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Muslims in Europe and the Palestinian Issue? 

Dr Andrew Rigby· 

Introduction 
The aim of this paper is to present an overview of the Muslim communities in Europe 

and how their circumstances have been affected by the 'war on terror' that followed 
the attacks on the USA of 11 September 2001. The paper will proceed to explore 
how Muslims in Britain have begun to develop a collective political consciousness, 
and in the final ,section a brief analysis will be presented of how Muslims in Britain 
have organised around the Palestinian issue. 

However, before proceeding with the analysis it is important to at least raise the 
question of what is meant by the term 'Muslims in Europe'. Let me try to approach 
this by drawing an analogy with Christians. I might be depicted as a Christian 
insofar as I was brought up in that faith tradition, and much of my moral education 
has been based on what might be considered by some to be Christian precepts. 
Moreover, I live within a majority Christian culture. However, like many other 
'Christians' in Britain my formal religious identification as a Christian is not 
particularly significant to me - maybe I could be depicted as a 'secular Christian'. 
By contrast there are many people for whom being a Christian is fundamental to 
their sense of who they are, and they embrace this identity as one of the bedrocks of 
their life. In similar vein, amongst those in Europe who can be labelled as Muslims 
there are those for whom being a Muslim is secondary to their identity as a Kurd or 
a Palestinian. They have been reared within a Muslim culture but they rarely go to 
the mosque and could be considered as 'secular Muslims'. By contrast, of course, 
there are many for whom Islam is the very foundation of their self and their public 
identity. So, it is important right from the start to caution against assuming there is 
some homogenous category of people sharing a similar sense of identity, just 
because they can be labelled as Muslims. 

Muslims in Europe: a plurality of communities 
Estimates of the number of Muslims within the European Union range between nine 

and fifteen million. Part of the difficulty of estimating numbers is that most 
European countries do not identifY people according to religious affiliation - a 
practice attributable in part to the horrors of the Holocaust of the Second World 
War. I . France has the highest number (5 million), most of whom originate from 
the former French colonies in North Africa. Germany has about 2 million, most of 
whom have come from Turkey. Britain has somewhere between 1.6 and 2 million 
Muslims, the majority of whom have their family origins in the South Asian sub
continent of Pakistan, Bangladesh and India. The Netherlands, Belgium and Austria 
have Muslim populations of between 2-500,000 whilst there are smaller numbers 

·Professor of Peace Studies Centre r the t 



Their legal status and situation has vaneo from coumry tU CUUl111 y. r Ul I;;Aa.tu},n" 

citizenship in Britain is awarded on the basis of residency and as such is relatively 
easy to obtain. By contrast, in Gennany until recently citizenship was granted 
according to one's 'blood' or 'lineage'. This meant that Muslims who had lived in 
Gennany for thirty or forty years still could not claim full citizenship rights. 

Given such variation one needs to be extremely cautious when seeking to make 
general statements about 'Muslims in Europe'. Moreover, even within a single 
country such as Britain, Muslims are fractured by linguistic, social, sectarian and 
political divisions. As one correspondent with the journal Q-News asked: 'How do 
you interface with a community that consists of 56 nationalities, speaks 70 
languages and prays in more than 1200 mosques?,3 The heterogeneity amongst 
those people who might be labelled as 'Muslims' should caution those seeking to 
mobilise Muslims in Britain as a cohesive political force, especially around a 
foreign policy issue like Palestine. Just because people share the same religious 
affiliation, it does not mean they will share the same priorities and interests. The 
warning against treating Muslims in Britain as a homogenous grouping has been 
emphasised by the writer and journalist Yasmin Alibhai-Brown, 

They share the same fundamental faith but differences in language, culture, 
class, different histories, geographical, racial and ethnic variations make it 
absurd to talk about the "Muslim community" as if it was monolithic and in 
any way politically unifonn.4 

That said, it is also possible to make a number of generalisations about the situation of 
Muslims in Europe. To some degree Muslims in Europe share some of the 
following. 

1. 	 The experience of living as minorities in societies that are overwhelmingly 
Christian in their culture. 

2. 	 The experience, to a greater or lesser extent, of being discriminated against. 
Especially since the attacks on the USA of 11 September 2001 Muslims 
throughout Europe have experienced a curtailment of their civil liberties and a 
sense of being victimised and targeted as 'terrorist suspects' - feelings that have 
been heightened since the Madrid train bombings.s There is throughout Europe a 
linkage in popular opinion between Muslims, Islamic fundamentalism or political 
radicalism and terror/support for al-Qaida.6 This perceived linkage is reinforced 
by reports on the pronouncements and activities of minority groups such as Hizb 
aI-Tahir and the AI-Muhajiroun group.? 

2 Figures taken from Yasmin Alibhai·Brown, 'What perspectives for Islam and Muslims in Europe? An 
overview', European Policy Centre, 12 February 2004, available at www.theepc.net. (Accessed 6 
July 2004) 

3 Q.News, 354, February 2004, p. 23 
4 Alibhai-Brown (2004) 
5 See, for example, 'Muslims suffer bomb backlash', The Observer, 21 march 2004. 
6 On 9 July 2004 the British newspaper the Sun called the Islamic jurist Yusuf al·Qaradawi who was 

visiting Britain a 'devil' under the heading, 'The evil has landed'. See S. Saeed, 'IfQaradawi is an 
extremist, who is left?', The Guardian, 9 July 2004. 

7 For example, on 2 April 2004, about 20 followers of the al-Muhajiroun group burned the British flag 
and chanted 'Bin·Laden is coming'. 

http:www.theepc.net


3. 	The experience of social and cultural exclusion has been compounded by the 
experience of economic marginalisation. Research in Britain has shown that 
Muslims are among the least qualified, least upwardly mobile and the most 
impoverished of the various ethnic minorities. Approximately 80% of Muslims in 
Britain are living in households where the income is below the national average, 
compared to 25% of non-Muslim households. 8 This deprivation is particularly 
noticeable amongst the Muslims from South Asian origins, with a study of 1996 
revealing that 65% of Bangladeshi and 45% of Pakistani households were 
overcrowded.9 In France a report by the state intelligence services warned of the 
consequences for the society of 1.8 million people, mainly Muslims from North 
African origins, living in deprived neighbourhoods that were effectively ghettoes 
characterised by anti-French feeling and communal tensions. lo 

4. The widespread experience 	of different forms of exclusion and marginalisation, 
coupled with the increased experience of being targeted as a security threat by the 
host community and the state, has led to a growing disaffection on the part of 
increasing proportions of the younger generations of European Muslims. In a 
report published in 2004 the High Council on Integration in France said an 
'enormous effort' was needed to assimilate adolescents of immigrant origin. The 
evidence from Britain is that compared with their parents, the young are more 
likely to think that they are too integrated into the mainstream secular society. 11 

Feeling excluded and discriminated against, some are attracted to militant Muslim 
separatist groups, whilst others drift into a life of lawlessness and crime. Thus, the 
number of Muslims in British prisons increased eight-fold between 1991 and 
2001. 12 At the same time more and more young women are wearing the hijab as a 
visible expression of their identity as Muslims and a symbol of their rejection of 
mainstream society.13 Reflecting on the appeal of separatism, Rana Kabbani has 
observed: 

With no mainstream to admit them, no secular institutions to attract them, no money 
spent on their rundown catchment areas, no training opportunities or jobs, no 
future at all in fact, young Muslims flocked to the mosques in droves, often to the 
alarm of their self-effacing parents. The doors were opened wide, first to receive, 
and then to claim them. l4 

5. Muslims in Europe do feel a powerful sense of solidarity with Muslims around the 
world. In a survey of British Muslims in 2002 respondents affirmed that foreign 
conflicts in Afghanistan, Kashmir and the Middle east were of greater concern than 
domestic issues. 15 Indeed, what can really radicalise certain sections of disaffected 
Muslim youth throughout Europe is the impact of international events and 
developments. The slow response to the suffering of European Muslims in Bosnia, 
the continuing abuse in Chechnya, the waging war on Muslim countries such as 
Afghanistan and Iraq, the failure to take action over Kashmir, the failure to protect 
or defend the suffering of the Palestinian people - all seem to reveal the hypocrisy 

8 Alibhai-Brown (February 2004) 
9 H. Ansari, Muslims in Britain, London: Minority Rights Group International, 2002, p. 8. 
10 The Guardian, 6 July 2004 
II Results of a poll reported in The Guardian, 17 June 2002 
12 Muslims in Britain comprise around 3 per cent of the population, but make up 9 per cent of the 

prison population. The Observer, 30 May 2004. 
13 It should also be reco ised that for man Muslim oun!! women th.. hi;"," ;~ n~_______ ' ••n 
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· 
Such experiences have had a significant effect on the selt:"image or Musnms In 

Europe and upon their social and political agendas. To explore this dimension more 
closely I shall focus on the organisational and political developments that have 
taken place within the Muslim communities in Britain. 

The growth of political awareness amongst Muslims in Britain 
With regard to the political sphere, perhaps one of the key characteristics of Muslims 

in Europe, and in Britain particularly until recently, has been their political 
quiescence. This can be attributed to a number of factors, including the social and 
cultural divisions within the communities. Another significant factor was that the 
first generation immigrants to Britain from South Asia defined themselves primarily 
as temporary residents. There was the conviction that one day they would return to 
their homeland. As a consequence there was no great interest in the political life of 
the host community. Indeed there was greater interest in political events back home. 
The collective activities they did engage in as Muslims were accelerated by the 
reunion of wives and children with the male migrants in the I 970s. They were 
primarily concerned with establishing the basic community infrastructure necessary 
for them to live their life according to their religious precepts - creating prayer 
facilities, establishing Koranic education classes for the young, seeking the 
provision ofhalal food within schools and so forth.17 

What local politics there was tended to be focused on the mosque committees, 
especially as funds became available, often from overseas, for construction of 
purpose-built mosques. A few of the more politically active became involved in 
local anti-racism campaigns and began to take an interest in local municipal politics, 
but this was very much a male preserve. Women were generally excluded from the 
public arena except for those collective activities focused on meeting the social 
needs within the community. 

At the national level there were some efforts during the 1960s and subsequently to 
develop Islamic educational and social institutions. The London-based Islamic 
Council of Europe was established in 1973, the same year as the Islamic Foundation, 
and in· 1977 the London Central Mosque and the accompanying Islamic Cultural 
Centre were opened. Efforts to establish umbrella organisations through which 
Muslims could express their will on issues of international concern such as 
Palestine and Kashmir were generally frustrated. For example, in 1970 the Union of 
Muslim Organisations of UK and Ireland was established, but it failed to mobilise 
people. 

It was during the 1980s that the self-awareness of Muslims regarding the need to 
organise themselves as a community began to develop in any noticeable fashion as 
British Muslims became more politically active within the national public arena. A 
major catalyst for this was the 'Rushdie Affair'. In September 1988 Salman 

16 One example of this targeting ofMuslims in Britain is provided by the following statistic. In 200 I 
around 2000 Muslims were stopped and searched by the British police. By 2003 this figure had risen 
to 35,000. 

17 See H. Khan, 'Unite but follow me: the tragic comedy of Muslim representation', Q-News, n. 354, 
February 2004, pp. 24-25. 
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Rushdie's novel The Satanic Verses was published. In the eyes of Muslims it 
contained blasphemous passages, and there was a community-wide outcry. More 
than twenty Islamic organisations came together to form the UK Action Committee 
on Islamic Affairs (UKACIA) to mobilise public opinion and make representations 
to the government about banning the book. Frustrated at the failure of conventional 
forms of political pressure, demonstrations and marches took place in different 
locations, during some of which copies of the book were publicly burned. 

The refusal of the British government to ban the book caused considerable distress 
amongst Muslims in Britain. The positive outcome, however, was that this 
experience provided them with a sense of themselves as a political community 
sharing a common identity beyond their social and cultural differences. This was 
reflected at the organisational level by the inauguration of the so-called 'Muslim 
Parliament' in 1992 as a more radical alternative to the more established institutions. 
This experiment, in which the members were hand-picked by the Parliament's 
founder, failed to exercise much influence and it declined even further after its 
creator's death in 1996. 

A less positive outcome of the Satanic Verses experience was that significant left
liberal sections of the British population were appalled by the instances of book
burning. Here was unwelcome evidence of the gulf between the communities with 
regard to their relative understandings of human rights in general and the right to 
freedom of expression in particular. The subsequent Iranian fatwa sentencing 
Rushdie to death for his blasphemous writings was even more shocking to those 
amongst the liberal-left of the British public who might have appeared to be the 
'natural' political allies of the Muslims in Britain as a relatively deprived and 
excluded minority popUlation. 

In 1997 a report was issued in Britain entitled Islamophobia: a challenge to us allI8 

which highlighted the generally poor living conditions of Muslims and the growing 
dangers of prejudice against Islam and Muslims. The same year the Muslim 
Council of Britain (MCB) was established. This has grown into the main 
representative body of British Muslims. It is an 'umbrella' organisation with 
somewhere in the region of 400 affiliated organisations covering almost every 
aspect of Muslim life in the different geographical regions and populations centres 
ofBritain. 

Incidents of Islamophobia strengthened the Muslims' sense of thems~lves as a 
coQununity, and this growing political self-awareness received another boost in 
2001 with the 11 September attacks on targets in New York and elsewhere in the 
United States. In the immediate aftermath Muslims (and others mis-identified as 
Muslims) were subjected to threats and abuse. There was a genuine fear that 
Muslims as a group would be targeted and communal conflict such as had occurred 
in a number of northern cities during the summer of 2001 would become more 
common. In a sustained effort to avert such an outcome the MCB issued a press 
statement within three hours of the attack condemning unequivocally those 
responsible for the atrocities. This was followed by a press conference at which the 
main Muslim leaders in Britain each signed a statement urging that the perpetrators 
be brought to justice for committing what was a morally indefensible act. 19 

18 
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of the West. Such people have been targeted by marginal radical Islamic political 
groupings such as Hizb-ut-Tahrir and AI-Muhajiroun, albeit with very limited 
success. However, a survey commissioned by The Guardian newspaper in March 
2004 revealed that even amongst mainstream opinion within the British Muslim 
community many saw the 'war against terrorism' as a war against Islam and 
believed that Britain's anti-terrorist laws were being targeted unfairly against 
Muslims.21 

Within the mainstream of political life in Britain Muslim participation had grown 
significantly since the 1970s. In 1997 Britain's first Muslim MP took his seat in 
parliament. By 2001 53 Muslim candidates were standing in the general election 
although only a handful were actually elected. Participation in local mainstream 
politics expanded even more rapidly, and by 2001 there were 217 local municipal 
councillors representing urban areas with high Muslim populations such as London, 
Birmingham and Bradford. These councillors have been typical of politicians in 
Britain as a whole - male, middle-aged and relatively privileged in terms of 
economic and educational status. 22 The situation in Britain has not been too 
dissimilar from that in other of the 'old Muslim countries' in Europe - growing 
involvement and representation at the local level but under-representation at the 
national level. For example, in Germany there are a few Muslim parliamentarians 
but no Muslim federal or state minister. 

Generally, Muslims in Europe, as some of the most under-privileged of citizens, have 
tended to support the social democratic centre-left parties. Thus, in the German 
general election of 2002 a network of mosques and Muslim associations under the 
banner of the 'Turkish Community in Germany' urged Muslims to vote for the SPO, 
and thereby helped Chancellor Schroder win in the photo-finish election. The bulk 
of the Muslims in Britain have supported the Labour Party in elections. However, 
since 2002 this support has been haemorrhaging under the combined impact of the 
'war on terror', the invasion of Afghanistan in 2001 and the subsequent aggressive 
war on Iraq. For the first time British Muslims found that they were not pursuing 
some minority cause - their concern was shared by large swathes of the popUlation 
throughout Britain and Europe who were appalled at the war-mongering of 
President Bush and his main ally Prime Minister Blair. In the context of mass 

20 During 2003 more than 35,000 Muslims were stopped and searched by the police. Fewer than 50 
were subsequently charged with any offence. (1. Doward & G Hinsliff, 'British hostility to Muslims 
could trigger riots', The Observer, 30 May, 2004.) In December 2003 it was reported that 529 people 
had been arrested in Britain as terrorist suspects since the 9111 al-Qaeda attacks on targets in New 
York and Washington. The vast majority of those detained were Muslims. Of these only five were 
subsequently convicted ofany terrorist crime. (The Observer, 7 December 2003) 

21 The Guardian, 16 March 2004. 
22 H. Ansari, Muslims in Britain, London: Minority Rights Group International, 2002, p. 19. See also 

K. Purdam, 'The political identities ofMuslim local councillors in Britain', Local Government 
Studies, v. 26, n. 1,2000, pp. 47-64. Research in the UK has revealed that Muslim women from 
families of Bangladeshi and Pakistani origin have lower educational attainments and economic 
activity than other British Asian women. This reflects the dominant cultural belief system of such 
communities which restricts women's place to the domestic sphere. (Y. Alibhai-Brown, December 
2004) . 
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marches and other forms of political mobilisation, one observer enthusiastically 
claimed that 'a new generation of young Muslims has burst onto the political scene 
confident in its identity, its determination to redress injustice and its ability to forge 
alliances with non-Muslims. ,23 

A part of this new political awareness in Britain was evidenced by a flight from 
Labour. In September 2003 a parliamentary bye-election for the Brent East 
constituency of London saw a Labour majority of 13,000 from the June 2001 
general election replaced by a win for the Liberal Democrat candidate by a margin 
of 1100 - a result brought about largely because the Muslim population, comprising 
over 12 per cent of the constituency, broke the pattern of being either politically 
quiescent or loyal to Labour. As Khalida Khan expressed it in the monthly Q-News, 
'It has taken more than three generations of being taken for granted for the British 
Muslims to wake up to the fact that their frustration and anger can be registered 
effectively through the ballot box. ,24 A poll in March 2004 found that the support 
for the Labour Party amongst British Muslims had halved from 75 per cent to 38 
per cent since the 2001 general election because of the government's involvement 
in the Iraq war. The local government elections of June 2004 revealed a similar loss 
of support bl the Labour party in wards that had traditionally returned Labour 
councillors.2 Writing a week after the local elections had taken place Baroness Pola 
Uddin, a campaigner for the rights of Bengali women and the first Muslim woman 
to sit in the House of Lords, complained about the way in which Britain's 
involvement in Afghanistan and Iraq, combined with its failure to protect the 
Muslim community from suspicion and assault, had caused Muslims in Britain to 
question their old political loyalties. Referring to her 18 year old son she expressed 
the fears of a parent: 

By his age we were demonstrating against the far right; his peers are 
protesting against Labour - stop and search, anti-terror legislation, and the war 
in Iraq. We have to prove to them that they are valued by society and that 
their survival in the mainstream matters to us all. If we don't, we may lose 
them to those vile preachers outside mosques and marketplaces.26 

Whilst there has been evidence that increasing numbers of young Muslims in Britain 
have begun to see themselves as 'excluded' as Muslims from the mainstream 
society, targeted as they are by insensitive anti-terrorist measures, there has been 
some evidence that young French-Algerians had felt more French when Chirac's 
government took its stand against the Iraq war, they felt that their views had been 
taken into account when the French refused to support the invasion.27 

Obstacles to the development of a Muslim political community 
If the overall trend within Britain and other countries of Europe has been the gradual 

emergence of a degree of political self-consciousness amongst Muslims, there are a 

23 Ger Francis, 'Racists from the left', Q-News, n. 352, December 2003, p. 13. 
24 K. Khan, 'The race for the Muslim vote', Q-News, n. 352, December 2003, p. 30. 
25 One Labour Party member in Coventry who is also active in the Muslim community bemoaned the 

fact that in his ward ofFoleshill the unthinkable had happened - two Conservative Party Muslim 
councillors had been elected. (Interview with Pervez Akhtar, 8 July 2004.) 
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very clearly when addressing the question of how to 'represent' the city's Muslims: 

...as someone of South Asian and Bengali Muslim background and as someone who 
fought in the liberation war of Bangladesh against a brutal and oppressive Pakistani 
army, my understanding of Islam is deeply influenced both by the interplay of 
religious and linguistic nationalism as well as the specific colonial encounter in 
India and Bengal. The historical and current experiences of Muslims of North 
African or Arab origin are bound to be different. Such differences will have a 
bearing on how we analyse and view the modern political arena. It is of crucial 
importance that these differences are recognised and accommodated so that 
Muslims can then formulate powerful arguments that 'represent' all of US.

29 

2. 	 One of the most significant obstacles to the emergence of some kind of 
representative political leadership, a necessary pre-condition for the emergence of a 
community-for-itself, and which reflects the fractured nature of the broad 
community, has been the failure to develop any 'organic' politically representative 
organisations. Indeed, in the case of Britain Muslim politics has been characterised 
as dominated by small groups of men calling for unity, whilst laying claim to being 
the only legitimate voice of the Muslim community. The result, in the words of 
Humera Khan, has been 'a myriad of splinter groups all espousing variations of the 
same idea with the only real difference being the order of the words: "Muslim", 
"Association", "Council" or "Britain"'. 30 

3. One of the factors that has militated against the emergence of an organic political 
leadership has been the problems faced by aspirants to such a position in balancing 
the tensions between proving their loyalty to the state and society, in order to playa 
political role within the mainstream, whilst maintaining sufficient independence to 
counter accusations of co-optation from the more radical and younger members of 
their claimed constituency. Thus, the most prominent Muslim organisation within 
Britain, the MCB, is very much the 'respectable' Muslim voice, enjoying 
government patronage and the first port of call for anyone seeking a 'Muslim' 
stance on any particular issue. It is criticised by some as being too close to the 
'establishment', co-opted by the government and therefore failing to articulate and 
represent the different elements within the broad community. 31 It can also be 
observed in this context that most Muslim organisations in Britain continue to be 
dominated by men, with women and the young rather marginalised. 

4. 	 Any community seeking to influence political processes and outcomes needs 
political allies in order to reach that critical mass where the positions of the 
established political decision-makers can be undermined and threatened. Muslim 
communities in Europe face significant dilemmas in making alliances with others. 
First of all, many of the Muslim communities are separated both spatially and 

28 This distinction is ada[ted from the traditional Marxist observations regarding the difference between 
a 'c1ass-in-itself', as determined by a community's relationship to the means of production, and a 
'c1ass-for-itself' that is politically self-conscious and organised. 

29 Kumar Murshid, 'Seeking a voice for London's Muslims', Q News, Feb. 2004, n. 354, p. 27. 
30 H. Khan, 'Unite but follow me: The tragic comedy ofMus lim representation', Q-News, n. 354, Feb. 

2004, p. 24. 
31 See M. Bunting, 'Look past the hijab', The Guardian, 10 May 2004. 



socially from other communities that might be potential allies around issues of 
common concern.32 Furthermore, whilst those on the secular left might be seen as 
'natural' allies of Muslims who, as we have seen, constitute some of the most 
deprived communities in European countries, many of their number have a deep 
antipathy towards religion in general and religiously-driven political movements in 
particular. Beyond this there is a significant undercurrent of suspicion about Islam 
and about Muslims amongst the liberal-minded Europeans with a deep commitment 
to individual human rights - another constituency that one might expect to be 
supporters of the causes of relatively deprived and excluded minority groups. This 
wariness is based on the perception of the abuses of human rights taking place in so 
many authoritarian 'Muslim states' around the world, along with the disturbance 
felt at the patriarchal nature of life within Muslim communities in Europe and what 
is seen as the suppression of women's rights. It is also attributable to the distress 
and disappointment caused by such episodes as the book-burning and the calls for 
the banning of Salman Rushdie's 'Satanic Verses' of 1988 (and the subsequent 
latwa), which seemed to indicate a fundamental schism between the liberal Western 
understanding of basic human rights and the views ofMuslims.33 

5. Anyone seeking to mobilise Muslims in Europe as a coherent political force must 
take account of the different types of electoral system in existence throughout the 
continent. Certain voting systems are particularly sensitive to the interests and 
choices of minority groups - the Israeli political system with its single constituency 
and its radical system of proportional representation comes to mind along with the 
complex arrangements envisaged in the Northern Ireland peace settlement. The 
British majoritarian political system whereby 'the winner takes all' is one of the 
least sensitive to minority interests. Whilst there are Muslims within every 
parliamentary constituency in Britain, there are only a few constituencies where 
their geographical concentration means that they can have a determining influence 
on the outcome of elections. Hence, even if Muslims were to cohere as a political 
force, they are not in a position to exercise a decisive impact on the overall result of 
a general election - and to the extent that this is the case they are not in a position to 
shape policy on foreign issues such as the Middle East and Palestine.34 

Muslim mobilisation on the Palestine question 
In order to understand the political concerns of Muslims in Europe it is necessary to 

appreciate the interplay of domestic and foreign issues. This is most clearly 
evidenced with regard to the post-9fll 'war on terror', which is seen by many as a 
war against Islam. And just as Muslims in Afghanistan, Iraq and elsewhere have 
been targeted, so have Muslims in Europe suffered disproportionately from the 
various anti-terrorism measures, resulting in a pervading sense of victimisation.35 

Consequently, Muslims in Europe can identifY with the suffering of their co

32 There have been a series of reports within Britain that have pointed with concern to the phenomenon 
of Asian and white communities living 'parallel lives'. See, for example, 'The Cantle Report', 2001. 
(http://www. homeoffice.gov. uk! comracelcohesionl) 

33 It should be pointed out that within Britain, and presumably elsewhere in Europe, there are examples 
of people who can be identified as Muslims who are prominent in the media, sport and other avenues 
of li~e who co~.ma~d the respect and af~ection across communities. The most obvious example at 
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For such people their major foreign concern has traditionally been Kashmir. As 
such they have tended to identify with the Palestinians through the lens of Kashmir 
- Muslims in Kashmir have been persecuted and denied their right to self
determination, so it is with the Muslims in Palestine. (Many if not most are unaware 
that a significant minority of Palestinians are not Muslims.) What has changed in 
recent years is not the understanding of Muslims, but their preparedness to 
articulate and pursue their concerns in the public political arena. The reason for this 
is their growing sense of frustration and anger at what is perceived to be the 
hypocrisy of Western governments and a growing assault on Muslims throughout 
the world. This view was articulated by Azzam Tamimi of the London-based 
Institute of Islamic Political Thought in the run-up to the invasion of Iraq, when he 
explicitly linked Iraq, Palestine and Kashmir, explaining, 'What is ... frustrating for 
many (British Muslims) is that Blair and Bush are telling Iraq to comply with UN 
resolutions, yet nothing is being done to deal with Israel over Palestine or the 
Kashmir problem. ,37 

As has been remarked, the main vehicle for the representation of such views through 
the conventional and 'respectable' channels of lobbying, participating in 
government commissions, publication of formal position papers and the issuing of 
press releases has been the umbrella organisation the MCB. The MCB is, if you 
like, the first call of any politician or journalist seeking a 'Muslim perspective' on 
any particular issue. Typical of its style was a letter to The Guardian calling for a 
just peace in the Middle East signed by the heads of a range of humanitarian 
agencies and individuals of different faith communities, of which Iqbal Sacranie, 
the chair of the MCB, was one of the co-signatories.38 

At the other end of the spectrum in terms of style and the substance of their demands 
are the angry young men, often members of such radical groups as Hizb-ut-Tahrir 
and AI-Muhajiroun, who would accuse the MCB of having been co-opted as the 
tame Muslim voice. I had a direct experience of their type of approach in October 
2000. A rally had been organised by Muslim youth groups in Bradford to support 
the Palestinians and protest against the repressive measures of the Israelis during the 
first weeks of the AI-Aqsa Intifada. I had accepted the invitation of one of the 
organisers to be one of the speakers - as someone with a degree of familiarity with 
the history of the Palestinian conflict. It was an unpleasant experience. The march 
was in an excited state as it entered the square outside the city"hall, and some of the 
speakers proceeded to heighten the frenzy with their portrayal of the Israeli assault 
on their Muslim brothers and sisters. Most of the protesters seemed to be waving 
placards with an image of the twelve year old Palestinian boy who had been killed 

36 Anecdotal evidence from Britain would indicate that however they might identifY with the suffering 
of their co-religionists, Muslims as a group have not been any more welcoming to asylum-seekers 
than other communities. They might share religious affiliation but, like so many migrant 
communities before them, they distance themselves from and compete for resources with more 
recent arrivals. 

37 Quoted in D. Casciani, 'Muslim protests against war grow', BBC News Online, II February 2003. 
(Accessible at http://news.bbc.co.uklllhi/ukl2748779.stm) It should be noted that 

38 Letter to The Guardian, 17 April 2004. 
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30thby an Israeli sniper in Gaza on September 2000. Other placards had 
representations of the AI-Aqsa Mosque under attack. Their outrage was expressed 
in the manner of a mob - shouting for vengeance against those guilty of infanticide 
and worse. As I was hustled up the steps to make my presentation I noticed with 
horror that one of the banners behind me had a swastika on it and some anti-semitic 
slogan referring to the Jews - not Israeli Jews but the Jews. I was completely out of 
tune with the feeling in the crowd as I advocated non-violent resistance to the 
occupation. Their mood became more impatient and more threatening. I was 
bundled from the steps - and I left the scene somewhat shaken by my encounter 
with what some have characterised as the 'discourse of anger' favoured by certain 
Muslims. I had witnessed at first hand the manner in which Muslim youth in 
Bradford, who felt to a significant degree socially excluded from the mainstream of 
society, had laid claim to the Palestinian cause as something with which they could 
identify, and which they proclaimed as emblematic of the treatment of Muslims by 
the 'West' around the world. 

The demonstration in Bradford was probably typical of similar marches and 
demonstrations of that period, organised by Muslim youth groups in cities around 
Britain with a large Muslim concentration. One noticeable feature of them was that 
they were quite small and composed entirely of Muslims, overwhelmingly male and 
under 30 years of age. By 2002, however, a change had taken place in the street 
demonstrations in Britain focusing on the situation in the Middle East. The most 
noticeable difference was that Muslims and non-Muslims were marching and 
protesting alongside each other. The main vehicle for this was the Stop the War 
Coalition (STWC) which had been formed a few days after the attacks on the USA 
in September 2001 to oppose the threatened war on Afghanistan. Initially a loose 
coalition of groups and organisations such as CND (Campaign for Nuclear 
Disarmament), various trade unions and the leftist Socialist Workers Party, the 
STWC also included the Muslim Association of Britain (MAB) and the Friends of 
al-Aqsa. As attention turned from the bombing of Afghanistan to the threatened 
invasion of Iraq, the level of activity and the numbers mobilised by the STW 
increased significantly and it was in this context that the MAB came to prominence. 
Indeed, the fact that the Coalition rapidly adopted a twin focus of trying to stop the 
threatened war against Iraq and demanding 'Freedom for Palestine' can be 
attributed to the participation of the Muslim organisations. Thus, at a march in 
London on 28 September 2002, an occasion chosen to commemorate the second 
year of the Intifada, different members of the coalition prioritised different demands. 
For many of the non-Muslims opposition to the imminent attack on Iraq was the 
most urgent issue. However, the MAB website highlighted the Palestinian cause, 
whilst the Friends of al-Aqsa urged those who accessed their website to 'March for 
Justice: unite for Palestine on the second anniversary of the intifada' .39 

Of course the linkage between the two issues was (and remains) significant and 
inescapable to the bulk of those who participated in different activities to halt the 
march to war, although some of us might not see the link in as clear and dogmatic a 
fashion as MAB when it linked 'the incurable thirst for Palestinian blood that now 
animates the colonial project in the Middle East' with the occupation of Iraq, 
asserting that 'The Iraq war was part of the United States' goal of reshaping the 



seeing respectable Muslim elders walking along next to young peace activists, 
Muslim women in their hijabs joining in the anti-war slogans alongside percussion 
bands as we all shuffled along towards Hyde Park. For some observers the 
involvement of Muslims in the stop-the-war movement represented a watershed in 
their development as a politically self-aware community. As one respected member 
of the Muslim community in Leicester told me, 'Had Iraq not happened we would 
still be politically asleep. ,41 

In his speech at the 15 February demonstration the veteran socialist parliamentarian 
Tony Benn urged people to 'found a new political movement' which would 
mobilise people to prevent the war in Iraq and support the establishment of a 
Palestinian state. Towards the end of 2003 his call was answered with the formation 
of 'Respect: the Unity Coalition'. The key figure in this initiative was the member 
of parliament George Galloway who was expelled from the Labour Party over 
charges relating to his opposition to the war. Galloway and other leading figures of 
Respect have gone out of their way to appeal to the Muslim communities for 
support. In one of its leaflets for the June 2004 municipal and European parliament 
elections Respect proclaimed itself 'the party for Muslims' and depicted Galloway 
as 'a fighter for Muslims ... recognised by the Muslim world for his 30 years of 
struggle for the people of Palestine, Iraq and Pakistan. ,42 The Respect 'platform' is 
very straightforward in its stance on Palestine: 'Support for the people of Palestine 
and opposition to the apartheid system that oppresses them.' This quest for the 
'Muslim vote' was reciprocated by MAB which urged people to support the 
Respect candidates. 

Whilst MAB has come to the fore as the main mobiliser of Muslim protests against 
the Iraq war, a number of other organisations are focussed more specifically on the 
Palestinian issue. The Friends of Al Aqsa group is primarily concerned with raising 
the level of awareness amongst Muslims in Britain of the Palestinian cause in 
general and the 'centrality of AI-Aqsa Mosque to the Islamic faith and the Muslim 
identity.' Its main activities involve seminars, conferences, public meetings and 
other means of public education and influence. As one observer described it to me, 
theirs is a form of 'educational jihad' . 

The same might be said of the Palestinian Return Centre which was established in 
1996 as a forum for discussion, research and monitoring of issues relating to the 
Palestinian diaspora. It shares with the Friends of Al Aqsa the general aim of 
informing a wider public, particularly amongst Muslims, about the Palestinian issue 
- but with a specific focus on the refugee issue and the 'right of return'. It pursues 
this by means of lectures and conferences, lobbying members of parliament, 
publishing newsletters and occasional papers. Typical of its public initiatives was 

27ththe advertisement published in The Guardian on January 2003, Britain's 

40 Statement of SWCT and MAB, 17 April 2004. 
41 	 Interview with Shaikh Ibrahim Mogra, Leicester, 12 July 2004. It should also be pointed out that this 

experience also revealed to many first time marchers that under certain circumstances governments 
can ignore mass expressions of protest. It will be interesting to see the longer-term consequences of 
this experience. 

42 Quoted at <www.workersliberty.org.uk>. Accessed 8 July 2004. 
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national 'holocaust day', reminding people of the ongoing suffering of the 
Palestinians and the abuse of fundamental human rights committed by the Israelis. 
The advertisement, with the header 'Palestine Remembered' and the call 'Free 
Palestine Now!', was endorsed by all the main Muslim organisations in Britain 
actively concerned with the Palestinian question. 

One of these was the Islamic Human Rights Commission (IHRC) which was 
established in 1997 as a London-based campaign, research and advocacy 
organisation. In their annual report of October 2003 they gave prominence ,to the 
courage of Rachel Corrie, the young American woman killed as she tried to halt the 
demolition of Palestinian houses, as emblematic of the imperative to struggle 
against oppression. The text continued: 

The solution to occupation and discrimination in Palestine or Kashmir or the 
anti-Muslim hatred of Europe and North America or West Africa, will not 
come by Muslims becoming the new oppressors either by mass of arms, 
financial clout or political lobbying. These are the tools of oppression used by 
Zionists, fascists, capitalists or any other type of tyrannical individual, 
government, group or ideology. We need to use our weapons - action, 
articulation and spiritual power - to destroy oppressive systems, not join 
them.43 

. 

Referring to the centrality 'occupied Palestine plays in defining present-day Islamic 
political and religious consciousness' the October 2003 report detailed some of the 
activities initiated by the IHRC as part of its campaign for 'Palestinian freedom 
from Zionist occupation' over the previous twelve months. 
• 	 Public speaking and seminars 
• 	 Lobby of Parliament for Palestine on 2th November, the International Day of 

Solidarity with Palestine. 
• 	 Letter-writing campaign against British government's support for Israel. 
• 	 Al Quds Day Rally in London (1 5t December 2002), which was claimed to be the 

biggest annual display of Muslim solidarity with Palestinians, attracting 5-6000 
participants. 

• 	 Other demonstrations were held on th Mayas a counter to celebrations of 
Israel's independence, and on 14th July 2003 a protest was organised outside 
Downing Street against the visit of Israel's Prime Minister Sharon to Blair. In 
September 2003 IHRC took part in the 'Freedom for Palestine' march and rally 
to commemorate the third anniversary of the Intifada. 

• 	 Campaign around the boycott of Israeli products, including boycott of Coca-Cola 
in favour of Mecca-Cola. 

• 	 Lobbying of Watford Football Club which persuaded them to deny the use of 
their stadium to the Israeli national football team. 

• 	 Distribution of power-point presentation on Palestine for activists to download. 
Production ofvarious other educational resources and campaign materials. 

• 	 Participation in the 15th February 2003 'Don't attack IraqlFreedom for Palestine' 
march in London. 

One of the activities that the IHRC has focused upon has been the 'political 
education' of the Muslim community in order to increase the impact of Muslim 
participation in the wider political arena. This form of 'political jihad' has been a 
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establishment of a Palestinian state. Indeed, citing MP AC spokesperson Zulfi 
Bukhari, Brian Wheeler of BBC News Online claimed 'The bi§ issues in the 
mosques is not so much Iraq, but the creation of a Palestinian state.' 4 The result in 
Leicester South was that the Labour Party lost the seat to the Liberal Democrat. 
Evidence once again that Muslims were voting tactically, and in those 
constituencies such as Leicester South where they made up 20 percent of the 
electorate they could succeed in influencing the outcome - punishing Blair 'for too 
little on Palestine and too much on Iraq.' 

Concluding observations 
What lessons might be drawn from this overview that might inform those seeking to 
mobilise Muslims in Europe around the issue ofPalestine. 
1. Muslims in Europe are concerned about justice for the Palestinians, just as they are 

concerned about the plight of fellow-Muslims in Kashmir, Chechnya, Iraq, 
Guantanamo Bay and Belmarsh Prison in London. 

2. Any group seeking to mobilise Muslims in Europe around issues of foreign policy 
in general, and Palestine in particular, must bear in mind that there are a plurality of 
Muslim communities within Europe as a whole and within individual states. People 
must be wary of assuming a 'one size fits all' approach. 

3. Perhaps the most pressing concern of Muslims in Europe is what many see as an 
advancing wave of Islamophobia and discrimination against Muslims. One of the 
most recent manifestations of this is the attack on the right of Muslim women to 
wear the hijad. Whatever the rights and wrongs of this particular issue, there can be 
no doubt that in the post-9/11 Western world there is a close association in the 
'public mind' between Muslims, 'extremism', and terrorism. That this is so should 
not be too surprising - given the efforts of Al Qaida groups to justifY their attacks on 
civilians in the USA, Madrid and elsewhere in religious terms. Indeed, this is the 
lens through which many people in Europe and beyond view the suicide-bombing 
attacks of Palestinians that result in the deaths of Israeli civilians. It remains 
crucially important that this growth in distrust of Islam and Muslims should be 
borne in mind by those seeking to maximise the political influence of Muslims in 
Europe over the issue of Palestine - every effort should be made to undermine the 
stereotypical views of the 'reactionary, anti-democratic Islamic fundamentalist' as 
part of the struggle to reclaim the human rights ofPalestinians. 

4. 	 Most European states are clear supporters of the establishment of a viable 
Palestinian state existing alongside Israel. The weakness of the Europeans in 
pressing their views upon the USA and Israel has little to do with any domestic 
issues and more to do with the 'realities' of power in the international arena. In this 
context perhaps the key political role of Muslim communities in Europe is to ensure 
that the Palestine issue remains to the fore of the mainstream political agenda. One 
way they can achieve this is by targeting those constituencies where they constitute 
a significantly sizeable proportion of the electorate as to exercise a determining 

44 B. Wheeler, 'Gloves off in Leicester South', BBe News Online, 10 July 2004. 
(http://news.bbc.co.uklgo/pr/jrl-/l/hilukyolitics/3880231.stm) Accessed 20 July 2004. 
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influence over who gets elected. In the British context it will be interesting to see 
what happens in the next general election to the foreign secretary Jack Straw - he 
represents a constituency with a significant Muslim presence, many of whom will 
be determined to make him pay for his stance on Iraq. 

5. 	There is a danger that Muslims mobilising politically over Palestine will thereby 
turn it into a 'Muslim issue' in the wider public mind. As has been observed 
already, most Muslims in Britain and elsewhere in Europe identity with the 
sufferings of the Palestinians as fellow Muslims. Yet the injustices' and oppression 
suffered by Palestinians constitute a human tragedy which should touch us all as 
human-beings, whatever our faith community (if any). There is a danger that if 
Palestine is presented as a 'Muslim' issue, then non-Muslims and Muslims with a 
secular outlook will feel relatively excluded and marginal to any campaigns that are 
mounted and will focus their energies on other issues. Nothing could be more 
detrimental to the Palestinian cause in Europe than if it became 'ghetto-ised' as a 
Muslim issue. 
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