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The following report shall discuss several significant contemporary concerns which are associated with religious identity and religious practices and aims to analyse how these impact on Muslim communities in England and Wales. This shall be achieved through the use of academic and scholarly sources drawn from independent research to highlight how Muslim organisations and individuals have responded to the contemporary concerns facing Muslim communities in the twenty-first century. Several key challenges facing Muslim communities will be discussed including the implications of gender and sexuality issues for Muslim communities and contemporary issues concerning dress code, discussing the effects of this on Muslims in England and Wales.
One major concern found when researching is gender and sexuality issues for Islam in the United Kingdom (UK) which manifests itself in many forms and can be clearly seen to affect the lives of Muslims every day in the UK and the perception of Islam by non-Muslims. Key gender and sexuality issues which shall be discussed include:
· The perception that Women are discriminated against in Islam.
· Calls for more gender equality.
· Sexuality issues.
Discrimination against Women:
It is a widely held view which is growing in the UK that Muslim women are oppressed beings, stripped of their rights and of a status below men. However, one must research what Muslim women say about the issue which on the whole is extremely positive towards the role they play in their religion. One common area of discussion Is the wearing of the hijab which is often misrepresented in the media to become a symbol of oppression and discrimination against women whereas most Muslim women react positively towards the wearing of the hijab such as Shatha Khalil who says ‘Everyone seems to think the hijab is a symbol of oppression. It’s our right. We’ve chosen it. Get over it’.[footnoteRef:1] It is accepted that there are issues with gender and the treatment of women in Islam as there are with other religious traditions also, but the key here is that Shatha Khalil chooses to reclaim the hijab as a tool not for religious oppression but of freedom of choice and religious expression.  [1:  The Guardian, ‘The widespread perception is that Islam discriminates against women. Why is that so?’ 2004. https://www.theguardian.com/uk/2004/nov/30/islam.religion2 [Accessed: 01st May 2018].] 

Calls for more gender equality:
The Qur’an has several positive passages which contribute towards the modern rise of Islamic Feminism and the campaigns for greater equality between genders for example ‘For men and women who are devoted to God…men and women who remember God often- God has prepared forgiveness and a rich reward’.[footnoteRef:2] This passage presents men and women in equal standing and proportions their religious duties, expectations and needs equally for their ultimate rich reward and forgiveness for wrongs. This could be used to promote dialogue among Muslims particularly in England and Wales who seek to encourage greater equality among men and women. [2:  M.A.S. Abdel Haleem, The Qur’an, (33:35).] 

An example of how Muslim organisations and individuals are responding to the twenty-first century issues regarding gender in Islam is the approach by organisations such as Islamic Relief UK and the Muslim Council of Britain (MCB) to promote positive change in the perceptions of gender issues in Islam, especially in their recent joint campaign (fronted by Islamic Relief UK) to speak out about all forms of violence against Women and girls. The aims of this campaign are to root out violence against women and girls both internationally and domestically, calling on the UK Muslim community to take action and address the issue in their communities. Harun Khan (MCB) promotes the campaign and states that it will help promote equality and will deliver a clear message despite the common media narrative which places blame for behaviour associated with gender issues at the roots of Islam saying that this campaign shows ‘…the disassociation with religion. Neither violence nor other acts can be justified using our religion’.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  The Muslim Council of Britain, ‘Islamic Relief encourages British Muslims to speak out against the worldwide abuse of women and girls’, April 2018. www.mcb.org.uk/islamic-relief-encourages-british-muslims-to-speak-out-against-the-worldwide-abuse-of-women-and-girls/, [Accessed: 01st May 2018].] 

The above examples clearly show that although some Muslim women feel empowered by their faith, there are a great number of Muslim women who experience violence, discrimination and who are oppressed not just in England and Wales but internationally too. This requires a joint effort by individuals in the community and Muslim organisations like Islam Relief UK to make a clear stance on the matter and help to create a safer community for Muslim women in the future.
Sexuality Issues:
Another prominent topic with regards to Muslim communities in England and Wales is sexuality issues particularly homosexuality which is a topic becoming less taboo in the twenty-first century and is certainly debated within Islam. When researching this particular topic two main questions were asked: what does the Qur’an say about homosexuality and how does this impact on Muslim communities and their attitudes towards homosexuality in the twenty-first century. Most traditional Muslim communities would suggest that the Qur’an condemns homosexuality outright and there are several interpretations of the Qur’an which are used to support the punishments set for committing homosexual acts. One passage in the Qur’an says ‘Must you, unlike [other] people, lust after males and abandon the wives that God has created for you?’ which seems to support arguments against homosexuality and would support the “traditional” Islamic stance on homosexuality.[footnoteRef:4] This issue has been addressed by many Muslim organisations and individuals who aim to ensure that the LGBT community become more accepted within the religious community. One such organisation, IMAAN is the UK’s leading LGBTQ Muslim Charity and has a vast amount of information on its website on the issue of Islam and sexuality. The charity makes several points about Islam and sexuality including some of the following: [4:  M.A.S. Abdel Haleem, (26:165-166).] 

· The Qur’an does not categorically condemn homosexuality and many of the passages used to support such condemnation do not mention homosexuality directly.
· Some statistics suggest that with 1 in 10 people being LGBT and approximately 1 billion Muslims in the world there must be around 100 million Muslims who are LGBT.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  IMAAN, ‘Islam and Sexuality’. https://imaanlondon.wordpress.com/islam-sexuality/, [Accessed: 01st May 2018].] 

· Homosexuality is not an illness, nor does it have a ‘cure’, it is a natural expression of love between two people of the same gender.
I believe that this is a major concern for Muslim communities in England and Wales as this is a topic which is not commonly discussed in the Islamic community but is coming to the forefront of society as a whole. Also, the issue of sexuality has special repercussions for religious believers as their religion tends to dictate the way one lives their lives, the standards they are expected to hold and the consequences of not following them.
Dress Code:
One further contemporary concern for Muslim communities in England and Wales that was highlighted when researching was dress code issues manifesting in different ways and providing challenges for Muslim communities seeking to integrate into society. Dress code issues particularly affect Muslim communities in England and Wales as some Muslims (often Women), have been refused jobs or experienced discrimination in the workplace, issues like this quite obviously affect the everyday lives of such communities and more should be done to stop this. The rights of these individuals should be protected by The Human Rights Act which prohibits any discrimination on religious grounds, however, it has been found that such discrimination still happens.[footnoteRef:6] An example of this is a case in 2006 when a classroom assistant was dismissed ‘after refusing to work without wearing the niqab…’, although the decision was later overturned situations like this leave a lasting effect on Muslim communities and often leave individuals in fear of truly being free when it comes to religious expression.[footnoteRef:7] [6: Tahir Abbas, ed, Muslim Britain: Communities Under Pressure (London: Zed Books Ltd, 2005), p. 40-41.  ]  [7:  Linda Woodhead and Rebecca Catto, eds, Religion and Change in Modern Britain (London: Routledge, 2012), p. 342. [online]] 

Dress code within Islam in England and Wales can also be used by Anti-Muslim groups as a way of identifying and discriminating against individuals. One example of this found when researching is from Tell Mama who are an organisation charged with monitoring Anti-Muslim attacks, they had spoken to a Muslim Woman who had received a number of vicious threats and Islamophobic attacks which came as a result of the publication and usage of her picture (wearing a hijab) following a terrorist attack.[footnoteRef:8] This was misused by both the media and anti-Muslim groups to promote the idea of Muslims being extremists and to further alienate Muslim communities in England and Wales. [8:  Tell MAMA UK, ‘Hijabi Victim Requests Media Agencies to Stop Circulating Picture of her Walking on Westminster Bridge’, March 23 2017. https://tellmamauk.org/request-media-agencies-stop-circulating-picture-muslim-woman-walking-westminster-bridge/, [Accessed: 01st May 2018].] 

Despite a growth in Islamophobia and discrimination against Muslims post 9-11 there have been a number of positive developments within British policies towards Islam in a bit to promote tolerance towards the religion and its followers, for example, there are provisions for halal foods and a more sensitive dress code within the army and it is permissible for women to wear a hijab in the Metropolitan Police Service.[footnoteRef:9] [9: Tahir Abbas, 2005, p. 13. ] 

Having had an opportunity to research the topic of dress code and having studied it further, it is clear that dress code is a contemporary issue of great significance but it is also unknown by many of the people who might suggest that the wearing of the hijab is oppressive that many of these additions such as the types of head coverings are cultural and ancestral elements rather than strictly religious one which might appear in the Qur’an. The passages in the Qur’an tend to focus on the theme of modesty and covering oneself in modesty, it does not necessarily prescribe a type of head covering or the type of suggestions that tends to dominate much of the anti-Muslim rhetoric surrounding dress code issues.
In conclusion, this research report has aimed to discuss some of the main contemporary issues which are associated with religious identity and religious practices impacting on Muslim communities in England and Wales. This has been achieved through highlighting specific examples resulting from the research which took place to show how Muslim organisations and individuals have responded to such issues that manifest themselves in the twenty-first century. 
The report has highlighted key issues regarding gender and Islam including the popular view in England and Wales that Muslim women are somehow oppressed and forced to do things in their religion, a view which has been denied by many Muslim women who feel free and empowered by Islam. The report does, however, recognise a problem in the way some Muslim women are treated and tries to show how organisations such as The Muslim Council of Britain contribute to the response of Muslim communities in trying to bring about positive change and reform to the mistreatment of women and the interpretation issues of the Qur’an. Furthermore, the report comments on the rise of sexuality issues within Islam and the increasing coverage that this topic is getting not just within Islam but in society as a whole whilst discussing what the Qur’an says about homosexuality and documenting the response of the Muslim community. Finally, the report discusses the contemporary issues surrounding dress code and in particular the implications that the hijab has on perceptions of Muslim women, their potential for experiencing prejudice and several examples in relation to this. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]I think that it is vitally important for these concerns associated with religious identity and religious practice to be discussed within wider society and in Muslim communities to provide an environment where these often taboo topics can be discussed, debated, and analysed to bring about positive change, helping Muslim communities in England and Wales in the twenty-first century to respond to the many demands which face them.
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