“9-11 damaged the status of Muslims in the United Kingdom”. Discuss. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]The tragic attacks of 9-11 had a tremendous effect on both public perception and reaction to Islam and Muslims in the United Kingdom, and generally in the West. This is because the attacks portrayed the Islamic faith inaccurately. Muslims were thrust into the spotlight and “questions of identity and loyalty” (Abbas, 2005, p. 159) were raised. The United Kingdom revamped its “propaganda apparatus” (Poole and Richardson, 2006, p. 45), which resulted in innocent Muslims being unfairly targeted under the mask of the Terrorism Act 2000 (Ibid., p.50). Moreover, “the ceiling of acceptable hate speech against Muslims, particularly Arabs, was blown off” (Sheehi, 2011, p. 29). Muslims became derided in the media in ways that they never were before. The solution to improving the status of Muslims and Islam is twofold: Muslims should unite with the West on common grounds through dialogue, interfaith and multi-faith events. Secondly, the authority of Sunni Scholars (Ulama) should be reinstated among the Muslim masses. 

After the attacks, the shift in the way Muslims are represented in the West has focused on identifying them by their religion (Jeldtoft et al. 2013, p. 25). This has resulted in racial profiling of Muslims through added surveillance; Muslim citizens are deemed a threat due to the perception that they are a risk to Europe (Poole and Richardson, 2006, p. 36-37). Despite the lack of real evidence against them, Muslims can be placed on databases on the basis of suspicion or connection with an organisation the Government suspects (Ibid., p. 37). However, it is prejudicial to strip Muslims of a basic human right, namely the presumption of innocence. The surveillance unfortunately assumes Muslims guilty, when evidence and impartiality are compromised for subjectivity.

Moreover, the perception of the Muslim ‘threat’ is resulting in raids of mosques on mere suspicion (Ibid., p. 39). It is regrettable that bearing a Muslim appearance makes one a more likely candidate for identity checks (Ibid., p. 39). Statistics suggest a higher stop and search of Asians compared to whites (Ibid., p. 39). While it is understandable that every government take measures to prevent terrorist activities – and indeed it is praiseworthy to keep its citizens safe – an assessment of the effectiveness of the current strategies could prove useful. Research and analysis conducted by MI5 found that terrorists were not actually practising. In fact, many are “religious novices” (Travis, 2008). This evidence dispels many myths regarding terrorists and calls into question the effectiveness of the current strategies employed in combatting terrorism.

The solution of working on common grounds to improve the status of Muslims entails rejecting the idea “that ‘Islam and the West’ is about crusades and holy wars” (Wessels, 2005, p. 188). It is dangerous to be selective in the reading of history, focusing on the relationship of the West and East during crusades and holy wars while forgetting the “peaceful co-existence (close cultural connections and intensive trade)” (Ibid., p. 189). The various activities, dialogue and interfaith by organisations and universities are excellent initiatives (Interfaith Federation, 2019) to facilitate harmonious co-existence and understanding between faiths. “In our world, dialogue between civilizations is an absolute requirement” (Ibid., p. 189); the dialogue needs to include the Ulama. Finding common ground with each other increases respect and elucidates that “the number of commonalities we find between the Muslim world and the West shatters many myths” (Esposito and Mogahed, 2007, p. 154). In reality, extreme ideologies on both sides seek to divide. Views on both sides, exemplified by Samuel Huntington on one side and Osama bin Laden on the other, play on the same divisive rhetoric (Wessels, 2005, p. 188).   

The Ulama “claimed the prerogative to interpret Islam” (Esposito, 2005, p. 223) and were bastions of guidance for Muslims. They were a safeguard from divergent ideologies, particularly in the past. In the modern age, the Ulama have had their authority compromised by the ideologies of activists and proponents of political Islam. These activists include “Hasan al-Banna, Sayyid Qutb, Mawlana Mawdudi” (Esposito, 2005, p. 226) and Osama bin Laden, who praised the suicide attackers of 9-11 (Bunt, 2003, p. 108). Bin Laden was influenced by activists (Martin, 2004, p. 108), not by Sunni Ulama.

Anton Wessels argues that it is incumbent to challenge the idea of the 72 maidens reward in paradise as a motive for the perpetrators of 9-11 (Wessels, 2005, p. 182). Unfortunately, terrorists misinterpret and decontextualise verses of the Qur’an and hadith to suit their whims. It is preposterous that they use the Islamic faith as a cover to commit their criminal activities. The Ulama point out that taking an innocent life is akin to killing all humanity (Qur’an, 5:32).

The internet has played a significant role in the propagation of ideologies contradicting the sound interpretation of traditional authority. Bunt identifies that “traditional notions of religious authority can be circumnavigated in a computer-mediated environment” (Bunt, 2000, pp. 104-105). The digital age is among the most serious challenges to the authority of the Ulama. It was due to influence of the internet that Shamima Begum was groomed by ISIS (Abbott, 2019). Hundreds of Ulama have affirmed that ISIS is a barbaric group (Open Letter to Al-Baghdadi, 2014). The atrocities it has committed are antithetical to the teachings of Islam. Refuting ISIS (Al-Yaqoubi, 2016) offers an in-depth analysis to Islam’s true perspective on terrorism and co-existence. 

Promoting awareness among both Muslims and non-Muslims about the reality of Islam’s view on terrorism should help dispel tensions on both sides. Utilising the internet effectively in promoting this awareness is incumbent in the digital age. The solutions discussed in this essay seek to improve the image of Islam and therefore the status of Muslims in the United Kingdom. When non-Muslims, particularly the far-right, realise that the Muslim masses are not their enemy, and that a minority of extremists do not represent them, this should promote peaceful co-existence. And when Muslims, particularly the extremists, realise the status of the Ulama in the authority they represent to interpret Islam, this should prevent them from acts of terror.
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