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Abrotherhoodofman
Professor Mona Siddiqui on why this is a crucial
time for Muslims – and for cities like Birmingham

About three years ago, I gave
a lecture on citizenship as
part of a series at Glasgow
University.
I remember thinking that

as a theologian, I felt at relative ease
whendealingwith language that touch-
es on our understanding and percep-
tions of the transcendent and the here-
after such as omnipotence, salvation,
sin and redemption; yet I recognised the
difficulty inanalysing the complex laby-
rinth of words which explore how the
individual relates to society, how civic
consciousness is a personal, local, na-
tional and ultimately a global issue.
But after thinking and researching

the various concepts around citizen-
ship, I started to think that the state it-
self mayhave very little to dowith how I
feel as a citizen. Despite its primacy as
the fundamental political structure in
society and its vast reach, the state re-
mains limited in scope and operations
in regard to the dynamics of social rela-
tions.
So if I feelmyself to beaBritish citizen,

thenwhy do I feel this? Forme, citizen-
ship is not tied to having the right pass-
port orbeingable to votebut in thesense
of belonging – I need to feel that I belong
to a place so that I want to contribute to
it with my thoughts, my words and my
actions; otherwise, I remain a passive
citizen rather than an actively engaged
person.
This is particularly so in democracies

that can flourish, indeed are strength-
ened,onlywhen individualparticipation
is encouraged and critical thinking is
allowed in private and public space
without fear or threat.
I visited Birmingham properly for the

first time this summer. In many ways,
it is a sprawling urban mass with mi-
norities living in both ghettoised areas

as well as in themore leafy suburbs.
Formost ethnic minorities, this city is

theonlyhome theyknow, so thepolitical
rise of right-wing groups has come as a
bit of a shock to them. Cities like Bir-
mingham,wheremajority andminority
communities have for decades built up
relationships,understanding andcoex-
istence despite social tensions, are at a
crucial juncture.
That there existed cultural differences

between the variousminority groups in
the United Kingdom had been accepted
for the last 50 years; indeed, that was
the vaguely-defined ethos of multicul-
turalism. We didn’t think much about
multiculturalism, it sort of happened
around us, but the London bombings of
2005 branded multiculturalism a fail-
ure and in particular the Islamic com-
ponent of multiculturalism.

The question amongst the population
at large and the policy-makers was
whether Muslims hold different values
which will inevitably clash with the val-
ues of liberal democracies andcivil soci-
eties of the west? When you add the
words ‘extremism’ or ‘radicalism’ and
they gradually becomepart of everyday
language, whole communities are seen
quite simply as a problem.
It is this sentiment that many groups

use for gaininganti-Islamicmomentum.
This was evident recently in the demon-
strations inBirmingham by theEnglish
Defence League. If the EDL is really
aboutpeaceful protestsagainstmilitant
Islam, then surely they should invite
Muslims to join them; after all, most
Muslimsalsodeploremilitancyandvio-
lence in the name of their faith.
But the purpose of such demonstra-

tions goes deeper; it is about nostalgia
for a Britain lost or hope for a new Brit-
ain rid of minorities, perhaps only be-

ginningwithMuslims. As someonewho
has lived in Britainalmostall ofher life,

Iwouldhope that this itself is aminority
view, that the Britain I call home, re-
mains a broadminded place, yet I can’t
take anything for granted.
Last Thursday, British National Party

leaderNickGriffinappearedonQuestion
Time. Much has been said about the
inappropriateness of this invitation but
Ihave saidpreviously that, asanelected
Memberof theEuropeanParliament, he
should be given airtime whatever his
views on Britishness and race.
If democracy is to stay strong, itwill be

strengthenedby the struggle of different
voices, competing moralities and con-
trasting value systems, not by silencing
figures we choose to demonise.
As a Muslim myself, I know there are

problems withinminority communities
and I know that many choose to turn a
blind eye to deeply entrenched ways of
thinkingabout familyhonour, and indi-
vidual freedoms. But if I want to see
transformation around me, I have to
keep this debate alive - otherwise, how
can I hope to witness change? A Chris-

tian theologian once said: `Faith is not
just about reflecting on the world, it is
also aboutmending the world.’ Inmany
ways, this is imperative on all of us, it is
our biggest challenge because peace
doesnot comeabout simply through the
absenceof conflict; it comesaboutwhen
wemake peaceful co-existence our goal
throughout the whole of our lives.
Despite the inevitability that people

from diverse faiths and cultures may
collide, every individual has to confront
their own struggle to make the world a
better andmore just place.
The essential question is that within

the context of civil society, howdoMus-
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lims see their engagement asminorities
and majority citizens and upon what
resourcesdo theydraw?Will the experi-
ence of living andworkingwithdifferent
peoples and cultures be the factor in
determining how pluralism develops?
ForMuslimsand Islamic states, this is

about replacing thedivisionof theworld
into the world of Islam and the world of
the unbeliever by a world for all. It is
about truly accepting that if diversity in
allmanners isGod’swill andblessingon
earth, it must be accepted, intellectu-
ally as well as emotionally.
The imperative on us is how we free

ourselves from dogmatism and preju-
dice and empathise with human diver-
sity at a local, national and global level.
Without reformulating the principle of
coexistence, without promoting inclu-
sivism both as a theological imperative
andasamoderncivicduty,Muslimswill
only ever see themselves as the domi-
nant or the victims; theummahmust be
the brotherhood of all people, not just
the fraternity of Muslims.
This does not just mean intra-faith or

inter-religious discourse but dialogue
with a whole array of institutions and
organisations that challenge us to look
from within our own faiths at the prob-
lems of today, to be guided by the ex-
perts, by the voices traditionally silent,
by the repressed, by the frightened, by
the poor and marginalised and to be
honest, compassionateandconstructive
players who can synchronise legitimate

and transparentways towork, to realise
a civic consciousness that is not just
reactionary but truly visionary.
Muslimsare part of Europeanhistory,

they stand at a crossroad as to what
part they will have in Europe’s future.

Professor Mona Siddiqui began her academic
life with a BA in Arabic and French, which led to
a PhD in Classical Islamic law. She founded the
Centre for the Study of Islam at the University

of Glasgow in 2008 and is known for her media
work, including regular radio appearances and

writing for the Scottish and British press.

‘‘The question amongst
the population at large
and the policy-makers
was whether Muslims
hold different values
which will inevitably
clash with the values of
liberal democracies
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English Defence League supporters
and anti-fascists clash in the centre
of Birmingham earlier this year
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