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The attacks in London will test an already-embattled group
Get article background
A CRUMB of good news can be gleaned from the aftermath of four bombings in London on July 7th, and the shocking discovery that British-born Muslims from Leeds were responsible. Most fingers pointed at Muslim extremists rather than Muslims as a whole; the police received useful tips from the attackers' co-religionists; and the only reports of rioting came from North Belfast, where Protestants and Catholics continued an ancient feud.
Amid occasional attacks on mosques and Muslims, the sackful of bad news is that the past week will cause lasting damage to communal relations in Britain. “We are shocked, dismayed, frightened and embarrassed,” says Ishtiaq Ahmed of the Bradford Council of Mosques.
To learn of the bombers' identity was all the more painful because Britain's 1.6m Muslims have of late striven to avoid acting in a way that might place them outside the mainstream. Whereas protests in the 1980s and 1990s against Salman Rushdie's book “The Satanic Verses” and the first Gulf war were led by Muslim clerics, opponents of the war in Iraq deliberately joined a broader coalition of peaceniks, even going so far as to march alongside Trotskyists. 
Yet attitudes to Muslims are bad—particularly if they are Pakistani Muslims, the group from which the men who carried out last week's atrocities were drawn. A British Social Attitudes survey of the general population in 1998 showed that, fully three years before September 11th and riots involving Asian Muslims, prejudice against Asians was stronger than prejudice against blacks. In 2003 another survey found that 56% of people believed Muslims were more loyal to fellow believers abroad than to their own countrymen. 
The spectre of terrorism is only one source of mistrust; another is the belief that Asian Muslims make little effort to fit into British society. Oddly, given a history of resentment at Afro-Caribbeans who are often accused of taking public housing and precious jobs, Asians are reviled for their apparent aloofness. 
Cures for communal tensions are inadequate to the task of soothing relations between Muslims and others. Statistics usually used to prove discrimination tend to record colour, not creed; Muslims are a diverse and sometimes fractious group and their gripes are as much foreign as domestic. “It's a big challenge for the old-style race warrior,” admits Trevor Phillips, who chairs the Commission for Racial Equality.
A good start has, however, been made by Muslim clerics and spokesmen, who not only moved quickly to condemn the bombings but showed remarkable acumen and discipline in the following days. Many were pressed by journalists to explore parallels between the atrocities in London and the sufferings of Muslims in the Middle East. To their great credit, nearly all spotted the trap and refused. 
