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Britain’s Muslims are a community under scrutiny.  Islam as a
religion is practiced peacefully by the UK’s 1.6m Muslims, but
there is widespread concern about the growing popularity of
Islamism; a political ideology that aims to create a state and
society in strict conformity with religious doctrine. This has
coincided with a rise in religiosity amongst some younger
Muslims, who are more likely than their parents to hold strict
religious views, express anti-Western attitudes, and identify not
with Britain but with the global Muslim community – the
ummah.  

This report draws on extensive new opinion research conducted
among Britain’s Muslim population. It argues that instead of
looking abroad to the Muslim world for explanations of these
phenomena, we should examine the influence of political and
cultural trends within British society over the past two decades.
In particular, the doctrine of multiculturalism, with its stress on
‘difference’ and victimisation, has encouraged the growth of a
strident Muslim identity in the public realm. This approach has
also masked the true diversity of attitudes and experiences
within the British Muslim population. In order to address the rise
of Islamism, the authors argue, we need to abandon the
corrosive policies of multiculturalism and develop a sense of
national identity and shared values capable of inspiring a
younger generation.
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Terminology

There is sometimes disagreement and
confusion over the use of terminology
relating to Muslims and Islam. To clarify,
this report makes a distinction between
'Islam' as a religion practiced by Muslims
worldwide, and 'Islamism', 'radical
Islam' or 'Islamic fundamentalism',
which are terms that refer to a political

ideology that aims to create a state and
society in strict conformity with religious
doctrine.  Most British Muslims – even
those who are devout – are not Islamists.
Likewise, we make a distinction between
Islamists and Islamist terrorists. Many
Islamists reject the use of terrorism to
achieve their goals.
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Executive Summary

This report explores the attitudes of
Muslims in Britain today and the reasons
why there has been a significant rise in
Islamic fundamentalism amongst the
younger generation. It argues that the
growth of Islamism in the UK is not
solely a foreign problem, but something
that must be understood in relation to
political and social trends that have
emerged in British society over the past
two decades. It also examines the impact
of public policy on the Muslim popula-
tion and suggests that the way the
Government is responding to Islamism is
making things worse not better. 

Our research into the attitudes of
Muslims in Britain showed that there is a
growing religiosity amongst the younger
generation of Muslims. They feel that they
have less in common with non-Muslims
than do their parents and they show a
stronger preference for Islamic schools and
sharia law. Religiosity amongst younger
Muslims is not about following their par-
ents’ cultural traditions, but rather, their
interest in religion is more politicised.
There is a greater stress on asserting one’s
identity in the public space, for example,
by wearing the hijab. 

l 86% of Muslims feel that “my religion
is the most important thing in my life”.

l 62% of 16-24 year olds feel they have
as much in common with non-
Muslims as Muslims, compared to
71% of 55+ year olds.

l 60% of Muslims would prefer to send
their children to a mixed state school,
compared to 35% who would prefer to
send their child to an Islamic school.
There is a clear age difference. 37% of
16-24 year olds preferred to send their
children to Islamic state schools, com-
pared to 25% of 45-54 year olds and
19% of 55+ year olds.

l 59% of Muslims would prefer to live
under British law, compared to 28%
who would prefer to live under sharia
law. 37% of 16-24 year olds prefer sharia
compared to 17% of 55+ year olds.

l 36% of 16-24 year olds believe if a
Muslim converts to another religion
they should be punished by death,
compared to 19% of 55+ year olds.

l 7% “admire organisations like Al-Qaeda
that are prepared to fight the West’. 13%
of 16-24 year olds agreed with this state-
ment compared to 3% of 55+ year olds.

l 74% of 16-24 year olds would prefer
Muslim women to choose to wear the
veil, compared to only 28% of 55+ year
olds.

However, there is also considerable diversi-
ty amongst Muslims, with many adopting
a more secular approach to their religion.
The majority of Muslims feel they have as
much, if not more, in common with non-
Muslims in Britain as with Muslims
abroad. There is clearly a conflict within
British Islam between a moderate majority
that accepts the norms of Western democ-
racy and a growing minority that does not.
For these reasons, we should be wary of
treating the entire Muslim population as a
monolith with special needs that are differ-
ent to the rest of the population. 

l 21% of Muslims have consumed alco-
hol. 65% have paid interest on a nor-
mal mortgage. 19% have gambled. 9%
have admitted to taking drugs.
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l 59% of Muslims feel they have as much,
if not more, in common with non-
Muslims in the UK as with Muslims
abroad. 

Our research shows that the rise of Islamism
is not only a security problem, but also a cul-
tural problem. Islamism is strongly coloured
by anti-Western ideas. Yet, these views are not
exclusive to Muslims and can also be found in
wider society. There has also been a weaken-
ing of older collective identities, notably the
undermining of Britishness and the decline of
working class politics, which has led to a feel-
ing of disengagement amongst young people
more generally. Some Muslims are therefore
turning to religion as part of a search for
meaning and community. They increasingly
look to the abstract and global ummah.

l 41% named foreign policy as an
important issue to Muslims but they
are not necessarily more informed or
engaged than the wider population.
Only 18% of Muslims could name the
president of the Palestinian National
Authority and only 14% could name
the Prime Minister of Israel.

l 58% believe that “many of the prob-
lems in the world today are a result of
arrogant western attitudes” – 30% of
the general population agrees.

l 37% believe that “One of the benefits of
modern society is the freedom to criticise
other people’s religious or political views,
even when it causes offence”. 29% of the
general population believes the same.

The emergence of a strong Muslim identity
in Britain is, in part, a result of multicultur-

al policies implemented since the 1980s,
which have emphasised difference at the
expense of shared national identity and
divided people along ethnic, religious and
cultural lines. Islamist groups have gained
influence at local and national level by play-
ing the politics of identity and demanding
for Muslims the ‘right to be different’. The
authorities and some Muslim groups have
exaggerated the problem of Islamophobia,
which has fuelled a sense of victimhood
amongst some Muslims.

l Despite widespread concerns about
Islamophobia, 84% of Muslims believe
they have been treated fairly in this
society.

l 28% of Muslims believe that authori-
ties in Britain go over the top in trying
not to offend Muslims. We asked them
to give their opinion about the actions
of authorities in two different scenar-
ios. 75% believe it was wrong for a
local council to have banned an adver-
tisement for a Christmas carol service
in 2003 for fear it would cause ten-
sions. 64% believed it was wrong for a
council to have banned all images of
pigs from its offices (on calendars, toys,
etc) in 2005, for the reason that they
might offend Muslims’ feelings.

Paradoxically, Government policies to
improve engagement with Muslims makes
things worse. By treating Muslims as a
homogenous group, the Government fails
to see the diversity of opinions amongst
Muslims, so that they feel more ignored
and excluded.

l When asked to name an organisation
that represented their views as a Muslim,
only 6% named the Muslim Council of
Britain. 51% felt no Muslim organisa-
tion represented their views.

l 75% believe there is more diversity and
disagreement within the Muslim popu-
lation than other people realize.

Living apart together
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Executive summary

We argue that the Government has to change
its policy approach towards Muslims. It
should stop emphasising difference and
engage with Muslims as citizens, not through
their religious identity. The ‘Muslim commu-
nity’ is not homogenous, and attempts to
give group rights or representation will only
alienate sections of the population further.
People should be entitled to equal treatment
as citizens in the public sphere, with the free-
dom to also enjoy and pursue their identities
in the private sphere. The authorities should
also try to present a more realistic and bal-
anced picture of disadvantage and discrimi-
nation in the UK, as ‘victim politics’ can con-
tribute to a sense of alienation. We should
also recognise that the negative effects of
multiculturalism are particularly acute for
Muslims, but are also experienced by many
other minority groups.  

More generally, we need to revive a
sense of direction, shared purpose and

confidence in British society. Islamism is
only one expression of a wider cultural
problem of self-loathing and confusion in
the West. One way to tackle this is to
bring to an end the institutional attacks
on national identity – the counterproduc-
tive cancellation of Christmas festivities,
the neurotic bans on displays of national
symbols, and the sometimes crude anti-
Western bias of history lessons – which
can create feelings of defensiveness and
resentment. We should allow people to
express their identity freely and in a cli-
mate of genuine tolerance. At the same
time, we must also recognize that the
Government and policy-makers cannot
address this sense of disengagement alone.
We need to work together, as a society, to
develop a renewed sense of collectivity
that asserts our shared British identity and
Western values in a way that will inspire
the younger generation.





Part 1





1
Introduction

“It’s a diverse group that you can’t put together

and label as one thing. A lot of people think they

know what young British Muslims think, but

they don’t.” Male, Muslim, 21, London

“What do Muslims want?” is a question
that has increasingly preoccupied Western
policy-makers over the past five years.
Since the attacks on the United States on
September 11th 2001, Muslims and
Muslim communities have been scruti-
nised to try and understand the mindset
of terrorists who claim to act on their
behalf. The public demand for answers
has been intense and has fuelled a prodi-
gious output of books, websites, lectures,
pamphlets and television documentaries
about Islam and its adherents. In late
2001, post 9/11, sales of the Qu’ran went
up as people grappled with the concept of
“jihad”.1

Nowhere has this search for answers
been more intense than in Britain. The
London bombings of 7th July 2005 raised
challenging questions about how radical
Islamist terrorist acts could be planned
and executed on British soil. The 30-year
old ring-leader of the bombers,
Mohammed Sidique Khan, was an appar-
ently mild-mannered and respected class-
room assistant from Yorkshire, who had
lived a comfortable life with his young
family. Speaking from his grave in his so-
called ‘martyrdom video’, released two
months after the attack, Khan wore a red
and white checked keffiyah – an Arabic
headscarf – but spoke in a startlingly
familiar Yorkshire accent. Why would a
man with such an apparently contented

life in Britain declare himself at war with
his fellow citizens? 

On one level it is obviouly impossible to
get inside the minds of the London
bombers and pinpoint the exact motiva-
tions or life events that led them to carry
out their atrocities. What we can do, how-
ever, is try to understand the ideas and val-
ues that were already forming in these
young minds, and that eventually made
them susceptible to radical Islamist propa-
ganda. The aim of this report is to ask why
some British-born Muslims have become
attracted to Islamic fundamentalism and
the different social and cultural factors that
give credence to such ideas.

A homegrown problem
For many, the growth of radical Islamist
terrorism has raised serious questions
about the relationship between Islam and
the modern Western world, and whether
the two can co-exist. It was the Harvard
political scientist, Samuel Huntington,
who first coined the term ‘clash of civilisa-
tions’ in 1993 to describe the cultural and
military threat posed by the Muslim world.
He prophesied an era of global division –
between the modern secular West, and the
Muslim, religious East, each pulling in
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their own separate ways. The rise of Al-
Qaeda dramatised an inherent clash
between Islamic fundamentalism and the
modern world. When the London bomb-
ings happened, this ‘clash of civilisations’
seemed even closer to home. Some
observers pointed to the four British-born
bombers as further proof that Muslims liv-
ing in this country are simply unable to
adapt their strict values to the British way
of life. 

Many commentators have argued that
the rise of Islamist terrorism is caused by a
fundamental tussle between cultures and
that more is needed to encourage Muslims
to adopt British values. This was reinforced
by comments made by the Chairman of
the Commission for Racial Equality,
Trevor Phillips, who warned in September
2005 that Britain was ‘sleepwalking into
segregation’ and that cities were becoming
increasingly divided along ethnic or reli-
gious lines. In recent years, the
Government has introduced citizenship
tests and citizenship ceremonies to ensure
foreign nationals have a greater under-
standing of the culture, language and polit-
ical requirements of being British. 

But how accurate is this picture of ‘us
and them’? The terrorists who bombed the
London underground in 2005 were not
shaped by a conservative Arabic education,
or brought up in a rural South East Asian
culture. They grew up in the streets of
Britain, attending state schools and watch-
ing British telelvision. It is true that some
of them may have learnt the Qu’ran by rote
from an early age, but these individuals
also spoke fluent English, listened to pop
music, watched football and shared many
other cultural reference points with non-
Muslims. 

Of course, radical Islam has a global
reach and any explanation for its rise must
look at geo-political trends. A major factor
in the increasing religiosity of Muslims in
the UK has been the influence of Islamist
groups operating from abroad and funded
by the oil profits of countries like Saudi
Arabia.2 There is a proliferation of propa-
ganda targeting young Muslims through
literature, DVDs, the internet, student
societies and charitable organisations. A
Channel Four Dispatches documentary,
aired on 15th January 2007, revealed how
imams trained abroad in puritanical
Wahabi ideology are now preaching in
prominent British mosques, such as the
Green Lane Mosque in Birmingham. An
inevitable part of Britain’s counter-terror-
ism security strategy must be to track the
influence of such organisations and indi-
viduals.

But the absorption of ideas cannot be
explained simply by their profusion. Why
should the reactionary ideology of
Wahabism appeal to modern, secularised
Muslims in Britain? Contrary to expecta-
tions, the rising interest in religion
amongst second and third generation
British Muslims is not an outcome of
parental or community influence. In par-
ticular, if one looks at young Islamists in
the UK, they are not responding to famil-
ial or broader community pressure. They
are returning to the Qu’ran and reading
about religion of their own volition, often
having experienced the modern, secular
lifestyles available to most people of their
age. To suggest that imams or Muslim eld-
ers are exerting an undue influence on
youngsters is perhaps missing the funda-
mental point – today’s religious extremists
in Britain are largely the products of British
society. 

The starting point of this report is
recognition that the rise of radical Islam
in Britain is not simply a ‘foreign prob-
lem’ which we can shut out; rather, it is
partly fuelled by cultural and political

Living apart together
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trends that have their origins in the West.
The homegrown terrorists we have seen
in the UK are not alien to the British way
of life, but are, at least in part, derivative
from it. Why does Islamism appeal to
some young people who are mainly, but
not exclusively, of Muslim origin? What
need does it answer within them, and
what social, political and institutional
factors may have encouraged this? How
has this new form of Muslim conscious-
ness emerged, what drives it and to what
extent does broader British society need
to engage with it?

The more one looks at today’s self-pro-
claimed jihadists, both in Britain and else-
where, the harder it becomes to see them
principally as products of traditional
Muslim society. Marc Sageman’s study of
172 Al-Qaeda operatives around the
world indicates that most Islamic extrem-
ists have not been brought up with a
strong religious influence.  Nor are they
the products of economic deprivation.  In
fact, many come from relatively wealthy
homes. Only 9.4% had a religious educa-
tion, whilst 90.6% had a secular educa-
tion. 17.6% were upper class, 54.9% were
middle class and only 27.5% were lower
class. 9% had a postgraduate degree and
another 33.3% had a college degree.
Significantly, 70% joined the jihad while
away from home, many after being sent to
study in foreign universities, often in the
West.3

Sageman was able to identify three
major consistencies, all of which appear
counter-intuitive: the jihadists were usually
radicalised in Western countries; they were
likely to have had a relatively secular
upbringing; and the majority were not
recruited ‘top down’ but actively sought
out terrorist networks. Such findings sug-
gest that we cannot isolate the factors that
create a jihadist to a single country, lifestyle
or religious denomination. Even where the
radicalisation process is assisted by Islamist
propaganda and networks, the contempo-

rary jihadist is also a product of wider cul-
tural forces.

These findings gain credibility when we
look at the backgrounds of some of the ter-
rorists who have emerged in Britain:

l The four London bombers,
Mohammad Sidique Khan, Shehzad
Tanweer, Jermaine Lindsay and Hasib
Hussain were all British-born Muslims.
Lindsay was a convert.

l Omar Khan Sharif and Asif
Mohammed Hanif who carried out a
suicide bombing in Israel, killing peo-
ple at a Tel Aviv pizza parlour in April
2003, were from Derby. Sharif went to
King’s College, London

l Ahmed Omar Saeed Sheikh, arrested in
2002 in connection with the murder of
journalist Daniel Pearl in Pakistan, was
educated at a fee-paying school in Essex
and at the London School of
Economics.

l Saajid Badat, the would-be second
‘shoe-bomber’ who changed his mind,
attended a Church of England school
in Gloucester. 

A Muslim upbringing is a common factor in
almost all cases, but even that is not a prereq-
uisite for becoming a jihadist. A small num-
ber of converts have become radicalised in
western countries.4 In Britain, for instance:

l Andrew Rowe, who was convicted in
London after being caught with dan-
gerous materials to be used for terrorist
attacks and was also suspected of traf-
ficking arms to Chechen militants, was
born to Jamaican parents and had dab-
bled in petty crime before converting
to Islam in the 1990s.

l Richard Reid, the so-called ‘shoe-
bomber’ who tried to blow up a plane,
had a Jamaican father and English
mother and grew up in a middle class
suburb, later joining the Brixton
mosque. 
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l Don Stewart-Whyte who was charged,
together with co-conspirators, with
plotting to blow up airplanes on
transatlantic routes is the son of a
Conservative Party agent, now
deceased, and converted to Islam after
being a drug and alcohol abuser. 

l Dhiren Barot, who was convicted for
planning a variety of attacks using
chemicals and explosives and had trav-
elled to Pakistan to meet senior Al-
Qaeda operative Khalid Sheikh
Mohammed, was born a Hindu and
converted to Islam at the age of 20. 

Most, if not all, of these individuals would
have seen propaganda videos, attended lec-
tures and visited websites that nurtured
their interest. A number of them would
have made links to terrorist cells operating
abroad and received encouragement from
more experienced figures. However, we
cannot assume they were all personally
‘brainwashed’ by senior Al-Qaeda opera-
tives. According to the Government’s offi-
cial report, ‘The Report of the Official
Account of the Bombings in London on
7th July 2005’, there is little evidence to
prove that the bombers had links to an Al-
Qaeda ‘fixer’ and the authors stated that
“their indoctrination appears to have taken
place away from places with known links
to extremism”.5 In other words, they may
have become attracted to radical ideas
without any direct influence from abroad.
Although planning a terrorist act would
probably require a degree of training, sup-
port and assistance from other experienced
and connected individuals, the first crucial
steps of radicalisation – reading books,
surfing the net, talking with like-minded
friends – do not have to be masterminded
by a terrorist network. Individuals can start
the journey alone, or within a small group
of friends, say at a local sports club, youth
centre, or in a student society at university. 

It is almost impossible, therefore, to
develop a robust profile of the kind of indi-

vidual who will become a terrorist. They
come from a range of religious and ethnic
backgrounds, and vary from university stu-
dents to high school drop outs. Some have
clean records, while others have been in and
out of jail. They do not have to be poor or
have experienced racism. Like the London
bombers, they can be “well integrated into
British society”.6 Although almost all radical
Islamist terrorists to date have been men
and there may be a ‘macho’ or sexualised
element to the psyche of the jihadist,
women are not excluded. Muriel Degauque
was a Belgian female convert who married a
Moroccan Muslim and then carried out a
suicide mission in Iraq in 2005. 

The attempt to understand the contem-
porary terrorist threat through the study of
theological writings or “the Muslim mind-
set” therefore tends to overlook another
important factor – the cultural and politi-
cal influence of living in the West. 

A cultural problem, not just 
a security threat
Only a minority of people described as
‘radicalised’ or ‘extremist’ Muslims is likely
to commit or plan terrorist attacks. This
group is extremely small and there is little
evidence to show that radical Islamist ter-
rorist groups constitute a mass social move-
ment in Western society. In surveys con-
ducted in Britain after the London bomb-
ings, the majority of Muslims fully
denounced the attacks and disputed the
religious legitimacy of jihadist groups.7

Gilles Kepel, a renowned authority on
political Islam, points out that today’s
Islamism is qualitatively different to for-
mer incarnations of political Islam, which
tended to be less ideologically rigid and
once formed the basis for popular social
movements in the Middle East. The vast
majority of Muslims are not going to
become terrorists or support them.8

However, there has been a rise in what
the French scholar, Olivier Roy, calls ‘reli-
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giosity’ amongst younger Muslims in the
UK, of second and third generation immi-
grant origin.9 Whilst the number of actual
or potential terrorists remains small, it can
be construed as an extremely acute expres-
sion of a broader shift towards the
‘Islamicisation’ of identity throughout
Europe, and a growing interest in neo-reli-
gious ideas. Various indicators demonstrate
this: increased wearing of headscarves
amongst Muslim women; greater cultural
identification with transnational Muslim
identity – the ummah; growing member-
ship of Islamist political groups and youth
associations; an increase in anti-Western
and anti-Semitic attitudes in Muslim liter-
ature and websites; and greater demands
by Muslim groups for sharia-compliant
education, and financial and legal frame-
works. Many more young Muslims are said
by Muslim leaders to be going on pilgram-
age to Mecca, which is considered to be a
duty for all Muslims before they die.10

Numerical estimates of Muslims going to
fight abroad in conflicts such as
Afghanistan or Bosnia have been as high as
two thousand a year.11

While such indicators of religiosity
rise and fall in different European coun-
tries according to the social and political
context, they do suggest a cultural shift
is taking place among second and third
generation Muslims. This is particularly
important when taking into account the
key fact of demography: Britain’s
Muslims are much younger than the UK
population as a whole. Approximately
one third of Muslims in Britain is under
the age of sixteen. Unlike their parents,
they are more likely to identify with
their religion than with an ethnic or
national label. 

Although many younger Muslims will
not ever support terrorism or express rad-
ical views, in general the rise of radical
Islam points to a growing disillusionment
with what is perceived to be the problems
of ‘the West’. In this sense, the influence

of Islamism is not just a security problem,
but also a cultural problem. In Britain,
the aggressive, anti-Western strain of
Islamism seems to be stronger even than
other European countries. A study by the
Pew Center, based in America, noted in
2005:

“While publics in largely Muslim countries gener-

ally view Westerners as violent and immoral, this

view is not nearly as prevalent among Muslims in

France, Spain and Germany. British Muslims,

however, are the most critical of the four minori-

ty publics studied – and they come closer to the

views of Muslims around the world in their opin-

ions of Westerners”.12 

It has been argued that this negative per-
ception of the West is a straightforward
response to grievances over Western for-
eign policy, and the way that Muslim feel
about the suffering of the ummah – the
worldwide Muslim community. Numerous
authors have linked the London bombings
with the war in Iraq, using as evidence the
testimonies of two of the London bombers
in their valedictory ‘martyrdom’ videos. In
summer 2006, key Muslim public figures
sent an open letter to the government in
which they argued that Britain’s foreign
policy was fuelling extremist ideas and
pushing people towards terrorism. 

However, this supposed causal link
between terrorism and foreign policy does
not fully explain the jihadists’ motivations.
The Madrid attacks on March 11 2004
were already being prepared in 2000-2001
– long before the coalition forces invaded
Iraq or Afghanistan.  And, of course, the
September 11th attacks were a cause of the
Iraq war, not a consequence of it.  France
and Belgium refused to support the war in
Iraq but have both been targeted in subse-
quent terrorist planning.13

The appeal of radical Islam is more than
an angry response to Western foreign poli-
cy. It appears to reflect a more fundamen-
tal shift in cultural attitudes. For instance,
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in the ‘supergrass trial’ in 2006 (in which
the Al-Qaeda operative Mohammed Babar
was a key witness) seven British defendants
were accused of planning attacks on ‘binge
drinkers’ and ‘football hooligans’. Their
targets included nightclubs, pubs and bars,
including London’s Ministry of Sound.
One of the defendants allegedly stated, “no
one can even turn round and say ‘oh they
are innocent’ – those slags dancing
around”.14 Such targets reflect a deep
hatred of the supposed ‘decadence’ of
Western society, which goes far beyond
concerns about foreign policy.

If the motivations are partly cultural,
perhaps we can find an explanation in the
religion of Islam? It has been argued by
some that the scriptural tenets of Islam
pose an essential conflict with modernity
in the West. These analysts have adopted
the ‘cultural essentialism’ approach, which
seeks to explain Islamism as an outcome of
a static, durable culture that is inherently
prone to violence. But Islam is not a fixed
monolith. While readers can search the
Qu’ran and find several lines that will legit-
imise the use of violence, others will find
several more that will condemn it. The
interpretation of religion is never constant,
but always subject to social and cultural
change. There are clearly strands of Islam
that are more literalist and revivalist such
as Wahabism, whereas others are far more
rooted in folk cultural tradition and in
keeping with ‘popular Islam’, e.g. Sufism.
Indeed, counter to the claims of Islamists,
many Muslims seek to practice their reli-
gion and culture in co-existence with mod-
ern, democratic forms of governance and
lifestyle, in countries such as Malaysia,
Turkey, Egypt and Indonesia. Most impor-
tantly, the interplay between religion and
changing political circumstances is crucial.
At the height of pan-Arab secularism in the
late 1950s and early 1960s, Muslim
women throughout parts of the Middle
East removed the headscarf in a spirit of
feminist liberation. Today, their daughters

may wear it as a statement of identification
with their religion.15

In this sense, a distinction should be
made between Islam and Islamism. The
former refers to a world religion with
diverse and changing cultural practices and
customs, many of which can and do co-
exist with western lifestyles. The latter
refers to the politicisation of religion; an
ideology which draws upon religion but
pursues a particular political programme
and set of goals.16 It is much more produc-
tive to explore the origins of Islamism in
relation to a specific historical and cultural
context, rather than simply as an interpre-
tation of religious texts written almost
fourteen centuries ago. 

More crucially, although Islamism
appears otherworldly to our modern sensi-
bilities, we should consider the way in
which its animosity towards the West
chimes with certain ideological trends that
have long been fashionable amongst the
Western intelligentsia. For instance,
prominent members of the anti-globalisa-
tion movement attack the ‘greedy’ con-
sumerism and materialism of capitalist
society; culturally relativist social theory
bemoans the dominance of ‘euro-centric’
scientific and cultural knowledge; environ-
mentalist groups celebrate the spiritual
richness of pre-industrial, rural life; and
certain strands of radical feminism con-
demn the sexualisation of women in the
West, leading to the bizarre claim by one
Muslim feminist that “just about every-
thing that Western feminists fought for in
the 1970s was available to Muslim women
1,400 years ago”.17 To understand the
appeal of Islamism, we should think about
how it feeds off a number of broader cul-
tural trends in our modern age. 

The politics of identity
Muslim consciousness in Britain has
grown steadily with the arrival of new
migrants from countries such as Pakistan,
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India, Bangladesh, East Africa, and latterly,
Iraq, Afghanistan, Turkey, Africa, and parts
of Eastern Europe. According to the
Census 2001 there are approximately 1.6m
Muslims living in the UK today – 2.7% of
the total population.18 Many cities now
boast a sizeable number of mosques,
around which Muslim communities live,
work and pray. 

However, the increased prominence of
Muslim lobby groups and the nature of
their demands have also been shaped by
wider political trends in Britain. In the era
of multiculturalism diversity policies at
local and national levels have encouraged
different ethnic and religious groups to
organise politically and fight their corner
for extra resources. The competition
emerging between groups – a sort of tribal
thinking – has reinforced a wider feeling of
social fragmentation, in which each group
is encouraged to look after ‘their own’.
More generally, in the past few decades,
there has been a weakening of older, collec-
tive forms of identity, such as nationalism,
political parties, or trades unions. Younger
Muslims are more likely than their parents
to feel connection to their religious com-
munity as opposed to their country, ethnic
group or a political movement.

The kind of demands made by minority
groups has also changed. In the 1970s,
anti-racist groups campaigned largely
around issues of material and political
equality. In recent years, this has given way
to the demand for ‘difference’, and cultur-
al issues such as clothing, halal meat and
blasphemy have come to dominate Muslim
politics. In this context, younger Muslims
are much more conscious of their differ-
ence to the mainstream and more aggres-
sive in asserting their identity in the public
space. 

In light of these shifts, it is important to
consider the response of Government poli-
cy, and the impact it has made on the feel-
ings and attitudes of Muslims. For the past
decade, and particularly after the London

bombings, Government policy towards
Muslims has been to engage with them as
a distinct community whose special needs
qualify them for particular policies and
privileges. In 2005, the Government
assembled a group of Muslim representa-
tives and leaders, entitled the ‘Preventing
Extremism Together’ taskforce, which rec-
ommended increased funding of religious
groups and projects to bolster Muslim
community needs. 

However, despite good intentions, this
approach has often seemed inadequate and
muddled. Trying to do ‘community engage-
ment’ with Muslims has proved difficult
because they are not really a coherent and
unified community. The Muslim population
is ethnically, linguistically and culturally
diverse;19 and while some younger Muslims
are growing more religious than their par-
ents, others are becoming more secular or
‘Westernised’. Therefore, what ‘community
strategy’ would fit all the diverse needs and
expectations of this group? 

The emphasis on difference has been a
long-standing tenet of multiculturalism,
but despite concerted efforts to make
Muslims feel included and protected in
British society, the opposite has occurred.
Muslims, particularly amongst the
younger generation, continue to feel vul-
nerable, isolated and anxious about expe-
riencing Islamophobia. The Government
has set up numerous schemes to ‘listen’ to
younger Muslims but they feel no less
alienated and disengaged. The experience
of British Muslims suggests that the mul-
ticultural experiment – in some ways at
least – has failed to deliver the kind of
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unity that many expected. So where do
we go from here? 

The aims of this report
This report aims to explore the attitudes of
Muslims in Britain today and to analyse the
growing religiosity amongst the younger
generation. It outlines the emergence of a
Muslim consciousness in Britain, and
explores some of the key cultural and polit-
ical themes that preoccupy Muslims. It also
examines the impact of public policy in the
rise of Islamism and suggests that the way
the Government is responding to radical
Islam risks making things worse. We argue a
number of points:

l The growth of Islamism amongst some
young Muslims cannot be understood
solely as a foreign or religious problem,
but also needs to be understood in rela-
tion to political and social trends that
have emerged in British society over the
past two decades. 

l There are certain foreign influences
shaping Muslim consciousness in the
UK but the growth of Muslim politics
has also been strongly nurtured by mul-
ticultural policies at local and national
level since the 1980s. 

l More generally, many younger
Muslims are turning to religion as part
of a search for meaning and commu-
nity which also exists in wider society.
The weakening of older political iden-
tities in Britain means they increasing-
ly look to the abstract and global
ummah.

l Religiosity amongst younger Muslims
tends to be more politicised and there
is a greater stress on asserting one’s
identity in the public space.  

l Muslim consciousness is dominated by
a ‘culture of victimhood’, which has
bred feelings of resentment and defen-
siveness. Paradoxically, this has been
fuelled by Government policies to
improve engagement with Muslims.

l Contemporary Islamism is strongly
coloured by anti-Western ideas but
some of these sentiments can be dis-
cerned in the political and cultural cli-
mate of the West itself.

We do not offer any quick fix solutions or
a handy list of policy recommendations to
deal with the rise of Islamic fundamental-
ism. This issue cannot be dealt with
through one-off schemes or projects run by
the Home Office. Rather, we hope to
widen discussion about the experience of
Muslims in Britain today, how
Government policy might change direc-
tion overall, and the broader cultural and
political battle that all of us need to fight.
We make a number of suggestions:

l Stop emphasising difference and
engage with Muslims as citizens, not
through their religious identity.  We
should recognise that the Muslim
‘community’ is not homogenous, and
attempts to give group rights or repre-
sentation will only alienate sections of
the population further. 

l Stop treating Muslims as a vulnerable
group. The exaggeration of
Islamophobia does not make Muslims
feel protected but instead reinforces
feelings of victimisation and alienation.

l Encourage a broader intellectual debate
in order to challenge the crude anti-
Western, anti-British ideas that domi-
nate cultural and intellectual life. This
means allowing free speech and debate,
even when it causes offence to some
minority groups. 

l Keep a sense of perspective. The obses-
sion of politicians and the media with
scrutinising the wider Muslim popula-
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tion, either as victims or potential ter-
rorists, means that Muslims are regard-
ed as outsiders, rather than as members
of society like everyone else.

Structure of the report
The first part of this report outlines the
historical development of the Muslim con-
sciousness in Britain, drawing on second-
ary and primary sources. It highlights the
drivers leading to a more visible Muslim
political identity since the late 1980s. 

The second part of the report outlines
findings from original research conducted
between July 2006 – January 2007. The
polling company, Populus, conducted a
quantitative survey of 1,003 Muslims in
the UK, through telephone and internet
questionnaires. Telephone interviews were
generally conducted in English but in a
minority of cases the interview was con-
ducted in a different language if requested
by the respondent. The answers were
weighted to represent the demographic of
the Muslim population in the UK. Some
further questions were asked to 1,025 peo-
ple from the general population in an
omnibus survey for points of comparison. 

We also conducted 40 semi-structured,
hour-long interviews with younger

British-born Muslims, exploring their
attitudes towards religion, British society
and values. The respondents were either
university students or recent graduates,
were of either Pakistani or Bangladeshi
origin, and came from a range of socio-
economic backgrounds. This smaller sam-
ple was not intended to be demographi-
cally representative of the entire Muslim
population, but it provided useful data
about the complex attitudes of younger
Muslims. The interviews took place in
London, Birmingham, Rochdale, and
Manchester. 17 of the respondents were
female, 23 were male. The respondents
demonstrated varying degrees of religiosi-
ty; 13 stated they ‘prayed rarely or not at
all’ and 27 ‘prayed regularly or quite
often’. 12 interviews were also conducted
with non-Muslims of similar age to pro-
vide points of possible comparison. The
interviews were transcribed and then
analysed using computer assisted data
analysis software. We also consulted a
range of experts, academics and practi-
tioners about the experiences of Muslims
living in Britain and the effects of poli-
cies.

The third and final section of the report
reflects on the research findings and their
implications for policy development. 
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2
The emergence of 
Muslim conciousness 
in the UK

Islam plays a significant role in the politi-
cal and cultural life of large parts of the
Middle East, South and Central Asia, the
Balkans and parts of Eastern Europe,
North and Sub-Saharan Africa, and now
increasingly in the UK, where approxi-
mately 1.6m Muslims reside.20

Great efforts have been made in recent
years to improve the public understand-
ing of Islam and how it shapes the lives of
the Muslim population. A large number
of books, television documentaries and
public events have helped the British pub-
lic become reasonably knowledgeable
about the second largest religion in the
UK. However, along with this under-
standing there has been a tendency from
some quarters to make untested assump-
tions about the ‘Muslim community’ and
what it believes. In particular, policy-
makers sometimes take for granted the
view that the ummah is automatically the
most important concern for Muslims in
Britain. As a result, the Government’s
engagement with the Muslim population
in recent years has ended up privileging
religious and cultural issues that mark
them apart from the rest of the popula-
tion. 

After the London bombings in 2005,
the Government called together a taskforce
of Muslim representatives and community
leaders up and down the country to talk
about Muslim youth. The premise of its
report, ‘Preventing Extremism Together’
was that the Government needed to adopt

special measures to help the Muslim com-
munity integrate, and which also recog-
nised their sense of connection with other
Muslims around the world. Among its 37
recommendations, it suggested more
Muslim ‘youth MPs’ to help young
Muslims express themselves politically,
more information about Islam translated
into English, and a moderate Islamic
scholars’ roadshow, to teach about the
‘true’ version of Islam. The report also rec-
ommended the funding of specific
Muslim-led organisations, such as the
Federation of Society of Islamic Students
(FOSIS), and the Waqf al-Birr Educational
Trust, as well as increased monitoring of
public services in order to “analyse how
much of these resources benefit and
advance the Muslim community, Muslim
organisations and Muslim women”. There
were also recommendations to empower
Muslims through greater awareness of their
culture, such as teaching young Muslim
women Arabic, and establishing a unit at
the Department of Culture, Media and
Sport (DCMS) to encourage a more bal-
anced representation of Islam in media,
popular culture and sports sectors. What
these report recommendations implied are
that young Muslims in Britain should pri-
marily be engaged with through their reli-
gious identity. The taskforce assumed that
the Muslim identity is a historically con-
stant monolith, and that the ‘Muslim com-
munity’ has always been conscious of itself
as such. 

20
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Outside the realm of policy-making,
many academics and commentators have
also discussed the importance of Muslim
identity, and point out that younger
Muslims are angry about British foreign
policy because they perceive it to be harm-
ful to the ummah to which they feel
strongly attached.21 Some authors argue
that the tensions between the Muslim
world and West today stem partly from the
Muslim mindset, which, they claim, has
been humiliated over the centuries by eco-
nomic and military defeat by the West.22

This interpretation of the current wave of
political Islam views it as part of a long tra-
dition of Muslim grievance dating back to
the end of the Caliphate under the defeat
of the Ottoman Empire in 1918, and pos-
sibly even further back to the holy crusades
in the Middle Ages. 

It is undeniable that the Muslim identi-
ty in Britain is strong and it draws upon
the reservoir of historical memory. But at
the same time, we should also remind our-
selves of how relatively novel this identity
is, at least in the political space in Britain.
Although Muslims have lived in Britain
since the nineteenth century, it is only in
the last two decades that we have seen the
development of a strong Muslim identity
in the public sphere.23 Until the 1970s, it
was ethnicity, not religion, which dominat-
ed the way Muslims perceived them-
selves.24 Older migrants are much more
likely to identify with their ethnic or
national identity, whilst identification with
Islam is much more prevalent amongst the
younger generation. Arguably, the strong
identification with the trans-national
ummah is relatively new. While there is
irrefutable anger today about the wars in
Afghanistan and Iraq, by contrast the
Bosnian war of 1992-1995 had a less
noticeable impact on mainstream Muslim
opinion, as did the 1999 Kosovo conflict.
Foreign policy has been a motor for radi-
calisation since the mid-1990s, but usually
first amongst a smaller group of politicised

Muslims who have worked actively over
time to politicise mainstream Muslim
opinion. 

The ‘Muslim identity’ is therefore not
an unchanging, monolithic entity, but
something that has developed through a
sequence of historical events and processes.
This section will give a brief outline of
some of the factors and events that have
contributed to this development.

Secularism to religious politics
The history of Muslims in Britain goes
back at least two hundred years, when
small numbers of Bengali and Yemeni
sailors entered the port cities of London,
Glasgow and Cardiff, taking work in local
garment factories and restaurants.
Following the Second World War, the
Muslim population grew steadily as young
men from South Asia migrated to Britain
to seek work as part of the post-war
rebuilding effort. They settled in London,
in towns and cities surrounding the capital
and in specific towns in the Midlands and
the North, where the main industries had
a large demand for unskilled and semi-
skilled labour. Often living in concentrated
areas within these towns, Muslims took
poorly paid, night-shift work that the local
white population did not want to do.
Chain migration in the 1950s and 1960s
meant that friends and relatives followed
from South Asia and began to settle in
neighbourhoods, forming tight-knit ethnic
and cultural communities. In the late
1960s and early 1970s, other factors
helped expand the settlement of new
Muslim migrants. Growing restrictions on
immigration encouraged many migrants to
settle permanently and bring their families
from abroad. The ‘Africanisation’ policies
of some East African countries also led to
the forced migration of many thousands of
Indian families to the UK.25

As families gradually settled and grew
more prosperous, the Muslim population
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became a more visible presence in Britain.
In the late 1960s, some Muslim communi-
ties were able to move from their makeshift
mosques in private rooms, to purpose-built
mosques, thereby making a mark on the
landscape of some British towns and cities.
New Muslim voluntary and welfare organ-
isations also sprung up to provide services
and support to first generation and second
generation migrants in the major cities. 

Certainly, religion was an important
aspect of life for first and second genera-
tion immigrants, acting as a comforting
social glue in an unfamiliar and sometimes
hostile world. Muslims almost invariably
settled closely together in areas and set up
local organisations, mosques and services
to cater to their needs, as well as provide
familial and communal support. In the
1960s, for instance, Haji Taslim Ali, the
imam at the East London Mosque, provid-
ed a variety of useful services for his 7,000
worshippers: he and his wife taught Arabic
classes to local children, collected and dis-
tributed old clothes, looked after children
if the mothers had to go to hospital and he
was an interpreter in the local police sta-
tion and courts. This vital support was
replicated all over Britain’s cities wherever a
sizeable Muslim population existed.
Similarly, successful businessmen would
donate generously to local mosques in
order to give something back to their com-
munity.26

Yet politically, the role of Islam was not
prominent in the public domain. In the
1960s, Muslim immigrants were largely
involved in secular political movements
that spoke to their ethnic and national
concerns (mostly related to developments
‘back home’ in Pakistan, Kashmir or
Bangladesh) or specific problems encoun-
tered by immigrants in the UK. A number
of self-help organisations flourished such
as the Pakistani or Bangladeshi Workers
Associations, which were primarily con-
cerned with providing local welfare servic-
es – filling out forms, legal assistance,

immigration advice and offering social and
cultural amenities. The common problem
of racism, encountered by most ethnic and
religious minorities, also led to occasional
cross-ethnic alliances, such as the Co-ordi-
nating Committee Against Racial
Discrimination in Birmingham and the
Black People’s Alliance which campaigned
against discrimination for all minority
groups. 

In the 1970s this secular politics shifted
to new territory as the younger generation
confronted racism head-on. They strug-
gled against racial attacks, instances of
police brutality, housing discrimination
and increasingly tight immigration laws.
This new wave of secular, anti-racist poli-
tics had a radical edge and sought to chal-
lenge the domination of older, more tradi-
tional elites. Organisations like the Asian
Youth Movement, set up in 1977, made no
distinction between religious communities
and were created by younger leaders who
had been born and educated in Britain.
They often defied conservative attitudes in
their own ethnic communities and tackled
issues such as domestic violence. They
chose to focus on problems relating to
their particular communities in the UK,
rather than in their homelands. While
many of this generation of activists were
probably Muslim, they did not tend to
define themselves by their religion but
instead by their political allegiance.

The shift to religiously oriented politics
took place over the 1980s and 1990s for a
number of reasons. The first was a shift in
the intellectual climate on the political left,
away from the traditional emphasis on
class struggle and economic equality and
towards a new politics of identity and
group rights. Inevitably, this fed through
into the activism of radical groups and led
to new kinds of political demands being
made. Parts of the anti-racist movement
began to reframe their political demands
from equality of provision and treatment,
to diversity, which entailed greater recogni-
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tion of cultural issues. Whereas in the
1970s these organisations had campaigned
largely around cross-cultural issues – police
treatment, immigration laws, housing – by
the mid 1980s, they had moved to new
issues, such as the provision of halal meat
in schools, faith education, positive images
of ethnic groups and Islamic clothing.27

Many activists in the anti-racist movement
also began to work in the local authorities
and services around which they cam-
paigned.

At the same time, more strident Islamist
groups emerged and started to exert an
influence on the younger generation. They
capitalised on the perceived failures and
shortcomings of secular groups; many of
which were seen to be increasingly irrele-
vant or tied to the local state and political
parties. Picking up on the shift in anti-
racist discourse since the early 1980s, the
newer Muslim activists framed their lobby-
ing in terms of recognition for their cultur-
al rights. They were often more dynamic at
the grassroots level and attracted disillu-
sioned youngsters whose future seemed
otherwise overshadowed by local crime
and drugs problems. Thus Islam emerged
as a new vehicle of political identity. 

Multiculturalism
Importantly, this shift towards cultural
issues from the 1980s onwards was facili-
tated by the state, through the introduc-
tion of multicultural policies at local and
national level. Urban riots and unrest dur-
ing the 1970s and 1980s provoked con-
cern about how to engage ethnic minority
communities in the political process and
give them some direct political involve-
ment in their areas. As a bastion of the new
left, the Greater London Council under
the leadership of Ken Livingstone was
among the first institutions to give con-
crete expression to the importance of iden-
tity and diversity in its policies.  It pio-
neered numerous multicultural initiatives

to appeal to a new ‘rainbow coalition’ of
groups such as ethnic minorities, gays and
lesbians, and the disabled. Even less obvi-
ously radical organisations such as the
Home Office began to reflect the new
intellectual fashion. The Scarman Report
following the 1981 Brixton Riots called for
a multi-racial, multi-cultural approach,
which would recognise the different needs
and ethnic communities in society.  

The policies that followed emphasised
the importance of different cultural back-
grounds in determining people’s identity,
and the need to engage with community
groups on this basis. This entailed a shift
from the liberal tradition of dealing with
people in a ‘colour-blind’ way in the pub-
lic space, towards differential treatment
according to their cultural identities. The
privileging of diverse identities in race rela-
tions discourse meant that people were
gradually demarcated into visible cultural
and religious ‘communities’. In particular,
the idea of cultural assimilation was
attacked by certain parts of the political
left because it was considered likely to mar-
ginalise ethnic minorities. In its place, ‘cul-
tural diversity’ and the recognition of dif-
ference was welcomed as an alternative way
of including people in society. For the
political left, an additional driver behind
this effort was a desire to connect with new
constituencies of people beyond the white
working class, which had traditionally
formed the basis of left-wing politics. 

Since the 1980s, official support for
‘diversity’ has moved from being a margin-
al preoccupation of activists to being a cen-
tral concern of all institutions. The idea of
diversity has spawned a massive infrastruc-
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ture of policies, funding streams, services,
voluntary and semi-governmental organi-
sations and professional occupations. In
the UK, a range of services – housing,
healthcare, arts and cultural provision, vol-
untary support, public broadcasting, and
policing – have been restructured to
accommodate the supposedly different
needs of ethnic users. There are dedicated
ethnic housing associations, voluntary
bodies, arts centres, radio channels, and
policing units. This emphasis on diversity
was articulated most clearly in the 2000
report of the Commission for Future of
Multi-Ethnic Britain, chaired by Lord
Bikhu Parekh, which argued that equality
also required “cultural recognition and
respect”.28 If a person’s culture is not
affirmed and given status, this is consid-
ered to be denial of equality.

However, some people now argue that
the official drive to recognize diversity has
been counterproductive because it has pre-
vented migrants from fully integrating into
Britain. Zia Haider Rahman, a
Bangladeshi-born human rights lawyer has
argued that many new immigrants are dis-
couraged from learning English, pointing
out that the government spent £100m in
the past year on translation services: “We
are telling them they don’t have to learn
English, let alone integrate. Worse, by
insulating them, we have created commu-
nities that are now incubators for Islamo-
fascism”.29 The growth in translation serv-
ices has coincided with a broader shift in
education towards recognising different
cultures. In 1985, Ray Honeyford, a head-
teacher in Bradford, warned about the
growing segregation in nearby schools and
how the fear of offending minority groups
was thwarting the teaching of English as a
first language – something he believed
most Asian parents were also concerned
about. His stance against multiculturalism
provoked consternation from local author-
ities and Honeyford was pushed into early
retirement. Today, we can see how his dire

predictions have been borne out. Schools
throughout the north of England are high-
ly ethnically divided. Honeyford’s old
school, Drummond Middle School, has
been renamed Iqra School and is now
100% Asian.30

The privileging of cultural difference
means that multicultural policies have
often ignored the needs of less powerful
sections of ethnic communities.
Organisations like the Muslim Women’s
Network have argued that community
leaders silence their own women and pre-
vent the criminal justice system from tack-
ling problems such as domestic violence,
honour killings and forced marriages.
Although such crimes are not specific to
any culture and have been carried out by
Muslims, Sikhs, Christians and Hindus,
the patronising – even racist – view of
some multiculturalists that these crimes are
part of ‘their culture’ has led some critics to
argue that the issue of domestic violence in
ethnic minority homes is not tackled with
the same force as in white people’s homes.31

The logic of diversity and multicultural-
ism has also led to a shift in political culture,
whereby ethnic and cultural groups are
encouraged to make demands based on
their differences and cultural exclusion from
the mainstream. In order to gain resources
from the public purse or even garner media
attention, particular groups have to claim
they are unfairly disadvantaged. The effect
over the past two decades has been the
emergence of ethnically or culturally specif-
ic lobby groups, each arguing their own cor-
ner for more money, resources and support
for their particular identity. 

The danger of this growing tribalism
was belatedly recognised in the official
report into the riots in the northern towns
of Bradford, Oldham and Burnley in
2001, which raised concerns about appar-
ently increasing ethnic segregation and
people living ‘parallel lives’. The Chair of
the Independent Review Team, Ted Cantle
criticised the entrenched divisions between
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