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I 
n Europe, there has been an increasing 
tendency towards the securitization of 

immigration regimes2 and a retreat away from 
multiculturalism and integrationism towards 
assimilationism in immigrant incorporation 
policies. The main reasons for rethinking im-
migration policies appear to revolve around Is-
lam and Muslims. This is manifest in the media 
coverage of Islam and Muslims in general, and 
some politicians’ discourses, while it is mostly 
latent in government and legal discourses.3 The 
re-consideration of immigrant-related policies 
often begins with liberal premises, includ-
ing the discussion of individual versus group 
rights and national identity. But, it evolves 
based on essentialist assumptions attributed 
to the basic tenets of Islam and its perceived 
incompatibility with democratic principles. 
At best, such prevailing beliefs in host societ-
ies result in reluctance towards any religious 
demands put forth by Muslims.4 At worst, the 
anxiety, stereotyping, and numerous prevailing 
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essentialist arguments regarding Muslim 
culture in public debates seem to be fur-
ther exacerbated in the post- 9/11 envi-
ronment, in which Islam has become the 
proverbial “other” of the Western world 
within the construct of the “clash of civi-
lizations.”5 In such a context of margin-
alization and mounting pressures for 
assimilation, Muslim immigrants have 

sought not only to protect their religious values but also to embrace an Islamic 
identity that is political in order to claim rights in the host country6. 

In Britain, such a process started with the events surrounding the Rushdie Af-
fair in 1989, and accelerated following the events of 9/11. In response to the 2001 
riots involving the immigrant communities of South Asian origin in Bradford, 
Oldham and Burnley, the Cantle Report diagnosed these neighborhoods as highly 
segregated areas: 

Separate educational arrangements, community and voluntary bodies, employment, 
places of worship, language, social and cultural networks, means that many communi-
ties operate on the basis of a series of parallel lives. These lives often do not seem to 
touch at any point, let alone overlap and promote any meaningful interchanges. 7 

Following such events, Muslims in Britain have been accused of forming “par-
allel societies,” and were urged to integrate. In some cases, what is meant by inte-
gration is in fact tantamount to assimilation, since integration is described as the 
convergence of the immigrants with the dominant society, rather than a two-sid-
ed process. McGhee argues that, after a series of reports on community cohesion, 
immigration and asylum, which was called “Strength in Diversity” Consultation 
Strategy (2004), the British government’s orientation towards an assimilationist 
strategy was solidified with an emphasis on security rather than looking to the root 
causes that hindered integration. Immigrant communities were expected to show 
that they were “active” citizens through engagement with the local host communi-
ties with the expectation that such relations would lead to “shared values.”8 In this 
context, it is important to understand how Muslim immigrants have sought to 
preserve and reproduce their ethnic, religious and cultural identity. When these 
Muslim immigrant communities strive to protect their identity, are they creating 
“parallel societies” within the host country or are they actually integrating? 

Acculturation is a useful concept for understanding transformations of culture 
and values in immigrant settings. As a part of the assimilation theory, the concept 
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of acculturation has been criticized for its oversimplification of immigrant and 
host society cultures, because it is linear and unidimensional.9 Berry, however, 
has sought to remedy the unidimensionality of this concept by taking accultura-
tion as a combination of integration processes working in separate domains (i.e. 
language, identity, attitudes, values).10 Acculturation scholars have also sought to 
overcome the model’s limitation in viewing acculturation as one of “…either eth-
nic maintenance or assimilation” by taking the immigrant’s ethnic identity and 
identification with the host society as two separate domains.11

Based on this separation, Berry divides acculturation strategies of immigrants 
into four types depending on the importance of one’s cultural identity and positive 
relations with the host society. These categories are 1) integration (both host soci-
ety and cultural identity), 2) assimilation (only host society relations), 3) separa-
tion (only cultural identity), and 4) marginalization (neither). Berry and others also 
take into account the acculturation strategies of the members of the host society12. 
There have been attempts to explore the “matching” of host society with immigrant 
approaches to acculturation, such as the study conducted by Van Ouderhoven in 
the Netherlands. The results showed that the local population favored assimilation, 
while they believed that immigrant groups (Turks and Moroccans) preferred sepa-
ration. However, the immigrant groups, in fact, turned out to favor integration on 
Berry’s scheme.13 This study aims to discover the articulation and reproduction of 
ethnic and religious identity to better analyze integration perspectives in relation to 
identity, in the case of a specific Muslim group in Britain: The Sunni Turks. Hav-
ing their roots in a secular and democratic country with a predominantly Muslim 
population, The Turkish Sunni Muslims are a group that can test the validity of 
stereotypes and reservations about Islam and Muslims in the West. Whereas the 
dominant public discourse in Britain suggests a tendency for Muslim communities 
toward separation, illustrated by the “parallel societies” argument, it is worth explor-
ing which acculturation strategy is actually adopted by the Muslims themselves. 

As a minority community, British Muslims have developed a “politics of iden-
tity” in the past decades. Through an inquiry to determine to what extent they 
share the main concerns and demands of British Muslim as a whole and to clarify 
their engagement with Muslim umbrella organizations, this study also attempts to 
situate the Sunni Turks in the political context of Muslims in Britain. 

Muslims in Britain

Large scale immigration of Muslims to Britain started in the 1950s. According 
to the 2001 census, 3 percent of the population in England and Wales is Muslim, 
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a total of 1.6 million. This makes Islam 
the second largest religion on the island. 
About 1.2 million Muslims are of South 
Asian origin, and half of Britain’s Mus-
lims were born in the country.14 Since 
British citizenship is based on the jus soli 
principle and permits dual citizenship, 

it has relatively been easy for most Muslim immigrants and their descendants 
to have the rights associated with British citizenship. However, the existence of 
rights does not guarantee that one actually enjoys them. Some immigrant groups 
have become minorities in the societies hosting them, not just in terms of their 
numbers, but also because they face discrimination.15 Muslims have faced a pro-
cess of “racialization,”16 defined as construction of a social group as a “problem” 
and, therefore, legitimization of their discrimination or exclusion.17 In fact, al-
though it covers racial and ethnic minorities (ethnic and religious identities are 
supposed to have merged in the case of the Jewish and Sikh communities), British 
anti-discrimination framework excluded Muslims until the European Directive 
on Employment took effect in 2003.18 

The Rushdie Affair revealed that, in Britain, there was a lack of mechanisms 
for Muslims to voice their grievances, resulting in an increased number of radical 
forms of protests.19 This handicap, in turn, further paved the way for the perpetu-
ation of stereotypes. With a series of legislation to fight terrorism passed in the 
aftermath of 9/11, security was prioritized at the expense of basic rights and free-
doms.20 In November 2007, the government declared that the measures against 
terrorism would include counter-radicalization concepts. Via this “Preventing 
Violent Extremism Strategy,” the government increased police powers and placed 
its support behind moderate Muslim groups.21 According to Hellyer, this strategy 
indicates that the integration of Muslims is now viewed in relation to security 
concerns rather than an end in itself.22 

In-depth studies of Muslims throughout Europe in the post 9/11 environment 
show that the negative attitudes of the receiving societies have had a major impact 
on the self-identification of immigrant groups. This has led these groups towards 
an increased politicization and polarization. Wharton explains that the (self-)iso-
lation of Islamic communities and the subsequent emergence of Islamic identity 
politics are primarily a reaction to these developments.23 In Britain, Muslims’ re-
actions to stereotyping and exclusion have translated into a distinctive politics of 
identity based on religion. In general, the emergence of such a discourse can be 
seen by an expansion in the demand for anti-discrimination measures and posi-
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tive rights. There is a desire also to see a 
return to the former inclusive multicul-
tural state policies. For example, a study 
on moderate British Muslim intellectu-
als shows that they have similar goals 
as non-Muslim multiculturalists. Mus-
lim intellectuals, like their non-Muslim 
counterparts, appreciate the merits of secularism and conceive of multicultural-
ism as a ground for mutual respect, dialogue and transformation (rather than a 
way of perpetuating particularities). Most participants in the study used Western 
philosophical references as well as Islamic history and the Qranic script itself as 
sources for their definition of a just multicultural society.24 In their demand for 
recognition derived from “contemporary Western ideals about equality and mul-
ticulturalism” rather than exclusively from Islam or Islamism, Muslim identity 
politics in Britain has applied a similar discourse as the politics of anti-racism.25 

A review of the Muslim media and Muslim umbrella organizations in Britain 
since 9/1126 shows that the principal concerns of Muslims in Britain include both 
government policies and host society’s attitudes and reactions. They criticize the 
following government policies and practices: Anti-terrorism laws and practices 
perceived as targeting Muslims and being against human rights, lack of adequate 
mechanisms of representation for Muslims, lack of anti-discrimination measures 
for Muslims, and the British foreign policy regarding Muslim countries. They are 
also concerned about negative perceptions of and reactions from the dominant 
society, such as Islamophobia, an increasing number of violent attacks against 
Muslims, and the rise of extreme right wing politics - with a discourse perceived 
to be specifically against Muslim immigrants.

The Turkish Sunni Muslim Community

Turkish speaking communities arrived in Britain in successive waves from 
Cyprus and mainland Turkey since the 1950s through legal and illegal immigra-
tion, as asylum seekers, and as students.27 Most arrivals from mainland Turkey 
took place during the 1990s28 when the Southeastern provinces of Turkey became 
centers of political conflict and violence, which resulted in the exodus of people 
of Kurdish and Alevi origin immigrating or seeking political asylum. Meanwhile, 
immigration to the UK also emanated from other regions in Turkey, including the 
Central and Northern provinces, which are known for their conservative Islamic 
outlook. Indeed, many of the interviewees for this study came from, or had famil-
ial backgrounds from these provinces.
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Many of the Turkish speaking communities in the UK are concentrated in cer-
tain boroughs of North-East London (Hackney, Haringey, Enfield, and Islington) 
and South London (Southwark, Lewisham). Businesses are currently clustered in 
these areas of settlement. The communities are specialized in a few trades such as 
supermarkets, restaurants, kebab shops and dry cleaning. This pattern suggests 
the existence of an enclave.29 The fact that many Turkish immigrants live, work 
and socialize in the same part of the metropolitan center suggests that there is 
relatively little need for them to engage with the host society. In fact, it seems 
possible to live in London without knowing a word of English: Immigrants can 
handle their communication problems with any administrative body, including 
courts and hospitals, through translation services provided by the local authority 
or community organizations. 

Although the exact number of Turkish speaking communities in Britain is dif-
ficult to determine, estimates vary between 150.000 and 500.000 people. 75 to 90 
percent of this population resides in and around the London metropolitan area.30 
The number of British citizens of Turkish origin is similarly unknown.31 Turkish 
speaking communities are a minority compared to the South Asian Muslims in 
number. Therefore, they are less involved in British Muslim politics. There is also a 
contrast when it comes to their respective religiosity: whereas 90 percent of South 
Asians in Britain were found to be religious,32 religiosity seems to be much lower 
among the Turkish speaking communities. Calculating by mosque attendance on 
Fridays and religious festivals, participants of this study estimated the number of 
religious Sunnis between a few thousand (Süleymaniye and Aziziye respondents) 
and 30 thousand (Diyanet). According to Küçükcan’s study on religiosity and val-
ues of the second-generation youth of Turkish speaking origin in Britain, 64 per-
cent of males and 43 percent of females had religious beliefs.33 The same study also 
argues that, for the majority of the Turkish speaking community, Islam appears to 
be a natural extension of national identity rather than a religious one.34 

Methodology and Main Findings

This article draws on findings of a fieldwork study that took place between 
June and October 2008 involving in-depth interviews with individuals taking ac-
tive part in the planning or administrating the activities of Turkish Sunni Muslim 
organizations in Britain. These organizations are based in London, and have been 
set up or are run by people from certain Sunni groups. These groups are com-
prised of the major Turkish religious communities representing Turkish social 
and political Islam. Eight organizations participating in this study cover all major 
religious groups among the Turkish Sunni Muslim community, most of which 
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have transnational links. The participating organizations were MUSIAD UK, Di-
yanet (Turkish Directorate of Religious Affairs), and various associations, foun-
dations and trusts established by Milli Görüş (National View), Mahmud Hoca, 
Süleymancı and Gülen communities.35 

In the second phase of the study, the findings were supported by educational 
document reviews and participant observations in various organizational activi-
ties. Furthermore, fifteen additional interviews were held with editors of commu-
nity newspapers, local Turkish and/or Muslim politicians and community leaders, 
local police staff, non-religious associations, and academics working in the field. 

Broadly speaking, the research focused on collecting data on the following 
themes: The Sunni Turkish community life in Britain; inclusiveness of British 
identity; ethnic and religious identity; integration; political participation; engage-
ment with British Muslims and their identity politics.

One of the key findings of this survey was that the main regional, political, 
ideological and sectarian cleavages in Turkey are generally reproduced in foreign 
settings, which bring their own respective separation and intergroup tensions 
irrespective of British domestic politics. The respondents emphasized the basic 
divisions as between Kurds and Turks and the secularists and the religious. All 
are reminiscent of the socio-political polarization in contemporary Turkey. Some 
interviewees portrayed the Turkish Cypriot community as “Muslim and Turk 
only by name” and mentioned the Alevi as “others.” By “us,” they generally meant 
mainland Turks with attachment to Sunni Islam, and clearly excluded Kurdish 
nationalists. Some respondents stressed that their community included Kurdish 
members, who did not support Kurdish separatism and followed Sunni rituals.

When asked about the social life of the community, the interviewees said that 
people generally preferred to hang out with like-minded people, or people from 
the same hometown or locality in Turkey.36 Joint activities or projects with other 
organizations from the Turkish speaking or Turkish Sunni community were in-
credibly rare. The interviewees explained this absence by their lack of a common 
denominator in “vision.” When asked whether differences among Sunni commu-
nities were based on their interpretations of the sharia, respondents reported that 
such differences were minor. 

Inclusiveness of Britain and British Identity 

In terms of religious freedoms, all respondents were satisfied. Most of them 
found Britain to be more tolerant than Germany, France, and most notably Tur-
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key itself. Although critical of Islamophobia, only three respondents (male and 
female) reported experiences of discrimination or harassment on the basis of re-
ligion. Respondents explained the rarity of such instances because Turks do not 
dress the same way as South Asian Muslims whose clothing is often stereotyped. 
Some respondents said that they were not targeted because Turks did not en-
gage with extremist groups or activities. Some respondents attributed the rarity 
of discrimination and harassment to the peculiarity of London as a cosmopolitan 
space. Some also pointed out the ethnic and religious composition of their neigh-
borhoods, where White Christians remained a minority. 

None of the respondents interpreted the existing limitations on immigration 
as specifically targeting Muslims. They gave economic and structural explanations 
and some sympathized with the British government, pointing out the right and 
need to protect one’s borders. Nonetheless, some respondents criticized some of 
the policy applications on entry conditions. It was reported that holding a Turk-
ish passport (Süleymaniye, male; Milli Görüş, male) or coming from a Muslim 
country (Milli Görüş, male) creates suspicion and slows down the process. The 
respondents, nonetheless, praised the permission for dual nationality and were 
not critical of the requirements for citizenship acquisition. Britain was character-
ized as a country of coexistence between nationalities and tolerance for various 
religious beliefs. These qualities were attributed to its colonial past and its tradi-
tion of democracy - where one’s rights were secured by the judicial system. Some 
respondents compared Britain’s approach to immigration and interethnic toler-
ance with Turkey and said that the level of rights, freedoms and tolerance offered 
by the former is unimaginable for non-Muslims in Turkey. 

The interviewees perceived the British identity to be inclusive. However, they 
regarded that the British themselves were not. Some respondents even claimed 
that British society actually harbors racist tendencies. This racism, however, was 
described as subtle: “They smile at your face but they think otherwise” (Diyanet 
female). They further believe that all public and private sectors were open to mi-
norities as long as they held lower positions. Some said that it was impossible to 
be considered as “one of them” because of their differences in culture and values. 
Some respondents justified this tendency for exclusion as a form of “anxiety” by 
the host society because of the large number of foreign nationals in Britain. As 
such, they dismissed it as being solely targeted against Muslims. 

The respondents did not find Islam and British identity to be incompatible. 
Although identifying with British identity was not strong even among some of 
those who held citizenship, interviewees of the second generation said that they 
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felt a certain belonging to Britain and some of its ways but would not qualify this 
feeling as patriotism. 

Ethnic and Religious Identity 

For the group under study, the term “we” encompasses those within the Turk-
ish speaking communities, especially mainland Turks and Kurds who do not ap-
prove of Kurdish separatism. The interviewees did not clearly distinguish between 
Turkish national and Islamic religious identities. Islam was perceived as “one and 
the same for all Muslims.” Almost all of the respondents expressed the following 
views at one point or another during their interview: perception of Muslims by 
the host society; definition of “British Islam”; attitudes about anti-terrorism mea-
sures; evaluation of other Muslim communities; integration with the host society. 
On the question of whether the practice of Islam in Turkey differs from other 
countries, some respondents pointed out that since Islam is a universal religion, 
different interpretations would mean a deviation from its main pillars. For others, 
the existing variances in different societies are a natural product of culture and 
interpretation. Ultimately, the respondents thought that what made the Turkish 
Islamic experience different from other cultures was a source of pride. 

For example, members of the Gülen community expressed that “Anatolian Is-
lam” has democracy, tolerance and human rights at its heart, and, therefore, it 
should be a model for the entire Muslim world. A similar line of thought about 
Islam was that it was absolutely compatible with the life in the West. Milli Görüş 
respondents emphasized that the Ottoman legacy was on the exemplary expe-
rience of Islam by referring to the Ottoman millet system.37 Mahmud Hoca and 
Süleymancı communities similarly upheld the Ottoman legacy. This was manifest 
in their choice of historical sites for the cultural trips to Turkey, which they orga-
nized for the youth in their communities. 

Integration

Most of the associations participating in this study, stressed the lack of social 
integration as a major problem for their community. Interviewees distinguished 
integration first and foremost, from assimilation. For them, assimilation would 
cause the loss of cultural identity and self-confidence and would ultimately lead 
to the problems the youth have in their community.38 Their definition of “good in-
tegration” included the following: to participate in the economic and political life 
of the host country; to honor its laws; to contribute to the host society by paying 
taxes and offering services; to keep and uphold the Turkish and Muslim identity;39 
to be knowledgeable and proud of one’s roots and values; and to avoid social “de-
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generation.” Only one respondent conditioned integration as a state responsibility 
(by securing one’s rights and overcoming discrimination - Aziziye). Others quali-
fied it either as the immigrant’s duty, or as a natural extension of life in the host 
country, or even a desired end result. 

Whereas some participants, at various points throughout their interviews, said 
that they found their community to be in a state of isolation, most respondents 
reacted to the assertion that Muslims lived in “parallel societies,” by arguing that 
such an idea was not realistic. Some added that if this argument was meant to 
criticize Muslims for keeping their values intact, it was unfair because nobody 
should be expected to give up one’s own culture to fit into the host society. Only 
one respondent agreed with the parallel societies argument for his own commu-
nity, and stated the following: 

Correct. Why doesn’t he step out of the kebab shop? Why doesn’t he become a scientist? 
Get out of your shell, don’t keep living in the village, you are at one of the capitals of the 
world, if you show yourself here, the world will see you. His Turkish is broken, his Eng-
lish is broken, he sends his son to the kahvehane40 instead of the school…(Milli Görüş)

Education was stated by almost all respondents as the main problem for their 
community. Other problems, such as unemployment, poverty, drug addiction and 
organized crime were seen as repercussions of a lack of education and a loss of 
values following immigration to Britain. Subsequently, respondents stated educa-
tional activities as the most important function of their organizations. All com-
munities have both secular and religious supplementary school programs that 
aim to improve academic performance at school, teach Turkish language, and 
transmit religious knowledge and values to the next generations. These programs 
are combined with extracurricular activities to protect children from harmful in-
fluences,41 to facilitate friendship among those with common Turkish and Islamic 
backgrounds, and promote the construction of a Turkish-Islamic identity. The re-
spondents defined the goal of their educational programs as “raising role models” 
who are well integrated into British society without being assimilated. The extra-
curricular activities are also means for extending the base of the community and 
reaching the target groups, including women, who remain the best interlocutor 
and most available parent to address the issues of raising and educating the chil-
dren successfully.42 

Political Participation 

Ethnic or religious community organizations have an important role in the 
political mobilization of immigrants, signaling their incorporation and integra-
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tion. This is generally explained in the literature by their ability to incorporate 
civic values and promote engagement of their members while they socialize. If 
the immigrant group is discriminated against, or relatively lacks social capital, the 
host society environment does not provide easy access to mainstream political in-
stitutions and processes. Then, the socialization function of community organiza-
tions becomes vital for sociopolitical integration.43 The organizations in this study 
perform a similar function, albeit generally at the local/grassroots level.

When asked directly about their political activities, Süleymaniye and Aziziye 
respondents clarified that they were careful not to engage in politics as an orga-
nization. Although they declared themselves as “non-political,” most of the orga-
nizations engage in politics through voting in elections, involvement in political 
demonstrations as well as associational membership.44 When asked about their 
view about the Turkish community’s involvement in these three types of politi-
cal activity, the respondents reported their community to be both ignorant and 
disinterested in political matters. As a result, the interviewees stated that one of 
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their goals is to encourage political involvement on the part of their own com-
munities. 

Engagement with British Muslims and Their Identity Politics

The respondents shared British Muslims’ concerns about Islamophobia. They 
were critical of the British and Western foreign policy actions towards Muslim 
countries, and were bothered by the general disinterest in the crimes of humanity 
effecting the ummah throughout the Muslim world. However, the interviewees 
also accepted this neglect as the “natural state of affairs.” 

In line with their general satisfaction with their current living conditions as 
Muslims in Britain - such as being able to open mosques, receiving religious 
education, performing religious duties, dressing according to their beliefs - the 
respondents were generally uncritical of the government and mentioned no spe-
cific expectations. The respondents did not perceive availability of funds and pro-
tection under anti-discrimination legislation for the Jewish community as dis-
criminatory, examples frequently used for comparison by British Muslim actors 
to demonstrate the existence of discrimination against Muslims in Britain. The 
respondents thought that the Jewish community, with a much earlier history in 
Britain, was much better organized and had better internal cooperation among 
its members. Some respondents said that they had enough economic resources 
and political power in Western societies to have their demands met. Thus, the 
respondents concluded that Muslims could not realistically expect the same type 
of treatment from the British government. 

The respondents were asked to comment on the government’s two-tier strategy 
to prevent extremism, comprised of a) more security measures, b) support for an 
Islam that is compatible with the values of the country. With respect to security 
measures, most respondents commented that providing national security is the 
priority of every country and Britain cannot be expected to be an exception to 
this rule. Therefore, the interviewees regarded practices of profiling Muslims and 
stop and search as understandable. However, they thought that these measures 
did not apply to Turkish Muslims since there had been only one instance of a 
brief detention following the July 2005 bombings. Some respondents argued that 
the secret services already knew whom they would arrest and the measures were 
only against those “criminals.” Only one respondent complained about such mea-
sures as he had a personal experience of extensive questioning at the border (Milli 
Görüş, male). On issues regarding the British government policy of supporting 
moderate Muslim groups, or attempts to create a British Islam or a Euro-Islam, 
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the respondents reacted negatively to the term “moderate Islam.” They argued that 
there is one Islam and its rules are established; Islam cannot be “moderated” or 
reduced to something else to please anyone since Islam can only be interpreted by 
Muslims and its interpretation is limited to Quran and Sunna. They pointed out 
that any attempts to interfere with Islam by outsiders would not work.

The funding possibilities that come with the British government’s new policy 
were welcomed by Milli Görüş and the Dialogue Society respondents as long as 
the type of funding corresponded with their purposes. Meanwhile, Süleymaniye 
and Aziziye respondents were skeptical of the government’s sincerity and were 
concerned by the strings attached. For example, they did not want to share their 
privacy lose control over their activities. One respondent noted that it would be 
to the advantage of radical Islamists that they were independent from state sup-
port. In his view, receiving funds from the British state would raise suspicion and 
result in a deterioration of the image of the recipient organization in the eyes 
of Muslims (Dialogue Society). Although some abstained from state funding for 
private schools or funding through the prevention of extremism scheme, these or-
ganizations already received aid for specific projects from local government and/
or other resources. 

Respondents reported that Turkish Muslims and other Muslim communities 
lived in separate neighborhoods, mainly because of language and cultural differ-
ences. One respondent claimed that since South Asian Muslims and Blacks had 
a history of oppression and colonialism, they are not self-confident and tend to 
be more reactive (Milli Görüş). As descendants of an empire that had not been 
colonized, however, Turkish people considered themselves as much more self-
confident, moderate, and willing to engage positively with the dominant society 
(Dialogue Society). 

Respondents were mostly skeptical of the effectiveness of the Muslim advisory 
bodies and Muslim umbrella organizations. Although they expressed a need for 
Muslims in Britain to unite for common causes, they have found it to be an im-
possible task due to the diversity of their roots. The only organization (Aziziye) 
that has membership with a Muslim umbrella organization (Muslim Council of 
Britain, MCB) does not attend its meetings. Other organizations (Milli Görüş and 
MUSIAD) prefer having relations without membership. The reason why Turk-
ish Sunni Muslims are not members is because of their relatively small numbers 
among Muslims in Britain. This would lead to a disproportion in representation 
and give the appearance that they were in agreement with and responsible for the 
statements of these public organizations, when in fact they would have no real say 
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in the matter. One respondent commented that there is a need for cooperation on 
issues rather than on identity, if Muslims are to overcome stereotypes (Dialogue 
Society).

Conclusion

According to Rex, immigrants’ private domain enables them to keep their ties 
to their home country and prevents them from feeling lost: 

…the structure of the private domain amongst immigrant communities includes ex-
tended kinship extending back into a homeland, a network of associations and a sys-
tem of religious organization and belief. This structure provides a valuable meaning in 
an impersonal society of providing a home and source of identity for individuals.45 

The organizations in this study perform such functions, since they are exten-
sions of homeland-based Islamic communities. Although Turkish Sunni Muslim 
communities might have interests that clash and have distinctive attitudes, opin-
ions, concerns, practices, and strategies in Britain, there are no discernible dif-
ferences among them, with two exceptions: on integration (Gülen community) 
and on engagement with Muslim political actors (Milli Görüş and MUSIAD). The 
separation of these organizations rests on their networks or communities rather 
than in their opinions or values.46 There was also no significant difference of the 
participants’ perspectives based on gender, age, and date of arrival.47 

Contrary to the expectations of the study - informed by Muslim politicization 
of religious identity in Britain, neither ethnic nor religious identity was found to 
be the motivating factor for minority mobilization or a source of protest aimed at 
“recognition.” Although respondents underlined Islam as universal and Islamic 
identity as the most important thing worth protecting in a foreign setting, they 
valued their ethnic/national identity as equally important and took pride in their 
Turkish-Islamic heritage. Consequently, despite sharing most of the concerns and 
grievances that all Muslims in Britain and abroad may have, Turkish Sunni Mus-
lims are not mobilizing around a transnational ummah consciousness, or around 
a British Muslim identity at the organizational level. Although they criticize the 
West, the government, and the dominant society for their lack of understanding 
of Muslim culture and their objectification of Muslims, they equally rationalize 
and sometimes empathize with the state policies that are explicitly to their disad-
vantage. This was most evident in their evaluation of the immigration regime and 
can also be traced in their accounts of anti-terrorism measures. 

Muslim identity politics in Britain rests basically on a demand of recognition 
of parity with other religious and ethnic groups in terms of non-discrimination or 

116



Identity and Integration among Turkish Sunni Muslims in Britain

positive measures, so that Muslims can 
overcome their previous disadvantages 
and receive a fairer share of resources.48 
It was apparent that the Sunni Turks have 
not become engaged over these issues. 
In Turkey, a French model of laicism is 
strictly applied and religious groups are 
confronted by the secular state elite. In 
other European countries, Muslim mi-
norities enjoy much less rights - e.g. the 
ongoing struggle over opening a mosque. 
In comparison with such circumstances, 
The Turkish Sunni Muslims seem satisfied with the current level of “tolerance” 
in Britain. Most remain disengaged with Muslim umbrella organizations on pur-
pose, due to reasons regarding community image and relative power. In her study 
on media-viewing of the 9/11 incident of Turkish speaking communities, Aksoy 
also found that most of her interviewees had no interest in, or engagement with 
Muslim identity politics. One of her explanations for this is the invisibility of their 
minority presence in Britain, since it is rather South Asians that have weight in the 
“national narrative” and therefore reasons to react to it.49 While Sunni Turks are 
aware of their invisibility as a part of the Muslim community in Britain, they seem 
content with their anonymity. A reason for their satisfaction can be due to the fact 
that their invisibility in this setting seems to translate into a non-negative image. 
For instance, they take pride in the acknowledgement by the British state that 
there are no Turkish Muslim extremists. After 9/11, while Milli Görüş was banned 
in Germany,50 Prince Charles visited the Süleymaniye mosque, as all Süleymaniye 
respondents reported in pride. 

A survey conducted in 1994 revealed alienation and reluctance to identity 
as British, notably among citizens of South Asian origin. They believed that the 
majority of White citizens did not perceive them as British, therefore, they were 
reluctant to identify themselves as British.51 Findings of this study showed that 
identification with British-ness is low among the Sunni Turks as well, but not 
for the same reasons. As stated earlier, most respondents of this study have posi-
tive views about Britain, perceive British identity as being inclusive, and generally 
have had positive experiences, such as lack of explicit discrimination or harass-
ment. A possible explanation for their lack of commitment to the British identity 
could be due to their later date of arrival. As most of the interviewees were first 
generation immigrants, their Turkish national identity remains strong. Even the 
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second-generation respondents did not fully identify with British-ness. While 
talking about the British, they referred to them as “others,” and some were critical 
of the issues they considered part of the British identity, such as the lack of family 
values. Some interviewees also emphasized that they prioritized their Turkish and 
Muslim identities over their British identity. 

All interviewed organizations and respondents were against assimilation. They 
all viewed their ethnic and religious community as one in isolation, correspond-
ing to separation on Berry’s scheme. In addition to this assessment of the partici-
pants, there is evidence that the “parallel societies” argument is valid for Sunni 
Turks in Britain. There is a residential and economic concentration, suggesting an 
enclave. The level of interaction with the British society, or with other immigrant 
communities, remains very low.

However, the organizations’ self-ascribed role is to overcome problems re-
lated to both assimilation and segregation. They all support integration which 
they define, like Berry, as having a positive engagement with the host society 
while keeping their values rooted in their home country. Their educational ac-
tivities are aimed at providing integration, by passing Turkish-Islamic culture 
and values onto the next generation and by improving their secular knowledge 
and skills – through the supplementary school – for the creation of successful 
“role models”. 
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