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Diversity among British Muslims

To speak of the Muslim community in Britain as a homogenous group is to ignore internal ethnic, racial, cultural, linguistic, theological, ideological, intergenerational and demographic diversity. British Muslims are drawn from almost every Muslim country in the world. Different ethnic and cultural group have brought with them their understanding of Islam, religious orientation and certain practices of British Muslims differ in many ways as they are informed ethnic and cultural backgrounds, (Sanders). Diversity in Islam is also expressed in the multiple of interpretations of the primary texts of Islam.  The multiplicity of interpretation over time gave rise to different understanding of Islam leading some scholars to speak of Islams as opposed to Islam, (Esposito, 2010). Within this diversity there is also unity, all Muslims are united in their Belief in One God, they all accept the Qur’an as the final revelation sent to the last messenger Muhammad and follow the pillars of Islam in their daily lives.

Islam like other religious traditions fragmented soon after the death of the Prophet Muhammad in 632AD. Broadly speaking Muslims are divided in to two sects, Sunni and the Shi’a. The death of the prophet Muhammad left the fledgling community without a successor. Those belonging to the Shi’a sect contend that the leadership of the Muslim community should have remained with the family of the Prophet through his daughter Fatima.  Shi’a’s argue that Ali ibn Abi Talib Prophet’s cousin and son in-law should have been the first leader the Muslim community. Whereas those who identify themselves as Sunni claim that it is up to the Muslim community to decide who should succeed the prophet and historically chose Abu Bakr as the first Caliph after the death of the prophet in 632AD. Over the years and centuries what was initially a political dispute over leadership became a theological quagmire leading both sides accusing one another of deviance and heresy.

The vast majority, around 85 percents of world’s Muslims belong to the Sunni tradition, around 15 percent are Shi’a.  The Shi’a Muslims are further divided into three groups: Ithna Ashari, Ismaili and Zaydi. The Sunnis are also divided into various groups and sub groups, however the majority tend to follow one the four Sunni legal schools of law. The Sunni and Shi’a division is fairly well known as they regularly feature in the media. There are other less known sects in Islam; they are the Ibadi, and Ahmadiyya. The Ahmadiyya movement is recent schisms who believe that Mirza Gulam Ahmed to be the spiritual heir of Prophet Muhammad. The movement’s fifth spiritual leader resides in London from where he guides the 10 million Ahmadi adherents globally, (Ahmed, 2016). The Ibadi Muslims are very small minority denomination found mostly in Oman, they differ with Sunni and Shia Muslims in theology and in textual interpretation of the primary texts of Islam. The Ahmadiyya sects remain controversial from the perspective of Sunni theology, they are considered to be outside the fold of Islam. 

Most if not all of the theological and ideological groups in the Muslim world are found in British towns and cities. These groups were transplanted through the migration and settlement. More recent arrivals from Somalia, Syria, Iraq, and Bosnia and from other eastern European countries have also contributed to the religious diversity of the British Muslim population. Migration and settlement of Muslims in UK resulted in fusing together different Muslim ethnicities, sects, groups, religious ideas and practices in cities and towns across Britain. It can be argued that Britain has the most diverse Muslim community in the world with different theological, cultural and ethnic groups living side by side which would not have been possible otherwise. According to Peter Sanders, The internal religious diversity of the entire Islamic world can now be seen in microcosm in some large British towns and cities, (sanders). The different Islamic groups and the religious sectarianism in Britain continue to be informed by their original stances in the subcontinent and in the Middle East.

According to the Office for National Statistics, there more than 3 million Muslims in Britain or around 4.7 percent of the population of UK are Muslims, (2018).  Muslims constitute the second largest religious groups in UK second only to Christians.  The biggest ethnic group trace their origins in the Indian sub-continent, 43% of British Muslims are of Pakistani origin, 17% Bangladeshi, 9 % Indian the rest of the population are from the Middle East, Africa and other parts of the Muslim world. More recent arrivals are from Somalia, Syria, Iraq, and Afghanistan and from other war torn countries. The Muslim population is very young one third around 33% of the Muslim populations are under the age of 15, nearly 50% are under 24. Almost half 47% of British Muslims are born in the UK, (MCB, 2017).   The vast majority of the Muslim population in Britain are born into the faith however there are many white and black converts in the UK. Although there are no accurate figures but a survey conducted in 2011 suggests there are around one hundred thousand converts in Britain, (Nye, 2011).

With so many different cultures, ethnicities and interpretations of Islam living side by side there are necessary conflicts and synthesis taking place, (Sanders). I say necessary because at the heart of this debate are young British born Muslims who are re-defining what means to be Muslim in the British context. The religious orientation of the early migrants from the Subcontinent was influenced by their regional and ethnic identity. The religious tradition of the Subcontinent was transplanted in Britain through chain migration. The Muslim religious landscape in Britain is dominated by the Deobani and Barelvi/ Sufi traditions. For example, “first generation Bangladeshi brought Sufi-influenced Barelvi forms of Islam from rural Bangladesh, [consequently] the Bengali culture and Muslim religious functions of the mosque [became] closely intertwined in rituals and community gatherings” (DeHanas, cited in Akthar, 2018). While many mosques in Britain continue to practice “localised” deobandi/Barelvi form of Islam brought to the UK by early migrants there is discontent among young Muslims who are trying to separate cultural Islam for a more “authentic” Islam free from cultural baggage.
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