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Islam and Muslims in Britain

Contact between the Islamic world and Britain has a long history stretching over millennia, (Abbas 2010). The long and often uneasy relationship is described by Philip Lewis, “at various times Muslims have been treated as a military and ideological threat, political allies, trading partners, object of intellectual curiosity, ripe for imperial conquest and, latterly as fellow citizenship”,(P, 10). Muslim migrants, dignitaries, students and visitors to the UK were not alone, there were a number of distinguished white Victorian and Edwardian coverts who were practicing and preaching Islam among the local white population. The earliest recorded Englishman to convert to Islam was John Nelson in the 16th century, (BBC religions). The distinguished convert, Abdullah Quilliam, is credited for opening England’s first Mosque in Liverpool in 1889. He is also credited for converting 600 people in Britain, for which he became unpopular among the Christian population, (Long and Chester, 2011).
Muslim presence during medieval, Victorian and Edwardian period largely went unnoticed due to their insignificant number. One obvious impact of Islam’s presence in Britain is the demographic change of the British population. Large scale migration of Muslims to Britain began in the 1950s, ending in the early eighties with the arrival of wives and children. Prior to the commonwealth act of 1962 Most Muslims living in Britain were single men, however in 1962 the Government put a ban on automatic entry from commonwealth countries which is believed to be the main reason for the arrival of wives and children, (Lewis, 1994). 
Religion did not play a major role in the lives of early migrants, apart from halal diet most were nominal Muslims. However, with the arrival of wives and children casual attitude of the migrants towards Islam took a turn. The community began to build mosques, cultural centres and other amenities to preserve and maintain religious and ethnic identity.  The myth of return which many early migrants entertained died a slow death as the Muslim community rooted itself in Britain. According to the MCB there are around 1,200 mosques scattered across British cities and towns today. The current Muslim population in Britain is believed to be 3,372,966. This is a big growth from 1.5 million in 2001 to 2.7 million in 2011 to the current figure, (Office for national statistics, 2018). The growth of the Muslim has been interpreted by many social and political commentators as an encroachment and a challenge to British way of life and its values and the marginalisation of the Christianity, (Church news Ireland, 2019). High birth rate and recent immigration of Muslims from the Middle East and other war torn regions is cited for the rise in Muslim population. There is no denial that the Muslim population has increased dramatically over the years, but to suggest islamicfication of Britain is grossly misleading, (Rudgard 2017).
Another significant impact of Islam and Muslims in Britain is related integration and assimilation of British Muslims into British society. The persistence of Muslims holding onto their religious and cultural identity seems to defy the popular sociological theory of assimilation. Assimilation is described as “the process whereby outsiders, immigrants, or subordinate groups become indistinguishable within the dominant host society, eventually conforming to the existing cultural norms of society”, (Sanders). According to Tahir Abbas the general assumption in the 1960s was that with right provisions immigrant and subsequent generations would lose touch with their ethnic and religious values and accept the values of the host culture willingly (2010). This idea presupposes the superiority of the receiving culture and its values thus when exposed to the migrants will easily assimilate in to wider cultural norms and values. What the assimilationist model neglects is that not all religious and cultural practice are malleable or can be discarded. By contrast, “theories of divergence suggest that distinctive social values and norms are enduring and deep rooted within each nation, shaped by collective histories, common languages and religious traditions, so that migrant populations are unlikely to abandon their cultural roots when they settle in another county,” (Inglehart and Norris, 2009). While Muslims are refusing to accept the assimilation model they have integrated into the British life. Contrary to popular belief pushed by some opportunist politicians and the right wing media Muslims are well integrated into the fabric of British life. Second, third and fourth generation of Muslims have lost touch with their ethnic heritage, many do not speak Bangla, Urdu or Arabic, they live and work as doctors, lawyers, engineers, as taxi driver and contribute to the well being of British society while retaining their religious and cultural values. Studies have found that Muslims in Britain feel more British that their fellow white co-citizens, (McFadyen, 2012). 
One of the biggest impacts Islam has had on Britain is challenging the enlightenment liberal values of religious pluralism, tolerance and freedom of religion. For Muslim these values are enshrined in the Qur’an especially when it comes to Jews and Christians who the Qur’an addresses as the people of the Book. As for cultural diversity the Qur’an exhorts mutual respect and recognition in the following verse, “O mankind! Indeed, We created you from a male and a female and We made you nations and tribes that you may know one another. Indeed, (the) most noble of you near Allah (is the) most righteous of you Indeed, Allah (is) All-Knower, All-Aware,” (Qur’an, 49:13). The idea of pluralism in European societies did not emerge up until the enlightenment in the 18th and 19th century. While religious pluralism guarantees the right and freedom of the individual to practice his or her faith, the founding fathers of these lofty ideals did not have other religions in mind. Subsequently laws were formulated in Britain and in other European countries with only Christian denominations in mind and this has been a stumbling block trying to accommodate people of other faith especially Muslims. Pluralism, religious diversity, multiculturalism and other ideals which are championed in West at times it seems to be nothing more than lip service when it comes to extending these ideals to peoples of other faiths and cultures. The hijab/niqab ban in France, ban on building domes and minarets in Switzerland, debates on halal food are a direct affront to the ideal of religious freedom.
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