
Introduction

The haves the have nots
The haves but will not
The ones that call shots
The ones that get shot
That, is the only clash of civilisations I know.

(Avaes Mohammad, ‘The clash’1)

a snapshot of twenty-first-century multicultural britain

In September 2013, a new strategy designed to facilitate ‘integration’ in 
the ‘super-diverse’ east London borough of Newham hit the headlines. 
Sir Robin Wales, the mayor of Newham, had cancelled public library 
subscriptions to foreign language newspapers, dramatically reduced 
translation services and abolished funding for community events focused 
on a single ethnic or religious group. These measures, he claimed, would 
work against the segregation in the borough, which he compared to that 
of apartheid South Africa, and reinforce ‘British values’ including ‘trust’, 
‘reciprocity’, ‘respect’ and ‘tolerance’ as well as a sense of pride in being 
British.2 This is not the first time Newham has occupied the limelight 
in debates on multiculturalism in Britain: plans by Tablighi Jamaat to 
build a large mosque – branded the ‘mega-mosque’ – next to the main 
2012 Olympics site were met with considerable hostility and opposi-
tion not only from within the local community but also from political 
figures and media commentators. The story first appeared in the national 
press in November 2005, just a few months after London won their bid 
to host the 2012 Olympic Games in the borough and, less than twenty-
four hours later, four British Muslims detonated bombs on the London 
Underground and a London bus, killing over fifty people and injuring 
some seven hundred others. Media constructions of the planned Abbey 
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Mills Mosque repeatedly emphasised the large scale of the mosque and 
its ‘Islamicisation’ of space; its threat to the national image that would 
be broadcast across the globe at the Olympic Games 2012; its ‘foreign-
ness’ due to contributions to its funding from abroad; and alleged (and 
unsubstantiated) links between Tablighi Jamaat and terrorism, including 
the 7 July 2005 bombings.3 An excerpt from a 2006 article in the Tele-
graph underlines the first two of these themes: ‘When television viewers 
around the world see aerial views of the stadium during the opening 
ceremony in six years’ time, the most prominent religious building in the 
camera shot will not be one of the city’s iconic churches that have shaped 
the nation’s history, such as St Paul’s Cathedral or Westminster Abbey, 
but the mega-mosque.’4 Predictably, the controversy was then exploited 
by far right groups such as the English Defence League (EDL) in order to 
spread Islamophobia.5

As Daniel Nilsson DeHanas and Zacharias P. Pieri point out, in the 
wake of the successful Olympic bid one might have expected a warm 
welcome for the mosque ‘as a multicultural Olympic landmark’.6 For 
images of London’s cultural diversity were successfully deployed to sell 
the city to the International Olympic Committee. A group of children 
‘representing the cultural and ethnic mosaic of London’s East End’ accom-
panied Sebastian Coe to Singapore’s elite Raffles Hotel on the morning 
of the final speeches and announcement of the winning city.7 The multi-
cultural character of Stratford, the part of Newham which would appar-
ently undergo the most regeneration as a result of the Games, was cited 
repeatedly as ‘evidence’ of the ‘legacy’ benefits the Games would bring 
to ‘ordinary’ Londoners. Trevor Phillips, chair of the Commission for 
Racial Equality, declared London’s victory ‘a brilliant vindication of the 
gamble made by Sebastian Coe and Ken Livingstone to stress the city’s 
successful ethnic and racial integration’.8 The diversity emblematised by 
the Games was contrasted to the monoculturalism which, it was claimed, 
underpinned the horrific 7/7 terror attacks. The media emphasis on the 
fact that two of the bombs targeted parts of London with a significant 
Muslim population – Aldgate in Newham’s neighbouring borough, 
Tower Hamlets, which has a large Bangladeshi population, and Edgware, 
which is home to a substantial community of Arabs – was suggestive of 
this message: the bombs were not just an attack on the UK or London, 
but on the diversity that London represents. Phillips, too, drew a link 
between the successful Olympic bid and the bombings via the issue of 
cultural diversity:
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the great issue of our times is this: can the peoples of a multi-ethnic and 
multi-faith world share the planet in peace? Can we cross the lines of 
difference? … Most people want the answer to be a resounding yes. But 
we saw last week in London the desperate acts of people determined to 
show that we cannot, and should not, live and let live. To these extremists, 
London’s easy-going mix is a daily affront.9

Here, the multicultural character of London, and of the victims, func-
tions as corroboration of ‘our’ inclusive, open and diverse culture, which 
is then counterposed to ‘their’ singular, homogenising bid to destroy 
‘our’ way of life, obscuring the role played by the government’s foreign 
policies and the presence of western troops in Muslim lands in moti-
vating Islamist extremists.10

The discourse surrounding the proposed Abbey Mills Mosque and 
Newham’s mayor’s controversial ‘naturalising’ strategies echoes this 
dichotomised conceptualisation of diversity versus singularity which 
maps neatly onto one of integration versus separatism. While concerns 
about the isolationist tendencies of Tablighi Jamaat may have been justi-
fied, the spectre of the separatist, alien and threatening Muslim Other 
pitted against the modern and diverse Britain projected as the site of 
the Olympic Games serves to stigmatise Islam, or its presence in the 
public sphere, and mask the exclusions that shape the multiculture of the 
surrounding area. Similarly, Sir Robin Wales’s assertion that he values 
diversity and supports people ‘coming together’ while opposing single 
ethnicity events obfuscates structural inequalities caused by deprivation 
and racism behind a veneer of inclusivity which is projected as ‘British’, 
and implies minority cultural practices are intrinsically separatist and 
ultimately illegitimate (tellingly, he consigns cultural heritage to the 
domain of memory: ‘it’s great for people to remember their heritage but 
the council shouldn’t be paying for it’11). Wales’s integrationist strategies 
are challenged by the ‘ethnicity paradox’ that Tariq Modood discusses 
and that informs his advocacy of ‘equality through pluralism’. Citing 
the research of American sociologists Robert E. Park and W. I. Thomas, 
Modood argues that ‘allowing more space to ethnic minority communi-
ties to do their own thing enables them to become a feature of the new 
society and creates a secure base from which participation in the institu-
tions of the wider society follows’.12 Justin Beaumont and Christopher 
Baker’s analysis of British Muslim study circles corroborates this view; 
they found that while participating in a study circle reinforced religious 
identity, in fact the feelings of solidarity and resilience gained through 
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belonging to the group encouraged ‘a broader sense of confidence in 
participation that moves beyond a proactive care for the Muslim ummah 
into more generic forms of citizenship’.13 Anshuman A. Mondal makes a similar 
point by reframing the establishment of Muslim communities in Britain 
(‘the building of mosques, the arrival of halal butchers and Asian grocery 
stores’) precisely as ‘evidence of Muslim integration and commitment to 
Britain’ rather than ‘as signs of “separatism” and “segregation”’.14 Indeed, 
as Ziauddin Sardar asks, comparing Jewish communities in north London 
and Chinatowns to Muslim ‘ghettoes’, why should ‘Muslims aspiring to 
domestication of their identity, creating the infrastructure that supports 
the lived identity they wish to pass from generation to generation, as 
other minorities clearly do’, be considered ‘segregated communities and 
inherently “a problem”?’15

As Alana Lentin and Gavan Titley observe, citing David Edgar:

The apparent death of left–right divisions has moved progressive thinkers 
to ‘posit a raft of new fault lines – liberty versus authority, secularism 
versus religion, free speech versus censorship, universalism versus multi-
culturalism, feminism versus the family – all of which are cast in forms that 
put the progressive middle class on one side and significant sections of the 
poor on the other.’16

The displacement of hierarchies of class and race as well as religion by 
these fault lines, which locate Muslims and also the poor firmly on the 
wrong side, can be seen both in the discourse used by Wales and in the gap 
between the marketing of Newham as potential site of the 2012 Olympic 
Games and the material realities of many of its residents. Wales’s with-
drawal of translation services and foreign language newspapers will inev-
itably affect the most disadvantaged members of Newham’s minority 
groups, including the poor, the newest arrivals and the elderly, who are 
least likely to have competence in English. Newham is the second most 
deprived borough in Britain, with 32.7 per cent of its residents in income-
deprived families.17 With a white population of just 16.7 per cent, it is also 
one of the most diverse boroughs in Britain. According to the 2001 census, 
a quarter of its population is Muslim, but it is likely that figure is higher 
now.18 Muslims in Newham are especially socio-economically disadvan-
taged compared to other residents. A large proportion of Newham’s resi-
dents are Pakistani or Bangladeshi, and poverty and deprivation are more 
marked in these ethnic groups than in other Muslim groups.19 Bangla-
deshis are Britain’s poorest minority group, and  approximately seven out 
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of ten British Bangladeshi and Pakistani children live in poverty.20 If it is 
really the case, as Phillips maintains, that ‘our capital offers the best real-
world answer that humanity has to the challenge of ethnic and religious 
diversity’, then it is clear that humanity’s answer falls short of a basic 
standard of living for the majority of more than one ethnic group in one 
of the richest nations in the world.21

Crucial questions remain, too, about exactly who will benefit from 
the legacy of the Games, and how. As Neil Smith points out, regenera-
tion – promised by the London Olympics committee to east Londoners 
– has, in the present period of global capitalist expansion, ‘become the 
means of embedding the logics, threads and assumptions of capital accu-
mulation more deeply than ever in the urban landscape’.22 Regenera-
tion is offered to city dwellers as a ‘cure’ for the city’s ills, when in fact 
it can be a mechanism by which social inequalities (those very ills) are 
created and maintained.23 The example of Margaret Thatcher’s govern-
ment’s development of London’s Docklands area in the 1980s illustrates 
this clearly. Far from ‘trickling down’ to its working-class residents, the 
creation of wealth in this pocket of east London benefited the corpora-
tions that were located there. Today, the wealthy inhabitants of Dock-
lands are not its pre-development communities (black, brown or white) 
but the (predominantly white) City workers who could afford to move 
there after the area’s gentrification. The diversity of this gentrified area 
works as a convenient screen for its stark inequalities.24 There is a real 
danger that the development of Newham will follow a similar path and 
that the material needs of Coe’s young escorts and their peers will get 
lost behind the glossy images of our multiethnic capital. Anne Power 
argues that so far the enormous amount of money injected into Newham 
for the Games has largely bypassed its disadvantaged inhabitants. While 
the feared inflation of house prices in the borough did not materialise 
and school performances have improved through investment, Newham’s 
unemployment rose faster than average in London between 2005 and 2010 
and a small minority of the construction jobs created by the Games went 
to its residents. The supply of subsidised social housing has declined, 
regeneration schemes have removed homes and failed to deliver on prom-
ises of compensatory benefits, and the supposedly affordable new homes 
to be converted from the Athletes’ Village will remain out of the reach 
of the area’s poorest residents, including the majority of its Muslims.25
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muslims, multiculturalism and class 
in   contemporary  britain

Writing British Muslims: Religion, Class and Multiculturalism seeks to inter-
vene in debates surrounding multiculturalism and Islam in Britain by 
examining a selection of contemporary literary texts. Offering readings 
of a range of texts by British writers of South Asian Muslim heritage, 
including fiction by Salman Rushdie, Hanif Kureishi, Monica Ali and 
Nadeem Aslam and five British Muslim memoirs, it explores and illu-
minates the ways in which literature can add to our understanding of 
multicultural Britain and the position of South Asian Muslims within it. 
It takes its impetus from a number of concerns captured in the brief snap-
shot of multicultural Britain above: the frequent occlusion of material 
structures of power beneath images of an ‘inclusive’ diversity; the liberal 
discomfort with expressions and manifestations of religion, especially 
Islam, in the public sphere; the cultural racism that underpins dichot-
omising discourses of integration versus separatism, especially where 
Muslims are concerned; the criticism and attack that multiculturalism 
has withstood over the last three decades or so; and the importance of 
local space when considering multicultural controversies in Britain. Tariq 
Modood has written about the historical depth of a culturalist racism 
– one that ‘builds on biological racism a further discourse that evokes 
cultural differences from an alleged British, civilized norm to vilify, 
marginalize, or demand cultural assimilation from groups who also suffer 
from biological racism’. Forms of cultural racism such as anti-Semitism 
and Islamophobia are in fact the oldest in Europe, Modood points out, 
while the contemporary version of culturalist racism can be traced at least 
to the New Commonwealth immigration to and settlement in Britain.26 
The centrality of cultural difference to racism has meant, moreover, that 
British Muslims in particular, the majority of whom are of Pakistani or 
Bangladeshi heritage, have been the target of verbal and physical attacks, 
as a group who tend to want to maintain and assert elements of their 
culture and religion which are not easily assimilable to a majoritarian 
British way of life.27

Several events over the last two and a half decades in particular 
have sharpened hostility towards Muslims in Britain. The Satanic Verses 
controversy of 1988–89 cast a long shadow over perceptions of Muslims 
and Islam in the decade that followed. The July 2001 riots in Bradford, 
Burnley and Oldham and the terror attacks of 11 September 2001 and 7 
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July 2005, as well as the ‘war on terror’ and the Muslim anger it provoked, 
boosted reductive and stigmatising images of Muslim male youth in 
particular and heightened Islamophobic feeling. A range of controversies 
and episodes have punctuated the years in between and since, in both 
Britain and other European countries, including the murder of white 
schoolboy Richard Everitt in 1994 by a group of Bangladeshi boys; the 
Madrid train bombings of 2004; the murder of Dutch filmmaker Theo 
Van Gogh by self-confessed Islamist Mohammed Bouyeri in the same 
year; the publication of cartoons depicting the Prophet Mohammed in 
Danish newspaper Jyllands-Posten in 2005; Labour Member of Parliament 
Jack Straw’s construction of the niqab as a ‘visible statement of separa-
tion and of difference’ which sparked anger among Muslims in 2006,28 
and l’affaire du foulard in France which erupted in 1989, 1994 and 2003. In 
Britain a series of ‘honour killings’, as well as grooming cases involving 
Pakistani men, have triggered heated debate and entrenched culturalist 
fears of a retrogressive and violent Muslim patriarchy. Muslims and Islam 
have come to figure increasingly as secular modernity’s fundamentalist 
Other. As Peter Morey and Amina Yaqin observe:

The headlines that scream out at us every day from front pages and tele-
vision screens seem unanimous in the picture they paint of Muslims: unen-
lightened outsiders who, while they may live and work in the West, still 
have an allegiance to values different from those recognized in Europe and 
North America. Whether the controversy is over veiling, cartoons of the 
Prophet Mohammed, conflicts in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Israel-Palestine, or 
protests about the knighthood given to Salman Rushdie, Muslims appear 
always as a problematic presence, troubling those values of  individualism 
and freedom said to define Western nations.29

The raging and violent Islamic fifth columnist; his manipulated, gull-
ible and sheep-like male prey; the oppressed, veiled woman; and the 
scheming but servile matriarch: these stereotypes circulate and saturate 
the media that we consume in large daily doses. It is not just far right 
Islamophobic groups such as the English Defence League, or right-wing 
journalists such as Melanie Phillips or Richard Littlejohn, who help to 
create and perpetuate these images, but also media commentators and 
politicians on the liberal left of the political spectrum. As Elizabeth Poole 
says of the left-of-centre Guardian in her study of media representations 
of British Muslims in the 1990s, ‘its exclusive form of liberalism did not 
always extend to Muslims because its secular approach …  marginalizes 
religion to the private realm. Its liberal approach to human rights 
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further rendered “Islamic” practices irrational and barbaric.’30 Indeed, 
the so-called extremist Islamophobic discourse of the EDL is, as Lentin 
and Titley describe, ‘a product of a decade of recited truths’ circulating 
in politically mainstream discourse, ‘an almost genealogical rehearsal of 
the suturing of liberal goals and rhetoric to an exclusionary, laundered 
culturalism’.31

Inextricable from these stereotyping constructions of Muslims is a 
sustained attack on British multiculturalism. For the British Muslim has 
become a cipher for the excesses of multiculturalism. Just as a critique of 
multiculturalist practices and policies can function as a means of margin-
alising and stigmatising Muslims, so the supposed cultural excesses of 
Muslims provide a useful vehicle for criticising multiculturalism. Lentin 
and Titley describe how the hijab, niqab and burqa have become

nodal signifiers for significant lines of multicultural discontent, standing 
for the theocratic and patriarchal submission or oppression of women; as 
manifestations of parallel communities and weak integration; as an assault 
on the secular nature of public institutions and, in some instances, public 
space; and perhaps above all, as a relativist affront to the exceptional 
cultures of gender equality which have prospered in the West.32

The obsessive focus on Muslim veiling practices by political and media 
commentators over the last two or three decades can be traced to the 
powerful signifying function of this simple item of clothing; to its use 
as a means of discrediting multiculturalism and legitimising liberalism’s 
exclusions, as well as of justifying the invasion of Afghanistan as a mission 
to rescue President Bush’s poor, benighted ‘women of cover’. Clearly 
evident here is the deployment of gender in criticisms of Muslims and 
multiculturalism. The image of the submissive female victim of retro-
gressive patriarchal practices bolsters stereotypes of the brutal, barbaric 
and irrational Islamic male, and vice versa, while attacks on multicultur-
alism are predicated on a gendered conceptualisation of minority Muslim 
communities as oppressive (to their women), self-segregating (partly in 
order to curtail their women’s freedom) and alien (symbolised by their 
women’s hijabs and niqabs). Thus in certain liberal discourses about British 
Muslims and multiculturalism, gender – specifically a myopic Eurocen-
tric feminist concept of gender – can work as a smokescreen, corrobo-
rating the emancipatory animus of liberalism, which seeks to protect 
and liberate women from oppression, while obfuscating its partiality and 
exclusions, especially where communal religious identities and practices 
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are concerned. The polarisation of gender equality and cultural equality 
that emerges from such discourses is highly problematic.33

Through its readings of a selection of novels, short stories and memoir, 
Writing British Muslims seeks to complicate and challenge such attacks 
on multiculturalism. Following the riots of 2001 and 9/11 in particular, 
significant leftist, including purportedly anti-racist, figures have declared 
the ‘failure’ of multiculturalism. Ostensibly this marked a shift from the 
celebration of Britain’s cultural diversity that accompanied Tony Blair’s 
election to government in 1997. As Morey and Yaqin argue via Andrew 
Pilkington, the 1999 publication of the Macpherson Report, written 
in response to the racist murder of black teenager Stephen Lawrence, 
bolstered the inclusive impetus of Blair’s government; its declaration 
of Britain’s police force as ‘institutionally racist’, which led to the 2000 
Race Relations (Amendment) Act, pushed anti-racism firmly onto the 
national agenda.34 Yet, how far Blair’s government’s apparent commit-
ment to diversity and equality would have gone towards embracing real 
difference as a cultural good if the events of 2001 had not taken place 
remains highly debatable. In winter 2001, in the wake of the riots and the 
publication of the Cantle Report, which highlighted the South Asian 
Muslim rioters’ supposed failure to integrate as a key cause, erstwhile 
anti-racist campaigner Kenan Malik accused multiculturalism of helping 
‘to segregate communities far more effectively than racism’, while home 
secretary David Blunkett spoke of an ‘excess of cultural diversity’ and 
accused the Muslim rioters of ‘self-styled’ segregation.35 David Good-
hart’s 2004 articles ‘Discomfort of strangers’ and ‘Too diverse?’ argued 
for the incompatibility of cultural diversity and national cohesion, and 
the following year Trevor Phillips accused Britain of ‘sleepwalking to 
segregation’.36

A number of scholars have challenged these attacks on multicultur-
alism. Key among them is Tariq Modood whose pioneering scholar-
ship, which draws on that of Charles Taylor and Bhikhu Parekh among 
others, is integral to this book. Crucially, Modood advocates a multi-
culturalism or ‘politics of difference’ that is not colour- or culture-blind 
but recognises and respects difference, accommodates collectivities or 
groups (including religious groups) as well as individuals, and breaches 
the public–private division that is essential to liberalism. He refutes argu-
ments that the recognition of a collectivity is based on the erroneous 
notion of a natural essence and blankets over internal hetereogeneity. 
Yet, he argues, group identities are no less real for this: ‘The non-white 
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groups that are the focus of multiculturalism have a visibility and are 
subject to forms of exclusion that continue to sustain group identity; 
above all, there can be passionate commitments to those identities in 
personal, institutional and political ways that belie that these identities 
are symbolic or cultural heirlooms.’37 Further, he debunks the idea of the 
neutrality of the public sphere, arguing instead that the latter is inevi-
tably shaped by the dominant group in society and so an insistence on 
the privatisation of minority identities is necessarily a marginalisation 
of those identities.38 Equality can only be attained by practising ‘equal 
respect’ alongside ‘equal dignity’: whereas the latter is concerned with 
what people have in common, the former is concerned with the impor-
tance of difference for understanding and implementing equal relations 
and rights. The denial or invisibilisation of a group identity, Modood 
argues, is a form of oppression which not only makes ‘equal respect’ 
impossible but also threatens ‘equal dignity’ for minorities.39 Further, 
Modood repudiates claims by hardline secularist liberals that religion, 
unlike race or sex, is chosen, and therefore that Muslims do not need 
the same legal protection as other minorities and religion cannot be part 
of equality as recognition: ‘No one chooses to be or not to be born into 
a Muslim family’, he writes, ‘no one chooses to be born into a society 
where to look a Muslim or to be a Muslim creates suspicion, hostility, or 
failure to get the job you applied for’.40

Modood’s elucidation of the limits of liberalism for an equal society 
is crucial to my readings of literary texts that follow. Equally important, 
however, is a recognition of the centrality of class to multicultural poli-
tics in Britain. In his discussion of the 2001 riots in Bradford, Burnley and 
Oldham, Modood comments on the government reports’ and the media’s 
attribution of blame to so-called Muslim schools which were represented 
‘as the source of the problem of divided cities, cultural backwardness, 
riots, lack of Britishness, and a breeding ground for militant Islam’. 
While some of the schools in question were over 90 per cent Muslim, 
they were not Muslim-run, Modood writes, but ‘local, bottom-of-the-
pile, comprehensive schools that had suffered from decades of underin-
vestment and “white flight” and were run by white teachers according to 
a secular national curriculum’.41 The conflation of Muslim-run schools 
with secular run-down schools captures the prejudices of a liberal cultur-
alism that transmutes the problems of poverty, racism and Islamophobia 
into a ‘problem’ of culture and cultural ‘separatism’.42 Sardar makes a 
similar point, arguing that ‘The social, economic and environmental 
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disadvantages that afflict Muslim communities around the country are 
not primarily Muslim issues; they are generic issues of blight, deprivation, 
neglect and decay.’43 Writing British Muslims centralises class in its readings 
of multicultural texts and contexts. By doing so, it challenges the liberal 
dichotomies that stand in for and obfuscate structures of power and stig-
matise Muslims and multiculturalism: ‘liberty versus authority, secu-
larism versus religion, free speech versus censorship, universalism versus 
multiculturalism, feminism versus the family’.44 Here the work of Slavoj 
Žižek proves useful. For Žižek, the ‘postmodern identity politics of 
particular (ethnic, sexual and so forth) lifestyles’ has defused and obscured 
the need for ‘politics proper’. While the latter aims for a restructuring of 
the ‘entire social space’, or a challenge to capitalist structures of power 
and oppression, the former simply enables each group to be accounted for 
and assigned its particular place within the existing (neoliberal capitalist) 
social order.45 The opposition between a right-wing conservativism and 
a tolerant liberalism obfuscates the real material divisions that stratify the 
world: ‘In this uniform spectrum, political differences are more and more 
reduced to merely cultural attitudes: multicultural/sexual (etc.) “open-
ness” versus traditional/natural (etc.) “family values”.’46

In this spectrum, moreover, any real difference, including cultural 
difference, is delegitimised, and potentially forced into extremist or 
fundamentalist forms. A ‘tolerant liberal multiculturalism’, for Žižek, 
merely pays lip-service to cultural difference; it is willing to experience 
‘the Other deprived of its Otherness’ and shares with populist racism 
‘the need to keep others at a proper distance’:47 ‘Liberal “tolerance” 
condones the folklorist Other deprived of its substance – like the multi-
tude of “ethnic cuisines” in a contemporary megalopolis; however, any 
“real” Other is instantly denounced for its “fundamentalism” … the 
“real Other” is by definition “patriarchal”, “violent”, never the Other 
of ethereal wisdom and charming customs.’48 While Modood could be 
criticised for his marginalisation of the role of class in creating social divi-
sions and of a class-based politics,49 Žižek’s materialism leads him to a 
degree of colour- and culture-blindness. He justly challenges a liberal 
multiculturalism, yet there is little space in his analysis for an alternative 
approach to racial, cultural and religious minorities in the west so that 
cultural difference appears at times to be almost reducible to class. By 
diminishing ‘ethnic’ ‘lifestyles’ to little more than a means of screening 
material divisions, he denies the significance of cultural difference both 
as a root cause of prejudice and oppression on the part of majoritarian 
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European societies and as a valid source of group identity and social and 
political mobilisation. This book, conversely, aims to bring together a 
materialist, class-based analysis with a recognition of the role of cultural, 
including religious, difference in stratifying society and marginalising 
certain – especially Muslim – members of society. It explores the rela-
tionship between class and minority religious identity while advocating 
a positive recognition of cultural and religious difference in the public 
sphere as a means of working against its unevenness and challenging this 
stratification, marginalisation and stigmatisation. By combining a mate-
rialist approach with a recognition of the significance of religious faith, it 
sutures the political and the religious, the public and the private.

Žižek also makes the important point that the rejection or ‘surpassing’ 
of a specific ethnic (and, by extension, religious) identity category is 
shaped by class.50 A dismissal of communal identities as inherently repres-
sive and reactionary is therefore likely also to be an elitist dismissal of 
working-class subjectivities. Indeed, if group support, pride and mobili-
sation are important means of combatting oppression, then it is prob-
able that working-class Muslims are especially inclined to form groups 
and identify more strongly as Muslims.51 Madeleine Bunting’s allusion to 
the work of American community activist Saul Alinsky is suggestive of 
this link between religion and class. Drawing his evidence from working 
among impoverished communities in 1930s depression Chicago, Alinsky 
traced a clear link between religious commitment and poverty: ‘What 
Alinsky had spotted’, Bunting writes, ‘was that in poor communities, 
the strongest institutions with the deepest roots were faith-based; they 
provided vital resources to poor communities – a measure of dignity and 
a sense of meaning in lives scarred by poverty.’ Bunting transposes this 
into contemporary Britain to point to the elitism of the hardline secu-
larism which saw figures such as Richard Dawkins support the embla-
zoning of slogans declaring the non-existence of God on London buses. 
Highlighting the contrast between some of the working-class (and quite 
possibly Afro-Caribbean) passengers reading Bibles or prayer books and 
the privileged members of the liberal intelligentsia who would approve 
of the slogans, Bunting powerfully captures the imbrication of class and 
the religious/secular dichotomy.52

Bunting’s sketch shines a spotlight on a further concern of Writing British 
Muslims: the significance of space when considering Muslims in multicul-
tural Britain. A slogan on a bright red London bus, which weaves itself 
through the city noisily, dominates metropolitan space. It is a slogan of the 
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powerful, of those who lay claim to that space, and in turn it shapes the space 
it occupies. By contrast, the disempowered, who lack ownership of space 
(the non-white, non-secular passengers travelling home to Robin Wales’s 
Newham), must find alternative means of infiltrating the domain of the 
powerful and carving their place in the world. Michel de Certeau’s theorisa-
tion of space captures the materiality of this unevenness. He compares the 
‘strategies’ of powerful subjects to the ‘tactics’ of those who lack power. 
Whereas the strategy ‘assumes a place that can be circumscribed as proper 
(propre)’ and has a panoptical power, the tactic lacks a place of its own and 
a ‘view of the whole’, and must ‘insinuat[e] itself into the other’s place, 
fragmentarily’, seizing opportunities ‘on the wing’ and ‘mak[ing] use of the 
cracks that particular conjunctions open in the surveillance of the propri-
etary powers’.53 David Harvey and Henri Lefebvre have also demonstrated 
the significance of space to capitalist structures of power. As Harvey says, 
‘The whole history of  territorial organization, colonialism and imperialism, 
of uneven geographical development, of urban and rural contradictions, as 
well as of geopolitical conflict testifies to the importance of such struggles 
within the history of capitalism’.54 It is through space that capitalist struc-
tures of power are realised – or, as Lefebvre maintains, ‘Social relations … 
have no real existence save in and through space’.55 Space, therefore, is not 
just a site of class struggle; it is shaped or constituted by that struggle and 
is an object of that struggle.

Lefebvre describes how the bourgeoisie and the workers struggled for 
space as well as in space in nineteenth-century Paris.56 Similarly, in contem-
porary Britain, Muslims’ struggle to lay claim to Britain and Britishness is 
a struggle for space. For it is by embedding their religious culture in social 
space – whether in the form of building a mosque or a school, or wearing 
the hijab in a public place – that this process takes shape. Consequently, 
space is central to anxieties and debates about Muslims and multicultur-
alism in Britain, as is highlighted in the sketch of Newham. Resistance 
to the building of mosques and complaints about Muslim ‘ghettoes’ are 
grounded in fears of the ‘Islamicisation’ of space,57 while controversies 
surrounding the Muslim headscarf are in fact about whether or not 
(and to what extent) this item of clothing should be allowed to infiltrate 
public space. The issues of ‘integration’ and ‘segregation’ are constantly 
and contentiously discussed, especially since the 2001 race riots and Ted 
Cantle’s description of the Asian and white youths involved leading 
‘parallel lives’.58 The binary of integration versus segregation is predicated 
on an abstraction and fragmentation of space which obscures the social 
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relations that shape it. In this configuration, the so-called segregation of 
certain Muslim majority parts of Bradford or the East End, for example, 
is abstracted from its context so that it becomes a function of the space as 
such and the culture that fills it, rather than of the social and racial divi-
sions produced by capitalism that are materialised in space.59 As Lefebvre 
tells us, space must be considered as ‘a (social) product’ and therefore as 
relational and dialectical.60 Once socio-spatial divisions within culturally 
diverse areas such as Tower Hamlets are exposed, and once the social 
relations that connect the impoverished Bangladeshi communities of 
east London to their privileged City-worker neighbours are revealed, 
the diversity of some parts of Britain and the ‘ghettoes’ of other parts 
can no longer be polarised – and the liberal binary that pits pluralism 
and freedom against singularity and constraint cedes to a focus on social 
inequalities.

Indeed, it is partly through a materialist engagement with space that 
this book seeks to reframe literary controversies involving Britain’s 
Muslim minority. Focusing on the 1988–89 Satanic Verses controversy 
and the dispute surrounding Monica Ali’s 2003 novel Brick Lane and its 
filming in 2006, as well as on protests by Muslims against H. G. Wells’s A 
Short History of the World in 1930s Britain, Writing British Muslims grounds 
these outbreaks of religious minority offence in their local material 
conditions. By highlighting the unequal access to spatial, economic and 
cultural capital that shaped them, it complicates normative representa-
tions of such disputes in terms of creative freedom and religious censure 
and censorship. The Satanic Verses controversy has come to symbolise 
the supposedly antagonist relationship between creative freedom and 
religious (especially Islamic) authoritarianism, a binary which has been 
strengthened by subsequent disputes involving religious minorities in 
Europe including the Brick Lane dispute, the 2004 protests against the 
staging of Gurpreet Kaur Bhatti’s play Behzti at the Birmingham Reper-
tory Theatre, the 2005 Danish cartoons affair, and the controversy 
surrounding Sherry Jones’s romantic fictionalisation of the life of the 
Prophet Mohammed’s most favoured wife Aisha, The Jewel of Medina, in 
2008. Arthur Bradley and Andrew Tate describe the secularist sacralisa-
tion of the novel on the part of New Atheists such as Richard Dawkins, 
Sam Harris, Christopher Hitchens and Daniel Dennett, especially since 
the 9/11 attacks, and the concomitant threading of New Atheist thought 
through the work of novelists Ian McEwan, Philip Pullman and Martin 
Amis as well as Rushdie:61 ‘To McEwan and his contemporaries, the 
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contemporary novel represents a new front in the ideological war against 
religion, religious fundamentalism and, after 9/11, religious terror.’62 In 
this construction, Islam in particular is portrayed as ‘irrational, immoral 
and … violent’, whereas a ‘neo-romantic celebration of the aesthetic 
imagination’ is sacralised, along with ‘evolutionary biology’ and ‘scien-
tific enlightenment’.63 Thus, in a post-9/11 context, when New Atheist 
thought permeates the view of dominant members of the intelligen-
tsia, the antagonistic opposition between creativity and Islam that was 
mapped out during the Rushdie affair is entrenched. While for the liberal 
secularist critic and proponent of free expression the explosion of taboos 
is vital to an expansion of freedom, a hardline adoption of this position 
which fails to take into account the material specificities of a Muslim (or 
any religious) response to a creative work, including the demography of 
the respondents, will result in the stigmatisation and potentially a curtail-
ment of the freedom of a religious minority.

In an insightful discussion of freedom of speech debates in the context 
of the Netherlands, Judith Butler describes the Dutch state’s role in deter-
mining ‘whose freedom of expression will be protected and whose will 
not’ and the way in which the notion of freedom of speech has been 
instrumentalised by the state as a means of stigmatising its non-white 
Muslim minority. If the state ‘casts its own Muslim population as a threat 
to the value of freedom’, she writes, ‘then it protects one claim of freedom 
only through the intensification of unfreedom’.64 While the specificities 
of the Dutch context and the particular incidents Butler discusses (the 
implementation of the Dutch Civic Integration Examination in partic-
ular) do not apply directly to the British context, nevertheless the point 
she makes remains relevant: British Muslims get cast as outsiders and 
interlopers through discourses surrounding free speech controversies; the 
delegitimisation of their speech in response to the publication of works 
that they find offensive is precisely a form of ‘unfreedom’, even where it 
is not enacted by the state. In relation to the Danish cartoons affair, Talal 
Asad makes a similar point: secular criticism ‘doesn’t merely liberate ideas 
from taboos … it also reinforces the existing distinction between the para-
digmatically human and candidates for inclusion in true humanity who 
do not as yet own their bodies, emotions, and thoughts’. In other words, 
‘it reinforces … the ideological status of European Muslims as not fully 
human because they are not yet morally autonomous and politically disci-
plined’.65 Here, with his  repetition of the word ‘yet’, Asad also evokes the 
temporalising approach which characterises normative  representations 
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of Muslims, configuring them as lagging behind their secular Euro-
pean counterparts rather than as coeval others, with their own distinct, 
heterogeneous trajectories.66 As well as a materialist approach to specific 
controversies, then, undoing the dichotomy of creative freedom versus 
religious censure and censorship requires breaking down a rigid binary 
between religion and secularism and thereby dislocating religion from a 
blanket identification with authoritarianism, intolerance and censorship 
in opposition to secularism’s freedom of thought and speech, tolerance, 
rationalism and progressiveness. In particular, it requires disturbing the 
normativity of secularism so that its limits and exclusions can be exposed 
and explored.67 In his more recent work, Jürgen Habermas has recognised 
and legitimised the active presence of religion in the public sphere, and 
sought to map out a ‘post-secular’ conception of society which views reli-
gion as a positive force for the religious and non-religious alike.68 It is this 
idea of the ‘post-secular’, where there is self-reflexivity on the part of the 
secular and the religious as well as the potential for crossover, common-
ality and convergence between the two, which seems most fruitful for 
working towards a more equal and just multicultural Britain.69

the scope of the book

Writing British Muslims explores the literary text as a site of struggle 
between competing and unequal discourses, and as an object of struggle 
in disputes between the intelligentsia and some British Muslims. In view 
of the humanistic, bourgeois heritage of the novel, and in the light of the 
New Atheist understanding of the novel as emblematising ‘free speech’, 
‘individuality’ and ‘rationality’ in opposition to an intolerant, oppressive 
Islam, it examines the extent to which contemporary fiction authored 
by writers of South Asian Muslim heritage pushes beyond liberal secu-
larist parameters in its representation of British Muslims and multicul-
turalism. In his A Theory of Literary Production, Pierre Macherey maintains 
that literary discourse is a ‘contestation of language’ rather than a ‘repre-
sentation of reality’. But while it distorts rather than reflects, fiction is 
much more than a deceptive illusion: ‘Fiction is not truer than illusion 
… But it can set illusion in motion by penetrating its insufficiency, by 
transforming our relationship to ideology … Fiction deceives us in so 
far as it is feigned; but this is not a primary act of deception, because it is 
aimed at one even more profound, exposing it, helping to release us from 
it.’70 Through its ‘gaps and contradictions’, through the ‘juxtaposition 
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and conflict of [its] several meanings’, a work of fiction displays its own 
ideologies. It is in this sense that the work of fiction contains within it ‘an 
implicit critique of its ideological content’.71 It is in this sense, too, that 
the literary actively engages the social world (by exposing social contra-
dictions that are normatively obscured by ideology) and that it has the 
potential to transform the reader’s relationship to ideology. In particular, 
Macherey’s emphasis on the importance of textual silences informs this 
book. My readings of the selected texts focus on what they do not – and 
cannot – say, their curious gaps, elisions and omissions, which in turn 
reveal what they can say about Muslims and multiculturalism in Britain, 
and the limits of this speech, thus shedding light on the ideological pres-
sures operating in the social context.72

By combining detailed readings of texts with a sustained engage-
ment with their social context, this book demonstrates the significant 
contribution that literature can make to our understanding of multi-
cultural Britain and the place of Muslim citizens within it. Morey and 
Yaqin comment on the ‘sheer ubiquity of images of Muslims and the 
insistent repetition of certain reductive tropes’. As they point out, ‘the 
stereotyping of Muslims takes place in repeated acts of representation 
by politicians, the press and media, and even those claiming to speak on 
their behalf ’.73 Hence, it is in the domain of representation, as well as 
in the social and political domains, that critical intervention is neces-
sary, as Morey and Yaqin’s Framing Muslims so powerfully demonstrates 
through a highly insightful analysis of a range of non-literary cultural 
forms including film, television, radio and other media. While literary 
representations are not as pervasive as media images, their complexity 
and depth mean that they have a particular capacity to shed light on the 
tensions and conflicting ideological pressures which shape multicultural 
Britain and public understanding of Muslims and multiculturalism, thus 
taking us beyond the straw-target stereotypes circulated by the English 
Defence League and their ilk onto more complex terrain. Following 
Fredric Jameson’s analysis of the ‘strategies of containment’ by which 
narrative contains or displaces the ‘unresolvable social contradictions’ 
of capitalism, I explore the ways in which my chosen texts manage the 
contradictions of multicultural Britain.74

Further, in recent years, representations of Muslims have become 
increasingly prominent within the domain of literature, reflecting a 
mainstream British readership’s spurious desire to ‘know’ the Muslim 
Other in the context of events such as 9/11 and 7/7. The reception of 
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Monica Ali’s Brick Lane, which I discuss in Chapter 4, and the prolifera-
tion of British Muslim memoirs since 9/11 and 7/7, examined in Chapter 
6, are highly suggestive of such an anthropological interest in – and 
consumption of images of – British Muslims. Works by acclaimed British 
literary figures such as Sebastian Faulks and John Lanchester as well as 
Martin Amis have featured Muslim characters (A Week in December, 2009; 
Capital, 2012; The Second Plane, 2008), while renowned writers including 
Amis and McEwan have publicly aired their (often ignorant) views about 
Islam.75 Muslim writers, including Kamila Shamsie and Mohsin Hamid, 
have also assumed, or been assigned, the role of public intellectual in the 
wake of 9/11, commenting on ‘Muslim issues’ in the broadsheet press. In 
addition, Pakistani fiction, in particular, has featured in the media and 
on literary prize shortlists.76 In 2006 the Muslim Writers Awards were 
established in Britain; a 2010 edition of the prestigious literary maga-
zine Granta featured new Pakistani writing; and in 2013 Granta’s list of 
Britain’s twenty most promising young writers, published once a decade, 
featured Muslim writers Kamila Shamsie (Pakistani), Tahmima Anam 
(Bangladeshi) and Nadifa Mohamed (Somali), as well as British Indian 
writer Sunjeev Sahota whose debut novel features a young Muslim man 
who is drawn towards an act of terror. These literary texts enter the 
public domain with considerable rhetorical power, demanding explora-
tion and scrutiny.77

Writing British Muslims devotes chapters to particular texts by Salman 
Rushdie, Hanif Kureishi, Monica Ali and Nadeem Aslam, and a chapter 
to the memoirs of Ed Husain, Sarfraz Manzoor, Yasmin Hai, Zaiba Malik 
and Shelina Zahra Janmahomed. All of the authors have origins in India, 
Pakistan or Bangladesh, although Janmahomed’s family emigrated from 
the Indian subcontinent to East Africa and then to Britain. The decision 
to narrow my focus to South Asian Muslim British texts (authored by 
South Asian Muslim Britons and depicting South Asian Muslim commu-
nities and cultures in Britain) stems from my interest in the historical and 
social: the South Asian Muslim community has a specific history and 
demography and has faced a particular set of conditions and challenges 
that differ from those of Muslims originating from parts of Africa and the 
Arab world. My overriding interest in class, especially, requires a focused 
engagement with the South Asian Muslim diaspora which has consistently 
occupied a position at or near the bottom of Britain’s social scale. This 
has necessitated the omission of some fascin ating and insightful recent 
British Muslim fiction, in particular Sudanese writer Leila  Aboulela’s 
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Minaret (2005) and British Syrian Robin Yassin-Kassab’s The Road from 
Damascus (2008) – both of which I consider in the Conclusion – as well 
as British Zanzibarian Abdulrazak Gurnah’s By the Sea (2001). There are 
also some illuminating literary representations of Muslims in Britain by 
non-Muslim writers which are beyond the scope of this book, including 
Zadie Smith’s comic depiction of the Bangladeshi Iqbal family in her best-
selling White Teeth (2000), Faulks’s two-dimensional sketch of an Islamist 
in A Week in December, and Sahota’s brilliant portrayal of a radicalised 
young British Pakistani in Ours are the Streets (2011). Other British Asian 
writers of Muslim heritage have literary concerns that diverge from the 
key preoccupations of this book and so do not feature in it: for example, 
Aamer Hussein’s beautifully crafted depictions of cosmopolitan London, 
Pakistan and elsewhere.

A range of scholarly works addressing black and Asian British writing 
emerged in the early 2000s. Many of these – including Susheila Nasta’s 
Home Truths: Fictions of the South Asian Diaspora in Britain (2002) and James 
Procter’s Dwelling Places: Postwar Black British Writing (2003) – explore 
the work of some of the writers considered here, yet they do not focus 
on religion as an integral part of cultural identity and difference. More 
recently, Ruvani Ranasinha’s South Asians in Britain: Culture in Translation 
(2007) touches on Islam in its discussion of work by Kureishi, as does 
Sara Upstone’s British Asian Fiction: Twenty-First Century Voices (2010) in its 
examination of works by Kureishi, Aslam and Ali, while Dave Gunning’s 
Race and Antiracism in Black British and British Asian Literature (2010) includes 
a group of chapters on ‘Islam and antiracist politics’ as well as substantial 
engagement with the politics of multiculturalism in an insightful study 
of the cultural impact of race and anti-racism in Britain. Geoffrey Nash’s 
Writing Muslim Identity: The Construction of Identity (2010) offers an over-
view of the representation of Muslims and Islam, by both Muslim and 
non-Muslim authors, in a wide range of written forms; and Peter Morey, 
Amina Yaqin and my edited volume of essays, Culture, Diaspora, and 
Modernity in Muslim Writing (2012), also takes in a broad sweep of authors, 
nations and diasporas, including studies of Muslim writing from North 
America and the Arab diaspora, and by white secular writers. In her British 
Muslim Fictions: Interviews with Contemporary Writers (2012), Claire Cham-
bers offers illuminating interviews with a wide spectrum of Muslim 
writers tracing their heritage to South Asia, Africa and the Arab world, 
accompanied by deft analysis and contextualisation.78 With its focus on 
the literary production of the Muslim South Asian diaspora in Britain, 
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its preoccupations with the role of class in shaping Muslim identities and 
cultures and the politics of multiculturalism, and its historicised approach 
to contemporary debates and controversies, Writing British Muslims seeks 
to complement these works but also to push the field of diasporic British 
fiction further beyond the parameters of a secular liberalism to a materi-
alist, post-secular engagement with multicultural Britain.

The content and structure of the book is shaped by an interest in the 
historical as an integral part of its commitment to the material. Hence, 
the book follows a chronological trajectory and opens with a chapter that 
explores the presence and practices of South Asian Muslims in Britain from 
the early twentieth century to the 1980s. It thereby crucially  historicises 
the ideological narratives and counter-narratives that surround British 
Muslims today and contextualises the readings of contem porary fiction 
that follow. Countering the conventional view that South Asian Muslims 
only migrated to Britain after the Second World War, it focuses on the 
activities of the predominantly working-class South Asian Muslims 
who worshipped in east London in the 1930s and 1940s, as well as their 
more elite counterparts at the Shah Jahan Mosque, Woking, and shows 
how South Asian Muslims in Britain have been forming collectivities 
and communities, and mobilising for the right to practise their faith in 
the public sphere, for at least a century. In particular it considers two 
controversies involving the Jamiat-ul-Muslimin, a group affiliated to 
the East London Mosque: a protest by members of the Jamiat against 
H. G. Wells’s A Short History of the World for its representation of the 
Prophet Mohammed and the Quran, which they considered to be offen-
sive; and a struggle for control of the East London Mosque between the 
Jamiat and the contrastingly elite trustees of the mosque. Each example 
yields significant insights into recent controversies centring on British 
Muslims and multiculturalism. The chapter also reads the H. G. Wells 
dispute against a contemporaneous Indian freedom of expression dispute 
– that triggered by the publication of the controversial Urdu language 
collection of short stories Angare in 1932. By doing so, it highlights the 
complexity of literary controversies and the important roles that class 
and place, as well as other contextual factors, can play in them. A consid-
eration of the secular literary and political culture enacted by elite South 
Asian Muslim figures in Britain towards the end of empire – including 
Angare contributor Sajjad Zaheer’s novella A Night in London (Landan Ki 
Ek Raat, 1938), to my knowledge the only fictional attempt to map the 
South Asian experience of London from that period – casts light on the 
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diverse forms and meanings of resistance in late imperial Britain, and the 
different ways in which religion, class, gender, race and place can interact 
to form a narrative of resistance. Finally, a brief exploration of the secular 
forms of anti-racist activism that dominated after the Second World War, 
considered in the light of the preceding historical narrative, seeks to chal-
lenge the thesis – propounded by Kenan Malik among others – that the 
rise of religious public identities and mobilisation from the 1980s was 
the unfortunate offspring of multicultural policies imposed from above.

Chapter 2 begins by providing a crucial context to the Britain-based 
controversy surrounding the publication of Salman Rushdie’s 1988 novel 
The Satanic Verses, establishing the importance of a dialectical under-
standing of race, class and religious affiliation and grounding the protests 
in their material conditions. It reads the novel alongside and against the 
dispute that it generated: an engagement with the social context illumi-
nates the presence of ideological contradictions within the novel which 
in turn shed light on the complexities and contradictions of  multicultural 
politics in 1980s Britain. While Rushdie himself delegitimised the protest 
by attributing it to a retrogressive monoculturalism and fear of the hybrid-
isation that the novel valorises, the chapter shows that the antagonisms 
generated by the Rushdie affair arose in large part from the exclusions 
of a secular liberal anti-racist politics. Focusing primarily on Rushdie’s 
representations of the fictional immigrant area ‘Brickhall’ in London, the 
chapter argues that the oppositional anti-racism that underpins the repre-
sentation of the largely Muslim community’s struggle against the racism of 
Thatcher’s Britain is in tension with the endorsement of secular individu-
alism against religious communalism that pervades the novel. The chapter 
reveals the strategies by which the novel attempts to manage and resolve 
this tension which is embedded within it and which emerged in the form 
of protests and book-burnings soon after its publication. Selected work 
by Hanif Kureishi forms the focus of Chapter 3. As well as examining 
Kureishi’s explicit representations of British Muslims in The Black Album 
(1995), the short story and screenplay versions of ‘My Son the Fanatic’ 
(1997) and selected essays, the chapter also explores texts that touch upon 
Islam elliptically and, it is argued, at times uneasily  (Intimacy, 1998; My 
Ear at his Heart: Reading my Father, 2004; Something to Tell You, 2008; and 
a range of short stories). The chapter tracks the way in which this writer 
and cultural spokesperson, well known for his powerful opposition to 
the sanctioned racism of Thatcherism, has responded to the shift to a 
neo liberal multiculturalism, and explores the position of Muslims and a 
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Muslim identity within the multiethnic cityscapes peopled by mixed-race 
subjects that Kureishi creates. It argues that Kureishi’s work has helped 
to shape British multiculturalism both by legitimising a new, culturally 
diverse Britishness and, crucially, by articulating limits to this legitimacy. 
His valorisation of a secularist liberal individualism against religious 
collectivism leads to the emergence of a series of reductive binaries, at 
odds with the deconstructive thrust of his work, and  problematically 
delegitimises subaltern minority – in particular Muslim – formations.

In contrast to the middle-class multicultural worlds encountered in 
Kureishi’s oeuvre, Monica Ali’s best-selling novel Brick Lane (2003) is situ-
ated in an ‘enclaved’ working-class British Muslim community.79 The 
chapter argues that this minority community is largely abstracted from 
its context in majority Britain so that the problems of the community 
(the oppression of women, drug addiction, religious extremism, rioting) 
are rooted in its (religious) culture and isolated from the exclusions of 
majority Britain. Hence, the trajectory from constraint to freedom that 
the protagonist Nazneen follows is shaped primarily by patriarchal struc-
tures within the community and their evasion or subversion, and there 
is little sense of the pressures that are exerted on the community’s men 
from outside this space. The chapter explores the reception of the novel 
by the literary establishment and the contrasting response of members 
of the Bangladeshi community, and argues that the social contradictions 
that are repressed in Brick Lane emerge at the point of its reception by 
the British Muslims who inhabit the area surrounding Brick Lane and 
protested against the novel and its filming. Its aim is not to advocate literary 
censorship but rather to expose the racially and culturally (including reli-
giously) coded nature of the principle of freedom of expression, and to 
offer a more nuanced account of the protest as a struggle for recogni-
tion and self-representation and against the structures of inequality which 
obstruct its protagonists’ path to these rights. While not itself the subject 
of a controversy, despite its venture onto the scabrous terrain of ‘honour 
crime’, Nadeem Aslam’s 2004 novel Maps for Lost Lovers, the focus of 
Chapter 5, thematises and explores the politics of minority offence and 
the binary of individual freedom versus cultural censure and censorship 
that has framed responses to controversies surrounding artistic represen-
tations of Islam and Muslims. In tracing the presence and complication 
of this binary in Maps for Lost Lovers, the chapter explores how far the 
novel, which emerged at a particularly fraught moment in British multi-
cultural politics, gets beyond the gendered culturalist discourses that have 
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underpinned pronouncements on the ‘failure’ of multiculturalism from 
both left and right. It argues that despite contextualising the oppressors’ 
behaviour within their own disempowerment in Britain, the novel appears 
to present just two alternative positions: either individual withdrawal 
and dissent from community, culture and faith, or complicity with the 
community’s oppressive practices whose victims are primarily its women 
and children. The potential for a positive communitarianism formed 
around a shared religious culture is constantly deflected or stymied, often 
through a focus on the abuse of women, so that a  thoroughgoing multi-
culturalism predicated on a ‘politics of  recognition’ (including the public 
recognition of religion)80 and a commitment to gender equality are held 
in tension.

The final chapter of the book considers a selection of the autobio-
graphical memoirs by young British Muslims that proliferated in the 
wake of 9/11 and 7/7: Ed Husain’s The Islamist (2007), Sarfraz Manzoor’s 
Greetings from Bury Park: Race, Religion and Rock ’n’ Roll (2007), Yasmin 
Hai’s The Making of Mr Hai’s Daughter: Becoming British (2008), Shelina 
Zahra Janmahomed’s Love in a Headscarf (2009) and Zaiba Malik’s We are a 
Muslim, Please (2010). It considers the varying ways in which these narra-
tives are shaped by and inform discourses surrounding British Muslims, 
and how they negotiate the weighty burden of representation that they 
carry as the reading public seeks ‘insider’ knowledge of the ‘authentic’ 
Muslim Other. Each memoir charts the author’s personal history in the 
context of wider social and cultural issues relating to Islam and multicul-
turalism. Each considers the role of religious faith and culture in the life 
of a young British Muslim; the rise in ‘Islamic fundamentalism’ among 
British Muslim youth; the place of politics in religion; the competing 
demands of secular modernity, mahalla and mosque; and the complex 
relationship between individual, family, community and nation. The 
chapter investigates the ways they negotiate these issues in their articula-
tion of British Muslim selfhoods, and explores how far they intervene in 
Muslim–majority relations and mediate intercultural understanding in 
post-9/11 Britain.
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