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When I was writing and speaking about 
Muslim identity in the early 1990s, the 

term ‘British Muslim’ (as distinct from ‘British 
Islam’) was a point of debate. Could second 
generation Muslims who were born and bred 
in Britain describe themselves as ‘British’? 
Would this mean a betrayal of parental heri-
tage? Could, and should, one ascribe national 
identity to a universalist religious tradition? 
On the other hand, would Muslims be accept-
ed (by society) as being British? 

This debate was a challenging one for 
some years until it began to settle towards the 
end of that decade. 1997 saw the New Labour 

government come to power and along with that a new approach to dealing with reli-
gion in the public sphere. Muslim schools received grants, peers of Muslim heritage 
entered the House of Lords, the Muslim Council of Britain came into being and for 
some time entered into a very positive dialogue with government. The honeymoon 
was short-lived, but that is another story altogether. 

The point is that Muslims gradually became more comfortable in seeing them-
selves as British and publicly wearing that label. But what about Islam? One could 
(and still can) hear the claim that “there is only one Islam, there’s no such thing as a 
British Islam.” This then became the new frontline for the debate around the settle-
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ment of Islam. It’s great to have British 
Muslims, but we also need British Islam. 

Early Roots

The notion of being British Muslims 
came after the idea of settlement 

began to take hold in a community that 
had arrived in the 1950s and 1960s, 
when the first generation initially held 
on to the “myth of return.” The shatter-
ing of this idea of return in the mid-late 
1980s allowed for a new discourse of 
being rooted in Britain and for adopt-
ing a more culturally British approach 
to Islam.

But this was not the first time that 
Muslim rootedness was expressed on 
British soil. The presence of Muslims 
goes back centuries and one can see 
the development of communities in 
Liverpool, Woking, Cardiff, London 
and other cities that are over a hundred 
years old, as a photo from the archives 
of the Woking Mosque of a gathering of 
the local community in the early 1900s 
shows. In terms of actual contact, this 
goes back much deeper into history as 
seen through Arabic inscriptions on 
coins minted by King Offa of Mercia 
(d. 796). Yet another story to be told.

The Muslim community of Woking 
may not have used the term, but in 
essence this was an expression of a very 
British Islam. Islam began in the Middle 
East, as did Judaism and Christianity, 
and all three religions have spread 
throughout the world. Religion cannot 
be truly observed as an abstract set of 
values devoid of location and lived cul-
ture; it is necessarily practiced and given 

life through a cultural prism. Wherever 
Islam has spread it has grown in that 
place shaping, and being shaped by, the 
environment. The lived religion of Islam 
has always existed as an interpreted 
phenomenon, rather than an abstract, 
essential form. 

If one surveys the breadth of geo-
graphical areas that Islam, starting from 
the city of Mecca, has expanded to, it is 
clear to see that the understanding and 
practice of Islam is varied. From West 
Africa to Indonesia a wide diversity of 
expressions, schools of thought, cul-
tures, each with their very specific politi-
cal and social emphases have emerged. It 
is obvious to most that when looking at 
expressions of Islam in India or China, 
for example, that the two share impor-
tant similarities and yet look and feel 
very different. It is therefore no accident 
that we often hear the question, “What 
does a British Islam look like?”

Can we even legitimately talk of dif-
ferent “Islams”? And is this important? 
Right now, while there is such a contested 
debate around Islam, it is necessary to say 
with conviction that the practice of faith 
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Woking Mosque, early 1900s.
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We are therefore dealing with a very 
complex dynamic of influences – inter 
alia, migration, settlement, social and 
economic upheaval post-WWII, as well 
as globalising influences. In more recent 
years we have seen the rise of polarisation 
across Europe and this has challenged our 
notion of how much migration European 
society could and should sustain. Much 
of this debate points to Muslims (as well 
as others) as highly visible manifestations 
of the “Other,” and is often linked to a 
perception of Islam as being a source of 
threat, for example, terrorism or social/
cultural/political challenge. Clearly the 
navigation of such a terrain is not easy 
and if we consider that migrant commu-
nities to Europe have often been from the 
poorest strata of their countries of origin, 
with low levels of social and educational 
capital, the enormity of the task begins to 
dawn upon us.

To add to the complexities, the 
rise of identity politics within Muslim 
communities, linked to or exacerbated 
by the perception of being “targeted” 
by counter terrorism policies or dealing 
with anti-Muslim sentiment, has led to 
a sense of victimhood and alienation for 
some, with an emerging sense of “us” 
and “them,” creating its own polaris-
ing dynamic that feeds into the wider 
social polarisation. In the midst of this 
ferment another important phenom-
enon has been the impact of foreign 
discourses and influences. Some coun-
tries have either viewed pockets of the 
Muslim presence in Europe as their 
“diaspora” or as potentials for influence 
and have thus engaged in a “hearts and 
minds” campaign to influence the way 

that is evolving and emerging in front of 
us belongs to this country. It is no longer 
just a foreign phenomenon that is lived 
in Arabic or Urdu. Rather it represents 
a dynamic construct that is in dialogue 
with the environment and is responding 
to it, adapting, shaping and being shaped. 
That journey is far from complete, if it 
ever will be, but it is well underway.

Complexities of Islam(s)

At one level, Islam is a (singular) reli-
gion followed by just over a billion 

people and so it is the same tradition 
everywhere. Yet that belies the complexity 
that must enter into any detailed analysis 
of the socio-political realities of Muslim 
life. Aziz al-Azmeh1 complexifies the way 
in which modernity impacts religious 
traditions, by saying there are multiple 
“modernities.” Take, for example, the 
very simple difference in the way religion 
is expressed in public life between Europe 
and America, let alone the different ways 
in which modernity has impacted on the 
near and far east. If one significant cur-
rent underlying the adaptation of Islam 
(and indeed all religions) to our time is 
the influence of modernity, then mul-
tiple modernities must lead to multiple 
“Islams.” Even historically, whether one 
looks at Islam through the lens of sociol-
ogy of religion, religious studies or theol-
ogy, one cannot deny the tremendous 
diversity in, for example, the Andalusian, 
Sokoto, Ottoman, Safavid or Moghul 
practices of Islam. 

While Muslim communities have 
been settling in the European landscape, 
the context itself has been changing. 
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landscape of Britain. This is not new, 
as I mentioned above, and for some 
Muslim intellectuals this is an impera-
tive – in order to be able to set down 
roots and make Europe their home.

Imam Shafi (d. 820) the found-
er of one of the Sunni schools of 
law adapted his own teachings when 
he migrated from central Arabia to 
Egypt. The schools of law, especially 
the Maliki school, have always consid-
ered ‘urf (custom) to be an important 
consideration in deriving answers for 
a given local question. The Prophet 
Muhammad himself allowed slightly 
different practices in Madinah from 
the customs developed in Mecca and 
when people of that first generation 
of Muslims migrated to Ethiopia and 
beyond, they likewise adapted their 
practice, not least to keep up with 
changes in environmental factors such 
as weather, timings of the day / night, 
availability of certain foods, etc. It is 
no accident that the Shafi and Maliki 
schools (which tend to have quite 
an embracing approach to consum-
ing “anything that is caught from the 
sea”) are more popular in coastal areas, 
whereas the Hanafi school (which 
frowns upon the consumption of shell-
fish) is to be found more inland.

Islam has always been shaped by 
its context. And we are all individu-
ally shaped by our context. The process 
of reading a tradition afresh will thus 
always mean taking something of one-
self to that process of reading and seeing 
through the lens of our context. Yes, 
Muslims believe in the same religion 
of Islam – but even the core ideas that 

in which Islam settles in Europe by pro-
viding educational, financial and human 
resources. Inevitably this takes the devel-
opment of Islam in Europe towards a 
more universalist and trans-continental 
direction. Such diverse influences have 
thus pushed and pulled on Muslim 
communities and it is in such a complex 
interplay of influence that British Islam 
is developing. 

Islam has always been 
shaped by its context

Perhaps rightly so, pointed ques-
tions are often asked of people who use 
the language of “contextualising Islam.” 
Is this an attempt to merely adapt Islam 
to western norms, implying an aban-
donment of Muslim traditions? Is it an 
attempt to ‘domesticate’ Islam and rid 
it of any critique of power structures? 
Does it follow a governmental agenda 
or is it rooted in the desire of Muslims 
to be authentically Muslim, while being 
comfortably British?

The Lens of Context

A contextual approach to religion, 
pioneered in Christian theology,2 

emphasizes the importance (and even 
primacy) of the contexts in which people 
live as a fundamental aspect of how the 
texts and teachings of the religion are 
read and approached. For Bevans all 
theology is contextual theology, as there 
is no such thing as an abstract approach 
to religion. This can provide important 
insights for Muslims’ emerging thoughts 
of how they interpret Islam in ways 
that are more resonant with the cultural 
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above) can lead to a sterile and glo-
balized “McDonald’s” version of Islam 
where beauty, originality, creativity and 
authenticity give way to a ‘fast-food’ 
brand of religion that is neither tasteful 
nor nourishing for the soul. 

British Islam is thus shorthand for a 
naturalised, normalised and embedded 
set of interpretations and expressions of 
the values and principles of Islam that 
takes the local context into account in 
a serious way. This contextual way of 
thinking about Islam is thus not new, 
even if the language is. We can consider 
the context at two distinct levels:

•	 The Deep Context – the history, 
philosophy and traditions that lie 
beneath any given society

•	 The Everyday Context – the lived 
culture, the things that make each 
country or nation subtly different 
from others.

Just as Muslims drew upon the 
heritage of Greek philosophers, they 
learnt from Byzantium, China, India 
and Persia and this thirst for knowledge 

they believe in – such as ‘justice’, ‘peace’, 
‘equality’, even notions such as ‘heaven’ 
and ‘hell’ will mean different things to 
Muslims living in different parts of the 
world (and at different times).

An neglect of local customs, 
cultures and traditions can 
lead to a sterile and global-
ized “McDonald’s” version 
of Islam

Themes such as gender equality, 
individual rights, human rights, democ-
racy and belonging have become totem-
ic issues in the journey of contextu-
alizing Islam in Europe. Discussions 
around such issues are now common-
place. For example, the notion of con-
textualizing Islam for a British environ-
ment was advanced by two reports from 
Cambridge University and were devel-
oped and endorsed by over 20 promi-
nent Muslim scholars and activists.3

Deep Context, Everyday 
Context

While a key principle in fiqh states 
that the “fatwa changes depend-

ing on the time and place,” this time 
and space dimension, as well as respect 
for local ‘urf (customs of people), have 
become less emphasized in recent 
decades with the rise of globalization, 
with a decline in confidence and a cor-
responding rise in defensiveness. An 
extreme neglect of local customs, cul-
tures and traditions (often due to a 
stream of foreign funding as mentioned 

Coin with Arabic inscriptions minted by King Offa.
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made a Bedouin culture blossom into 
a world civilization that gave humanity 
so much in mathematics, philosophy, 
science and other branches of knowl-
edge. So much so that, in relation to 
the English-speaking world, the impact 
of Arabic numerals and words such as 
sugar, cotton, canon and alcohol (all 
loan words from Arabic) persist. If this 
has happened in the past, why not now? 
Why not draw upon the European heri-
tage of Descartes, Locke, Kant, or the 
more recent philosophers of our age? It 
is only when we draw deeply from the 
intellectual heritage of our context that 
we can allow Islam to grow an indigenous 
presence and set down roots. Unless we 
know the history of Europe, and feel it 
in our bones, we can never truly anchor 
ourselves. We may well know about 
Colonialism and neo-Colonialism, but 
we are no longer “over there.” From here 
what do Magna Carta, the Reformation, 
Westphalia, the struggle for Universal 
Suffrage or the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights say to us?

In trying to describe British Islam, 
it may be helpful to say what I envisage 
British Islam is not. It is not an Islam 
devoid of spiritual or religious content, 
for it goes without saying that spiritual-
ity forms the core of any religion. It 
should not be an Islam that is complete-

ly disconnected from the body of the 
“Muslim world” as that undermines the 
idea of a community of faith, however 
much our emphasis and priority should 
be to build for a future in Britain. It is 
not a “government-controlled Islam,” 
as the development of a wholesome 
citizen involves the ability to hold power 
accountable and in a secular society the 
boundary between state and religion 
should be respected. Nor is it just a 
liberal vision of Islam either (as much 
as that may be personally attractive). 
Muslims could just as much draw upon 
Strauss or MacIntyre to influence a con-
servative tradition, as much as they draw 
upon Locke or Rawls for a more liberal 
one, for example.

Features of British Islam

This diversity leads me to some of the 
aspects that may feature positively 

in British Islam. Aside from the obvious 
and fundamental aspects of worship, 
charity, spirituality, family, etc., one 
would hope that it:

•	 would be pluralistic and inclu-
sive, as the fiqh tradition aspired 
to be (and indeed recognize that 
not everyone will agree with the 
notion of a British Islam).

•	 is also inclusive in engaging seri-
ously with the fact of Muslims 
being less than 5% of the popu-
lation of this country. How does 
this 5% relate to the 95% and 
how can it engage with the rest 
of society in meaningful terms 
with solidarity, love, neighbour-

It is only when we draw 
deeply from the intellectual 
heritage of our context that 
we can allow Islam to grow 
an indigenous presence
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•	 would see the pursuit of fair-
ness, justice (adl) and excel-
lence (ihsan) as its over-arching 
approach and internalize the 
Human Rights paradigm as its 
own, such that every single one 
of God’s children can be treated 
with dignity and equality sim-
ply by virtue of being human, 
a fact that stands before any 
other aspect wof identity, even 
religion.

•	 would above all emphasize 
mercy, compassion and love as 
the core features of how one 
engages not only with the 
divine, but also with the whole 
of creation, such that our aspira-
tion is always to be in a state of 
inner calm, peace and balance 
within ourselves and with the 
world around us. This of course 
includes the environment and 
our approach to it.

I’m sure there could be many other 
features to British Islam. One would 
envisage that as British Islam develops, 
Muslim identity itself would evolve to 
a more confident state, where it is no 
longer necessary to describe ourselves 
as “Muslim” citizens. Not that Muslim 
faith should become unimportant, but 
that it no longer needs to be so Other as 
to be stated and explained.

And finally, one would hope that 
Muslims can quickly begin to see 
beyond their own needs, concerns and 
plight. We were not placed on this 
earth merely to look after ourselves. 
Thus, despite facing difficulties, even 

liness and service? Because if this 
is “our society,” then we are talk-
ing of “our people,” our ummah, 
as the Muhammad described the 
diverse community of Medina.

•	 would value the autonomy and 
agency of the individual, on 
the one hand, and maintain the 
importance of a community of 
believers, on the other. For, ulti-
mately, we can only stand in 
front of God as individuals to 
account for our own choices but 
live our faith in communion 
with others in this life.

•	 would be at ease with the appli-
cation of reason (aql) in order 
to establish a creative dialogue 
with an inherited legacy (naql). 
Whatever knowledge we pos-
sess can only be the result of 
processing by the human mind. 
As Imam Ali taught, the Qur’an 
does not speak, it has to be read.

•	 rejuvenates a Muslim discourse 
on ethics and moral philosophy, 
which has sadly been dimin-
ished by our emphasis on fiqh 
and law. Some of this could 
be claimed through a stron-
ger emphasis on the objectives 
(maqasid) of the law.

•	 would aspire to defend the open 
society, where freedom is valued. 
Because freedom (and free will) 
is at the core of our creation as 
human beings and is a divine 
gift (Qur’an, 2:30). Without the 
freedom to do wrong, one can 
never truly choose to do right.
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must now allow it to grow naturally in 
the soil of this ‘green and pleasant land’. 

NOTES 
1 See Aziz al-Azmeh (1993), Islams and 
Modernities, London, Verso.
2 See for example: Stephen Bevans (1992), 
Models of Contextual Theology, New York: 
Orbis Books.
3 The ‘Contextualising Islam in Britain’ 
report was a result of deliberations by over 
20 Muslim scholars and activists around 
contemporary issues and challenges fac-
ing Muslims, specifically focused on how 
Muslim could meet these modern chal-
lenges and what Islamic teachings mean in 
the modern context considering such chal-
lenges. The project was funded by the UK 
Department for Communities and Local 
Government and run by the Cambridge 
Centre of Islamic Studies from 2008-2011. 
Two reports have been published. 

persecution and enmity, the task is to 
be of benefit to people around us; to 
bring peace to others, not hatred and 
anger – and definitely not violence. The 
Qur’an declares: “…let not the hatred of 
others to you make you swerve to wrong 
and depart from justice. Be just: that is 
closest to piety…” (5:8). Muhammad 
is said to have taught: “Shall I tell you 
of something that is better than fasting, 
prayer and charity? It is mending discord 
between people. Beware of hatred – it 
strips you of your religion.”

The process of adaptation described 
above has occurred throughout Muslim 
history, wherever Islam has travelled 
to. One can see, for example, mosques 
take up very local designs, from Africa 
to the far East. It is only natural for a 
religion to acclimatize; otherwise it is 
destined to remain a foreign and exotic 
phenomenon. If we truly believe that 
Islam cannot be monopolized by East or 
West (as the analogy of the light of God 
is given in the Qur’an (24:35)) then we 

The Great Mosque in X’ian, China. The Grand Mosque in Djenné, Mali.


