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1. REMARKS

 

Following the unprecedented wave of riots that swept through various 

English town and city centres in August 2011, a wide range of politicians, academics, commentators 

and others have sought to try and explain or make sense of the events. Some of the ‘explanations’ 

have included the perceived collapse in moral standards, a lack of responsible parenting and the 

erosion of discipline among the young. Some blamed youth culture, citing rap music or the paucity of 

celebrity culture as being particularly impacting. Others resorted to more traditional explanations for 

civil unrest: to poverty, deprivation, exclusion and class amongst others. A few employed metaphor 

and hyperbole to elucidate: as evidence of a ‘sick’ – as opposed to a ‘broken’ - Britain or as a ‘Katrina 

moment’. Another, rather more controversially made the suggestion that Britain’s ‘whites’ had in 

recent decades become ‘black’.  

 

Despite some having inferred racialised undertones to the riots, the reality is that the perpetrators 

were in fact highly diverse. Images that have appeared in the media and that have since been 

circulated by the police have served as a vivid reminder that there was not one dominant ‘racial’, 

ethnic, religious or cultural community or group behind them. This was true for Birmingham as 

indeed it was for London, Manchester and everywhere else.  

 

However, that diversity did not entirely reflect the diversity that exists within contemporary Britain. 

Initial evidence seems to suggest that a disproportionately low number of perpetrators were of 

Muslim or Sikh heritage. Empirical evidence is not available to categorically prove this, not at this 

stage at least, but widespread media coverage, eyewitness accounts, the release of images by the 

police as well as the publication of court proceedings all seem to suggest that the number of Muslim 

and Sikh perpetrators was low. Exploratory conversations with community activists working at the 

grassroots level as with local police officers in the Birmingham area substantiate this view. 

 

In fact in Birmingham, Muslims and their communities were thrown into the spotlight for quite 

different reasons. Whilst groups were rioting in the city centre, many from Muslim and Sikh 

communities had instead chosen to take to the streets on the outskirts of the city to protect their local 

communities and the businesses that operate within them. This was tragically highlighted by the 

murder of three young Birmingham Muslims - Haroon Jahan, 21, and brothers Shazad Ali, 30, and 

Abdul Musavir, 31 – all of whom were victims of a hit-and-run driver. At the time, they were part of 
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an 80-strong group of people that sought to defend local communities in the Winson Green area of 

Birmingham from any overspill violence and looting.  

 

Combined with the disproportionately low numbers of Muslims involved in the rioting, many believe 

that these untimely deaths challenge many of the negative perceptions held about Muslims and the 

religion of Islam in today’s society. This report brings together a range of different Muslim voices 

from across Birmingham and the West Midlands in an attempt to better understand and explain the 

riots and more so, the actions and response of Muslims in the city.  

 

This report has been produced to support all of those individuals and organisations that are working 

towards building a better society.  

 

A further academic article which draws upon this research will follow in coming months. 
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2. RESEARCH

 

Recognising the need to capture the situation as quickly as possible, this 

piece of research set out to consider Muslim opinions towards the riots, why they felt that young 

Muslims – on the whole - chose not to participate, what this says about the role of Muslim 

communities and Islam in the British setting, and what lessons might be drawn from this. 

 

Within two days of the first riots in Birmingham, 35 key Muslim voices from across the city – those 

who live and/or work in the city and had a known interest in community and socio-political issues - 

were asked to complete an online questionnaire that presented them with a series of open ended 

questions about the riots and the role of Muslims. These key individuals were identified from existing 

networks and included broadcasters, bloggers, community activists, youth workers, social workers, 

academics, police officers, politicians, members of mosque committees and those working for faith-

based organisations amongst others. In total, 31 questionnaires were completed within the following 

five day period.  

 

Three days after initially circulating the questionnaire to key individuals, a number of Muslim groups 

and organisations were approached to ask whether they would forward the questionnaire onto their 

contacts and members. This approach allowed for a wider range of views to be sought and for the 

voice of ‘ordinary’ Muslims to be heard. A further 20 questionnaires were completed before the 

questionnaire was closed one week after the first riots in the city. 

 

In all, 51 questionnaires completed were received. 

 

From a number of demographically focused questions that were included in the questionnaire, a basic 

profile of those Muslim voices engaged can be identified. Just over 80% of respondents lived in 

Birmingham (Table 1). Those who did not live in the city worked there. Whilst those invited to 

respond were split almost equally along gender lines, those who did respond were split two thirds 

female, one third male (Table 2). In terms of age, the participants had a younger profile with almost 

two thirds being below the age of 35 (Table 3). 
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3. RESPONSE

 

Shock was the initial response for the vast majority of those who participated in 

the research. 

My initial response was shock that this was taking place in Birmingham. However after a 

while I thought that if this can take place in London, then why would Birmingham 

necessarily be exempt 

 

Along with shock, many felt a sense of fear, of disgust, of being appalled and also of surprise, 

particularly in terms of the speed with which the riots escalated.  

Utterly shocked and disgusted and for the first time in my life, actually afraid to be in 

Birmingham 

 I was deeply upset and hurt by the level of disregard shown by the rioters! 

 

For some, the riots were inexcusable, with respondents highlighting the sheer criminality of the 

perpetrators. Others focused on the apparent selfishness and greed: 

It felt like an explosion of sheer madness. It was immature and short-sighted. It appeared to 

be a manifestation of sheer greed in the main part, and for others, an opportunity to have a 

good time with their friends, causing noise and destruction of other people's property. 

Idiots! The riots were not a protest. They were an excuse for the uneducated to have a laugh 

 

The sense of attachment to the city of Birmingham was marked in many of the Muslim voices 

engaged. Most also identified themselves as being both a part of the city and what the city might be. 

As one Muslim voice put it, this was happening to ‘our city’; a place where the vast majority of young 

people were being seen to be increasingly successful: 

I saw the riots as very much a travesty for our beautiful city. However, instead of branding 

all young people with the same brush of blame I very much saw the criminals as a very small 
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group of thugs that were neither representative nor members of the ever growing successful 

community of young people in a city that has one of the largest younger populations in 

Europe. 

 

Most telling however was the response of one young Muslim woman. Alongside expressing feelings 

of shock, anger and fear, she gave a very real insight into the way in which wider discourses about 

Muslims and Islam in the contemporary British setting have been taken on board by Muslims and 

internalised. As she put it: 

I must confess, I was praying, 'please God don't let it be Muslims!' I'm afraid it's a knee jerk 

reaction to any bad news since 9/11 
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4. REASONS 

 

When asked why the riots took place, a handful of respondents believed that 

there was a clear link to the actions of the Metropolitan Police in Tottenham, north London. Referring 

to the shooting of Mark Duggan, one Muslim voice stated: 

I thought it was a principled political response to the murder of a Black Man by the police 

and a righteous response by the Black community… 

 

But as that same voice went on: 

…I was supportive until a few hours later the looting and arson started and the police were 

not the object of rage or anger but the 'just cause' was being used as cover for looting. Then I 

was disappointed and disappointment turned to anger 

 

A number of respondents felt the events in London had given an ‘excuse’ to the rioters and when 

combined with the lack of response by the Metropolitan Police and then by West Midlands Police, 

some spoke of how the rioters were ‘allowed’ to rampage and loot without restraint. For them, it was 

felt that this afforded the rioters an opportunity to do what they wanted: 

Reason? The perfect opportunity to do all the above and say that is validated by the killing 

of a youth whom probably most of them don’t even know the name of 

I think the only reason was simply thievery. Nothing more and nothing less. I think it started 

off in London as a reaction to Mark Duggan's death but once people realised that it was 

quite easy to break into a shop and steal, the motives changed and Mark Duggan was no 

longer the reason. It was simply stealing whatever they could get a hold of 

 

Many spoke about the Birmingham riots – and indeed those that took place elsewhere - as being little 

more than ‘copycat’ or opportunist: 

Mindless and senseless copycat looting and running rampage… 
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And as this Muslim voice went on, the riots of August 2011 were clearly different to those that had 

taken place in Handsworth and Lozells previously: 

…The riots in the eighties in Handsworth, the disquiet, the various injustices, unrest and 

strength of feeling that led to those was very different and having lived through there was a 

marked difference this time round. 

 

This was a marked difference especially the lack of political agenda underpinning or driving the 

actions of the rioters. Some voices were particularly damning, arguing that the: 

…the riots and looting were purely for acquisition and for no political cause 

And that: 

…those involved in the looting have no idea why they are looting 

 

Indeed it would be very difficult to substantiate the view that the rioters motives were in any way 

politically motivated: various interviews with perpetrators by the national broadcast media clearly 

suggest that little consensus existed and even less political machinations being in evidence. This is not 

to suggest however that the riots did not have a political context or underpinning.  

 

Whilst widely acknowledging the lack of political agenda, many Muslim voices sought to highlight a 

range of different socio-political and economic factors that would seem to have had an impact or 

resonance with the riots. Some of these included deepening poverty, rising levels of unemployment, 

cuts to local public institutions and services, and the role of the Coalition Government amongst 

others. Throughout, these were typically tempered so as to ensure that Muslim voices were not seen 

to be making ‘excuses’ for the rioters. There was also the clear attempt to understand and differentiate 

between grievance and criminality: 

Social and economic deprivation of communities but for some, it was just an excuse to cause 

trouble and get things for free as we live in an extremely materialistic society. 

There are many underlying issues such as disaffection with police and Government, lack of 

opportunities i.e. in education and unemployment, consumerism culture and the culture of 

instant gratification (buy now pay later) 

I would condemn the riots as sheer criminality but I think that there must be deep rooted 

problems within any society in which we see looting and riots 
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Complexity was a recurrent theme in the Muslim voices engaged with around half highlighting two 

or more factors or issues as being pertinent to explaining the riots. One respondent elaborated on this: 

To blame the government is too simplistic and it is also simplistic to term some parts of the 

society as 'sick.' I think there are a wide range of socio-economic factors (poor housing/ lack 

of social mobility/ poor education/ poor prospects) that may have inclined the looters and 

the rioters to do what they did - however nothing excuses the looters behaviour… 

 

The need to understand this complexity – the ‘multi-factoral’ reasons underpinning the riots as one 

Muslim voice put it – was seen to be paramount. One respondent put it like this: 

…the reasons are very complex, its not one single reason and the reasons are complex, we 

need to get to the deeper routed problems and only then can we try and understand what 

drives someone to do something so horrific and destroy the lives and livelihoods of innocent 

people. The environment, poverty, division amongst the rich and poor, lack of opportunity, a 

need for survival, need to feel accepted by society are some of the reasons people go to 

extreme measures… 

 

One aspect of this ‘multi-factoral’ understanding would appear to be, as another Muslim voice put it, 

the ‘problems’ of Britain’s youth that had been fermenting for years: 

discontentment, frustration, lack of moral values and non acceptance of concept of 

retribution 

 

Others spoke of young people becoming increasingly ‘lost, misguided, marginalised’ and having a 

‘lack of direction’. For others, Britain’s youth: 

…feel dis-empowered, not valued and not given enough respect by the wider community 

 

When considering Britain’s youth however, a significant number – around half – suggested that 

social, cultural and moral factors were far more causal. In terms of social factors, many cited the lack 

of good male role models, bad parenting and the breakdown of the traditional family unit as very real 

causes for the ‘problems’ being faced by Britain’s youth. This resulted in there being an absence of 

discipline and respect, especially respect for authority and others in society.  
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There was also concern about the lack of ‘community’ that exists in modern Britain. This was not 

however judgmental; respondents acknowledged the extreme pressures that are placed on families 

and communities in the contemporary setting. As one Muslim voice explained, a lot of family 

breakdowns were: 

due to society often requiring both parents to keep their head above water financially…  

Before adding how the breakdown of local communities was because local shops and businesses were 

being: 

…destroyed by the Tescos 

 

For some respondents, British culture was increasingly one where everybody - particularly the young 

– felt that they had ‘a right to everything’, wanting: 

…a Hollywood lifestyle without actually doing anything for it 

Another described Britain as having a: 

get what you can for free culture 

 

It is important to stress that these issues were recognised as being not just applicable to young people 

but to society more widely, equally exacerbated by the MPs expenses furore, the ‘bailing out’ of the 

bankers, and the phone-hacking scandal amongst others. One respondent tried to bring all of this 

together in one explanation: 

A "handout culture" culture created by the government combined with lack of media 

censorship with games that encourage thuggery openly such as GTA [Grand Theft Auto] 

influence the youth. Hence the youth demand a glamorous lifestyle with less work. Also 

those who are rioting are doing so because of the social climate makes them feel they are at 

the bottom of society and that they are cursed. Hence looting is a way of releasing the 

frustration against the authorities who created such a poor socio-economic conditions… 

 

A final factor highlighted as causal was what some described as the moral and spiritual ‘vacuum’ that 

many people have today. In the next chapter, the moral and spiritual framework that many Muslim 

voices believe is provided by Islam is highlighted as one of the main reasons why young Muslims 

chose not to participate in the riots.  
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5. REASONING

 

As mentioned at the outset, there is significant anecdotal and secondary evidence 

that informs and supports the view that disproportionately low numbers of Muslims were involved 

in the riots. In support of this, Muslim voices engaged were asked whether they were aware of any 

additional evidence to support the view that Muslims largely chose not to participate in the riots.  

Some suggested evidence in the form of there being little trouble or unrest in densely populated 

Muslim areas such as Alum Rock, others noted how there was little except outrage and shock on 

Muslim social media networks and spaces. Another stated categorically: 

As a Muslim myself, I do not know of one single Muslim that was involved in these riots. I 

also live in the Muslim community so I know quite a few… 

 

Somewhat cynically, some Muslim voices pointed to the fact that had there been significant numbers 

of Muslims involved, the media, police and politicians would have sought to highlight the fact in an 

attempt to further ‘demonise’ Muslims and Islam.  

 

In reiterating the sentiment of the young Muslim woman earlier in fearing Muslim involvement and 

the backlash that might ensue, another respondent said that after having a few meetings with the 

police and media - both of whom confirmed ‘there wasn’t much Muslim involvement’ - they 

immediately ‘thanked God!’. 

 

The Muslim voices engaged were extremely honest in their acknowledgement that Muslims – young 

Muslims in particular – were no less innocent than other group or community, as prone to crime and 

anti-social behaviour as indeed anybody else: 

...there is enough anti-social behaviour perpetrated on daily basis around here (Small Heath): 

drug dealing, car racing, destruction (front door lock, door bell - & that's just my flat; 

smashing car windows on almost weekly basis)... & yes, some of them talk 'brother, brother 

& about Prophet'; all local Muslims... 
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There was also an acknowledgement of how Muslims can be prone to protesting against political 

issues and social injustices: 

Young Muslims will protest when they have to - but there wasn't a solid reason [to riot]. 

They may have the tendency to rant - but thieving…nah 

 

It is important to stress this because it would be very easy to dismiss the findings about the riots as 

being a case of the Muslim voices engaged being subjective or even worse, of wearing ‘rose tinted 

glasses’. This was clearly not the case and throughout the responses to the questions, a sense of 

grounded realism was apparent. Admittedly, some did respond by saying that because ‘Islam is a 

religion of peace’ Muslims do not engage in criminality. However, these were no more than a 

handful; a minority view in the wider Muslim context. 

 

Nonetheless, the overriding reason put forward by respondents as to why Muslims did not riot in 

Birmingham was twofold: that Islam and the teachings of the Qur’an provide a clear social, moral, 

spiritual and cultural framework; and that being the month of Ramadan, most Muslims would have 

felt a sense of heightened spirituality and religiosity. Of the 51 questionnaires completed, only three 

did not refer to Islam or Ramadan as being important. Of those, two stated that they did not know 

why Muslims were not involved, the other that Muslims were ‘not that stupid’. One respondent that 

did stress the relevance of Islam was also the only voice to suggest that the role of ‘Muslim leaders’ 

had been influential in preventing young Muslims from rioting1. 

 

Building upon the realistic premise suggested previously, one Muslim voice noted: 

Although Muslims are not perfect, Muslims are taught the principles of Islam from a young 

age and as they grow up - have a moral reference and this is basically what prevented 

Muslims to loot and cause riots 

 

Others voiced similar, for example: 

I believe Muslims truly value their faith and teachings in the Quran 

 

This was particularly important because as another respondent put it: 

                                                           
1 This point refers to established ‘Muslim leaders’ and not those such as Tariq Jahan who emerged as a significant voice during 

the riots and in their aftermath. 
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…no matter how religious, [Muslims] have an aware of the morals and values of the religion 

of Islam and of their own cultural family values which would never allow or condone such 

acts. They have a fear of parents, elders, law and if that fails them, then a fear of God… 

 

In opposition to the way in which Muslim voices understood the social and cultural problems 

experienced by some of Britain’s non-Muslim youth, Islam was seen to clearly fill that moral and 

spiritual vacuum referred  to previously. In turn, this ensured that young Muslims had different 

expectations and values: 

generally speaking Muslims are respectful of family, and therefore authority… 

 

Adding: 

…if not for fear of God, its fear of shame it would bring to family 

 

The issue of family was repeatedly stressed as being integral to understanding why Muslims did not 

riot: 

The family structure is still strong amongst Muslim which is the determining factor of what 

is acceptable and what is not. The thought of having to answer to your parents, extended 

families and neighbours for your actions will deter anybody from carrying out negative acts 

 

Key here though is that underpinning the understanding and role of the family is Islam: 

Young Muslims are taught from a young age that stealing is wrong, morals are provided by 

the religious teachings as well as upbringing with a sense of identify and community… 

 

As this respondent went on: 

…So Muslims wouldn't destroy their own communities and self-destruct this way. The 

materialistic desire is met better by hard work than by stealing 

 

As one of the ‘five pillars of Islam’, the impact of Ramadan could not be underestimated in the 

responses received. One respondent noted: 
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…as a time of reflection and worship, even young Muslims who are not practising become 

conscious of their actions and try hard to refrain from wrong, the fear of accountability to 

God, so I am not surprised that it has been reported that there was little involvement in the 

riots by young Muslims… 

 

Another voiced similar, but in a rather more tongue in cheek fashion: 

in the month of Ramadan, even the most 'bad' Muslims appreciate the importance of 

refraining from any kind of violence 

 

For all but a few respondents, the centrality of Islam and the heightened spiritual awareness of 

Ramadan were highly important. One respondent offered an explanation that was contextualised by 

the teachings Islam about the month of Ramadan: 

They may have been aware of the teachings of Prophet Muhammad who told people that if 

they did not give up bad behaviour during the day, then their Lord had no need for them to 

give up food and drink (i.e. suggesting that their fast would thus be invalidated). He also 

taught specifically that Muslims are meant to avoid any confrontation in this month, 

replying, "I am fasting, I am fasting"  

 

Another added: 

To be quite honest young Muslims can run amock and cause trouble but they do actually 

value their faith. They may be terribly confused about what real Islam is but they know the 

basic tenets of faith and one of them is fasting…this may have deterred many of them from 

getting involved 

 

Such comments were commonplace. Whilst some might cynically dismiss these as suggesting that 

had the riots taken place outside of the month of Ramadan, so young Muslims would have 

participated, what the Muslim voices seemed to be stressing was how important Islam and its tenets 

were in influencing the lives of many young Muslims. Across the vast majority of the responses, this 

was something that was routinely and repeatedly contextualised and balanced – always grounded in 

a sense of realism – and Islam was never put forward as a ‘solution’. Instead, the teachings and moral 

framework of Islam was used to highlight the very issues that were put forward in the preceding 

section, highlighting the differences that exist within some sections of contemporary British society 

and the way in which these impact, manifest and subsequently become consequential in the social, 

political, cultural and economic settings. It is important to clarify that not only was Islam seen to be 
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important but so too were other religions that offered similar structures and frameworks within 

which individuals could ‘make sense’ of their lives. As one put it: 

… religion is the key to success, it teaches that there is something far greater than 

materialism, that is God, and therefore one works hard to restrain from worldly desires and 

thinks twice before harming others 

 

Two other issues emerged alongside the recognition of Islam and Ramadan that are worthy of 

consideration.  

 

The first was the recognition by many of the respondents of the dignity, respect and calm shown by 

Tariq Jahan following the death of his son and two other young Muslims. At a time when tensions 

were running extremely high and when many in the city believed that some form of retaliatory 

protest or violence would ensue, his words and actions were vital in diffusing the situation and 

stressing the commonality between all the different people and communities that comprise 

Birmingham. His singlehanded impact in this instance cannot be underestimated. However, it is 

important to stress that his words and actions came after the riots had occurred in the city centre and 

so the decision by many Muslims across the city not to participate was entirely their own and 

independent of the subsequent murders. This is important because it highlights the conscious 

decision made by Muslims in the city. 

 

The second reflected the view of Muslims themselves and how many feel that they have become 

targets of unfair criticism. One respondent explained this particularly well: 

Perhaps [Muslims] have had their fair share of problems and media focus. Muslims are tired 

of being portrayed as something they are not. They are tired of all the lies and bad press. 

They love their country, they love the gentle nature of most of the British public, they just 

want to live a peaceful quiet existence. 

 

Some of this sentiment is picked up in the following chapter.  
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6. REPERCUSSIONS 

 

For those Muslims engaged, the absence of Muslims participating in the riots had 

to be seen positively. Almost all of the respondents believed that this challenged many of the 

stereotypes that currently exist in the political and public spaces and have become widely held about 

Muslims and Islam. For the majority of Muslim voices engaged, the fact that Muslims largely 

refrained from rioting provided a more accurate picture of the way in which Muslims see themselves 

within society and how Islam can be used to positive effect. 

 

This came through the responses of the Muslim voices in a number of ways. The first of these was 

that the response by Muslims to have an emotional response to the destruction being undertaken in 

Birmingham – and elsewhere – highlighted the way in which Muslims feel a sense of belonging and 

ownership: that Birmingham is ‘our’ city. This also came through in the way in which Muslims were 

seen to be defending their local communities, not just Muslim communities or interests: 

I think the fact that the Muslims were out on the streets and defending their streets and 

towns shows that they are proud to be British and Brummies and that their families and 

communities are important to them. 

 

As others went on, the conduct of Muslims during the riots also presented a different picture of 

Muslims as citizens to the more widely perceived view that has been propagated in some sections of 

the media especially. This sense of citizenship, as the previous respondent noted, functioned at two 

levels: at the local and at the national: 

Muslims strongly believe they are genuine citizens of this country/ city who have much to 

contribute  

I think it shows that Muslims do see themselves as citizens of this city and this country, who 

want to obey the laws of the land and live peacefully within society. They want to be 

valuable productive members of society. 

they respect and hold some appreciation of the city and country they live in… 
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It is interesting that in all of the above responses, the respective Muslim voices chose to use the term 

‘citizens’. Many also referred to the notion of ‘citizenship’ and what this might mean: 

Proof of citizenship comes from fulfilling your responsibility of not harming the wider 

community. 

 

This is maybe unsurprising as in recent years, there has been much made about how Muslims 

apparently do not want to be ‘citizens’ of this country. For some on the far-right for instance, the 

rhetoric has been that Muslims will never be able to be citizens. This was something that was clearly 

at the forefront of many of the Muslim voices engaged. A high number spoke about the way in which 

the absence of Muslims from the riots highlighted the value Muslims – especially young Muslims - 

place on being citizens of Birmingham and Britain.  

The riots have demonstrated to many how valuable and dear Britain really is to them and 

that Muslims do not take living in this great country for granted 

 

Phrases relating to being ‘good’ or ‘true’ citizens for instance were particularly prominent as the 

following quotes highlight: 

I believe most of the Muslims are very good citizens 

it shows that Muslims are true citizens that love to live in peace and unity 

 

Combined with the notion of being ‘good’ citizens was the recurrent use of the phrase ‘law-abiding’:  

Hopefully now [Muslims] are considered as law-abiding peaceful people who love their 

country and town. They are happy and proud to live in Britain and have no wish whatsoever 

to destroy it  

 

This was interesting because as highlighted previously, this again provided an insight into the way in 

which Muslims appear to have internalised the widespread negative perceptions and associations 

made about them. As one respondent’s comments showed, the association of all Muslims without 

differentiation with terrorism was clearly prominent in their thinking when asked about the riots. As 

they put it: 

This proves that most British Muslims are not terrorist, they are normal people like everyone 

else…law abiding citizens but not terrorists 



 

31 | P a g e  
 

 

One other closely linked idea also emerged, one that was closely linked to the notion of citizenship 

and the wider discourses about Muslims and Islam. This related to the idea of Muslims not wanting 

to be, or maybe even not being able to be British. For a number of those engaged, this was a serious 

concern, one that they felt wider society perceived about Muslims in both Birmingham and Britain 

more widely. Indeed much has been made by both the current Coalition Government and the 

previous New Labour administration about the need for greater British values as a means of 

addressing and preventing violent extremism. For those engaged, it was clear that this was a pressing 

issue and one that they hoped the absence of Muslims from the riots would in some way redress: 

…we are Muslim we are British, they are not mutually exclusive 

Muslims identify themselves as born and bred Brits! 

 

A further Muslim voice sought to articulate this within the much wider picture presented by the riots 

both in Birmingham and elsewhere, highlighting both the seeming hope presented by the riots 

alongside the seeming despair that this respondent appears to associate with the way in which 

Muslims and Islam have become perceived and understood: 

To be honest I question, and these riots have made me question further, what British values 

actually are?? I feel British values are very vague and weak, and almost non-existent. 

Muslim communities are respectful of the British community in which they live in, and these 

come from many of their own religious, cultural values. It is hard for them to feel integrated 

when they are labelled and marginalised. However the actions of Muslims during and after 

the riots, with people like Tariq Jahan and hundreds attending peace rallies etc, clearly show 

how supportive, respectful they are of Britain and show what a big part they play in the 

wider community of Britain as one. 

 

Underpinning a number of the responses from Muslim voices was a hint that they felt a sense of 

injustice about the way in which they were perceived and referred to: as a ‘problem’, as being in 

opposition to ‘us’, as not being willing to share the same vague notion of ‘British values’. This was not 

expressed with anger or discontent, but more with a sense of weariness. There was also a sense of 

acceptance: acceptance that Muslims have always known that the widely held views and espoused 

discourses about them were inaccurate and unfair. As one voice put it: 

The events of the last week and in particular the death of the three young Muslim men has 

shown Muslims to be active and engaged citizens of Birmingham and Britain. The readiness 

of Muslims to assist others, defend others, defend their communities, city and country has 

been clear but comes as no surprise to those that are members of those communities. Indeed 

Muslims have been shown to be no different from any other citizens but have instead stood 

shoulder to shoulder with the rest of the country in condemning the actions of a few. 
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For this particular voice, the actions of Muslims – to choose not to riot preferring instead to support 

and defend those at risk – was far from unexpected. For them, Muslims were and had always been 

‘no different from any other citizens’: 

…finally [Muslims] feel they are part of the fabric of this society. It’s the only positive thing 

to come out of this mess! 

 

For some however, the riots and the reaction and response to them by Muslims may have initiated a 

more positive and far-reaching change. In terms of Muslims in Birmingham, one Muslim voice 

suggested: 

I think Muslims in Birmingham have had identity issues since 9/11. Some don't know 

whether they want to be called British Muslims or just Muslims in Britain and that has a lot 

to do with disagreeing with foreign policy. However, ever since the media reported the deaths 

of three young Muslims males in Birmingham, I've never seen the Muslim community stand 

together with people of other faiths and backgrounds in this manner… 

 

In terms of the way in which ‘non-Muslims’ see Muslims and Islam, another voice added: 

I honestly believe that one man has changed the perception of Muslims as extremists, 

terrorists etc the world over but especially in Britain and that man is Tariq Jahan, the father 

of one of the males murdered. He has been a true ambassador for Islam. His calls for peace 

and unity, his pleas for people not to blame the police or the government, his persona and 

strength during the toughest time of his life was a source of inspiration and complete 

wonderment for everyone, not just Muslim! I could not believe that he could even inspire the 

Daily Mail to write such a positive story about Islam! He showed what real Islam is and I 

have had so many colleagues, all non Muslim say to me that if they were Muslims, they 

would be the proudest people on earth 
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7. RESOLUTION 

 

From considering the response of Muslim voices in Birmingham to 

the riots, a number of key issues emerge.  

 

For the majority of those engaged, the actions of the vast majority of Birmingham’s Muslims 

presented what they believe was a more accurate representation of how Muslims see themselves as 

citizens of Birmingham and as active members of contemporary British society. 

 

In both the public and political spaces, respondents felt that the relative absence of Muslims from the 

riots wholeheartedly challenged many of the stereotypes that have become widely accepted about 

Muslims and Islam in recent years. 

 

In the public spaces, many felt that this would go some way to countering the ‘normalised’ anti-

Muslim and anti-Islam attitudes that those such as Baroness Warsi have suggested are evident in 

today’s Britain.  

 

In the political spaces, many felt that the response of Muslims to the riots go against much of the 

rhetoric that has been associated with Muslims and Islam by both mainstream and fringe political 

figures: that they are ‘problem’ communities; they are not a part of ‘our’ society; and that they do not 

uphold ‘British values’. 

 

Similarly, many felt that it has shown how Islam and Britain or being Muslim and a British citizen are 

far from incompatible. 

 

More widely, those same voices also believe that Islam – and religion more widely – will have been 

perceived in a far more positive light. For those Muslims who were engaged, Islam was shown to 

provide structure and meaning as well as a social and moral framework within which children and 

families are able to function. Such a framework can, for many of those who responded, fill the social 

and moral void they perceive in today’s Britain, especially with young people. 
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And whilst being realistic and grounded, those engaged also felt that the response of Muslims to the 

riots highlights how sincere and respectful Muslims are of their faith. For them, this was seen in the 

respect shown for the holy month of Ramadan and in the teachings of Islam more widely. 

 

Finally, the role and response of Birmingham’s Muslims to the murder of three young Muslim men 

was seen to be the most impacting. Embodying an unerring sense of dignity, respect and restraint 

were the words of Tariq Jahan who shaped and defined the aftermath of the riots. Whilst Muslims 

were largely absent from rioting themselves in Birmingham – and indeed elsewhere – it was a very 

real possibility that in the aftermath of the riots and the triple murders, that Birmingham’s Muslim 

communities could have been drawn into confrontation and conflict not least because some sought 

revenge. Because of the impact and dignity of his words, extracts of Jahan’s speeches are reproduced 

in the final section of this document. 

 

In his words, Jahan captured and reaffirmed many of the points that have been raised by those 

Muslim voices engaged for this research. Moving forward from the riots in building a society that 

sees its diversity as a strength rather than a weakness, Jahan’s words once more – on behalf of both 

Muslim and non-Muslim communities alike – resonate:  

“we live together and can stay together”. 
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Reproduced from Metro http://tinyurl.com/3fpnmut 
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8. REFLECTION 

 

Tariq Jahan, selected quotes: 

 

Today we stand here to plead with all the youth to remain calm. For our communities to 

stand united. As we stand here today, this is not a race issue. The family has received 

messages of sympathy and support from all parts of the community, all faiths, all colours, 

and backgrounds. Please respect the memory of our sons, and the grief of our family and 

loved ones, by staying away from trouble, and not going out tonight. 

Basically, I lost my son. Blacks, Asians, whites, we all live in the same community. Why do 

we have to kill one another? What started these riots and what's escalating it? Why are we 

doing this? I lost my son. Step forward, if you want to lose your sons. Otherwise, calm 

down, and go home 

 

 

I believe that people can stay calm. If you look around here, there are black, brown, white 

and yellow people, they are all my community. We live together and we can stay together. 
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