic migrants joined their families in 

                                                 
24 Ibid. 
25 J.Nielsen, Muslims in Western Europe, (Edinburgh, 1992) p 39. 
26 D.Joly, Britannia’s Crescent :Making A Place for Muslims in British society, (Ashgate, 1995).p5. 
27 H.Ansari, The Infidel Within,(London, 2004) p 206. 
28 A.Shaw , A Pakistani Community in Britain,(Oxford, New York, 1988) p 28. 
29 R.Geaves, Sectarian Influences within Islam in Britain, (leeds, 1994). P 54. 
30 J.Nielsen, Muslims in Western Europe, (Edinburgh, 1992)p 39. 
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Western Europe. This policy transformed the immigrant population from single 
migrants to families who wanted permanent settlement and since many of these 
immigrants were Muslims, the Muslim population of Britain expanded rapidly.  
Pakistanis come from a society with a history of previous migrations within the 
region, both within Pakistan and to Pakistan, the land of the pure, from India. These 
previous migrations have not made a dramatic impact on cultural values and social 
organisation; rather the migrants have carried their cultural values with them and have 
generally regarded their migrations as a means of enhancing their status and bettering 
their existing economic position. It is therefore not surprising that their culture and 
social organisation should be capable of adapting to Britain.31 Pakistanis in Britain are 
from very different backgrounds in Pakistan and include Punjabis, Mirpuris and 
Pathans. Nevertheless, these groups share a history of internal migration through 
which they have sought to improve their lot. There has been a marked continuity with 
life in Pakistan in the ways in which Pakistanis have adapted to their physical and 
social surroundings in Britain. On the whole traditional attitudes to the use of 
domestic space have persisted and traditional roles continue to be expected of family 
members.32  
 
A need is perceived amongst the Pakistani community: the need for protection from 
the threat of western values. Amongst many Pakistanis in Britain, British people are 
regarded with considerable ambivalence and what is usually perceived to lie at the 
heart of this ambivalence towards English people is the fact that their sexual and 
social mores contrast starkly with the Islamic values of purdah (curtain) and sexual 
segregation.33 Many Pakistanis hold a low opinion of western social and sexual mores 
and particularly of the position of women in western society. The western system, it is 
thought, permits free sexual relations and English women are seen to break all Islamic 
rules governing sexual morality. The fears of many Pakistani Muslims about the 
influence of western values were particularly well articulated by the Pakistani Welfare 
Association in its letter of appeal in the 1970’s to the heads of Muslim states for 
money to build an Islamic centre in Oxford which was to include a mosque, a hostel, 
an auditorium, an Islamic library and a Muslim mission school. Mosques have a fairly 
widespread influence, involving most men in prayers on at least some occasion (if not 
daily or weekly) instilling in the children of the Muslim community a sense of their 
religious and moral identity by providing instruction in Arabic and the Koran and 
through the funeral committees, providing insurance for sending corpses back to 
Pakistan.34 It is common for western observers to view this situation as evidence of 
the clash between cultures which they expect the second generation will inevitably 
experience as a result of being educated and brought up in Britain. 

Settlement 
Settlement in Britain amongst the South Asian Muslim community has been 
geographically very uneven. Almost half of the Muslims in Britain live in and around 
London. The West Midlands, Yorkshire and the region around Manchester account 
for almost two-thirds of the rest. Within the West Midlands, three quarters of the 
Pakistani and Bangladeshi community live in Birmingham making up eight percent of 
the city’s population. In Yorkshire almost half of the Pakistani and Bangladeshi 
                                                 
31 A.Shaw, A Pakistani Community in Britain, (Oxford, New York, 1988).p 3. 
32 Ibid, p83. 
33 Ibid, p140. 
34 Ibid, p149. 
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population live in Bradford.35 The growth of mosques in Britain has been closely 
related to the phases of immigration some of which, sadly, have been transformed into 
hotbeds of Islamism. It should be remembered that the increase in number of mosques 
in Britain is not just a sign of Islamic resurgence but also of the increase in the 
number of the sub-sects that are increasingly being formed within each Islamic group. 
In 1963, there were a total of 13 mosques registered with the Registrar General. From 
1966, new mosques began to register at an annual rate of nearly seven and this 
activity was the direct result of the reunion of families brought about by the 
immigration policies earlier in the decade.36 A new phase started in 1975, when 18 
new mosques registered within one year. In the years following 1975, registrations 
never fell below an annual seventeen and in several years reached more than twenty. 
By June, 1985, a total of 314 mosques had been registered, a figure which by 1990 
had reached 452.37 

Ahl-I-Hadith 
Islamic movements with origins in South Asia in particular have established branches 
in Britain. It is out of this background that the Deobandi and the Barelwi movements 
appear in Britain in a number of guises. It is these two traditions which have the 
widest support.38 The Ahl-I-Hadith movement controls some dozen mosques around 
the UK, with their main centre of operations in Birmingham. Apart from providing 
the common services expected from mosques, mainly Koran school facilities for the 
young, the Ahl I Hadith have made themselves particularly noted for their distribution 
of literature and audio and video cassettes propagating a policy of separation from 
non-Muslims. They have on several occasions sponsored speaking tours by the South 
African Islamist preacher, Ahmed Deedat and are the main European distribution 
centre for his materials.39 The Ahl-I-Hadith is a good example of a movement that 
falls in the neo-fundamentalist category and Ahmed Deedat is an excellent example of 
a neo-fundamentalist preacher. 

Jamat-I-Islami 
The Jamat-I-Islami exists as a movement and not as an organisation. Its structures are 
held together by overlapping personnel and cooperation in programmes such as the 
Islamic Foundation, The Muslim Educational Trust and the UK Islamic Mission. The 
Islamic Foundation, outside Leicester, was established as a centre of research and 
publishing and has taken the lead in publishing materials for children as well as a 
growing list of translations of the writings of Mawdudi, founder of the Pakistani JI 
and Islamist ideologue. 40  The Muslim Educational Trust specialises in making 
arrangements with schools for the provision of Islamic instruction to Muslim pupils 
outside the regular timetable. The UK Islamic Mission works primarily through a 
network of mosques centred in Birmingham, although the national main office is in 
London. In 1976, recognising the tensions between Pakistanis and Bangladeshis, a 
parallel was created in the Dawatul-Islam. All these categories have overlapped. 
National elite structures have been inspired by movements with some history in the 
Muslim world. This is clearly the case with bodies such as the Islamic Foundation and 
                                                 
35 J.Nielsen, Muslims in Western Europe,(Edinburgh,1995) p42. 
36 Ibid, p44. 
37 Ibid, p44. 
38 Ibid,pp44-45. 
39 Ibid,pp45-46. 
40 Ibid,p46. 
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the UK Islamic Mission. Likewise, the Federation of Students of Islamic Societies 
(FOSIS), which until recently recruited mainly among Muslim students from abroad, 
has had a close association with the Muslim Brotherhood of Egypt, Ikhwanul 
Muslimeen, which is another Islamist movement founded by Hasan al-Bana in the 
1920s and also the school to which Sayyid Qutb belonged. 

 

Fears amongst the British Muslim community associated with growing 
secularisation in Britain 
For Muslims, permanent settlement in Britain made their religious identity 
increasingly relevant. For many second and third generation Muslim migrants, Islam 
provided a sense of cultural identity and pride. Muslim theologian, Tariq Ramadan, 
describes a trend amongst young Muslims in Western Europe towards ‘an affirmation 
of their Islamic identity and a profound revival of its spirituality and practice’. As an 
illustration of this in a very recent survey, out of 49 Bradford University British 
Muslim students interviewed by the author, 9 students thought Islamist ideologues 
such as Mawdudi and Qutb and other movements/organisations like the Jamat-I-
Islami and Hizb-ut-Tahrir had helped Muslims to strengthen their Islamic identity. 
Twenty-one of the same 49 thought creating an Islamic State in Britain would be a 
good thing, although the latter 21 did not necessarily agree with the 9 students who 
thought Mawdudi and Qutb were helping Muslims to strengthen their sense of 
Islamic-ness.41  
 
Many Muslims have concluded that British cultural and social values were 
dangerously secular and that Britain had witnessed a marked decline in religious 
belief and practice in recent times. The primary features associated with this 
secularism included declining Church attendance, the retrenchment of religion into 
the private sphere and the loss of religious institutions in public life. The local 
population of Britain were increasingly becoming an ‘unchurched’ population and this 
increased secularism is perceived by many in the Muslim community as an important 
factor that has affected Muslim efforts to integrate into Britain. To protect ones 
Islamic values (or what one may see as Islamic) from the immediate ‘ungodly’ 
environment in Britain has led to the exaggeration of Islamic identities and tradition 
by some amongst the British Muslim community so much so that even Islamist 
ideologues have also been given a place in the broader scheme of things. 
 
Many Muslim leaders have expressed their concern for the development of Islam in 
Britain, where it is subject to the menace of an alien context and what some leaders 
see as a morally decadent environment. Some Muslim leaders present Islam as an 
ideological movement in opposition to ‘Western’ ideology and capitalist society.42 
They describe society in Western countries as immoral, aimless and rootless marked 
by vandalism, crime, drugs, juvenile delinquency, promiscuity, the collapse of 
marriages and psychiatric disorder. They postulate that Islam can provide an 
alternative lifestyle in Europe. The West, many Muslims believe, has lost its moral 
signposts and claim that Islam proposes a sense of purpose and holds high its moral 
precepts advocating justice, truthfulness, equality and obedience to ones parents. 

                                                 
41 Survey carried out by the author at Bradford University, 15-2-2008. 
42 D. Joly, Britannia’s Crescent: Making a Place for Muslims in British 
Society,(Aldershot,Ashgate,1995) p10. 
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Islam, it is said will liberate man from ‘western’ like materialism, egoism and money 
grabbing corruption.  Against the individualism and selfishness of the West, some 
leaders set the collective responsibility of Islam, a correct appreciation of family and 
social values and so on. Against the decadent promiscuity which is perceived to 
characterise relations between men and women in the West, the mixing of sexes in all 
areas-school and work place, they set the modesty of Muslim women, the separation 
of sexes and the well defined relations between men and women. In a word these 
Muslims are convinced of the moral superiority of the Koran and think that British 
society has much to learn from them but they are nonetheless worried about the 
danger which the West represents and the dominant ideology of the society in which 
they live.43 It is within this ideological perspective that the mode of organisation of 
Muslims in Britain must be placed. By and large, these individuals, movements and 
organisations want to safeguard Islam or more correctly what they see as Islam from 
the growing secularisation of Britain. Many Muslim leaders think that Islam is 
perfectly capable of adjusting to a modern technological society, indeed they stress 
the seeking of knowledge and the desirability of progress are vigorously encouraged 
in the Koran. They only reject modernisation if it aims at fulfilling material needs 
whilst disregarding moral matters, since it ends up breaking the structure of society as 
they point out is happening in the West. They argue that a good Muslim education can 
keep at bay evils such as drug addiction, gambling and drinking which afflict the 
young people of society.44  
 
Throughout the 1970’s and 80’s, therefore Muslims formed social, religious, 
educational and political organisations to institutionalise the faith and to pass on its 
values to the younger generation.45  The Muslim psyche does not find it easy to come 
to terms with being a minority argues Ron Geaves, since the Shariah makes no 
provision for Muslims living as a minority except to suggest that they should migrate 
to the nearest Muslim state46 following the prophetic tradition or hijra. But for some 
Muslims there is no choice but to live in Britain since they desired to better 
themselves economically and to avoid the extreme poverty of places like Azad 
Kashmir in Pakistan, Sylhet in Bangladesh and Gujarat in India from where most of 
Britain’s Muslim communities come.  
 
Dr Salim al Hassani considers that the overwhelmingly western environment on the 
one hand and conservative parents on the other exerts dangerous pressures for some 
Muslim teenagers:  “…from opposing forces, the family demands on the one hand and 
the alluring attractions of friends on the other”. Whilst the lingual and intellectual gap 
increases between the youth and their parents, the force of attraction into socialising, 
discos, dance hall, drink parties, mixed camps, sports clubs, girl or boy friends and its 
consequent premarital sex, exposure to alcohol, smoking and eventually delinquency 
also increases. Such a condition wrecks families from within, leading some parents to 
think that maybe they made a mistake in migrating to Britain. The cultural confusion 
of living between two systems can on some occasions be directly exploited by 
Islamist ideologues or it may indirectly predispose individuals to Islamist ideologies. 

 

                                                 
43 Ibid. 
44 Ibid. 
45J.Fetzer and J.Soper, Muslims and the State in France, Britain and Germany,(Cambridge,2005) p 31. 
46R.Geaves, Sectarian Influences Within Islam  in Britain. (Leeds, 1994). p69. 
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 The dominating culture through its ethno-centricism, projection of history, and 
denigration of other cultures, creates low self image in some who feel themselves 
excluded and those prone to these pressures are usually the ones who have little or no 
self identity and knowledge of their own past.47  Although such youths can pass their 
lives on a westernised level, many will develop a sense of alienation believing that 
British culture does not accept them. Yet they try to become as westernised as 
possible in order to find that acceptance and this merely reinforces the generation 
gap.48 Some even feel ashamed of their parental values. The impact of such alienated 
youth is very painful for their parents and can cause much conflict and tension in 
British Muslim families.  
 
Many Muslim immigrants in Western Europe have only a very limited knowledge of 
their religion and will be prepared to accept, in addition to the fundamental rites and 
doctrines, whatever religious leaders who present themselves in Europe tell them is 
Islamic and whatever they say about the relationship between religion and state 
according to Islam.49  We need to locate the rise of British Islamism at this nexus 
between the cultural confusion of some individuals, the generation gap between youth 
and parents, and the relative lack of religious sophistication within many Muslim 
families, and even mosques, which provides little or no counter to Islamist 
ideologues.  

The Private and Public Space in Islam 
Some Muslims contend that the secularism they encounter in the West is not neutral 
towards religion but instead discriminates against persons with deeply held religious 
convictions. Sallah Eddine Ben Abid argues that, ‘secularity reduces the relationship 
between man and God to the private sphere and in so doing, God is excluded from the 
organisation of the public sphere’. According to Syed ad Darsh, ‘Islam is more than 
an institutionalised faith that can be kept in isolation. It is a faith, a social order and a 
legal system’.  For many Muslims therefore the state’s secular perspective denies 
them the opportunity to fully practice their faith.  Therefore, the challenge faced by 
some Muslims in Europe is how to maintain a spiritual life in a modern secular 
society. For many only a strong sense of public religious identity would enable 
Muslims effectively to preserve their distinct identity and values.   

Struggling with Identity in the Public Space 
The life of a Muslim in a society where Muslims are not in the majority and where the 
political system is not under the control of Muslims would logically be seen as 
incomplete if not illegitimate. In specific analytical terms, people looking at Muslim 
minorities of the world make a clear assumption that those Muslims would rather be 
living in a fully Islamised society and that they are working for the creation of such a 
context.50 Daniel Pipes calls this drive “autonomism”. According to this reasoning the 
desire prevails because some Muslims feel the need to unburden themselves of kafir 
[pejorative for “unbeliever” or non-Muslim] rule or more defensively to safeguard 
their cultural heritage or what they see as a part of their cultural heritage. In relation to 
this a duality phenomena is observable within the Muslim community today in 
                                                 
47 M.S.Raza, Islam in Britain,(Leicester,1991) p77. 
48 Ibid,p 77. 
49 W.A.R. Shadid and P.S.Van Koningsveld (eds), The Integration of Islam and Hinduism in Western 
Europe,(Kampen,1991)pp28-31. 
50 J.Esposito, Islam in Asia,(NY, Oxford, 1987) pp126-127. 
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Britain. The difficulties linked with immigration for the first generation has provoked 
a kind of reactive attitude which has brought about a natural desire to protect the 
Muslim identity, including a tendency to exaggerate the importance of some issues 
which face Muslims in the West. Many British born Muslims are looking to reaffirm 
their identity and live according to Islamic teachings but do not find the means to do 
this within their own narrow cultural confines. This process is of great importance in 
the West and in almost all Western countries there exists a consistent trend amongst 
young Muslims towards an affirmation of their Islamic identity and a profound revival 
of its spirituality and practice.51 Many are, therefore, trying to come back to an Islam 
which is purified from the accidents of its traditional reading and cultural accretions. 
For many of the more educated, the Islam of the Pakistani, Bangladeshi or Moroccan 
countryside is rejected and a return to the basics of Islamic teachings sought through 
an immediate contact with the sources, that is, the Koran and sunnah [the practices 
and customs of the prophet]. Consequently some Muslims have developed a perverted 
concept of themselves and consequently of the Islamic way of life. 52 . It is very 
important in this connection that neo-fundamentalism is on the rise primarily because 
it acts as a tool for deculturation and also provides the decontextualisation of religious 
practices, according to Olivier Roy.  

 
The situation however, is complex. The appearance of Muslim youth in the Western 
landscape has also given birth to a new and problematic attitude. Far from their 
countries of origin, being Muslims in a non Muslim land and moreover, one which is 
industrialised, these teenagers, students and now adults, express both an intense desire 
to be Muslims and a profound need for plain and appropriate Islamic answers and 
rulings. Because of their background, they have often not had an official religious 
education and do not speak Arabic and thus they develop the feeling that they are 
unable to contribute to the elaboration of the Muslim identity in Europe, often 
thinking erroneously, that the only appropriate answer is the legal one, as if the fiqh 
can solve all their problems. We are, therefore, witnessing amongst some young 
European Muslims the unhealthy development of an inferiority complex whereby they 
discredit themselves and think that the right responses should come from abroad 
[though not from their original cultures] from great theologians or ulama residing in 
Islamic countries or Dar ul Islam. This situation has been exploited by Islamist 
ideologues.  
 
Some leaders of Muslim organisations, from the first generation or newly arrived as 
students or political refugees, reinforce the impression that they themselves must 
enforce rigidity and do not have the ability to formulate Islamic rulings and 
consequently to decide which methodology should be used in the European context.53 
This situation brings about a double simplification and distortion. Firstly, it makes the 
youth believe that Islamic identity is confined within cold Islamic rulings defining 
what is lawful and what is unlawful and this is a misconception. Secondly, it leads to 
an infantile and childish acceptance of some Islamic ideas within which young 
generations are imprisoned without being able to turn to good advantage what they 
have experienced by growing and living in the West. The phenomenon is complex 
and pernicious. If it is clear that Islamic rulings have to be stipulated by a competent 
mujtahid, this should not mean that the rest of the community has nothing to say. 
                                                 
51 Tariq Ramadan, Western Muslims and the Future of Islam,  p114. 
52 Ibid,p114. 
53 Ibid, pp115-116. 
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Quite the opposite, the formulation of both an Islamic legal frame and a Muslim 
European identity should be a dialectical process between the community and the 
mujtahidin in order for the latter to formulate appropriate legal answers to the 
questions addressed to them in the light of their new environment.54 

A Failure of Leadership 
Keeping this background in mind, the influence of Islamist ideologues clearly already 
has had an adverse impact on the thinking of some young Muslims rendered 
susceptible to radical ideas whilst they are trying to formulate their identities in 
Britain. The case of Abu Hamza and his young followers’ views on the use of 
violence, the Islamic “correctness” of suicide bombings, and hatred of the Jews, 
illustrates the point and is well known.55    
 
Clearly, in some areas the leadership of the Muslim community has failed its 
community, says Mohammed Raza.56 The imams may have tended the mosques but 
have lost understanding of what the function of mosques has been in Islam.57 Instead 
of countering extremism and providing a context within which Islam can adapt to the 
Western context the mosques have been turned into medieval sectarian fortresses.  
The vested interests of leaders have, consequently, taken off in tangential ways 
dividing communities and leaving shared community issues – such as adaptation to 
the Western context or issues of shared Muslim identity – largely untended.58   

Conclusion 
In conclusion, it could be safely argued that the rise of British Islamism needs to be 
located within the broader framework of Olivier Roy’s theory of neo fundamentalism. 
Although the British Islamist scene is dominated by South Asian versions of 
Islamism, the situation is a lot more complex since these movements have become 
deterritorialised as Roy notes and thus we see the coexistence, for example, of 
Wahabbi and Deobandi elements in Britain, which are the two major strands of 
Islamism today. Islamist ideologues have consolidated their bases in Britain after 
realising that parents and Muslim organisations have become increasingly aware of 
the responsibilities towards the future generations for the long term preservation of 
what many see as the Islamic identity and to protect it from the ‘morally decadent’ 
ungodly Western environment. With time, it has become increasingly difficult to draw 
the line of demarcation between Islam and Islamism and the situation is exacerbated 
as Islamist figures such as Dr Azzam Tamimi address British Muslim students at 
Universities and as imams such as Hamza, Qatada and Misbahi have spoken in favour 
of racial hatred against non Muslims and homosexuals in Mosques. The present 
situation has also worsened as a result of Western foreign policy, spearheaded by 
America and Britain in the Middle East/Afghanistan since the idea of the ummah or 
world wide Muslim community has become increasingly important to British born 
Muslims (as a part of their collective Islamic identity) many of whom will react in 
Britain depending on the political developments in the Middle East and Afghanistan.. 
What is even more troubling is the way some politicians and the British security 
                                                 
54 Ibid, p116. 
55 Sean O’Neill and Daniel McGrory, The Suicide Factory, Harper Perennial, (London, 2006. See also 
“Islamic Cleric had Terror Handbook,” The Guardian, (12-Jan-06) p3. 
56 M.S.Raza, Islam in Britain,(Leicester,1991) p35. 
57 Ibid. 
58 Ibid, p35. 
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establishment is dealing with the present problem and their lack of understanding of 
the varied dimensions of Islamism, Roy’s theory of neo-fundamentalism in particular. 
Mr Gordon Browns recent announcement in relation to Britain’s unified border force 
and that force will strengthen our borders to stop foreign terrorists and illegal 
immigrants from entering the UK shows clearly downplays and awareness of the 
‘learning without leaving” theory. British Muslims who are influenced by Islamist 
ideologues do not actually have to go to South Asia for purposes of indoctrination and 
military training but can learn to become Jihadists in Britain itself through the internet 
and Islamist websites.  
 
The way forward, therefore would be, firstly to familiarise British born Muslims with 
the developments that have taken place in South Asia and that identities, culture and 
tradition are not fixed but can be in constant flux and are subject to change. This is 
important because as a minority many British Muslims feel the need to safeguard 
what they see is their Islamic identity/tradition without realising that traditions and 
cultures have changed in South Asia especially considering South Asia’s booming 
economies and because of the influence of information technologies. It is important 
for some British born Muslims to come to terms with the fact that identities and 
tradition are not set in stone, nor are they what they were like when their parents left 
the Indian subcontinent. Keeping abreast with the developments in South Asia will 
help British born Muslims to be more relaxed about their traditions and identities and 
this relaxation in turn will reduce the influence of Islamist ideologues in the broader 
scheme of things in Britain. More generally, for politicians and security officials, 
there needs to be a deeper understanding of contemporary expressions of Islamism to 
be able to formulate appropriate policies, without which further turmoil is inevitable.  
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