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THERE has been a lack of understanding between Muslim and Western European societies 
for more than a millennium.

Strong, but erroneous, perceptions have been established and entrenched through a lack of 
communication and genuine dialogue over the centuries and this impasse has not been 
helped by recent global - and local - events.

As a result of this history of stereotyping and conflict between Islam and the West, Muslims 
and Westerners know little of their shared religious and intellectual roots and of how much 
their communities have in common.

Muslim achievements have had a huge influence on the development of the West, for 
example. Silk and paper were imported to the West from Muslim countries, while textiles, 
metalwork and glassmaking played a big role in the development of medieval and early 
modern Europe.

Conversely, the West's impact in shaping the cultural, political, technological and economic 
development of Muslim countries over the past 200 years has been even more profound.

The West has helped to define the modern boundaries of many Muslim states and introduced 
the concepts of urban landscape and suburban living.

Yet despite efforts by many individuals and organisations over the past century, it is evident 
that much more needs to done to improve the British public's understanding of Islam and 
Muslim culture.

Most people have some knowledge of Islam, usually gained through newspapers or 
television. But the media's portrayal of Islam is often distorted and reinforces stereotypes or 
prejudices.

What is called for is a deeper understanding and dialogue between Britain's diverse 
communities. We need to do whatever we can to lift the veils of prejudice and perceived 
cultural differences to grasp the thread of humanity that we all share as British citizens.

The Government has announced that "core British values" should be taught in school to 
tackle Islamic extremism.

But if you examine these values in detail, you will find that core British values have an awful 
lot in common with Islamic and other human values, too.

There are nearly two million British Muslims in the country today, with our region of Yorkshire 
and Humber estimated to be home to more than 300,000.

The majority of these Muslims arrived from either Pakistan or Kashmir in the 1950s and 
1960s as a result of the social, political and economic pressures faced by the UK.

Most were encouraged to come and work as unskilled labourers in the booming textile and 
manufacturing industries.
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The pattern of migration was the same. At first, men came with the intention of making money 
and going back home to improve their social and economic status. But they decided to stay 
and later their families joined them.

Many of the Muslims in our region are now second and third-generation British.

They condemn the atrocities that are committed by extremists in the name of their religion 
and adhere to the same values as their non-Muslim counterparts.

It is therefore understandable that they feel offended when their "Britishness" is questioned.

Thanks to developments in technology, transport and communications, we find ourselves 
living in an increasingly interdependent and globalised world where we have no choice but to 
learn from and live with each other: members of the Muslim community are integrating with 
British society, contrary to popular perception.

Many have excelled in the political, social, cultural and economic life of the UK.

Indeed, this year both Bradford and Leeds will have Lord Mayors from Muslim backgrounds.

However, there is comprehensive evidence that a majority of Muslim communities suffer high 
levels of social exclusion.

A recent Government-sponsored report by four leading British universities shows that, as a 
whole, the UK's Muslim population face some of the most acute conditions of multiple 
deprivation.

Half of all British Muslims over 25 are unemployed with one in three living in the most 
deprived parts of England.

When Muslims see and hear about events involving the persecution of other Muslims, it risks 
reinforcing the perception that they, and their religion, are under siege.

In these circumstances, communities may feel vulnerable or threatened and, when this 
vulnerability is combined with multiple deprivation, you find the perfect conditions for 
extremists - who exist in all communities - are seized upon and exploited.

There are over 1.3bn Muslims in more than 50 countries across the globe.

Far from being a homogenous group, there are huge educational, cultural, social and 
economic differences - as you would expect from people with diverse ethnic backgrounds 
spread around the world.

We must promote positive messages about Islam and the individuals and organisations that 
work tirelessly to prevent a small number of extremists from taking advantage of vulnerable 
people living in deprived communities across the world.

There is a common thread of humanity connecting all members of our society.

SOURCE: Yorkshire Post

LENGTH: 864 words

2


