Sharia in Britain —Rafia Zakaria 

[image: image1.jpg]


The argument here is not one that is either for or against Sharia law or the viability or benefits of such an initiative in Britain, but that the British need to realise they cannot eat curry while ignoring the people who prepared it

On February 7, 2008, Rowan Williams, the Archbishop of Canterbury gave a speech before a group of lawyers in which he stated that the application of Sharia law in Britain was “unavoidable”.

Within hours of his speech, media frenzy erupted around the Archbishop’s comments, some media outlets accused him of seeking to establish a medieval parallel system of justice in Britain and several notable British politicians demanded his resignation.

Debate on the Archbishop’s comments has focused on whether implementation, or rather recognition, of Sharia is indeed a good idea or not. Numerous articles in British newspapers have dissected the issue of whether formal recognition of already existing Sharia Councils in Britain would be beneficial to the social cohesion of Britain as one nation.

These fiery debates, which in themselves represent the polarised nature of the issue, have ignored the crucial question that lies at the centre of the problem: why indeed are British Muslims taking recourse in parallel systems of justice despite the existence of a functioning British legal system?

To obtain some answers to this question, it is useful to look at another festering issue that has failed to garner as much attention as the Archbishop’s comments. Recent months have seen the emergence of another odd albeit seemingly less urgent crisis in the United Kingdom.

Following the passage of new legislation, the UK has passed complex reforms to their work visa program. Weighted heavily in favour of immigrants from EU countries rather than post-colonial countries like Pakistan, the new visa policy also makes it extremely difficult for low-skilled workers to migrate to Britain. This new policy, worthwhile theoretically in fulfilling the aim of eliminating the problem of racially and religiously disparate migrants, has however had a problematic side-effect on another area that has become a fixture of British life: the consumption of curry.

British curry houses, run primarily by Bangladeshi and Pakistani immigrants, which have been decades-long eat-out favourites of British populations, are now facing a serious labour shortage with some even threatening closure. East European workers from Poland and other newer members of the EU that were supposed to fill the labour gap have shown little interest in the jobs vacated by Pakistani and Bangladeshi curry chefs. They also lack the “cultural sensitivity” required to produce the authentic curries that the British have got used to enjoying.

So serious is the issue that the Chief Executive of Britain’s Immigration Advisory Service, Keith Best is assisting the curry industry in urging the government to reconsider its new points-based visa programme that has effectively debilitated the industry. Despite best efforts though, it seems unlikely that much inroads will be made into changing a policy which is quite deliberately designed to facilitate only the import of highly skilled workers that are fluent in English.

Now you may be wondering: what is the relevance of curry shortages to initiatives demanding separate legal systems for Muslim minorities?

The relevance lies in the patterns of migration and cultural formation that constitute the Britain of today. The concern over curry houses represent aspects of immigrant, notably Pakistani and Bangladeshi, culture that have been absorbed into British life and incorporated into British culture. Yet unlike curry, the more problematic aspects of incorporating immigrants, in this particular case religious identities and understandings vastly different from those held by the white British population, have been left to themselves.

The lesson in proximity of curry shortages and demands for Sharia law is that when immigrants enter societies, the dominant culture cannot, without effective policies, pick and choose between attractive and unattractive aspects of the new cultural forces. Quite simply, you cannot say yes to curry without also considering more problematic aspects such as varied understandings of faith and law.

Yet in some ways, that is precisely what the British Government has attempted to do in its new immigration policy. The premise seems to be that if the problem itself is eliminated, and immigrants are brought in from essentially white, European nations, the issue of culture clash will simply be eliminated from society.

However, as the curry crisis illustrates, British society has become dependent on a particular type of immigrant to make its curries and to do all the jobs that are unattractive to white European populations. This economic underclass, the British are discovering, is expanding its numbers through higher fertility rates and cannot simply be ignored, eliminated or replaced by another underclass.

The demand for Sharia law, or a parallel legal system, is thus as much a reflection of the British state’s inability to react to the challenge of a diverse society, and the demands it makes in the dominant culture’s perception of what it means to be British, as an independent demand by orthodox Muslims who do not wish to integrate.

It must be asked, therefore, that if British Muslims support a separate legal regime for themselves, is it because they don’t see their needs or their identities currently reflected in the existing legal system? Is the demand for Sharia law, like the demand for headscarves and niqabs, a desperate cry for acknowledgement by a government that likes the curry but not the curry-makers?

It must be clearly stated that the argument here is not one that is either for or against Sharia law or the viability or benefits of such an initiative in Britain. As numerous writers have pointed out, the question of whether separate legal regimes are a viable option for religious minorities is a perplexing and complex one. The point here is that the British need to realise they cannot eat curry while ignoring the people who prepared it. 
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