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Introduction

The migration of millions of people from Muslim-majority countries to West Europe has raised crucial questions about how they are to behave as Muslims, publicly and privately, in their new abodes. Rather than focus on the public debate at the national level we want to concentrate on the different ways in which local activists understand and seek to influence how Bangladeshi Muslims should use public space. Most anthropologists have seen social institutions, such as family and kinship  as the bedrock of ethnic community solidarity and political beliefs and practices as secondary. Here we want to complement that approach by highlighting the role of  politics in public debates about what it means to be a Bangladeshi Muslim in contemporary Britain. Through these debates and competing visions local activists seek to influence how ‘ordinary’ people behave publicly in everyday life – a process where understandings of locality are reworked through an engagement with transnational flows of people, information, material objects and images.  

The formation of urban British Bangladeshi communities

According to the most recent reliable national enumeration, the 2001 Census, 283,063 Bangladeshis live in the UK, i.e. 0.5% of the total population. The vast majority lives in the Greater London area and of these, most are located within an inner ring of London boroughs running from Westminster, Islington and Camden round to Hackney, Newham and Southwark. Yet although in 2001 118,346 Bangladeshis or 41.8% of the British Bangladeshi population inhabited this inner London ring, for many the real ‘heartland’ of the community is to be found in Tower Hamlets, which contains 65,553 Bangladeshi residents or 22.8% of the UK’s Bangladeshi population.

Outside London, the largest Bangladeshi population is located in Oldham – 9,817 in 2001 or 4.5% of the city’s population - while 20,836 are scattered across Birmingham (2% of the city’s population), 7,642 in Luton (4%) and 4,967 in Bradford (1%). It is a very English urban population - very few live in Scotland or Wales.

The formation of sizeable settled communities in Great Britain did not begin until the 1960s even though Bangladeshis, working usually in the bowels of British-owned ships (as lascars), travelled to various parts of the globe during the 19th and first half of the 20th century (Adams, 1987). The majority of the Bangladeshis in the UK originates from several thanas (administrative sub-districts) in the north-eastern district of Sylhet.  These strong links with particular localities is the result of the well-documented process of ‘chain migration’ but it also due to geographical factors, such as the proximity of the Surma and Kushiara rivers which linked Sylhet to Southern Bengal and to Kolkata (Calcutta) where the lascars were recruited (see Adams, 1987). In addition, Sylhet’s distinctive land tenure system may have played an important role in creating a caste-like group (zat) of  small landowner lineages (such as Talukdar). Those lineages had enough resources at their disposal to finance the initial departure of one of several young male members to Kolkata, thus establishing the first chain migration network to Bidesh (‘abroad’) (see Gardner, 1995). 

Bangladeshis in Britain are a largely young population and in Tower Hamlets, the third generation Bangladeshi population – those ‘born and bred’ in the area - constitutes approximately half of the community. In Tower Hamlets and other urban locales Bangladeshis experience disproportionately high rates of unemployment, poor (if slowly improving in Tower Hamlets, at least) educational standards, overcrowding and particular health problems.  These disadvantages have been shaped by industrial decline and the very slow movement of the second and emerging third generation into the post-industrial economy of services. Those living in London have better opportunities to enter this expanding sector leading to the widely noted ‘hour-glass’ phenomenon of a large group of unemployed young  people, a smaller but influential elite of service sector workers and little in between.

Global/local dynamics and transnational networks

The settlement of Bangladeshis in Britain’s cities has led to a reinterpretation of the localities in which they now live (see Jacobs, 1996; Eade, 2000; Eade, Fremeaux and Garbin 2002). This reinterpretation reflects the interweaving of global and local processes across national boundaries which has been widely recorded and analysed (see, for example, Robertson, 1992; Marcuse and Van Kampen, 2000; Urry, 2000; Smith, 2001). Global flows of people, ideas, material objects and images do not necessarily entail social and cultural homogenisation through the obliteration of local identities but, rather, the reformulation of local identities through the mingling of different social and cultural practices. Diasporic links with countries of origin also co-exist with other imagined communities which transcend national boundaries through the identification with a global community such as the Muslim umma or worldwide Christian church (see Werbner, 2002; Cohen, 1995). Political events across the globe as well as in the countries of origin have an impact on political, social and cultural developments among the diasporas. In the case of British Muslims, conflicts in Iraq, Afghanistan, the Middle East and Chechnya are closely watched by many adult Muslims across Britain’s urban locales (see Abbas, 2004)

A comprehensive picture of diasporic dynamics needs to consider not only the production of imagined communities but also the more ontological realm of mobility and transnational networks. In other words, the circulation of people, goods, money, symbols, ideas, etc. across nation-state boundaries represents itself a specific field of practices and representations. For the Bangladeshis, this field is seen as linking the two poles of a migration continuum, that is desh (homeland) and bidesh (abroad) (Gardner, 1995, 2002). Bidesh includes not only Britain but also a variety of other regions where there is a substantial population of Bangladeshi settlers (USA, Canada, the Middle East, Italy, South East Asia).

Migration has dramatically altered the economic and community local landscape through the transfer of remittances. In the context of an intense competition for status, bidesh has become a strategic resource, a crucial source of power, allowing families in Bangladesh which contain probashis (‘expatriates’) to improve rapidly their socio-economic position and strengthen their role in the shomaj - the village community’s moral and social order. Thus, connections (lainta) with bidesh constitute a precious source of social capital and increasingly a social divide has emerged between lineages with these connections – or whose status can help establishing an alliance with probashi groups - and those without such resources (see Garbin, 2002). 

The local ideological hegemony of migration as a strategic source of economic wealth and symbolic success is produced and reproduced by the visibility of the ‘migration miracle’, in particular the improvement of collective facilities (mosque, school, madrassah, etc.) conducted by migrant lineages in Sylhet. Since the mid-1980s this process has involved the establishment of numerous ‘development groups’ (Jonokollan Shomittee) based in bidesh. These groups are organised according to different allegiances, mainly at village (gram) or thana (sub-district) level, and their aim is to collect money among probashi lineage members in order to undertake development (jonokollan) projects and thus to maintain or increase the lineages’ izzat (prestige/honour) in Bangladesh. These groups engage in endless rivalry with each other and their role cannot be fully understood without referring to a broader diasporic territory where business interests, regional belongings and participation to Bangladeshi political parties are embroiled. Indeed, leaders of Bangladeshi political parties are often key members of such committees, which can be used as political platforms. Money is collected among families belonging to these groups in order to support political campaigns in Bangladesh, for example.

As far as Bangladeshi political support within Britain is concerned, the avowedly secularist Awami League has always enjoyed a dominant position. This could be explained by the prestigious aura of its founder, Sheikh Mujib ur Rahman, for the first generation of migrants and by the role which the Awami League played in the independence of Bangladesh and its definition as a secular nation-state. (Sheikh Mujib later sought to emphasise Bangladesh’s Muslim heritage and Islam has played an increasingly important role in debates about Bangladeshi national identity since his death). During the 1970s the antipathy towards Pakistan was very strong in London and large sums of money were sent to support the ‘freedom fighters’ (Mukti Bahini) through fundraising campaigns organised by the UK Awami League (created during the mid-1960s in Tower Hamlets). In the 1980s the UK Awami League also led the opposition against General Ershad, who took control in Bangladesh after a military coup in which Sheikh Mujibur Rahman was killed. Moreover, it should be noted that among all the Bangladeshi political parties in the UK, the Awami League is the only one to have a youth branch, the UK Jubo League. 

Bangladeshi political groups outside Bangladesh, especially the Awami League and its main rival the Bangladesh National Party (BNP), serve several social and political functions. These include campaigning before elections in Bangladesh, representing the grievances of ‘Non-Resident Bangladeshis’ returning to Sylhet, helping first generation migrants, in particular, to get elected in Bangladesh and developing economic activities or protecting business interests in Bangladesh .Many members of UK-based political parties are first generation migrants who settled in Britain during the 1960s. Yet these parties also include people who migrated to Britain in the 1980s or 1990s, usually after getting married to someone already living in Britain. Most of them were already involved in these parties (or in their youth/student branches) in Bangladesh. This process suggests that far from slowly disappearing, the Bangladeshi political sphere will continue to be reproduced within the diaspora through the arrival of those who had been involved in politics back in Bangladesh. In turn, the dynamics of this political sphere will still reflect those of the mainstream political landscape in Bangladesh. 

Community space, cultural and national belongings

This diasporic political sphere relies on the intertwining of local social relations and political dynamics. This is well illustrated by the history of community representation in Bangladeshi enclaves. During the late 1970s community mobilisation in the East End developed partly in response to endemic harassment and racism. Youth movements and territorial self-defence groups emerged and a second generation of secular Bangladeshis associated with the Awami League was particularly active at that period . They forged alliances with local white activists in order to fight discrimination in the housing, educational and cultural spheres. By the end of the 1980s many of them entered the Labour Party and sought to break into local administrative and political institutions. They challenged their elders as community representatives, especially those leading the Bangladeshi Welfare Association, whose activities were seen as directly influenced by traditional Bangladeshi ‘village politics’ (Eade, 1989; Neveu, 1993). Most of these second generation activists were born in Bangladesh during the early 1960s and came to Britain during the mid-1970s. Consequently, they were exposed to both the War of Liberation in Sylhet and the discrimination in the streets and schools of the East End (Garbin, 2004). During the anti-discrimination struggles in Britain, the articulation of both social experiences were central to forging a link between Bangladeshi nationalist heritage and Bengali cultural identity, on the one hand, and the mobilisation of class and ethnic identity on the other. 

These former youth activists still occupy a pivotal role in the community organisation sector and many have entered local authority institutions through political parties - the Labour Party and to some extent the Liberal Democrats. In Tower Hamlets, they have succeeded in securing funding for cultural and community projects from local urban regeneration agencies. Indeed, as Tower Hamlets continues to experience high rates of unemployment and socio-economic problems, a number of local regeneration projects have been undertaken, mainly funded by government initiatives such as the New Deal for Communities, and the Single Regeneration Budget. In Spitalfields, Bangladeshi entrepreneurs and secular community leaders established alliances with diverse agencies and City businesses to create a new spatial identity, ‘Banglatown’ (see Jacobs, 1996; Eade, 2000). ‘Banglatown’ was seen by Bangladeshi council leaders as an opportunity to attract tourists and boost local Bangladeshi businesses, especially the ‘Indian’ restaurants along Brick Lane. This project reinvented locality as an  exotic space so that Brick Lane and its surroundings could compete with other ethnic enclaves, especially Chinatown in the West End (Carey, 2004).    

Local ‘Bangladeshi culture’ was employed as an important resource for the revival of the area. It also appeared as a key theme in other projects, especially festivals such as the ‘International Curry Festival’ or the Baishaki Mela (the celebration of the Bengali New Year) on Brick Lane. Baishaki Mela is traditionally celebrated in Bangladesh before the monsoon (Baishak) and had been introduced in 1998 as a multicultural event financed by Cityside, a government-funded regeneration agency working locally in partnership with the council and important City firms. During this festival, Brick Lane is turned into a pedestrian zone, with stalls selling home-made food and small handicrafts, and stages where different artistic events are performed (traditional folk music, Bengali dance, drama and pop music with DJs). The Baishaki Mela organisers presented the event as expressing the desire of British Bangladeshis to maintain their ties with their country of origin and the distinctiveness of an ethnic/cultural ‘community’ in Britain based on a secular nationalist Bengali heritage (Eade and Garbin, 2002; Eade, Fremeaux and Garbin, 2002).

However, these interpretations were challenged by leaders from the East London Mosque and from its affiliated organisations. As we shall see later, the participation of these activists in public funded bodies and various anti-drug and youth projects legitimated their claim to occupy a central role in the local landscape of community representation, which had been dominated by secular activists. They criticised the ‘lack of morality’ characterising the Mela, since the event encouraged unrespectable behaviour influenced by western secular values and Sikh/Hindu practices. ‘Banglatown’ was also described as a Bangladeshi nationalist space which could prevent young people thinking Islamically. In other words, Muslim identity rooted both in the complete code of conduct that Islam has to offer and in the ‘authenticity’ of moral universal values was contrasted with a set of ‘syncretic’ cultural practices (Garbin, 2004). 

The debates around the Banglatown and the Mela, linked to an intense struggle for the appropriation of community space, reflected the tensions between Islamist and secular nationalist ideologies, which greatly influenced the political definition and expression of a Bangladeshi identity after the liberation war against Pakistan. The initiatives of secular activists were deeply influenced by this legacy with its emphasis on the visible symbols of national heritage, such as the Shaheed Minar, a monument commemorating the martyrs of the 1952 Language Movement in Dhaka. The monument was first built in Oldham in 1997, alongside the sculpture of the Shapla (the national flower of Bangladesh), with local regeneration funding. For many this visibility was a crucial marker of collective identity, as this Bangladeshi regeneration officer from Oldham Council explained:

When it was created, the Shaheed Minar, the Shapla, it was a sense of identity, a sense of national belonging for the Bengali community. At that time, people were flocking, from everywhere. It was an event, and everybody wanted to get associated with it. Now it brings people into the area, people come to Oldham from all over the region. It’s attached to the Language Movement. OK, the youngsters may not know what the symbolic gesture is, but they might see it as a cultural art piece. So it’s serving two purposes.

Although the vast majority of the information available concerns Tower Hamlets where secularist groups were particularly influential, this quote indicates that Bangladeshi nationalist sentiment was also deeply rooted in other British Bangladeshi settlements. Public monuments, street festivals and national commemorations in Britain’s urban localities were intimately associated with what British Bangladeshis read about their history at home, in Bengali language newspapers, in official pictures and momentoes of ‘home’. Public and private were linked together through an ‘imagined community’ where the British Bangladeshi diaspora reached out to their country of origin, their cultural heritage and their ancestry. Furthermore, despite the fierce condemnation by the East London Mosque’s leaders of the ‘unIslamic’ celebration of the Bengali New Year, the large numbers of Bangladeshi families who turned out for the festival indicated that their views went unheeded. They wanted to enjoy music, poetry, dance in both its traditional forms and its new hybrid British manifestations and once again a public celebration helped to shape the kinds of entertainment which British Bangladeshis enjoyed in their homes. ‘Banglatown’ was frequented more by Bangladeshi males than females who mingled with white tourists attracted by the restaurants and cafes. However, the presence of the Brick Lane mosque and its less stridently Islamist leaders was public witness to Muslim norms and values in this busy, highly commercialised space. 

There were many ways in which Bangladeshis could be Muslim in public space and we must approach the polarised positions adopted by local activists with caution. Those espousing secular nationalist views still regarded themselves as Muslims, observed public rituals with their fellow Muslims and expressed their religious identity through various observances at home. Although Awami League supporters emphasised their party’s secularist heritage in contrast to the BNP and its Islamist allies, Sheikh Mujib sought to draw on his country’s Muslim heritage before his death and the Awami League has been prepared to do deals with Islamist groups in order to gain and remain in power since his demise. Furthermore, the views of the East London Mosque’s leaders represented one strand in a diverse Islamist thread which included the many other mosques and madrassahs across Tower Hamlets. The East London Mosque has acquired considerable local influence but its leaders’ claim to represent East London’s ‘central mosque’ may have impressed non-Muslims but flew in the face of the rich diversity which had developed across Tower Hamlets and neighbouring boroughs.    

Islamic identities and the boundaries of community

The differences between these particular leaders about how space should be used by ‘ordinary’ Bangladeshis in Tower Hamlets illustrated the ways in which locality was being diversely reinterpreted through the flow of ideas, information and people between Bangladesh and its diaspora. These differences also reflected important generational changes as the Awami League’s influence among the first generation was challenged by the visions of Islamists drawn from the second and third generation. In this section we want to explore this development more carefully by comparing Tower Hamlets with Birmingham and Oldham.
     

Organisations and individuals seeking to represent Muslims at the national level had usually little contact with local groups. The Bradford Council of Mosques had enjoyed some success in coordinating action at both local and national level (Lewis, 1994) but the long-established Council of Mosques, UK and Eire, the Union of Muslim Organisations, and the younger but higher profile Muslim Council of Britain (MCB) operated almost exclusively at national level. The MCB has enjoyed the greatest success given the encouragement it has received from the government after the demise of the much more radical Muslim Parliament. 

These Islamist groups can be distinguished from Islamic organisations. Indeed, in addition to community/social work, Islamist groups may be involved in politics – locally, nationally and transnationally – whereas Islamic groups following traditional South Asian religious orientations (such as Barelvi and Deobandi) generally seek to avoid politics and focus on religious activities, such as propagating (dawah) their own particular understanding of correct Islamic practice (see Ballard, 2005 http://www.art.man.ac.uk/CASAS/pdfpapers/popularislam.pdf). 

In areas with high levels of South Asian Muslim settlement, such as Bradford, Oldham, Birmingham or London, representation has been led by activists associated with particular mosques or with a group attempting to coordinate action between mosques such as the Bradford Council of Mosques. They also link up with local councillors or MPs, who try to appeal to voters on issues which concern them as Muslims, such as the provision of halal food in schools, correct dress, and conflict in the Middle East, Iraq, Chechnya or Afghanistan.

Youth groups also play an important role among South Asian Muslim communities and in the case of Bangladeshi communities one of the most influential groups is the Young Muslim Organisation (YMO). When it was created, in Tower Hamlets at the end of the 1970s, the YMO sought to offer an alternative to the secular Bengali youth movements. A positive Muslim identity was emphasised in order to raise the self-esteem of young Bangladeshis facing discrimination and exclusion (Neveu, 1993). The YMO was initially controlled by the Dawat’ul Islam, a group founded just after the Bangladesh War of Liberation by Bangladeshi settlers and strongly influenced by the Islamist political party, the Jamaat i Islam (Andrew, 1993).  

Until the mid-1980s these Islamist groups had little influence on community politics. However, with the opening of the purpose-built East London Mosque in 1985, religious actors began to gain more legitimacy and the issue of religion started to appear at the centre of local debates about ‘community needs’. In 1988, after a factional conflict, members of the Dawat’ul Islam left the East London Mosque management structure and a new group, the Islamic Forum Europe (IFE), was created. The IFE not only built up its local base but established several branches across Britain, including Oldham and Birmingham, working closely with the YMO, from which several of their key-members originate. As we have already seen, the East London Mosque have been highly successful at building alliances with local government officials and its recent expansion, which resulted in the creation of the London Muslim Centre - used for prayers, recreational facilities and housing – has also strengthened its position at a time when funding for secular groups significantly declined. Leaders of the IFE and YMO have also been increasingly involved in social work and youth work through community groups campaigning actively against drug abuse, anti-social behaviour or school truancy. 
Outside London, partnership between Bangladeshi-dominated groups, such as the YMO or IFE, and local authorities through community-based activities is less significant. In Birmingham, the Handsworth-based IFE has started some educational and drug awareness initiatives among young British Bangladeshis but its influence remains limited, mainly due to lack of membership and resources. In Oldham, however, Islamist activists have managed to acquire a piece of land in the Bangladeshi enclave of Westwood where they were planning to build a new centre (Oldham Muslim Centre) with religious and recreational facilities and inspired by the East London Mosque’s high profile London Muslim Centre. Since the 1990s the Oldham IFE and YMO have also successfully undertaken small projects targeted at local Bangladeshi youth, in partnership with local authorities and the police. 

Through groups such as the YMO or IFE some young British Bangladeshis can follow and support the Jamaat i Islami political strategies in Bangladesh. However, as an IFE member in Oldham pointed out their support was not unconditional:

If Jamaat gets too strict like the Taliban, I won’t support them anymore. I like the work they do, don’t get me wrong. They accept a man with a beard, they accept a man without a beard. They accept a lady with a burqua, and they accept a woman normally covered up. But if they have all the power [in Bangladesh] and they change the country like Taliban did, then I will oppose them, even if I am supporting them now.

Some senior members of the IFE were involved in this political party or its student wing (Islami Chatra Shibir) in Bangladesh before coming to Britain during the 1980s and 1990s. They share the same ideological orientations based upon a scripturalist approach of Islam which aims to cover every aspect of social and political life. This vision involves the construction of clear-cut boundaries to preserve an ‘authentic’ religious ethos free from the traditions of Pirs (saints) and Sufism, which were seen as encouraging such ‘un-Islamic’ tendencies as shirk (‘association’) or bida (‘innovation’).  Furthermore, given the importance attached to politics at local, national and transnational levels, Islamists affiliated to the IFE and Jamaat i Islami were also keen to distance themselves from the Tabligh Jamaat, which has been influential in the Indian sub-continent and the South Asian diaspora. Indeed, while the Tabligh Jamaat also rejects Pir and Sufi traditions, it concentrates on missionary and preaching work and tries to avoid any involvement in politics (Metcalf, 1996).

The Tabligh has a base in Tower Hamlets but it is even more influential in Birmingham through a network of mosques and madrassahs, mainly supported by Pakistani and Gujarati residents, and in Oldham, where it is based in several mosques run by Pakistani and/or Bangladeshi management committee. In the highly Bangladeshi-populated area of Westwood in Oldham, the Tablighis based at Al-Khazra Markazi mosque were criticised by the members of IFE and YMO whose offices and prayers rooms are located nearby. A clear distinction was made between the apolitical stance of Tabligh and the continual efforts of YMO and IFE to accumulate political capital and community legitimacy within the local public sphere. Another major difference highlighted was linked to the crucial issue of adopting effective strategies to attract young British Bangladeshis, as this YMO leader explained: 

There are not many groups reaching out to the youth. Basically it’s us and the Tabligh Jamaat. But the methodology they have is not adapted to change the society. They don’t include the women, it’s not a wide way of doing dawah. For example, if you want to reach the youth, you need to include certain activities, like football. Any sports, it’s not their field. But there are Tablighis who are more reformed, they are into sports and everything, mostly Pakistanis. But unfortunately most Bangladeshi ones they’re not, they have very negative views about the work that we are doing. Some of them, who are very extreme in their practice, you can say that they’re still living in the cave. They need to come out and see how the society is changing. 

Groups associated with the East London Mosque and the London Muslim Centre were seen as offering a positive role model by the YMO/IFE activists in Birmingham and Oldham, mainly because these London groups have managed to legitimate their claims to represent the ‘Muslim’ community in a local public sphere dominated by secularists for decades. The London groups were also admired for the partnership which they had forged with government institutions and the way they have voiced their concerns about religious needs and Islamic identity in the debates about multiculturalism, both locally and nationally. 

Besides the lack of financial resources and the weakness of their links with government institutions, Bangladeshi Islamists outside London also mentioned another obstacle in their path - the popularity of the Barelvi-orientated ‘Fultoli’ movement.  Led by the Pir Abdul Latif Chowdhury (born in the village of Fultoli, Sylhet) this movement has a strong following especially in Oldham and Birmingham. The Sylheti spiritual leader is said to be a descendant of Shah Kamal, one of the disciples of Shah Jalal who brought Islam to Sylhet during the 14th century. A number of religious centres have adopted this Barelvi-oriented movement in terms of beliefs (great emphasis on the Sunna – ‘the way of the Prophet’) and practices (rituals of Urs and Milad), such as the Shah Jalal mosque in Aston, Birmingham, the Al Jalaliah madrassah in Chadderton, Oldham or the Jamme Masjid mosque in Brick Lane. Abdul Latif Chowdhury travels regularly to Britain to preach at wa’z mahfil (religious conference) in mosques or large community halls and many mosques and madrassahs across Britain have benefited from his financial support. 
Radical Islamist groups, such as Hizb ut Tahrir or the recently dismantled group Al Muhajiroun have also been active in Bangladeshi enclaves, but have failed to make much impact (Glynn, 2002; Begum and Eade, 2005). Defined by Roy (2004) as adopting ‘neo-fundamentalist’ or Salafi ideologies, they avoid getting involved in local or national mainstream political arenas and thus remain at the margin of the public community sphere. A Bangladeshi Islamist in Birmingham, made a clear distinction between the IFE, to which he belongs, and these groups:

Hizb ut Tahrir and Al Muhajiroun - they will not last long. Problems in Bosnia, the present situation in Iraq, it’s more emotional and emotions don’t last long. They don’t have many followers, but whatever they have, they are very active, because of this emotion. The people who have a strong ideology behind them, they will last long – like the IFE. It’s not the activities that will last long, it’s the ideas that will last long. But if you have emotion and no intellectual background - like Hizb ut Tahrir, they have no scholars, nothing, it’s empty - you will not last long.

Young Bangladeshis needed to engage with British society but on the basis of a strong Islamic identity:

A British identity is important and should be important for the Bangladeshi youth. On the other hand, if they neglect their Islamic identity, it will be like assimilation. Even though they will participate in the mainstream activities, it will not benefit the Muslim community, because they don’t regard themselves as strong Muslims, not as much commitment. But you can’t survive here in isolation, to live here you need to have both identities, British and Muslim. The main point I want to make about the youth is that they have to take both British identity and Muslim identity seriously.

Conclusion

In this paper we have focussed on the manifold and competing ways in which Bangladeshi activists have defined how members of their community should use public space in a non-Muslim land. Although clear differences of opinion are evident between secularists and Islamists, the boundaries between them are less rigid than their discourse would suggest. Furthermore, secularists and Islamists are divided among themselves about what secularism and Islam means in terms of specific local, national and global projects. Very few of the most die-hard secular Bangladeshi are prepared to reject their identity as a Muslim since, among many consequences, such a rejection would cut across the ties of family and community. 

The crucial issue revolves around the distinction which many young Bangladeshis and other British Muslims make between religion and culture. Scripturalist interpretations by Islamist groups such as the YMO, IFE and Tabligh Jamaat call for a purification of Bangladeshi Muslim beliefs and practices. The Baishaki mela was opposed as unIslamic because its mixture of popular music, dance and song betrayed the influence of syncretic cultural traditions which had traditionally brought together Muslims and Hindus in the Bangladeshi countryside. Pir and Sufi traditions were also rejected in a wider theological struggle between Barelvi and Deobandi schools of thought. The regular visits by Pir Abdul Latif Chowdhury and the widespread influence of Barelvi-orientated imams indicated the limited success among the first generation of Bangladeshi and Pakistani settlers of the scripturalist, Deobandi-inspired approach.

However, many second and third generation British Muslims have lost contact with the rural customs which have influenced their elders. They are more open to the proselytising work of scripturalist groups based in Britain, particularly those which engage with urban social problems such as unemployment, family breakdown, drugs and crime. Although they are sympathetic to discussions about political developments in Bangladesh, they are also keenly interested in events affecting Muslims elsewhere, such as the Middle East, Iran, Afghanistan and Chechnya. They can easily connect these events to their own lives within Britain by criticising the Labour government’s domestic and foreign policies and defending Islam against the attacks of secularist non-Muslims. Bangladeshi secularists have to tread very carefully, therefore, since they do not want to appear anti-Muslim, defenders of unIslamic practices or uncritical servants of the local or national state. Furthermore, they are vulnerable to the criticism that they have failed to help their compatriots adequately despite their access to local positions of power. 

Islamists have mounted a two-pronged assault which has proved attractive to young British Bangladeshis in particular. They have challenged the syncretic traditions of rural Bangladesh and the influence of the secular nationalist elite. They have made considerable inroads even in Tower Hamlets where secularists are most heavily entrenched. The activities of Islamist groups in Birmingham and Oldham indicate the limits of secularist influence outside London and the deeper impact of the two-pronged assault. In these two urban centres we see more clearly the key difference between Islamist groups - how best to lead Bangladeshis away from unIslamic beliefs and practices. The strategy of  purification could lead in several directions as events in Muslim-majority countries had already demonstrated. For the IFE member in Oldham it should not lead to the extremes adopted by the Taliban in Afghanistan. The tactics employed in pursuit of the strategy also varied. Bangladeshi activists within the Tabligh Jamaat pursued their missionary quest by carefully avoiding the political arena and appealing to a narrow audience in contrast to the more inclusive and politically engaged tactics of the YMO and IFE.     

We have not sought here to demonstrate any direct links between these different visions of how to behave as Bangladeshi Muslims in Britain and what ‘ordinary’ people do in everyday life. Our intention has been to outline the range of ideas which community activists have made available to others about the relationship between different identities – Bangladeshi, Muslim and British. Three generations now engage with these ideas in local worlds where the social and the political, the global and the local intersect through transnational flows of not only ideas but people, material objects, and images. 
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