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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 
 
This qualitative research follows on from the quantitative study Engaging Muslim 
Youth in Barnet (Ryan et al, 2008) and forms part of a series of research by the 
Middlesex team, commissioned by the Barnet Muslim Engagement Partnership.  

 
Barnet Muslim Engagement Partnership (BMEP) established in 2007 is a 
multiagency, multi-sector partnership with representatives from local public bodies 
and representatives from Barnet’s multiethnic Muslim third sector  The partnership is 
responsible for delivering an innovative and ambitious engagement programme 
aimed at increasing the Muslim communities’ confidence in statutory organisations 
but also enriching their skills and competencies to deliver a complex and varied 
programme of engagement with young people, women and public service providers 
committed to preventing violent extremism. Through inclusive dialogue, passion and 
commitment BMEP has used the Prevent agenda to fight violent extremism, 
enhance community cohesion and develop a new generation of diverse Muslim 
leaders committed to being part of mainstream society.  
 
 
AIM 
 
The study aimed to explore the ways in which young Muslims construct and 
negotiate their identities within British society and how these were expressed and 
experienced in local contexts as well as in broader national and international 
settings.   
 
 
METHODS AND DESCRIPTION OF PARTICIPANTS 
 
A total of 37 participants took part in the study.  Twenty individual interviews were 
conducted by the community researchers.  In addition, three focus groups were 
carried out by members of the research team, assisted by the community 
researchers.  A total of 17 young people took part in the focus groups.  Participants 
were aged between 17 and 28 years, with the majority in their early-to-mid twenties.  
There were 22 women and 15 men among the participants. The 20 interviews had 
an even gender balanced, with 10 male and 10 female participants.  However, the 
focus groups had more female participants (12 female and 5 male).  As this study is 
a qualitative approach to understanding complex processes of identity and 
belonging, we were not aiming to have a representative sample.   
The social status of the participants – as reflected by the head of household’s 
profession/ job and family’s housing situation – is quite mixed, suggesting that the 
study participants were drawn from a wide range of different socio-economic 
backgrounds.  Because two of focus groups were conducted in educational settings, 
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there were a large proportion of students in further and higher education among the 
participants. 

Just over one third of the participants were born in the UK. Those born abroad came 
from a wide range of countries including Somalia, Afghanistan, Iran and Turkey.  
Thus, unlike many other studies which have focused on South Asian Muslims, this 
research includes Muslims from a range of ethnic backgrounds. The diversity among 
the participants roughly reflects the range of the Muslim population in the borough as 
a whole (Census, 2001).  Of those not born in the UK, most arrived as children in the 
1990s. Despite the large proportion born abroad, the majority of participants were 
now British citizens. 
 
 
KEY FINDINGS 
 

·  Self-defined identity emerged as complex and varied. We wanted to go 
beyond narrow Census and ethnic monitoring categories so we used open-
ended questions to allow people to describe their own identity.  The majority 
of participants used hyphenated categories to capture the complexity and 
multifaceted nature of their identities.  These categories combined nationality 
(British), with religion (Muslim) and family background, though in varied 
sequences – such as ‘Turkish/Muslim/British’, ‘Afghan/British/Muslim’ and 
‘Muslim/British/Bangladeshi’. 

·  The majority of participants described religion as important or very important 
in their lives.  This is similar to the findings of the previous quantitative study 
(Ryan et al, 2008) and highlights the central role of religion in the lives of 
many Muslim young people.  However, their views of what being a Muslim 
meant, and how Muslims should behave, were varied suggesting a spectrum 
of interpretations and constructions. 

·  Most of the participants were very positive about London as a city where they 
felt a sense of belonging and attachment.  The majority of interviewees said 
they ‘felt like Londoners’.  Most also expressed a sense of attachment to their 
local neighbourhood.  The participants enjoyed the diversity of London and 
appreciated the opportunity to get to know people of other faiths and cultures. 

·  Many interviewees were positive about living in Britain. For example one said: 
‘there are far greater opportunities for people to have a good life than in many 
other countries’. They all acknowledged the values, privileges and rights 
attached to being a citizen of Britain, and holding a British passport.   

·  While feeling generally positive about living in Britain, most participants did 
not ‘feel’ British. A small number of interviewees said they felt British but not 
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English, more than half said that they felt ‘neither British nor English’.  In 
giving reasons for their answers, most pointed to discrimination and racism:  
’sometimes I feel I don’t belong because of my religion & ethnicity’.   

·  Ironically, several people said that they felt more British when they visited 
other countries.  While in Britain they often were made to feel like a foreigner 
or a migrant, when they travelled overseas they were treated and perceived 
as being British. This was particularly significant for young people visiting their 
own or their parents’ country of birth. 

·  There was also a strong feeling that attitudes towards Muslims had become 
more negative in recent years.  Several of the interviewees noted that 
discrimination occurs both on the grounds of race and religion.  As one 
participant put it: ‘Yes, race for being black, people say things such as ‘go 
back to your country’.  And being a Muslim, you are subject to major 
harassments when being called terrorists and extremists’. 

·  In the focus group discussions most of the incidents of verbal abuse or 
harassment were described by women and involved insults based on their 
identifiable symbols of religion – particularly the hijab.  None the young men 
appeared to have had any such negative experiences and this may be 
because they wore Western dress.  

·  Dress was important in representing the complexity and fluidity of identities.  It 
is also noteworthy that clothing took on different meanings in different social 
situations and locations. 

·  As in our previous research, a number of drivers to violent extremism were 
identified by participants. These included ‘the war on terror’ which was seen 
by some as ‘a war on Muslims’, attacks on Muslims in places such as Gaza, 
and the war in Iraq.  In addition, several people referred to the disaffection 
and alienation among some Muslims in Britain.  However, the vast majority of 
participants disassociated themselves from violent extremism and 
emphasised that Islam was a peaceful religion.  

·  Government policy was blamed by many participants for causing distrust and 
suspicion within Muslim communities. For example: ‘I don’t think Muslims trust 
the government.’  Another participant said: ‘Government should change their 
foreign policy’.   

·  Participants expressed concern that ‘the police are putting down a lot of 
innocent people’.  It was suggested that the police should ‘treat people with 
respect and stop discriminating’. Another respondent argued for the need to 
‘promote a greater sense of interaction with the communities you police. 
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Recruit more ethnic minorities into the areas you police, especially more 
Muslims’. 

·  It was suggested that young people need a forum, a place where they can 
have discussions and air their views in a positive and fruitful way:  ‘so that 
young people are getting their views out there, off their chest, so it is not 
building up to become something extreme. If you could have a meeting once 
a month where you can meet up and speak out’. 

·  There was a general feeling that Islam is very misunderstood by non-Muslim 
people. Several people said it was important to bring people from different 
faith/communities to get to know each other and discuss their differences.  
‘After all, they aren’t so different’.   

·  All respondents believe that the media has fostered anti-Muslim sentiments by 
’portraying Muslims as violent extremists’,  ‘all part of al-Qaeda’,  ‘war 
mongers and preachers of hate’. Almost all interviewees think Muslims are not 
fairly depicted in the British media. As noted in the previous study of young 
Muslims in Barnet (Ryan et al, 2008), young people are particularly aware of 
and concerned about the negative images of Muslims in the British media.  In 
the focus group, one young woman explained that she found it hard to feel 
British because of the media: ‘there is diversity in London but you don’t see 
that on TV – you see Black and white, majority white, you don’t see women 
with headscarves on TV.  You watch TV and you see that is British, so I am 
not British’. 

·  However, despite or perhaps because of rising Islamophobia since 9/11 and 
7/7, and ‘the war on terror’, there appears to have been renewed interest 
among young people in finding out more about their religious heritage. ‘Yeah 
there is a curiosity, because it is surprising how little people know about 
Islam’. ‘There was a lot of negativity around Islam. Then people wanted to go 
and find out, to read the holy book, they saw that it is a peaceful religion’.   
Although many of these young people were children at the time of 9/11, it has 
clearly impacted on them and shaped their experiences. 
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CONCLUSIONS 
 
This report is based on the views of ordinary young people growing up in a North 
London borough.  They do not constitute a homogenous group. Their backgrounds, 
attitudes and experiences are varied. Their diversity points not only to the 
heterogeneity of the Muslim population but also to the variety of views and 
experiences included within that broad category. 
 

In the years since 9/11, Jonathan Birt (2009: 223) argues, there has been a 
tendency to construct ‘a sharp bifurcation of British Muslims into loyal moderates and 
disloyal radicals’.  This simplifies the diversity of perspectives and experiences 
among Muslims in this country.  As this research shows, young Muslims have a 
genuine commitment to living in Britain, appreciate British citizenship and feel a 
strong sense of attachment to cities like London, while at the same time sharing a 
sense of frustration about discrimination, injustice and the oppression of Muslims in 
places such as Palestine.   Birt (2009) goes on to argue that Muslims should avoid 
internalising a victimhood mentality and withdrawing from mainstream society, 
instead they should engage with issues as active citizens.  Much of the work of the 
BMEP has been about encouraging active citizenship among young Muslims so that 
energy can be channelled in positive and fruitful ways.  In taking this work forward, 
more research is needed on inter-community and inter-cultural dialogue so that we 
can identify how best this area of work can be developed to meet the needs of all the 
varied and diverse people who make up our communities. 

Most of the participants were either born in Britain or had come here as children.  For 
many, this is the only society they know.  As several noted, they tend to realise how 
British they are when they travel abroad in other countries.  Despite the emotional 
attachments that many of them feel to other places, such as their parents’ birthplace, 
‘motherland’, country of origin, London is also their home.  Many of these young 
people are clearly building their identities in ways that combine religion, nationality 
and ethnic background.  Britain is not simply a backdrop to that process.  British 
government, national and local, British institutions, including the media, the police, 
colleges and universities, and community organisations are all active players in that 
process of identity-making and have a role to play in creating the possibilities for the 
emergence of new ways of being both Muslim and British.  

I have lived here all my life, I really don’t know any different, you know. I 
haven’t lived away from here. Like this is my home as well, if I go away on 
holidays I am dying to come back. This is home, this is what I know.  You are 
attached to where you know and I know this place best.  It is where I feel 
comfortable (participant who came to Britain from Somalia as a small child). 
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RECOMMENDATIONS  
 
1. Increasing social interaction  

In celebrating the diversity of London, it is also important to increase the 
opportunities for social interaction between people of different backgrounds.  Thus, 
there is a need for statutory and community organisations to find ways of enabling 
more inter-community dialogue.  It is important though to ensure that while different 
faiths are included, ways are also found to include people of no faith, so that inter-
cultural dialogue is not simply inter-faith dialogue. 

2.   Giving young people a forum 

It is important for statutory and community groups to recognise that young people 
need their own forums which reflect their particular interests and concerns.   The 
work already being done within communities needs to be supported and developed 
so as to enable young people to air their concerns and frustrations in positive and 
fruitful ways.  As one participant said: ‘bring it out into the open, let’s talk about it’.  

3. Promoting an understanding of Islam 

There was a strong feeling among the participants that Islam is very misunderstood 
and many myths and stereotypes abound.  More work could be done in schools and 
colleges, for example, to promote a wider understanding of different faiths and 
cultures. 

4. Government Policy 

Although we recognise that government foreign policy is beyond the remit of local 
agencies, it is important to acknowledge the impact of these policies on local 
attitudes and experiences.  It is necessary for central government to take on board 
the interconnections between local concerns, national policy and international 
events.  

5. Building trust with police 

We acknowledge that the balance between maintaining community safety and 
improving community relations is not always easy.  Thus, we recommend that 
community liaise continue to be developed. 

6. A fairer depiction of Muslims in the British media  

All the respondents think Muslims are not fairly depicted in the British media. They 
claim that media tend to portray Muslims in a stereotypical way, for example, as 
terrorists. Thus, we recommend that initiatives are undertaken to bring together 
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media producers, at national and local level, and young people from across the 
communities as a way of developing more understanding and awareness. 

7. Tackling discrimination  

The majority of interviewees said that they had experienced some form of 
discrimination.  However, it is apparent that discrimination may manifest itself in 
different ways with, for example, overlap in ‘racial’ and religious discrimination.  
Hence, it is necessary for policy and law makers to address the complexity of 
multiple-discriminations. 

8. The heterogeneity of Muslim communities 

The participants in this study were heterogeneous and suggest the range and 
diversity of the Muslim population. One participant highlighted the need to 
‘understand that the Muslim Community is in fact Muslim Communities’.   We 
recommend, therefore, that policy makers at local and national level take the 
necessary steps to engage with the whole spectrum of Muslim population. 

�

�
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FOREWORD 
This is the second piece of research commissioned by Barnet Muslim Partnership 
Board (formerly known as Muslim Youth Engagement) from Middlesex University.  
Building on the quantitative study published by Ryan et al (2008) which aimed to find 
out more about the lives, beliefs and aspirations of Barnet’s Muslim communities, 
this second qualitative study aimed to explore the ways young Muslims in Barnet 
construct and negotiate their multiple identities to express their experiences in a local 
context but set against broader national and international settings. 

Barnet’s ‘Preventing Violent Extremism’ programme has grown in both size, 
complexity and funding since we became a pathfinder authority in 2007.  Barnet 
Muslim Engagement Partnership (BMEP) established in 2007 is a multiagency, 
multisector partnership with representatives from local public bodies and 
representatives from Barnet’s multiethnic Muslim third sector.  Formerly known as 
Muslim Youth Engagement, the partnership is responsible for delivering an 
innovative and ambitious engagement programme aimed at increasing the Muslim 
communities’ confidence in statutory organisations but also enriching their skills and 
competencies to deliver a complex and varied programme of engagement with 
young people, women and public service providers committed to preventing violent 
extremism. 

Through inclusive dialogue, passion and commitment we have used the Prevent 
agenda to fight violent extremism, enhance community cohesion and develop a new 
generation of diverse Muslim leaders committed to being part of mainstream society. 
In 2007 we had little understanding of the drivers and levers that persuade law-
abiding citizens become attracted to violent extremism, but since then Barnet has 
emerged as a leading authority on increasing understanding of this agenda. 

Our recent successes include the following:  

·  Winner of the 2009 GOL Preventing Violent Extremism Award for ‘Best Project’ 
·  Runner up at the same ceremony for youthwork on our citizenship work 
·  Cited in the Prevent Strategy for our work on Madrassa citizenship 
·  Used as the only case study by OPM for developing pan – London guidance on 

National Indicator 35 
·  Barnet Muslim Women’s Network cited in the published OPM guidance 
·  Cited in the OSCT Good Practice Guidance on our work with Afghan young 

people 
·  Chief Executive for Somali Family Support Group is a member of the National 

Muslim Women’s Advisory Network  
·  Somali Family Support Group received Community Leadership Funding for their 

work to build resilience amongst vulnerable Muslim women. 
·  The only local authority to host a visit by the Governor of Helmand  
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Barnet’s Muslim community is different to many Muslim communities in London.  
Ours is not a homogenous community like those from northern cities but come from 
many different countries – Finchley Mosque has members from almost 70 countries 
attending Friday prayers.  Barnet’s Muslims are wealthier than many Muslim 
communities in other parts of the country and work in a range of professional and 
service sector jobs.  The community play a significant part in making Barnet a 
desirable place to live. This study confirms this heterogeneity but also gives an 
insight into why 83% of Barnet’s residents believe people from different backgrounds 
get on well together1 and the commitment young people have in believing they can 
contribute to making the borough a better place. 

 

I would like to draw your attention to the recommendations made by the young 
people themselves about what they believe should be done to improve the position 
of Muslim people.  These practical and pragmatic suggestions must serve as a 
powerful reminder to influential adults about the importance of remembering that 
whilst it is often convenient to group people together on the basis of a perceived 
shared common understanding, the reason why people feel positive about their 
locality is that it allows their individuality and vibrancy to flourish. These 
recommendations will feed directly into the programme as it develops and matures. 

 

 

Jill Stansfield 

Executive Director for Communities  

London Borough of Barnet 

 

Chairman  

Barnet Muslim Engagement Partnership Board  

July 2009 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
This research was commissioned by the Barnet Muslim Engagement Partnership 
and was carried by the research team at Middlesex University between September 
2008 and May 2009.  Barnet Muslim Engagement Partnership (BMEP) established in 
2007 is a multiagency, multi-sector partnership with representatives from local public 
bodies and representatives from Barnet’s multiethnic Muslim third sector  The 
partnership is responsible for delivering an innovative and ambitious engagement 
programme aimed at increasing the Muslim communities’ confidence in statutory 
organisations but also enriching their skills and competencies to deliver a complex 
and varied programme of engagement with young people, women and public service 
providers committed to preventing violent extremism. Through inclusive dialogue, 
passion and commitment the BMEP have used the Prevent agenda to fight violent 
extremism, enhance community cohesion and develop a new generation of diverse 
Muslim leaders committed to being part of mainstream society.  

This qualitative research follows on from an earlier quantitative study Engaging 
Muslim Youth in Barnet (Ryan et al, 2008).  That previous research roughly 
replicated the Census demography profile – highlighting Barnet’s heterogeneous 
Muslim population – and found that: 

·  While there were generally high levels of satisfaction amongst Barnet’s 
Muslim residents, there were also concerns about gang culture in the 
area. 

·  The young people expressed dissatisfaction about the opportunities to 
pursue leisure activities in Barnet 

·  There is a need to raise awareness about faith hate crime and to 
understand the nature and cause of anti-Muslim sentiment 

·  While faith is of high importance to most young Muslims, it is practised 
differently, e.g. gender differences in public or private worship 

·  Most young people wanted to increase the active participation of  
Muslim communities in democratic engagement 

·  A particular concern among young people was the prevalence of anti-
Muslim stereotypes in the media  

·  There are various drivers of disaffection and violent extremism  

·  There is a great need to tackle disaffection 
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This new research project built on these findings and aimed to explore the ways in 
which young Muslims construct and negotiate their identities within British society 
and how these were expressed and experienced in local contexts as well as in 
broader national and international settings. The research was carried out in 2008-
2009 in the London borough of Barnet.  We analysed how religious identity intersects 
with other aspects of identity such as ethnicity, gender and citizenship. Spatial 
location was a strong theme to emerge from the data. Thus, we will explore how 
identities are expressed in different social contexts and locations and the importance 
of markers of identity such as dress, behaviour and religious practice.  The report will 
also address the ways in which wider socio-political factors such as the Iraqi war, 
events in Gaza, and ‘the war on terror’ here in Britain have impacted on the young 
people’s sense of belonging and attachment to a specific locality, to this country, to 
another country or to a wider international Muslim community (Umma). 

The report concludes by exploring some of the implications for government policy in 
terms of tackling the sense of alienation and frustration expressed by many young 
Muslim people. 

Background: 

It has been argued that ‘in Western Europe, indigenous born Muslims can often 
experience a complex and dislocated existence. Muslim minorities in the West face a 
whole host of issues in relation to identity, the adaptation of religio-cultural norms 
and values, and issues of everyday citizenship’ (Abbas, 2003, p.3). 

In Britain, increasing attention has been focused on young Muslims, with many 
commentators pointing to a so-called ‘clash of civilisations’ between Islam and the 
fundamental beliefs and practices of British society (Modood and Ahmad, 2007, 
p188).  ‘Britain, as elsewhere, is witnessing a polarisation among young Muslims 
broadly divided between those who gravitate to Western secular liberal identities and 
those who are becoming more committed to their faith’ (Hamid, 2003, p.57).   As 
Ramji suggests, ‘religion is increasingly seen as the problem, especially if you are 
Muslim’ (2007: 1173 emphasis in original).  The idea of a ‘clash of cultures’ is often 
framed in terms of the attacks on the World Trade Center on 11 September 2001 
and the London bomb attacks on 7 July 2005.   However, debates about British-born 
Muslims pre-date these events. 

The riots in Bradford, Oldham and Burnley (towns in the north of England), in the 
summer of 2001, sparked particular concern about disaffection and alienation among 
young people within Muslim communities (Statham, 2003).  However, even before 
these events, some writers were suggesting that young Muslim men were being 
constructed as the new ‘folk devils’ in British society (Alexander, 2000).   Macey 
(2003) suggests that the riots did not emerge out of the blue but were the result of a 
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long, slow build up during the 1980s including for example, the tensions created by 
the Rushdie affair in 1989.  

Tahir Abbas argues that lack of economic opportunities, poor living conditions, 
prejudice, discrimination and racism may combine in varying degrees to prevent 
young people from participating ‘as good citizens in society’ (2003, p.3).  He goes on 
to suggest that  ‘a sense of dislocation and alienation, perceived or real, occurs and 
affects their consciousness’, young people begin to feel that ‘they do not belong’ 
(2003, p.4).   In a study of Bradford, Macey (2003) concluded that there existed 
among some Muslim youth a sense of profound alienation from Western society and 
a rejection of the values of British society, coupled with a sense of shared identity as 
Muslims, formed in opposition to white, non-Muslim people.  This is informed by ‘the 
prioritisation of a Muslim identity over other aspects of the self’ (Macey, 2003: 166). 

Following the 2001 riots, both the Cantle Report (2001) and the Denham report 
(2001) commented on the ‘depth of polarisation’ within segregated communities who 
were living ‘parallel lives’.  Muslim (mostly South Asian) communities co-existed with 
native, white English communities but there was little interaction or indeed point of 
contact between them.  People lived in separate streets, went to separate places of 
worship, shopped in different areas, and rarely socialised together. Cantle called for 
a meaningful discussion around multiculturalism and recommended the need for a 
greater emphasis on British citizenship.  Cantle’s report also highlighted structural 
inequalities and the need for improvements in housing, education, youth and leisure 
facilities and urban regeneration.  However, most of the subsequent media reporting, 
public discussion and political debates have focused on the issue of multi-culturalism 
and the ways in which cultural differences are highlighted rather than a more shared 
sense of belonging and citizenship within British society (Mirza, 2007; Choudhury, 
2007).  Issues of structural inequality has received somewhat less public or media 
attention (see Singh, 2007).   

Inequality and economic disadvantage were strong themes to emerge in our 
previous research project with many participants identifying these as causes of 
disaffection among young Muslims (Ryan et al, 2008).  As other researchers have 
also noted, the focus on Islam as the definer of self-identity ‘has the effect of 
ossifying religious identity and obscuring the gendered, structural and racial 
positioning of Muslim communities’ (Ramji, 2007: 1173). 

The events of ‘9/11’ and the subsequent ‘war on terror’ have been regarded as 
exacerbating alienation and disaffection among certain sections of the Muslim 
population but also in reshaping identity politics (Seddon, Hussain, Malik, 2004; 
Modood and Ahmad, 2007).  The rise of Muslim identity politics raises questions 
about ways of being a British-Muslim (Choudhury, 2007; Modood and Ahmad, 2007).  
Debates about identity, belonging and disaffection were further fuelled by the London 
bomb attacks on 7 July 2005 particularly when it emerged that the suicide bombers 
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were British born or British citizens.  The on-going wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, the 
attacks on Gaza in December 2008, anti-terrorist legislation in Britain and continued 
threats of attacks (such as at Glasgow airport and in central London in the summer 
of 2007) threaten to fuel further mutual distrust, suspicion and resentment.  Following 
the London bombings in 2005, the government launched a Commission on 
Integration and Cohesion to understand how local areas can forge ‘cohesive and 
resilient communities’ and tackle extremist ideologies (Our Shared Future, 2005). 
This ‘community-based’ approach reflects a changed understanding of the sources 
of terrorism and a focus on the domestic, British, context (Klausen 2009). However, it 
is clear that a multi-level approach is needed so that the interconnections between 
domestic and international issues can be considered. 

In response to a perceived attack on Islam, there has been a growing sense of a 
pan-Muslim identity that unites people across ethnicity and nationality (Modood, 
2003).  Spalek refers to this as a de-territorialised, international ‘imagined 
community’ of Muslims (2003, p.196), while Werbner talks about a ‘deterritorialized 
global movement’ (2007, p.162).  This can reflect but also reinforce a sense of 
disconnection from local community groups, neighbourhoods, extended family and 
religious institutions.  Hence, the Umma – international community of Muslims – may 
appear to supersede local attachments.  However, this dichotomy between the local 
and international seems quite stark and as Ramji (2007) has argued overlooks the 
role of the national context.  In addition, the notion of one, global Islamic community 
has the effect of simplifying the diversity of Muslim communities. Our research 
sought to investigate the complex and multi-faceted ways in which young people 
construct their identities and attachments at national, international and also at local 
levels.   
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DESCRIPTION OF PARTICIPANTS 

A total of 37 participants took part in the study.  Twenty individual interviews were 
conducted by the community researchers.  In addition, three focus groups were 
carried by members of the research team, assisted by the community researchers.  
A total of 17 young people took part in the focus groups.   Each of the study 
participants was asked to complete a short, demographic questionnaire (see 
appendix one).  Here is an analysis of this demographic data. 
 

1. Gender ratio of participants 

 
 
Clearly, there is a gender imbalance with more young women than men taking part in 
the study. The 20 interviews were evenly balanced, with 10 male and 10 female 
participants.  However, the focus groups had more female participants (12 female 
and 5 male).  This gender imbalance is partly explained by the fact that we decided 
to have one focus group which was women-only.  This was intended to provide a 
space where young women could discuss a range of issues without the presence of 
young men.  As this study is a qualitative approach to understanding complex 
processes of identity and belonging, we were not aiming to have a representative 
sample.  As will be discussed below, the study participants were diverse in terms of 
age, ethnicity and place of birth.  Thus we are satisfied that they offer an interesting 
range of views and experiences. 
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2. Age of participants 

 
 
Most of our participants were aged between 20 and 25 years old, with just under a 
third aged between 18 and 20 years old.  Just three people were more than 25 years 
of age. This age balance reflects that most of the participants were students, and two 
of focus group took place in college and university.  
 

3. Family status 

 
 
The majority of participants were single (34/37). Among the married ones, there were 
2 women and 1 man. Just one participant, a woman, had a child. 
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Country of birth, citizenship and ethnicity 

Just over one third of the participants were born in the UK (13/37). Those born 
abroad came from a wide range of countries, but a significant number were from 
Somalia (9/37), followed by Afghanistan (3), Iran (2) and Turkey (2)2.  

   

 

4. Country of birth of participants 

 
 
Of those not born in the UK, most arrived in the 1990s, specifically between 1995 
and 1999 (10/24). 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

�������������������������������������������������������������
� �����������������������
������� ��!�������"�������� �����#�����$����!��������
��������
����#������
��$� ��������
���������%����������&�����$��
�
"�



���

�

5. Year of entry to UK 

 
 
Of the 24 participants who were born abroad, the age of arrival in the UK tended to 
be quite varied.  5 of them arrived as very young children (5 years or younger), 5 
arrived between the ages of 6 and 10 years.  However, over one third arrived in this 
country aged between 11 and 15 years.  Four young people had been relatively 
recent arrivals3.  

 

6. Graph - Age at arrival   

 
 
Nonetheless, despite the large proportion born abroad, the majority of participants 
were now British citizens (33/37)4. 
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7. British Citizenship of respondents  

  
 
 
However, as we will discuss at length in a later section of this report, having British 
citizenship did not necessarily equate with feeling British or defining one’s ethnicity 
as British.  In fact, self-defined ethnicity was quite a complex and varied process.  
Rather than using standard ethnicity categories, such as those used on the Census 
or ethnic monitoring forms, we deliberately made the decision to use an open 
question format on the demographic questionnaire which allowed people the space 
the fill in their self-defined ethnicity.
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8. Self-defined ethnicity 
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It is interesting that despite the fact that most were British citizens and one third were 
British-born only six people included being British as part of their ethnicity.   We will 
return to this point below when we discuss the qualitative data in more detail. 

 

Education and work  

9. Highest educational attainment completed to date  
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10. Graph - Highest educational attainment complete d to date per sex 

 
 
Among participants, 8 have completed GCSES, 17 have completed college and 12 
have either a BA (10) or an MA (2). But we should bear in mind that most of the 
respondents were students at the time of the interview. Most of those who had 
completed GCSES were attending college and most of the ones who completed 
college where attending university.  Thus, it is likely that many more will eventually 
attain higher qualifications. 
It is also noteworthy that our female participants have higher educational attainments 
than the men: 8 women have completed either a BA or an MA compared to 4 men.   
 

11. Employment status 

 
 
Because of the age ratio of our participants, the majority were students.  In addition, 
two of the focus groups were held at educational institutions, thus inflating the 
number of students in our study.  However, more than half of the participants also 
work (19 over 37)5. Most of them worked as community workers (5 over 19), as sale 
assistants (4 over 19), or as waiters (2 over 19).  
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Social status 
 
It is difficult to assess the socio-economic class of young people, particularly as 
many of them are students.  Thus, in the demographic questionnaire we asked two 
questions about the social status of the family/ bread winner.  We asked respondents 
to state the job performed by the head of the household. We did not ask them to 
state their parent’s educational attainment because in many cases education was 
undertaken in the country of origin and thus not always recognised once in the UK. 
 

12.  Professional status of the head of the househo ld 
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It is noteworthy that such a large number of people (15/37) did not answer to the 
question about the head of household professional status.  It is difficult to infer why 
they chose not to disclose this information.  Two people said their head of household 
was unemployed.  But it is possible that some among the 15 who did not answer 
were also unemployed but did not wish to say so. 

 

 



���

�

 
13.  Graph - Housing condition of the respondents  

 
 
The social status of the participants – as reflected by the breadwinner’s profession/ 
job and housing situation – is quite mixed. There were several mini cab drivers and 
people working in catering and retail.  However, there were also professionals such 
as teachers, a pharmacist and business owners.  These results are reflected in 
housing/ home ownership. The majority of respondents live in council flats (17), while 
5 live in the private rented sector.   However, just over one third of participants 
(13/37) described their homes as privately owned.  These figures suggest that the 
study participants are drawn from a wide range of different socio-economic 
backgrounds. 
 
In conclusion, our sample shows a high heterogeneity on the ground of different 
demographic characteristics such as country of origin, age and gender. The same 
diversity is apparent in relation to the respondent’s socio-economic background and 
their migrant status, as our sample includes both migrants and refugees, both first 
and second generation immigrants. 
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RESULTS FROM THE STRUCTURED INTERVIEWS 
 
 
A total of 20 semi structured interviews were used in the analysis. The interviews 
were conducted by two community researchers, Mustafa Mansury (who had worked 
with us on the previous study) and Faiza Bashe, through a snow ball sample 
technique6.   The interview schedules asked a range of questions about identity, 
belonging and attachment, as well as questions about how Muslims are treated and 
represented in British society (see appendix 2). 
 
Identity and belonging 
 
In general the interviewees were very positive about London.  
 

1. Feeling Londoners 
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Most of the respondents (14/20) feel that they are Londoners and love London 
because of its diversity:  ‘London is ethnically very diverse, it allows individuals to be 
tolerant of other cultures and religions so for me it’s a great city to live in’. Another 
young man stated  ‘it’s very diverse, I enjoy living here’. One respondent stated that 
although he loves London, he doesn’t always feel that diversity is accepted:  ‘I love 
this city. But other people do not accept me as a Londoner, not the right accent, skin 
colour and looks’.  This issue of acceptance was also discussed in the focus group 
and we will explore it in more detail later in the report. 
 

Attachment to local area is less strong. Half of the respondents (10/20) feel attached 
to their local area. Usually, attachment to local area stems from being brought up 
there and ’having lived there with my family’. 
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6  Snow balling involves recruiting additional participants through initial contacts and hence rolling 
outwards from a smaller group.  It is not intended to generate a representative sample. Nonetheless, 
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2. Attachment to local area 
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Answers to the question ‘Do you think Britain is a good country for you to live in?’ are 
more varied and it was impossible to summarize them in a table.  Some interviewees 
were positive about living in Britain. For example one said:   ‘yes, because there are 
far greater opportunities for people to have a good life than in many other countries’.  

But other interviewees stated that Britain is not a good country to live in due to 
discriminatory attitudes on the ground of ethnicity and religion.  This view was 
summed up by one interviewee:   ‘sometimes I feel I don’t belong because of my 
religion & ethnicity’, while another said:    ‘Britain is Islamophobic’.  

A young man said:   ‘It is a good country to live in. It would have been better if I 
would have been born here. And it would have been a great country to live in if I 
would have been a middle class, white, English man’.   Another stated that  ‘I see 
Muslims being mistreated badly and the government failing to do anything about it’. 
For some interviewees, the racism of a few ignorant people should not negate the 
good opportunities available in Britain:   ‘Britain allows me and gives me the 
opportunity to work, live and study where ever I want. But a few ignorant people can 
at times make me feel different’.  

How do you define your identity? 

In the demographic questionnaires we had asked people to self-define their 
‘ethnicity’.  In the structured interviews participants were asked to self-define their 
‘identity’ and this gave quite different answers.   A particularly striking difference was 
the way in which people defined their identity through their religion.  In the majority of 
the cases (15/20) Muslim is considered part of the identity.  And in a quarter of the 
cases, being Muslim is the first element that defines identity.  Interestingly, in the 
demographic questionnaire only one person defined their ethnicity as Muslim, 
whereas the majority of people in the interviews defined their identity as Muslim.  
This complex relationship between religion, ethnicity and identity will be explored in 
far more detail in the focus group discussions. In almost half of the cases (9/20) 
British is perceived as part of the identity, but in just one case is this the most 
important element of identity. 
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the community researchers were instructed to ensure there was a gender balance and a range of 
ethnic backgrounds among the people they recruited. 
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3. Self defined identity 
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The complexity of identity construction and a recognition of multiple identites is made 
clear by a comment from one interviewee. He said that he feels his identity is  ‘An 
unlimited tapestry of everything and nothing.  Well, let’s say British Arab for the sake 
of this questionnaire’. 

Ethnic heritage is usually considered an important part of identity but, as we will see 
also from the focus groups discussion, it is considered less important than religion in 
defining identity. When ethnic heritage is celebrated, this happens through religious, 
cultural and political celebrations such as Independence day and also through food 
and language. Interviewees did not provide detailed account of these practices. As 
one respondent said,  ‘My parents tend to celebrate more than I or my siblings do’. 

Identity and religion 

Consistent with the previous results, 75% of the interviewees consider religion as 
important or very important. Only one respondent described themselves as ’not 
religious’.   In a qualitative study such as this with a small number of participants, it is 
not possible to make any claims about the wider population.  However, it is 
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noteworthy that in our previous quantitative study (Ryan et al, 2008), most 
participants also stated that religion was important or very important to them.  Other 
scholars claim that there has been a rise in religious practice amongst younger 
Muslims in the UK of second and third generation immigrant origin (Hopkins and 
Gale, 2009). The importance of religion among young Muslims will be discussed in 
more detail in the focus groups discussion below. 
 

4. Importance of religion 
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When asked if their identity is more influenced by religion or ethnicity, in most cases 
(7/20), identity is more influenced by religion, followed by religion and ethnicity 
together (6/20) and by ethnicity alone (4/20). Religion, as most interviews said, is  
‘their way of life’. In sum, religion is more important than ethnicity in the self definition 
of identity.  The shift from ethnic identity to religious identity is well documented 
among young Muslims born in different European countries (see Abbas, 2003; 
Hopkins and Gale, 2009). 
 

5. Identity: importance of religion and ethnicity  
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Most interviewees agree that the relevance of religion in their lives has increased in 
recent years but the reasons given for this were varied.  Some interviewees said that 
religion becomes more important as one gets older.  In adult life one is better able to 
understand its value:   ‘Yes I wasn’t as strong in my faith when I was younger as I 
am now’.   

Many interviewees linked religion with wider societal events. Several people 
commented that religion is increasingly important in their personal lives since the 
bombings of 9/11 and 7/7:  ‘More since 9/11 & 7/7... I practice more now’;  ‘It has 
strengthened since 9/11’.  However, one person said that these events may have 
complicated religious practise:  ‘as with the bombings I am finding it harder to 
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practise my faith’.  The impact of these world events on attitudes to religion was 
discussed at great length in the focus groups. 

Other researchers have suggested that the high levels of political-religious identity 
among many young adults may be associated with a kind of ‘youth culture’, a sort of 
rebellion against established authority and may be ‘a phase’ that they go through 
especially when in college or university (see for example, Hamid, 2003).  It remains 
to be seen if this will be sustained to the same degree as they age and go through 
different life stages. 

Identity and Citizenship: 

The interviews also asked questions about the meaning of British citizenship. For 
most of the young people being a British citizen meant freedom to travel overseas 
and not having to endure long immigration queues at Heathrow airport.  
 

6. Meaning of British citizenship  
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In addition, British citizenship was also associated with the right to work, having 
rights, getting better treatment and better opportunities.  As one respondent stated:  
‘British citizenship is the right to live here without being harassed and responsibility 
in helping to build cohesion so we can live together in harmony’. 

Respondents were asked if they felt English/ British. Three people said they felt 
British but not English. Two stated that they felt both British and English.  However, 
more than half said that they felt neither British nor English.  In giving reasons for 
their answers most blamed perceived discrimination:  ‘sometimes we get told 
otherwise by other English people, racist people’;  ‘I will never feel British! as this 
country is against my faith & is racist... People always question my right to be here 
and I will always be a second class citizen because of my colour, religion etc’.  Once 
again, illustrating the complex ways in which people negotiate their identities, a 
young man explained that he feels just partly British and English:  ‘Neither, wholly, 
though both, partially.  Insofar as the two conceptual identities influence my 
upbringing and own cultural habits/leanings’. 
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7. Feeling British/English 
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Most interviewees seem to feel that there are tensions between being British and 
being Muslim. In addition, all agree that the relationship between being British and 
being a Muslim has changed in recent years. It has become more difficult to practice 
Islam. A young Bangladeshi woman stated that now, wearing the hijab, she feels 
people look at her like a terrorist:  ‘Yes, as I wear the hijab. At times I am regarded as 
a terrorist and non-Muslims feel threatened [...] I am forced to always justify and 
defend my religion and the sayings of the Qur’an’.  As will be discussed below, this 
topic was debated at length in the focus groups. 
 
Among respondents who were born in a different country, a few express the desire 
to go back to the homeland.  ‘[I would like to live in] Kenya, I spent a large part of my 
life there’. The desire to return home is particularly strong among refugees.  ‘Yes, 
that is Afghanistan where I was born and spent 24 years of my life.  One day I will go 
there if there is peace and I can establish a business or find a job’.   ‘I am a Somali 
and will love to go back and die in my country; unfortunately my country is still in a 
war. However I pray to Allah peace will come soon, and I shall go back home’. Other 
respondents stated they would just like to spend some time there:  ‘Yes, Eritrea my 
homeland, I would like to go back & stay for a bit’.  
 
Some interviewees did not appear to have a clear sense of where is home. For some 
it is neither here (Britain) nor there (motherland), or it is partly both here and there:  
‘Somalia! But I don’t know if I could live there because I did not grow up there. 
London feels more like home, but then again  I don’t know if I fit in here either’;  ‘I 
would like to live in both Sudan & England… 50/50’.  This ambiguous attitude to 
home and homeland was also addressed in the focus groups.  Of course, as has 
been noted in other research, this is a common feeling among migrants and is 
certainly not unique to Muslims (Ryan and Webster, 2008). 

Discrimination 

The majority of interviewees experienced some kind of discrimination. Among those 
who did not have personal experience, some report relatives or friends being victims 
of discrimination. Interestingly enough the experience of discrimination is very strong 
among men and less among women.  
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8. Experience of discrimination 
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Usually respondents feel they are discriminated by white British people but some 
respondents also said that they were the victim of discrimination from members of 
their own communities who didn’t accept their behaviour:  ‘I feel discriminated by 
Pakistani British Muslims who did not like me not going to mosque with them and not 
buy their Halal meat’. 
 
In general, most of the interviewees believe that Britain is a good country for Muslims 
or at least, as the majority say,  ‘it’s better than other countries’. But many 
respondents feel that Muslims are discriminated in Britain.  One interviewee made 
the point that Muslims are either ignored, invisible, or else they are the focus of 
negative attention:  ‘they are only heard when something bad happens, good things 
are not mentioned’. 
 
Several of the interviewees noted that discrimination occurs both on the grounds of 
race and religion.  As one participant put it:  ‘Yes, race for being black… people say 
things such as ‘go back to your country’ and being a Muslim you are subject to major 
harassments when being told terrorists and extremists’.  This points to the multiple 
discrimination that some people may face and the difficulty of disentangling whether 
it is motivated by racism or religious prejudice.  
   
All respondents believe that the media fuels discrimination against them by  
‘portraying Muslims as violent extremists’,  ‘all part of al-Qaeda’,  ‘war mongers and 
preachers of hate’. Almost all interviewee (18 over 20) think Muslims are not fairly 
depicted in the British Media. This issue is among the ones that received more 
consensus across all the interviews.   As noted in our previous study (Ryan et al, 
2008), young people are particularly sensitive to and concerned about the negative 
images of Muslims in the British media. 

 
9. Muslim fairly depicted in the British Media 
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In the interviews we also asked if the respondents were interested in international 
issues and events.  Several people referred to events in Palestine, Iran and Middle 
Eastern countries as their main focus of interest.  During the time that the fieldwork 
was taking place, around December-January, the military attacks on Gaza were 
being launched.  This issue seemed to deeply affect several participants and 
probably added to the sense of Muslim oppression and strengthened international 
solidarity among Muslims.  One interviewee expressed this view quite forcefully:  ‘I 
follow the news on what’s happening around the world, e.g. the situation in Gaza 
right now, & how the whole world is watching but nobody is doing anything to stop 
the ethnic cleaning/genocide on the Palestinian people…’. 
 
Violent Extremism 
 
As this research grew out of the Prevention of Violent Extremism agenda, the 
interview schedule contained several questions about radicalisation and violent 
extremism. Several participants suggest that Muslims are becoming increasingly 
frustrated because of oppression, lack of recognition and the discrimination they 
experience. The respondents highlighted combinations of factors in Britain and 
abroad:  ‘oppression of Muslim countries by US & UK’;   ‘the media which a lot of 
times shows Muslims as being horrible people so Muslims get angry’. Others 
referred to a sense of social exclusion:  ‘everyone wants to be loved, accepted for 
what they are, valued and respected. Unfortunately, some British Muslims cannot 
find these needs to be fulfilled within the mainstream British society’. ‘A failure on the 
part of the British state to institute any meaningful national project which includes 
naturalisation of migrants in an effective way’. Another respondent pointed to 
institutional discrimination:  ‘because they get discriminated against, some feel they 
don’t fit in the society. Get harassed by the police, with stop & searches’. 
 
Respondents referred to a sense of frustration and impotence in the face of 
international events and wars that involve Muslims:  ‘Because most of them are 
affected by international news, e.g. ‘What’s happening to their Muslim brother & 
sisters in war torn countries…’.  Similarly, another respondent referred to the ‘anger’ 
that people feel about:  ‘the world watching innocent people die and not doing 
anything about it, having to defend who they are constantly. Always being seen as 
Muslims 1st and human beings 2nd’.  It is clear that respondents often perceive the 
war against terrorism as a war against Muslims. 
 
However, while many people could understand the reasons for Muslims becoming 
angry and frustrated, they did not necessarily equate this with violent extremism. As 
we will see in the focus group discussions, in the main, violent extremists were not 
regarded sympathetically, instead they were seen as ‘bad Muslims’ and ‘un-Islamic’.  
Thus, as we will discuss later, it is important to differentiate between a sense of 
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injustice/ anger/ frustration on the one hand, and violent extremism on the other 
hand. When asked if they personally know people who had become radicalised, the 
great majority of interview respondents said they did not. Just two people answered 
yes, with another one refusing to answer the question.  In a follow up questions, 
three interviewees said that they could imagine some of their friends becoming 
radicalised 
 

10. Radicalisation 
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11. Possible radicalisation 
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One person said he could understand why people adopted extreme positions: ‘The 
world doesn’t blink an eyelid when it happens to Muslims. We are expendable, and 
our blood is not as valuable as other’s blood. I believe that Muslims today are going 
through the same situation that the Jews went through in Nazi Germany’. 
 
The structured interviews raised many very interesting and relevant issues but the 
nature of this research tool did not allow much in the way of elaboration.  The 
answers tended to be brief with some short quotes.  The interviews were carried out 
by community researchers who perhaps did not feel comfortable probing for more in-
depth answers and discussion.  Thus, the research team decided to include in the 
research design three focus groups which were facilitated by the university research 
team, with support from the community researchers.  These focus groups provided 
an opportunity to engage in a much deeper level of discussion around the key 
issues.  It also meant that points emerging from the structured interviews could be 
explored in far more detail, giving richer data for a thorough analysis of these 
complex issues. 
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Results from three focus groups 

 
British Citizenship 

In all three focus groups the same question was asked – ‘What does British 
citizenship mean to you?’  Of all participants, only one Zara7, a recently arrived 
refugee, was not a British citizen.   In all three groups the first, off-the-cuff, response 
to the question was very similar to that of the structured interviews discussed above. 
For example, typical responses were: ‘ not having to queue at airports’ (Karima, 
women’s group), ‘easier to travel’ (Rukaya) and ‘no long queues’  (Abdul,  both in 
university group), ‘like at airports, if you have your passport you just go through 
straight away’ (Imran, Barnet College). 

This first reaction may reflect the young people’s geographical mobility.  They all had 
relatives in other countries and travelled a good deal.  However, on further probing 
by the research team the participants began to think about other aspects of 
citizenship. 

‘We see ourselves as equal, the way my next door neighbour is treated is how I 
should be treated’ (Sultana, women’s group). This sense of being ‘equal’, of having 
rights under the law, was noted by many of the young people. For example, for 
Miriam citizenship meant ‘to be equal’ and similarly for Aishe ‘having equal rights’.  
She added: ‘you are more privileged if you have a British passport; you have a lot 
more rights than other people’ (Aishe, Barnet College group). 

Citizenship also gave the feeling that you belonged and had the right to be in Britain: 
‘it gives you a sense of belonging, you know just being a citizen. You know that you 
are accepted. That this is actually your home’ (Safia, women’s group).  

The rights of British citizenship were also seen as offering protection while abroad.  
One participant told a story about her cousin, also a British citizen, who experienced 
some difficulties while visiting Egypt: ‘he got into problems there, and he called the 
British embassy and they helped him out’.   Echoing a point made by several 
participants in the other focus groups, she concluded her story by saying: ‘I think 
when you are abroad you feel more British’ (Mona, University group).   

Another positive aspect of being a British citizen was that it gave the opportunity to 
live in a diverse and ‘open-minded’ society: ‘I think another thing is that when you are 
here you become a bit more open-minded, like when you are in your own country 
you just think in one way. Here you see more people from different cultures. I think 
you become more wise’ (Mona, University group).  Another participant, Karima, in 
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the women’s focus group, also said that Britain on the whole was an ‘open-minded’ 
society and that was one of the things she missed when she spent time in other 
countries. 

Participants also mentioned freedom of speech and of religious practice in Britain. 
Mona noted that ‘I wear my headscarf and I never have any hassle in London’, while 
Rukaya added ‘we do have a lot of freedom in London and I do appreciate that’ 
(University group). ‘Here in Britain we do have freedom of speech, so I think 
converting to Islam is a personal choice’ (Sultana, women’s focus group).   Some 
participants contrasted the freedoms they enjoyed in British society with their 
experiences of other societies. 

Karima talked about her ‘gap year’ in Zanzibar. ‘It was more difficult, because it is 
very Islamic. I am just so used to hanging out with boys, I have brothers, I have 
cousins, but there if I was hanging out with boys I am put in the wrong category.  My 
reputation was ruined’ (laughing).  

One of the university students said: ‘like freedom of speech, I must admit it does 
exist a bit, like you can criticise a member of parliament and that is o.k. – but if you 
did that back home, in Morocco oh….. Some people come here because of the 
problems they have with the government back home.  Like Libya was a bad 
example, someone I knew really suffered there because of something they said 
about the government. You can lobby here, you have freedom of speech, but back 
home you would not be able to do that, so that is good’ (Rukaya, University group).   

Unsurprisingly, given that most of the participants were students, education was a 
particular concern. For example, Hamid said that being a British citizen gave him 
access to good education. ‘In Bangladesh, if I was back home, there wouldn’t be this 
education.  Education is bad there’ (Hamid, Barnet College group). It is noteworthy 
that during these statements, Rukaya and Hamid, both of whom were born in Britain 
and are British citizens, repeatedly refer to ‘back home’.  We will return to this point 
below. 

Several participants acknowledged that they rarely thought about the rights they 
enjoyed as British citizens, they took them for granted, but perhaps only appreciated 
them when they were overseas. Mona: ‘you don’t think about that.  You don’t 
appreciate what you have.  It is only when you don’t have something that you 
realise’.  Rukaya agreed, saying: ‘we just take that for granted.  My mother always 
says that here you get help from the government, but back home if you have nothing, 
that’s it, you are on the floor, you are poor’. 
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Home/Identity/Attachment 

As mentioned in the introductory section of this report, there has been considerable 
debate in the academic literature about how young people negotiate their identity 
and belonging as British Muslims (see Abbas, 2003; Hopkins and Gale, 2009). 
Identity is complex, multifaceted and fluid.  The young people who took part in the 
focus groups had varied attachments to London, Britain and also to other countries 
such as their parents’ country of origin. Opinions were divided about the extent to 
which one could easily blend being Muslim with being British. Being a British citizen 
did not necessarily equate with feeling British.   

For some young people there was a strong emotional attachment to their country of 
origin, particularly for those who were born abroad.  Miriam told us that she had 
‘never been back to Iran since my family came here ... when I was 8’. Nonetheless, 
she would describe her identity as Iranian. ‘I would say Iran, end of story, I would 
never forget my own country... it is just a pride thing, I like to keep my own country, it 
is like you go to live in Italy for a week and then you say I am Italian.  You can’t say 
that. Where ever you are from you should never forget it’ (Barnet College group). 

Similarly, Safia said: ‘I describe Somalia as home, when people ask where are you 
from I would automatically say Somalia… there is still that connection’ (women’s 
focus group). However, it was clear that Safia also felt that Britain was ‘home’: ‘I 
have lived here all my life, I really don’t know any different, you know. I haven’t lived 
away from here. Like this is my home as well, if I go away on holidays I am dying to 
come back. This is home, this is what I know.  You are attached to where you know 
and I know this place best.  It is where I feel comfortable’. 

For some people attachment to ‘home lands’ was based on strong ties with relatives: 
‘We have family here too, but we have my dad’s side of the family in India and we 
only get to see them when we go to visit there.  Indian culture is not as prevalent 
here as it is there.  Here you have friends or family but there is your mother country’ 
(Jamilla, women’s group). 

Nonetheless, most of the participants in the focus groups noted that they don’t 
necessarily feel at home when they return to those other countries.  Participants in 
all the focus groups made similar points.  For example in the women’s focus group 
Safia said: ‘they can tell that you are not from there’.  Karima explained: ‘is it the way 
we walk or something, but they can just tell straight away that you are not from there.  
The prices will suddenly go up when they see you coming’.  Safia added ‘yeah, so 
you are not quite at home here but you are not quite at home there either’. 

In two of the focus groups an almost identical discussion took place about 
experiences of visiting Bangladesh: ‘like when I go there they don’t really treat me 
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like a Bengali, they treat me like I am from abroad’ (Hamid Barnet College). A young 
man in the university group discussed his experiences of visiting Bangladesh, the 
country of origin of his parents. 

When we go back to Bangladesh we are not seen as Bengalis, they will 
always look at you and say ‘you are not from here you are from the UK’. Then 
you get a sense that here you are not looked at as a UK citizen you are 
looked at like you are Bengali.  You have two frames of mind and which one 
would you like to pick?  Pick which is the best. But even if we wanted to be 
Bengali we couldn’t because if we had to manage our lives there we would 
probably struggle. It is different to the UK (Abdul). 

Similarly, a young woman in that group, Nahla, who was born in Somalia but came to 
Britain as a child said ‘we are too spoilt here’.  She explained:  ‘I went back this year, 
and when I got there standards were so different, they think we are fussy about 
something, they say ‘you are too picky’. We are so spoilt here.  And when we don’t 
get what we need we say ‘oh I am going back to England’ (Nahla University group). 

In the Barnet College focus group, several young people had also said that they 
could never imagine going to live in their parents’ country of origin because of ‘poor 
quality of life…’ (Hamid) and ‘ yeah, like obviously with me growing up here I don’t 
think I could live there’ (Aishe). 

Interestingly, several of the young women who wore hijab said that their style of 
dress marked them out as different, conspicuous on such visits.  For example, 
Sultana noted that when she and her sister, Jamilla, who both wear the hijab, visit 
India they ‘stand out’ because of the way they dress.   A similar observation was 
made by a young woman in the university focus group: ‘I have noticed that, when I 
go back home (to Morocco) and they say to me ‘are you wearing the scarf, 
seriously? You live in London, why are you doing that’. I get funny comments from 
my family, honestly they make me laugh’ (Rukaya).  This point was echoed by 
another female participant in that group. ‘When I went to Dubai, I was wearing this 
headscarf, but still they realised I was from London, somehow they did know that.  
They were like ‘do you go out on the street like that, do you work like that?’ I was like 
yeah, they said ‘oh, really’. (Mona). The complex reactions to the hijab that these 
young women are describing may be partly explained by the fact that veiling has 
different meanings in different contexts.  Within more traditional Islamic societies 
wearing the hijab may be seen as incompatible with the social, economic and 
educational freedoms that these young British women appear to take for granted 
(Ramji, 2007: Heyat, 2008).  We will return to this point below. 

Within the focus groups interesting discussions took place about which country 
people considered to be their ‘home’.  Nahla said that she would now consider 
Britain to be her home.  But that did not mean she felt British.  ‘they are two different 
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things... I would say I am Somali.  I feel I am Somali’ (Nahla).  However, she 
admitted that when visiting Somalia ‘you feel more British, because you are not used 
to the standards...  But if we went back there we would get used to that too.  At the 
end of the day I am a Somali first.’  This complex negotiation of identities and 
belonging was discussed by several participants.  Mona who was also born in 
Somalia but has lived in Britain since childhood said Britain feels like home now 
because ‘it is the only place I know’. 

The blending of different identities was succinctly described by Hanan: ‘it depends 
on how people ask me the question, if they ask me what is your ethnicity, I say I am 
from Somalia and I am a Muslim but if they say where are you from, I say from 
London’ (Barnet College group).  

Some participants said that on balance they felt more British than anything else.  For 
example, Abdul said ‘we are more used to the lifestyle here. In that sense we are 
probably more British than Bengali.  In that sense we would probably say we were 
British first.  There is a common ground that everyone can agree on’. 

However, not everyone agreed with him about feeling British.  In the same focus 
group, one young woman in particular voiced a very strong objection saying:  ‘I don’t 
feel British at all’ (Leila, University group).  She had been born in Turkey and arrived 
in London aged three. However, since that time she and her family have made 
regular visits to Turkey.  In explaining why she does not feel British, Leila said: ‘I 
think the cultural differences, remind me that I am not British....I do go to Turkey 
quite often, may be that is why. May be because it is pretty similar to London now, 
the standards are pretty similar’.   

Thus unlike those young people who find it hard to adjust to the different standards 
and living conditions in Somalia and Bangladesh, Leila feels more at home in Turkey 
perhaps because standards of living are so similar to London.  She asserts that on 
completing her studies she wishes to relocate to Turkey. ‘oh yes.  Once I finish my 
studies, I would like to go back.  My parents want to stay here but I want to go back’.  

Another factor mentioned by Leila was the reaction of people in Britain: ‘I think it is 
also that people keep reminding you that you are not British, yeah like racist people’.   
This echoed a point made in the women’s focus group.  In that group several 
participants suggested that their reluctance to define themselves as British stemmed 
from the kinds of reactions they encountered from those who questioned where they 
really came from.  ‘Yes, cos sometimes when you tell people you are from here they 
say no, where are your parents from.  So that is a reason then to say yes I am from 
India.  They don’t understand that you could be from here’ (Sultana).  

In the university focus group, the points made by both Leila and Abdul were taken up 
by Ahmad who was quite adamant that he did not feel British and he suggested that 
the other participants in that focus group probably didn’t really feel British either. ‘No 
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one really feels British, I don’t think anyone means that they are British. I was born 
here and bred here but I don’t feel British. British sounds like you have to fit a certain 
description, there is no place for a Muslim or someone else who is different... you 
have to fit a certain criteria and if you don’t fit that criteria you are like a no-one’ 

One of the criteria mentioned by several participants was skin colour. In the 
Women’s group Safia said: ‘With my skin colour they know I am not from here, so it 
just easier to say Somalia’. In the university focus group Mona observed that 
Englishness equalled whiteness.  Louise asked the question ‘is it necessary to be 
white to be English?’ to which Abdul replied ‘well, that is how people think, you have 
to be white to be British’.  However, Mona then made a distinction between 
Englishness and Britishness:  ‘well, I saw this programme and they were saying well 
you could be British but you can’t be English unless you are white’.   

In further exploring why some young Muslims did not feel British Mona pointed to the 
role of the media. ‘I think the reason is because of the media, there is diversity in 
London but you don’t see that on TV – you see Black and white, majority white, you 
don’t see women with headscarves on TV.  You watch TV and you see that is British, 
so I am not British’.   In later sections we will return to the topic of media 
representations. 

In the Barnet College group a discussion emerged about whether one could easily 
combine being a Muslim with being British or if there was a clash between these 
identities.  One young man, Hamid, suggested that ‘no, it doesn’t, there is no clash’.  
However, there was no clear consensus on this point.  Others believed there was a 
clash. 

There are clashes, of example, if you go into a job interview, and you are 
expected to shake hands, but in Islam you are not supposed to shake hands, 
and that is an awkward moment when you either have to explain that you 
can’t shake a man’s hand or else you just do it so as not to be rude. That is 
against my religion but it seems rude (Zara). 

Nonetheless, Hamid persisted that ‘there are no real clashes’.  But another young 
man Tahir quickly retorted  ‘but it does clash, man’.  Hamid pressed him to give an 
example.  But while Tahir found it difficult to describe a specific example, it seemed 
that the young women were better able to provide several such examples. 

I will give you an example, for females, it clashes with Western society, we 
are meant to be covering, but after 7/7, if I get on a train dressed like that, and 
say I have a big bag or something, they will automatically look at me like I am 
a terrorist. Everyone has a judgement about everyone else, it is like if one 
mistake happens then it is everyone’s fault. And that is why there is a clash in 
society now a days (Hanan). 
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It was interesting that two young women were able to give examples, around dress 
and shaking hands with a man, while the young men found it harder to give 
examples of how British culture and Islam may clash.  Perhaps there is a deeper 
issue here about the ways in which males and females experience aspects of British 
society.  As other researchers have noted, young Muslim men are less constrained 
in their social interaction, dress and leisure pursuits, while young women are often 
expected to conform to traditional cultural norms and practices (Sanghera and 
Thapar-Bjorkert, 2003; Werbner, 2007; Ramji, 2007).   

In this focus group at Barnet College, the researchers asked if any of the young men 
experienced any peer pressure around leisure activities, for example, drinking 
alcohol.  One of the young men, Imran, said that ‘most of my mates are white, I don’t 
go to the pub mainly, they tell me to go to the pub, but even if I do go, I don’t drink’.  
Both Imran and Hamid said they have mixed groups of friends but they never 
experienced any peer pressure, their friends respected their religion. 

 
Local Area / Diversity / Living with other communit ies 

The previous discussion raised questions about mixing with other ethnic and 
religious groups.  One of the things that most of the young people liked about 
London was its ethnic diversity and most said that they preferred to live in ethnically 
mixed areas.  This was often contrasted with non-diverse areas. 

Few of the participants spoke about geographical areas in terms of boroughs, 
instead most referred to most specific places such as ‘Edgware’.  These local areas 
within the borough of Barnet were usually described as being quite ‘multicultural’ 
(Sultana). 

These were contrasted with other areas which were more ethnically homogeneous. 
For example, one participant had lived in East London for 10 years before moving to 
Barnet. ‘It was very different.  It is more Muslim over there – Mile End, White Chapel.  
That was a bit more like home, a bit more comfortable, people around you who 
follow the same beliefs’ (Safia, women’s group).   However, while she may have felt 
comfortable there, Safia also noted a disadvantage to living in such homogeneous 
areas.  ‘My mum moved. She felt that education was not good there, people were 
not, you know, no one even notices you are there, you are just sort of plonked in that 
place and that is you are forgotten about.  Tower Hamlets really does feel like that’ 
(Safia).  Sultana agreed: ‘they were all dumped, everyone is on the same level.  No 
one is interacting with someone who is an academic or some one who is educated. 
So they don’t see anything beyond their own level’.  Many other commentators have 
highlighted the structural inequality, economic disadvantage and discrimination 
facing Muslims in particular areas of Britain (see Singh, 2007).  ‘The Muslim 
population is strongly concentrated in areas of high economic disadvantage, young 
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and rapidly growing’ (Bowlby and Lloyd-Evans, 2009: 39).  As is apparent from 
Safia’s story, her mother made a concerted effort to move her family from a poor 
area, to one where there were more opportunities for employment and education. 

The ethnic concentration of areas like East London was also noted in the university 
focus group.  Ahmad argued that despite the apparent diversity of London there 
were ethnic concentrations: ‘Like in Tottenham there is Turkish or Kurdish and in 
East London there is Asian.  We don’t even think about it but we are put in places by 
people for their own good.  They say we are diverse, we are diverse, but we are not 
really diverse.  Why when I come from Bangladesh do I have to be put in East 
London?’   

In all these quotes, the young people are questioning the policy of placing or 
‘dumping’ or ‘plonking’ migrants in particular areas because there are other similar 
people already there.  They are suggesting that living in more diverse areas and 
interacting with a wider range of people is better for everyone.  Ahmad went on to 
say that he enjoyed living in ethnically mixed areas because ‘it gave me the chance 
to know what other people’s views were. It is better. I was born and raised in Kentish 
Town and everyone is there, from all over’.  Mona agreed with him: ‘you learn new 
things, you get to know so many different people, it is better.  You learn about each 
other when you mix’ (university group).  

After leaving East London, Safia enjoyed the diversity of Edgware: ‘It was a whole 
different world when we moved over here.  You could just see the difference.’ 

Unlike most of the other participants, Rukaya had the experience of living in an area 
outside of London, she had been raised in Essex: ‘I was in an area that was all 
white, it was very difficult. I prefer to live in a mixed area, not to exclude the whites, I 
want the whites there too.  It is nice’. 

Interestingly, for most of these young people to was London, rather than Britain that 
they felt a sense of attachment and belonging. Karima summed this up neatly: ‘as 
soon as you land in London Heathrow – oh I am back home’. Safia agreed: ‘yeah, I 
am happy to be home.  If I landed in Scotland I would feel ‘oh my God where am I?  
But as long as I am in London…  If I am in Bristol, I have family there, but after a few 
days, I need to come back’.  

Karima went on to say that when she spent time in other countries she found herself 
missing London: ‘and being with open minded people. Some times you find yourself 
in arguments and you feel in London you would have people to back you up and just 
understand what you are talking about. Instead of ‘you are a woman and you are 
arguing with me about what?’  I missed London for those reasons’ (Karima, women’s 
group). 
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While their relationship to Britain could be quite ambiguous, the focus group 
participants, like the respondents in the structured interviews discussed earlier, saw 
themselves as Londoners. One of the factors that effected people’s sense of being 
British was negative stereotyping of Muslims in the media and we will now discuss 
the media in the following section. 

 
Media 

As has been argued by other researchers (see for example, Oborne and Jones, 
2008) Muslims may feel under siege from constant media criticism. In our previous 
report (Ryan, et al 2008), it was clear that the role of the media in generating and 
propagating anti-Muslim stereotypes was a pressing concern for young people. At 
the focus group in Barnet College, the participants unanimously replied that the 
media stereotyped Muslims as ‘terrorists’ 

Some people argued that the media only focused on the negative deeds of Muslims 
and ignored the wrong doing of other groups, particularly those groups that attacked 
Muslims.  ‘It is just always the Muslims that people talk about, but there is so much 
else going on in the other faiths too. Like in India there have been riots and killings 
between religious groups – our family had to move away from an area because of 
that. We have seen videos about it and it is very sad.  No one ever talks about those 
terrorised crimes against Muslims’ (Sultana, women’s group). 

The young people argued that the media generalised about all Muslims based on a 
few extremists: ‘They always have these negative stereotypes and then they show it 
on TV like in the recent Despatches programme where they showed Central 
Mosque, the lady that was telling these women – we are in a Kaffir country, we 
should not speak their language, we shouldn’t do this or that. It was so negative, but 
that is just a small group of people doing that. But other people will look at that and 
generalise and think the rest of the Muslim community is like that and it is not’ 
(Karima, women’s group). 

The extent to which the media focused on extremists was commented on by several 
young people: ‘Like these crazy Islamic people on the TV… they are psychos in my 
opinion, when I hear them I think is that really my religion they are talking about.  
May be they are actors.  But I do think the media has too much power.’ (Rukaya, 
University group) 

However, for some young people, the constant media negativity meant that they felt 
the need to understand more about their religion so they could counter stereotypes:  
‘It was every where, in the papers, you know like Osama bin Laden. I can remember 
my non-Muslim friends bringing the newspaper and showing me, it did make me sad. 
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I did think, oh my God, we don’t even know about our religion, so we need to equip 
ourselves, to understand’ (Sultana, women’s focus group). 

A young man in the university focus group made a similar point: ‘You see these 
words like ‘towel head’ and ‘rag head’, it has actually worked in Islam’s favour.  The 
more they call someone a terrorist, the more they want to find out about Islam. The 
majority of young people they don’t actually know about Islam.… When they start to 
study the religion then they find out that what the media says about Islam is not right’ 
(Ahmad, University group). 

In addition to the representation of Muslims as ‘terrorists’, the focus groups also 
raised the other kinds of stereotypes propagated by the media, in particular gender 
stereotypes. 

I think the media shows more of the down side than the achievements.  They 
don’t show the woman in a scarf who is working, has a family, is achieving 
things that a normal lady living in Britain is achieving. It is always shown that 
she is oppressed, that she is not wearing the scarf out of her own choice.  
They always show a minority, they never show the whole picture, what is 
actually going on within the Muslim community (Sultana, women’s group).  

The issue of clothing, particularly for women, produced some very interestingly, and 
also quite heated discussions in the focus groups.  Although this topic has been 
discussed at great length in the literature (see for example, Ramji, 2007; Heyat, 
2008; Werbner, 2007; Dwyer, 1999; Coene and Longman, 2008; Hancock, 2008), 
our research was somewhat unusual in bringing male and female participants 
together to discuss this issue. 

 
Dress 

Several participants, particularly young women, spoke about the image of Muslim 
women as oppressed by their male relatives.  They emphasised that wearing the 
hijab was a matter of personal choice not coercion.  People in general ‘don’t realise 
that these women want to be covered, they just assume that their husbands or their 
fathers or their brothers are forcing them’ (Safia, women’s focus group). 

In contrast to the freedom of choice enjoyed by women in Britain, participants also 
spoke about how women in some countries where the hijab was considered 
compulsory, might rebel against that type of coercion. 

‘If you force someone to do something they are not going to want to do it – like if you 
force women to wear the veil.  I had an Iranian friend who does not wear the hijab 
here but when she goes to Iran she has to wear it not because she wants to but 
because of the law there.  The hijab is a choice and it comes down to what you learn 
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about it, if you believe in it, if you think it is right then you will do it’ (Rukaya, 
University group).  As has been noted by several other researchers, young women in 
Britain who adopt the hijab are doing so in the context of taken-for-granted female 
rights such as education, employment, welfare etc. and this may be quite different 
from the context in which the hijab is worn in other societies (Heyat, 2008, Werbner, 
2007, Dwyer, 1999). 

Referring back to the so-called ‘clash of civilisation’ thesis, one participant who had 
arrived in Britain as a refugee from Somalia spoke about the ways in which Muslims 
were regarded as old fashioned and oppressed in contrast to modern and apparently 
liberated Europeans. 

‘They are seen as old fashioned, they are seen as oppressed, not like Europeans. If 
you don’t do what the Europeans do, like you don’t want to remove your scarf then 
you are oppressed or old fashioned, as if you don’t know how to enjoy yourself. 
There are many things that you might not want to do. It does not mean you are 
oppressed’ (Zara, Barnet College) 

However, the issue of veiling and appropriate dress was quite contentious and lead 
to some heated debate in one of the focus groups.  The extent to which women 
attracted attention by wearing the hijab was hotly debated.   

One young woman who decided not to wear the veil made the following point: ‘If I am 
dressed like this on the road I would get less attention than someone who is wearing 
the full hijab….’ (Miriam, Barnet College group).  However, her assertion was 
challenged by several of the young male participants who argued that girls who did 
not wear the hijab were attracting too much attention. 

‘I have three sisters, they all wear head scarves, well the eldest one takes it off 
sometimes, but then she definitely gets more attention from the boys.  If I saw a girl 
wearing the scarf I would not go up and talk to her, but if a girl isn’t wearing a 
scarf…’ (Tahir, Barnet College group).  Tahir mentioned that one sister sometimes 
wears the hijab and other times she does not.  This was something we also noticed 
with some of the young women we met during the fieldwork.  Other researchers have 
also commented upon how Muslim women may decide to dress in different ways in 
different situations (see Dwyer and Shah, 2009).  This suggests how clothing can be 
used to reflect multiple identities. 

In the heated focus group discussion about female attire, another young man said: ‘If 
you saw a pretty girl on the road, you would want to approach her, you don’t look at 
a girl wearing a scarf out of respect’ (Hamid). Hamid went on to say to Miriam that: 
‘you shouldn’t dress the way you dress if you don’t want attention’. To which Miriam 
retorted ‘well that is just sexist’.   As has been noted by other researchers, young 
Muslim men may perceive unveiled women as ‘fair game’, morally ‘loose’ and inviting 
sexual attention which can lead to harassment (Ramji, 2007).  Thus, while veiling is 
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usually presented by young women as a free choice, it is apparent that not veiling 
can lead to criticism and unwanted attention by young men.   

In the focus group discussion it was apparent that one young woman felt under 
pressure from the young men to justify her decision not to wear the veil. She said:  
‘you can’t judge someone by how they dress... I know right from wrong, I know not to 
be rude, not to steal, but the way I dress that is just appearance, it doesn’t really 
matter’.  She challenged the young men in the group about how they dressed: ‘you 
wouldn’t like it if someone judged you because of how you dress, like you were just a 
hoodie?’    

All of the young men who took part in the focus groups were dressed in casual 
clothing, jeans, t-shirts, hooded tops, several wore baseball caps, etc.  Unlike the 
women, these young men did not feel that their clothing needed to signify anything 
about their identities as Muslims. 

In the debate about the hijab the issue of place and location within specific areas of 
London, emerged as an important theme.  As one woman argued that wearing the 
hijab attracted unwanted attention, other participants suggested that the reactions to 
the hijab varied according to the geographical location.  Tahir said: ‘it depends on the 
area’.  Aishe added ‘you don’t attract any attention around here... I don’t think you 
get looked at in a bad way, there are a lot of Muslims around here and we are 
friendly with everyone, Muslims and non-Muslims and they understand our culture 
and stuff, but may be in other areas they might be suspicious.’  However, it was 
suggested that in other areas such as ‘in Central London’ women who wore the hijab 
were more likely to attract negative attention. 

This point was echoed in another focus group. 

‘My cousin, she wears a head scarf, she is around my age, and I asked her if she 
feared going on the bus or train and she said ‘yeah, if I am coming home from work 
or uni then I do actually think about it. I am scared because people target me, they 
made comments. Just because I am wearing a head scarf, you know, some night a 
crazy person might do something’ (Safia, women’s group). 

As has been noted in the academic literature, the hijab is often described by young 
Muslim women as liberating, a way of negotiating public spaces while freeing 
themselves from unwanted male attention (Dwyer, 1999; Werbner, 2007; Heyat, 
2008). However, in other contexts, the hijab can attract attention from curious on-
lookers and can be a source of suspicion and even regarded as a threat (Ramji, 
2007: 1184).  The young women in our study were sensitive to the complex ways in 
which the hijab was perceived and how its meaning changed in different social and 
geographical contexts.  In some neighbourhoods it warranted respect, while in other 
parts of the city it attracted suspicion and harassment. 
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Moving from one country to another can also impact on women’s attitudes to veiling.  
Zara who arrived in London during recent years noted that:  

When I was living in Somalia I never used to wear the hijab, I felt it was for 
older women, or married women. When you come here, you actually feel that 
you need to show your identity, to show that you are a Muslim...when you 
come here you see people saying they are Muslims but, like I have actually 
seen a Christian person questioning a Muslim person saying ‘you are no 
different from a non-Muslim person because you are doing the same things as 
they do’.  So you need to show them that you are a Muslim person, that you 
are not like them, you are not like a non-Muslim person. You have to practice, 
you can get more satisfaction like when you stop wearing those short skirts or 
whatever, you feel that you are a different person from the person you were 
two or three years ago.  You have actually grown (Zara). 

 
Inter-generational cultural practices 

As has been widely noted in the literature (see Abbas, 2003; Modood and Ahmad 
2007; Werbner, 2007 etc), the relationship between Islam as a religion and ethnic or 
cultural practices has become an area of debate especially for the second-
generation, the children of migrants.  For some of the participants it was clear that 
culture, particularly the cultural practices of their parents, first generation migrants, 
were not important to them.  For these young people religion was regarded as 
something different from and separate to culture. In the event of a clash between the 
two, religion took priority, even if that meant rejecting practices that their parents 
valued. 

It should be just about religion, but unfortunately you get culture involved in it.  
It really comes down to your influences. If you are just surrounded by Bengalis 
and they just talk about being Bengali, then all you are going to know about is 
being Bengali, unless someone comes along and tells you about Islam.  Then 
you think, ok there is a difference between being Bengali and being a 
Muslim... but Islam gives you the bigger picture, if you are only in your own 
culture, then you are only going to be looking out for your own people.  Islam 
teaches that you have to consider other people, even non-Muslims, you have 
to help them out.  Islam is more universal not just keeping within your own 
culture. (Abdul, University focus group). 

As some scholars have argued, rejecting what is a culturally ‘tainted religion’, the 
younger generation sought an Islam free from the particularities of local customs, 
regional tribal etc. (Mandaville 2009). The younger generation is proposing a 
‘universalist Islam’ far from culture and seemingly more compatible with values such 
as tolerance and pluralism.  
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For some of the young women in particular, religion was seen as a way of distancing 
themselves from the cultural practices of their parents.  The example of arranged 
marriages was noted by some participants in the women’s focus group. ‘yeah, it is 
the cultural practices, like if you look at Pakistan you see that they also practice 
some things like in India but that is not about religion but culture’ (Sultana). Another 
participant in the women’s focus group mentioned female genital mutilation (FGM) as 
another cultural practice that had become erroneously associated with Islam. ‘it 
happens like FGM, in Africa, people who are not even Muslim. People say it is Islam, 
well, it is not.  But people think it is’ (Karima, women’s focus group).   As has been 
noted by other researchers, young women are challenging dominant ‘discourses in 
the community and are engaged in a form of social criticism that entails decoupling 
culture and religion’ (Sanghera and Thaper-Bjorkert, 2003:175). 

As suggested in the discussion above, this debate about culture versus religion 
could lead to conflict between the generations. ‘I think with young people they are 
not that into the culture, it is their parents who are interested in the culture’ (Mona, 
university group). This young woman went on to elaborate on her point: ‘but like your 
parents too, you go to your parents and tell them something about the religion and 
they say ‘what makes you think you are better than me, I am your parent’…. because 
they are more interested in their culture, they don’t practice the religion so much’ 
(Mona, University group).   Line Nyhagen Predelli (2008) notes that first generation 
migrants are more likely to relate to the national diaspora of their country of origin, 
but for second generation, the country of origin may be less influential, while the 
Muslim diaspora and/ or the country of birth become stronger influences. 

Some of these young people argued that the older generation did not welcome them 
to the mosques and that perhaps there was an attempt to exclude the younger 
generation from actively participating in their religion. ‘yeah, like the youth, we were 
not invited into the mosques, by our own people, the Asian old men, are not so nice, 
they like to go to the front like’ (Ahmad, university focus group).  Another young man 
voiced a very similar view. ‘One of the first times I went to the mosque, these old 
guys just looked at me, like are you lost, this is a mosque not a club.  It is a shame.  
The younger generation is now getting the real Islam and hopefully we can spread 
the real Islam, the right one’. (Abdul, university focus group).  For both of these 
young men, the clash between generations was largely articulated through 
knowledge of religious teaching.  They argued that young people had a better 
understanding of real Islam because they were less interested in the cultural 
practices which divided Muslims into different ethnic communities.   

In another focus group, a young man, suggested that the generation gap may also 
be a clash between tradition and modern, Western ways of life. ‘There is a difference 
between Muslims who are British and Muslims who have come to this country. 
Parents who were not born here they are not Westernised, and they try to bring their 
culture into a Western society.  But we are brought up in a Western society, so we 
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are different from them, this can cause a lot of conflict between the younger and 
older generation’ (Hamid, Barnet College).   This point was supported by Miriam who 
said that: ‘someone who comes from somewhere else, they tend to be more 
religious, and they don’t know what it is like to live here, what modern Muslims are 
like, it is different’.   

The young people in these focus groups represent different view points and 
perspectives.  They have different understandings of Islam and how it can be 
practiced in different geographical locations.  It would be simplistic to suggest that 
there was one shared narrative emerging from these discussions.  Some young 
people, such as Hamid and Miriam in the quote above referred to young British 
Muslims and modern, Western Muslims as distinct from older traditional Muslims.  
This narrative was shared by some of the participants in other focus groups, for 
example, Karima in the women’s group.  As Claire Dwyer has argued, this suggests 
the possibility of young people as ‘cultural synthesisers’ constructing and articulating 
‘new Muslims identities’ (1999: 6).   

However, others such as Ahmad and Leila were adamant that as young Muslims 
they could not be British or feel British.  Mona and Safia both said that skin colour 
was the key exclusion factor and that they would never be accepted as British.  
These observations suggest that belonging is not simply a matter of cultural 
adaptation or constructing new identities on the part of young Muslims but 
overcoming the racism and suspicion that prevents them from being accepted as 
fully part of British society. 

 
Abuse / Attacks / Fear 

In our previous research report (Ryan et al, 2008), it was noted that a significant 
number of questionnaire respondents had experienced or witnessed anti-Muslim 
abuse or attacks in recent years.  Many of these incidents had occurred on public 
transport and often involved young people who were visibly identifiable as Muslim, 
men with beards and veiled women.  This point was reiterated in the current study.  
Several focus group participants spoke about incidents that had occurred on buses 
and trains. 

Sultana a young woman who wears the hijab said that: ‘sometimes on public 
transport…you get looks and glares’.   Safia agreed saying:  

my mum has had loads of those experiences, like one time she was at a bus 
stop and there was a lady who was obviously talking about mum saying ‘oh 
these Muslims and this and that’ she was just going on and on. My mum just 
sat there and she is too nice to say something.  I said afterwards that she 
should have said ‘that is so disrespectful’. But I think she feels that she 
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shouldn’t say something because this is not her country… my mum has been 
here 23 years and she still wouldn’t say anything. That women at the bus stop 
may be thought my mum didn’t understand English.   

Sultana responded to this story by saying ‘as soon as they see you in a scarf they 
think you don’t know English’.   

In the university focus group, a young woman spoke about how her family was 
abused by neighbours: ‘My next door neighbours used to call my mum a ‘cup head’ 
(Mona).  Another young woman described how she had been insulted on numerous 
occasions by van drivers: ‘they shout ‘rag head’ at me when they are driving by’ 
(Nahla, University focus group). 

In the focus groups most of the incidents of abuse were described by women and 
involved insults based on their identifiable symbols of religion – particularly the hijab.  
None the young men appeared to have had any such negative experiences and this 
may be because none of them dressed in a way which was identifiably Muslim. 
However, it was also clear that insults and stereotypes had changed considerably in 
recent years. 

Jamilla spoke about her own mother who was born in India but came to Britain as a 
young child.  ‘when she was a school child here she had a hard time because she 
didn’t speak English and she was from a different country, but I don’t think that was 
about being a Muslim, that wasn’t such an issue in those days’.   This lead to an 
interesting discussion about how stereotypes have changed over time.  In the time 
period when Jamilla’s mother was at school, difference was marked by ethnicity, skin 
colour, and so on but not religion.  However, in recent years there has been a shift 
with religion, particularly Islam, becoming a key marker of difference and forming the 
basis for a range of negative stereotypes and terms of abuse (Modood and Ahmad, 
2007).   As Abbas notes: ‘one of the major shifts in thinking in recent years has seen 
the move from a focus on race to a focus on religion’ (2003 p.7).  Macey (2003) 
suggests that this shift began to emerge as early as the 1980s when there was a 
gradual change in focus towards religious difference and Muslim/ non-Muslim 
relations.  However, for the young people in our study, the events of 9/11 and 7/7 
were clearly a watershed in how Muslims were perceived in British society. 

Several young people noted that, despite or perhaps because of rising Islamophobia 
since 9/11, there was renewed interest in finding out more about Islam.  ‘Yeah there 
is a curiosity, because it is surprising how little people know about Islam. Islam is 
seen as terrorist, because people do ask me questions all the time, like what is 
Islam, why do you fast, why do you pray 5 times a day. I think there is a lack of 
knowledge’ (Safia, women’s group). 

‘Around the terrible incidents of 9/11 there was a lot of negativity around Islam. That 
is when it really started in the media. You know, Islam equals terrorist.  That is what 
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people actually had in their minds.  Then people wanted to go and find out, to read 
the holy book, they saw that it is a peaceful religion’ (Rukaya, University group).  In 
explaining this reaction, one woman said: ‘I think it was because everyone was so 
against it, against Islam’ (Safia Women’s Group) 

Some of the women in particular noted that in the aftermath of 9/11 and 7/7 there 
had been an increase in the number of young women choosing to wear the hijab. 

I think in the last 5 to 10 years, Islam wasn’t so talked about as it is now. If I 
look about 10 years ago I was in High school and I hardly saw anyone with a 
scarf and I didn’t wear one myself.  But obviously after Sept 11 everyone 
started to, you know, even Muslims started to question their faith, they were 
more curious... after Sept 11 I saw a lot more people, there were more people 
in my year, in my 6th form wearing it. Then I felt brave to do it because I had 
people behind me (Sultana, women’s group). 

 
The war and violent extremism 

As mentioned in the earlier discussion of the structured interviews, one of the aims of 
this research project was to discuss young people’s views about the drivers of violent 
extremism.  As we noted in the analysis of the structured interviews, most of the 
participants distanced themselves from any knowledge or association with violent 
extremism.  In the focus groups we tried to get a deeper understanding of the young 
people’s views. Several participants suggested that those attracted to extremism had 
an inadequate understanding of Islam. 

‘I think there are young people growing up and their parents have not taught them 
properly about Islam… there are double standards in the home, like their parents 
telling them to pray but not praying themselves.  You have two options that way, a 
child can be completely off it (religion) or they can go into an extreme, they become 
radicalised’ (Sultana, women’s group). 

Others suggested that people recruited into extremism were ‘vulnerable’ and craving 
attention, they were being taken advantage of: by ‘a teacher or someone who is 
interested in them’ (Karima). ‘By people who say they are sheikhs, but who are out 
for their own personal interests’ (Safia). 

Several participants mentioned prison as a place where recruitment was taking 
place. ‘You see someone going into prison and they are coming out as something 
else. I think in prison people are being radicalised. I think they feel part of this 
brotherhood and sisterhood whilst in prison’ (Sultana).  Another participant agreed, 
suggesting that:  ‘it is about protection too, you hear a lot about it in America, they go 
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into prison and come out a Muslim – they get protected in prison’ (Karima, women’s 
group) 

All the participants in the focus groups either were currently students or in the case 
of the women’s group were university graduates.  They all said that they had been 
unaware of any recruitment going on at colleges or universities.  The only group that 
people seemed to know about was Hizb-ut-Tahrir (HT): ‘when I was at university, 
they had a strong Islamic group, HT, they used to do a lot of hoo haa – but the head 
of the Islamic society got fed up with them and kicked them out.  So I think that HT 
was causing a lot of the trouble at universities and I think that most universities have 
now got rid of them’ (Sultana). 

When asked if they were aware of any recruitment going on locally in their areas on 
street corners, giving out leaflets, etc, the general consensus was: ‘no not in Barnet’. 
However, they speculated that this may be going on in other areas.  For example, ‘I 
think in some areas like Tower Hamlets where Muslims are going into drugs and 
being radicalised, there are two extremes there’ (Sultana, women’s group).   

This point about young Muslims being drawn into different types of negative 
behaviour was also made in the university focus group.  ‘We have to be clear about 
what we mean here.  Are we talking about young people getting together in a gang, 
reacting like we saw in Oldham a few years ago when they were fighting the BNP or 
are we talking about people blowing up the country.  Gang wars that is something 
completely different to blowing up a bus.  Unfortunately, that is seen as more 
connected to Islam when it shouldn’t actually be’ (Abdul). 

For several of these participants issues such as drug abuse, gangs and related 
problems that resulted in young Muslims ending up in prison were real concerns that 
needed to be addressed. 

As was the case in the first study (Ryan et al, 2008), the issue of the war in Iraq 
emerged as a key driver in the radicalisation of young Muslims.  ‘I think the war in 
Iraq is a big thing because people feel the USA shouldn’t be there or the British 
troops shouldn’t be there.  That is a big thing. That pushes people to extremism’ 
(Safia). 

Ahmad said: ‘you were asking about radicalisation, I think that is the fault of the 
government, if you see people dying, we are always hearing about the ‘war on terror’ 
but if you really want to help the people then go into that country and actually help 
the people, don’t just exploit their land and take their oil’.  

However, while several participants sought to understand and explore what caused 
some Muslims to adopt violent behaviour, a number of the young people rejected the 
idea that extremism was an issue for Muslim communities in Britain.  Several spoke 
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about conspiracies, especially by the media, to blame Muslims for things they had 
not done.  

‘I think that it is the fault of the media. The media started that to happen. When 9/11 
happened, firstly, I don’t think any Muslim did that. There was a programme on 
Channel 4, how the plane came down, I don’t think it had anything to do with 
Muslims.  Before 9/11 were there any suicide bombers?  I never heard of them’ 
(Mona, university focus group).  This notion of media conspiracy was reinforced by 
the example of the Oklahoma bombing (in the USA in 1995) which was mentioned 
by Ahmad. ‘As soon as that bomb happened they all said it was Muslims, no 
evidence at all, then later they found out it was this other guy…Timothy 
McVeigh…and there was no apology to all the Muslims who got blamed for it, and 
this guy was an American who hated the government’. 

This point was echoed in another focus group: ‘because Muslims have become the 
main suspects when it comes to terrorism, then someone can plot, you know, plant a 
bomb somewhere and then straight away it becomes blamed on Muslims (Miriam, 
Barnet College group). 

While these participants referred to media misrepresentation and erroneous blaming 
of Muslims, another participant took the notion of conspiracy a step further.  
Speaking about the recent attacks in Mumbai (2008) he said:  ‘I don’t believe that 
any of those guys are Muslims, I think it is all part of a plot to bring down Muslims. It 
is against our religion to kill, especially to kill other Muslims, so I don’t believe any of 
that’ (Tahir, Barnet College group). This young man went on to say: ‘when I hear 
about suicide bombs in Afghanistan or where ever, I don’t believe in it.  That is all 
organised stuff… The Americans, the CIA. There was a film about it, documentaries, 
two or three of them, I have seen them, and this guy was admitting it, he was from 
British intelligence’.  Tahir also suggested that the London bus bomb in July 2005 
was part of a conspiracy against Muslims organised by the American and British 
secret service. 

While Tahir took a particular position in refusing to believe that Muslims were 
involved in any of these suicide bomb attacks, others used a different explanation to 
disassociate the bombers from Islam.   Several people, such as Rukaya, pointed out 
that ‘suicide is actually forbidden in Islam. I don’t think these people understand how 
to read, they are getting things wrong’.  Similarly Hamid suggested ‘if you were really 
religious you wouldn’t do that, because it is against the religion’.   

Similarly, Ahmad said that there were ‘black sheep’ in every community: 

Even though things have been done in the name religion, there are black 
sheep in every religion, like Hitler. He was a Christian. If I say to you, you are 
a Christian, you are like Hitler. Then you will say, no, I have nothing to do with 
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Hitler.  Well, it is the same for us Muslims, saying we are all terrorists.  Some 
people are doing that and they not practising the true religion (Ahmad). 

Nonetheless, while questioning the religious commitment of extremists, some 
participants also spoke about the justifiable anger that many young Muslims felt 
about events in Palestine, Afghanistan and Iraq: ‘yeah, it gets to us as well.  We feel 
their pain.  A sense of injustice’ (Hamid).  Aishe interjected saying ‘you feel 
powerless…’   to which Hamid responded ‘yes, powerless, but you can’t do anything 
about it, that is just how the world is and there are a few who take it into their own 
hands and that is why they become terrorists’ (exchange at Barnet College focus 
group).   

Echoing a point mentioned in the structured interviews, the university focus group 
discussed recent events in Gaza. ‘Look at what happened in Israel a few months 
ago....Yeah, in Gaza, no one said nothing, no one did nothing, what do you expect? 
Do you expect people to shut their mouths and see people die?  Some people are 
forced by their own heart, they see wrong being done, and the government do 
nothing’ (Ahmad). 

The attitudes expressed in the focus groups were complex, varied and in some ways 
contradictory.  For some young people there was disbelief that Muslims were 
engaged in violent extremism, nonetheless, there was also empathy for the suffering 
of Muslims in other countries. The Israeli attacks on Gaza were mentioned 
repeatedly.  While questioning the religious commitment of those who became 
suicide bombers there was an understanding of the drivers of radicalisation.  It is 
noteworthy that none of the focus group participants referred to any personal 
knowledge or experience of radicalisation.  When asked if they were aware of this 
going on in their local area or university they all said no.  While in the structured 
interviews a few people had hinted that they were aware of things going on in their 
local neighbourhoods, they did not elaborate on this topic.  Clearly, this is a very 
sensitive issue and it is unsurprising that the young people were either unwilling or 
unable to discuss it openly.   
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RECOMMENDATIONS MADE BY THE PARTICIPANTS 

 
In the focus groups and in the structured interviews we asked the young people for 
their recommendations on what could be done to improve the position of Muslims in 
this country.  Many points were raised but they can be grouped under 5 headings. 

 

1. Increasing social interaction  

‘For some people there is a language barrier, so they really become isolated in the 
community, they stay in their own community, so they don’t see this as home. They 
are in transit, this is just for now until their country gets better and then they will 
leave’ (Karima) . Sultana agreed: ‘because they don’t socialise with other people, so 
they don’t get to know people’. Karima replied: ‘they are just surrounded by their own 
people.  May be get them to interact more. Do things in certain areas that bring 
people together so they can see what it is like to be a Muslim’. 

Sultana: ‘yeah because I think that Muslim communities do try, but I don’t think the 
non-Muslim communities do anything that would engage the Muslims to come and 
join in with them. Like debates or little functions or something… at our high school 
that we went to we used to organise Iftar parties with Islamic singers and people 
would come, all the teachers.  But they also need to have something to invite us. 
Like we have to work extra hard to bring them in.  If we felt that people were calling 
us as well then people would feel more accepted’.  Similarly, in the structured 
interviews people suggested: ‘bring people from different faith/community to get to 
know each other & discuss their differences… After all they aren’t so different’; ‘I 
think through dialogue, bringing communities together to discuss what’s on their 
minds…. Working in partnership maybe…’ 

2.   Giving young people a forum 

It was also suggested that young people need a forum, a place where they can have 
discussions and air their views in a positive and fruitful way:  ‘so that young people 
are getting their views out there, off their chest, so it is not building up and building 
up to become something extreme. If you have a meeting once a month where you 
can meet up and speak out’ (Sultana).  This point was echoed in another focus 
group where Ahmad said ‘bring it out into the open, let’s talk about it’.  

3. Promoting an understanding of Islam 

Abdul said that ‘I think everyone should be given a free copy of the Qur’an, let them 
read it.  Then they can say to these other Muslims, ‘shut up you are talking about this 
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when the Qur’an actually say that…’  Rukaya agreed ‘a lot of people refer to the 
Qur’an, they quote one verse out of context’.  Ahmad also agreed that there would 
be a benefit to more inter-faith dialogue: ‘they should bring people together, so we 
can understand the commonalities, not just of Islam but of Christian values, because 
when you understand the Christian values you will get a lot closer to Islam, this is all 
from one creator. Even for the secular people, they will see the benefits, this is about 
peace’.   One of the respondents in the structured interviews made a similar 
suggestion:  ‘Educate people on real Islamic values and believes, if Muslims and non 
Muslims learnt about the religion they would know that Islam means peace therefore 
it’s completely against radicalisation or extremism’.  

4. Building trust with government and police 

A few people suggested that institutions such as the police and the government 
needed to rebuild trust with local Muslim communities.  Tahir said ‘the police are 
putting down a lot of innocent people’.  Ahmad said: ‘I don’t think Muslims trust the 
government, I don’t think that even non-Muslims trust the government.  You have a 
normal citizen and they see the police and they start to swear, because they don’t 
trust them.  There is no trust at all. That is because of the government’.   Similar 
points were raised in the structured interviews:  ‘Government should change their 
foreign policy, stop favouring only one community treat all Muslims the same’.  

‘Police treat people with respect and stop discriminating. Muslim to show people 
there is peaceful way to change, form partnerships with organisations that work to 
promote justice and be part of political movement to make a positive change’.     
Another respondent said: ‘Police: Stop using your draconian laws without empathy. 
Understand that the Muslim Community is in fact Muslim Communities. Promote a 
greater sense of interaction with the communities you police. Recruit more ethnic 
minorities into the areas you police, especially more Muslims’. 

5. A fairer depiction of Muslims in the British media  

All the respondents think Muslims are not fairly depicted in the British media. They 
claim that media tend to portray Muslims in a stereotypical way, for example, as 
terrorists. There was clear consensus among all the participants that media bias 
needs to be tackled so that Muslims can be seen in a fairer and more representative 
way.  
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CONCLUSIONS 

This report is based on the views of ordinary young people growing up in a North 
London borough.  They do not constitute a homogenous group. Their backgrounds, 
attitudes and experiences are varied.   Their diversity points not only to the 
heterogeneity of the Muslim population but also to the variety of views and 
experiences included in that broad category. 

All bar two of the 37 participants in this study were British citizens, but their 
attachment to Britain was complex.  Although after some probing they all 
acknowledged the values, privileges and rights attached to being a citizen of Britain, 
holding a British passport, etc., they did not necessarily feel that they were accepted 
as British.  Many of the participants identified more with London, and specific areas 
within the city, than with Britain as a whole.  A key obstacle for many in feeling British 
was racism and the sense that British people did not accept these young Muslims as 
being British.  Since 9/11 and 7/7 the young people, particularly the women, felt 
there had been an increase in anti-Muslim abuse, insults and name calling.  
Whereas previous generations of migrants had been abused on ethnic or ‘racial’ 
grounds, religion was now the main marker of difference. 

Several of the young people made the point that they felt more British when they 
visited other countries.  While in Britain they often were made to feel like a foreigner, 
a migrant, an outsider, but when they travelled overseas they were treated and 
perceived as being British.  That Britishness was defined not only by their legal 
status as British passport holders but also by their lifestyle, attitudes, expectations 
and even by their appearance.  This was particularly significant for young people 
visiting ‘back home’/ their parents’ country of birth.  Only one of the young people in 
the focus groups said with certainty that she wished to return to live in her country of 
birth, although she also made the point that the standard of living in that country, 
Turkey, was very similar to Britain.  This fact may have made the possibility of return 
more realistic for her. Interestingly and perhaps somewhat contradictory, young 
women who wore the hijab also made the point that their dress and religious 
behaviour marked them out as ‘different’ when they visited Muslim countries.   

The young people were very positive about the diversity of London and the local 
areas where they lived.  Several mentioned that they had mixed friendships groups 
and got on well with their neighbours and class mates.  However, they also stated 
that in general there were many misconceptions about Islam.  A strong point coming 
out of this research is the call for more inter-community and inter-faith dialogue so 
that young people can come together, discuss and share their views and 
experiences in a friendly, non-threatening and positive way.  The participants are 
keen to dispel the negative stereotypes of Islam and dissociate themselves from 
violent extremists and instead to present a more balanced view of the religion and its 
followers. 
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In the years since 9/11, Jonathan Birt (2009: 223) argues, there has been a 
tendency to construct ‘a sharp bifurcation of British Muslims into loyal moderates and 
disloyal radicals’.  This simplifies the diversity of perspectives and experiences 
among Muslims in this country.  As this research shows, young Muslims have a 
genuine commitment to living in Britain, appreciate British citizenship and feel a 
strong sense of attachment to cities like London, while at the same time sharing a 
sense of frustration about discrimination, injustice and the oppression of Muslims in 
places such as Palestine.   Birt (2009) goes on to argue that Muslims should avoid 
internalising a victimhood mentality and withdrawing from mainstream society, 
instead they should engage with issues as active citizens.  Much of the work of the 
BMEP has been about encouraging active citizenship among young Muslims so that 
energy can be channelled in positive and fruitful ways.  In taking this work forward, 
more research is needed on inter-community and inter-cultural dialogue so that we 
can identify how best this area of work can be developed to meet the needs of all the 
varied and diverse people who came up our communities. 

Most of the participants were either born in Britain or had come here as children.  For 
many, this is the only society they know.  As several noted, they tend to realise how 
British they are when they travel abroad in other countries.  Despite the attachments 
that many of them feel to other places, such as their parents’ birthplace, 
‘motherland’, country of origin, Britain is also their home.  Many of these young 
people are clearly building their identities in ways that combine religion, nationality 
and ethnic background.  Britain is not simply a backdrop to that process.  British 
government, national and local, British institutions, including the media, the police, 
colleges and universities, and community organisations are all active players in that 
process of identity making and have a role to play in creating the possibilities for the 
emergence of new ways of being both Muslim and British.  
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APPENDIX 1 
 
Confidential Demographic questionnaire (to be compl eted by all participants) 

Research study on Muslim Youth in Barnet (2) 

Researchers: Dr Louise Ryan and Prof Eleonore Kofman with Mustafa Mansury and 
Faiza Bashe, Social Policy Research Centre, Middlesex University, Hendon 
Campus, NW4 4BT 

     1. Are you:   male   �       or female   �     (please tick the box) 

     2. How old are you? ……… years 

3. Are you:     married �       single�    divorced�    widowed �   (please tick the 
box) 

4. Do you have children? 
       No    �          Yes    �           If yes, what age are they? ....................... 

5. How do you define your ethnicity (your cultural background or 
heritage)……………… 

6. Were you born in Britain? 

Yes �   if yes, go to question 8 .   
No �   If no, in which country were you born? ............................... 

7. When did you come to live in Britain? 
............................................................................ 

8. Are you now a British citizen (do you have a British passport)? 
.................................... 

9.  What level of education or training have you completed? 
........................................................................................................................... 

10. If you are currently a student what are you studying 
      ………………………………      

11. Are you currently working? 

      No    �          Yes    �           If yes, what is the job? ....................... 

   12. What is the job of the main wage earner in your family? ..................................... 

   13. Is your family home:  Rented from a private landlord �      Council flat/ house �         

Privately Owned by you or your family �   

 

Thank you for completing this form – all informatio n is entirely confidential 
and is intended purely for general statistics, no p ersonal details of any 
individual will be revealed.   
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APPENDIX 2  

 

TOPIC GUIDE FOR SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEWS 

RESEARCHERS: LOUISE RYAN, ELEONORE KOFMAN WITH MUSTAFA 
MANSURY AND FAIZA BASHE 

AIM: this research study aims to explore the ways in which young Muslims living in 
the London Borough of Barnet blend identity and citizenship. 

CONFIDENTIALITY: ALL INTERVIEWS ARE STRICTLY CONFIDENTIAL; YOUR 
PERSONAL DETAILS WILL NOT BE DIVULGED TO ANYONE OUTSIDE THE 
RESEARCH TEAM.  YOU DO NOT HAVE TO GIVE US YOUR NAME AND SO 
YOU CAN REMAIN ENTIRELY ANONYMOUS. 

Interview Topic Guide  

Identity and belonging: 

1. Do you feel a Londoner?  

2. Do you feel a sense of belonging and attachment to your local area? 

3. Do you think London is a good city for you to live in? 

4. Do you think Britain is a good country for you to live in? 

Identity – ethnicity: 

5. How do you define your identity? 

6. How important to you is your ethnic heritage (your place of birth or that of your 

parents)? 

7. Do you celebrate your ethnic heritage in any particular ways? 

Identity - religion: 

8. How important is your religion as a part of your identity? 

9. In what ways does it impact on your day to day life? 

10. Has the relevance of your religion in your life changed in recent years? 

11. Is your identity mostly influenced by your religion or your ethnic background or 

another aspect? 

Identity and Citizenship: 

12. What does your ‘citizenship’ in general mean to you? (i.e. in terms of rights 

and responsibilities?) 
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13. What are the advantages of holding British citizenship (are there any 

disadvantages?) 

14. Do you feel English/ British?  If so why/ how? If not, why not? 

15. Do you ever feel a clash between being British and being Muslim? 

16. Has the relationship between being British and being a Muslim changed in 

recent years? 

17. Do you feel a strong sense of attachment to another country? If so where and 

why? Is this a country you have lived in previously?  Would you like to live in 

that country? 

Discrimination: 

18. Have you ever been discriminated against?  What was the reason? (race, 

gender, religion?) 

19. Do you think Muslims, in general are discriminated against in Britain? 

20. Is Britain a good country for Muslims generally?  

21. Do you think that Muslims are fairly depicted in the British Media? (give 

reasons for your answer) 

22. Are you interested in international issues and events? (such as??) 

Radicalisation: 

23. Do you think being a Muslim now-a-days is mainly a religious identity, a 

political identity, a cultural identity? 

24. What do you think are the reasons why some young Muslims are becoming 

radicalised? 

25. Have you heard any stories in the community about someone who has 

become radicalised?  If so do you know how that came about? 

26. Can you imagine that happening to anyone close to you? 

27. What do you think can be done to prevent radicalisation? By the government 

and police? By Muslim community/ organisations? 

 

Thank you for your time and cooperation 


