Discuss the impact of Islam during the past forty years in the United Kingdom.

[bookmark: _GoBack]In the past decades, the topic of Islam in the UK has become a subject of significant interest amongst scholars, policy-makers, academics and the media (Abbas, 2010, p. 20). Whilst most recent attention has been focused on issues such as terrorism and extremism, it is important to remember that these debates are often conflated and instrumentalised by certain groups within society (Abbas, 2010, p. 20). This essay will specifically focus on the role of Islam within the British public sphere. Muslims in Britain have a huge influence and impact on the UK culturally, religiously, sociologically and politically (Abbas, 2010, p. 20). This essay will analyse the Islamic impact on Britain during the past forty years, along with the hinderances and opportunities that face Muslims in British society.

One of the most prominent impacts that Islam has had on the UK is the increase in immigration. For thousands of years Muslims have arrived in Britain beginning careers as traders and merchants, whilst more recently, Middle Eastern Muslims have travelled to Britain as refugees (Ali-Ali, Black and Koser, 2001, p. 578). It could certainly be argued that Muslim immigration has greatly impacted the UK, specifically regarding population and religion. Firstly, the UK’s population rose by 4.1 million between 2001 and 2011, with more than half of this growth being due to immigration (Office for National Statistics, 2012). Secondly, the number of individuals identifying as Muslim grew by 72% during this period; the most significant increase in any faith community in the UK (Casey, 2016, p. 27). It is clear therefore that Islam has had a great impact on Britain’s population and religious diversity, producing the largest statistical increase in British history.

Another significant impact to examine is identity and intergenerational issues amongst Muslims in the UK. Currently, there appears to be a desire amongst immigrant Muslims for a certain degree of ‘Islamisation’, which is consistently being rejected by British born Muslims (Abbas, 2010, p. 21). The author Abbas (2010) in his research, discovered that Muslims who were not born in Britain appear to be more traditional, preferring to follow a literal Islam, whilst British born Muslims are eager to adapt their Islamic identities to fit UK society (Abbas, 2010, p. 21).  It could be argued that this has a socially significant impact on UK Muslim communities therefore, producing tension due to generational differences. In addition, the author Ansari (2002) also agrees with Abbas, arguing that young British born Muslims are more “tuned into British wavelengths than their migrant elders” (p.13). Similarly to Abbas, Ansari argues that British born Muslims have a more questioning attitude towards traditional Islam, and they often criticise the cultural practices and beliefs of the older generations (2002, p. 13).

Gender issues are also of great significance. The scholar Alibhai-Brown argues that a British lifestyle is liberating Muslim women and reducing their dependence on males (2016, p.216). Following the previous point, it could also be suggested that the absence of elder, traditional in-laws is benefiting Muslim women, as they could lead a more liberated and contemporary Islamic lifestyle, devoid of traditional influence. It could also be argued that Muslim women have had a significant impact on the UK in the past few years. To name a few; the hijab is now promoted and modelled throughout the UK fashion industry, the ‘Southall Black Sisters’ formed at the end of the 1980’s, providing support to victims of domestic oppression, and ‘Women against Fundamentalism’ formed in 1989 campaigning for female equality (Armstrong, 1991, p.46). This certainly portrays that Muslim women have had a positive impact on the UK, however, the scholar Ansari disagrees. In contrast to Alibhai-Brown, Ansari argues that British Muslim men have complete control, whilst women are restricted and treated as inferior (2002, p. 16). He maintains that this Islamic oppression of Muslim women has a significantly negative impact on UK society, as it promotes inequality and restriction, angering Britain. In contrast therefore, it could be suggested that Islamic gender issues harbour negative feelings, whilst increasing Islamophobia.

Muslim worship has also had a great impact on UK society. Many elements could be discussed here, such as the increase in mosques or worship events such as Eid. However, it is vital to focus on one of the most crucial elements of British Muslim worship; prayer in the workplace. This has had a significant impact on British companies and managers, who need to accommodate Islamic prayer during work hours. Although recent British laws are extremely accommodating towards this issue, the scholars Mahadevan and Mayer argue that Islamic prayer in the workplace has an extremely negative impact on British Society (2017, p. 24). They maintain that Islamic prayer breaks harbour negative feelings towards Muslims, as it promotes inequality and appears to favour Muslims above British non-Muslims (2017, p. 25).

It could be argued that this supports Turner’s theory of Liminality and Communitas (1969, p. 4). Turner argues that religious ritual often promotes liminality amongst a community. It could certainly be argued that this is accurate here therefore, as British Muslims in the workplace are consistently liminal individuals in a British community, performing worship that only Muslims undertake. It could be suggested that Islamic prayer has a negative impact on British Muslims therefore, resulting in them being excluded from society.

There are other elements that cannot be discussed in depth here but must be referred to. Reina Lewis (2015) gives an excellent account concerning the impact of Islamic fashion in the UK in her book Muslim Fashion, as she discusses Debenhams and their hijab line. Islamic food has a significant impact, with Halal shops and sections in major British supermarket chains; see Armanios and Ergene (2018) Halal Food. Islamic schools have also impacted the UK, resulting in The Muslim Council of Britain releasing an education guide concerning British Islamic education (2017) named Towards a Greater Understanding. Finally, Philip Lewis (1994) in his book Islamic Britain gives an excellent account concerning the impact of Islamic politics and Muslim parliaments.

To conclude therefore, it could certainly be argued that Islam has both a positive and negative impact on the UK. Predominantly, Muslim women have certainly had a positive impact concerning their liberating campaigns and hijab promotion. However, there are also negative aspects, such as identity, gender and intergenerational issues along with prayer tensions in the workplace. Overall, Muslims migrating to Britain have brought their religion into a new socio-cultural setting, and so it is inevitably going to present a range of challenges (Ansari, 2002, p. 31). Nevertheless, the more Muslim communities become rooted in Britain, the more understanding and comprehension Britain will receive concerning Islam.
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