addresses a still timely and politically important issue. All 32 country reports

included in this book follow a unique structure that is convenient, first, for comparing
countries and, second, for selected readings on a particular topic such as politics, employment, or education with regard to Islamophobia across Europe.
The present report investigates in detail the underlying dynamics that directly or indirectly
support the rise of anti-Muslim racism in Europe. This extends from Islamophobic statements spread in national media to laws and policies that restrain the fundamental rights
of European Muslim citizens and threaten the whole of society. As a result, the European
Islamophobia Report 2019 discusses the impact of anti-Muslim racism on human rights,
multiculturalism, and the state of law in Europe.
This fifth edition of our report highlights how European societies are progressively overwhelmed by the Islamophobic discourse of the “Great Replacement” and other far-right
conspiracy theories. The 32 country reports demonstrate how governments and mainstream media participate in reproducing such discourses that put the fundamental rights of
millions of European citizens in jeopardy and how one can counteract these developments.
This compendium of useful insights and data aims to provide European policy-makers,
institutions, and NGOs with recommendations on how to tackle anti-Muslim racism in
Europe seriously.
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Executive Summary
The year 2019 was a period of high political drama in the UK, with elections, a
new prime minister, the ongoing saga of Brexit negotiations, and an extensive debate about the impact of Islamophobia on public life. Yet, in spite of the welcome
news attention and public debate, the year was sadly a vintage one for Islamophobia.
Another rise in religiously and racially aggravated hate incidents was recorded. A
stream of allegations about systemic Islamophobic behaviour within the ranks of the
Conservative Party produced spectacular declarations, suspensions, and promises of
an enquiry - but the public interest faded away towards the end of the year, once the
electoral and Brexit whirlwind had come to an end.
The government’s refusal to accept the legal definition of Islamophobia proposed by the 2019 All Party Parliamentary Group on British Muslims, in spite of its
ongoing traction among political parties and public institutions, stalled the momentum generated in 2018. This is particularly regrettable in the light of the growing
threat posed by far-right radicalism, on- and offline; a threat that has finally been
acknowledged as the most serious challenge to social cohesion and as the primary
source of violent extremism. Notwithstanding more robust social media scrutiny of
hate messaging, and in spite of restrictions and bans on high-profile figures of the
Islamophobic far right, anti-Muslim prejudice and hate continue to have deep roots
in mainstream society.
It is especially frustrating that mainstream political and media institutions are
using either ‘liberal’ arguments (e.g. freedom of expression, defence against censorship and authoritarianism) or the security/terrorism card to stifle legal and political
progress in the direction of combatting anti-Muslim racism in contemporary Britain. But Islamophobia cannot simply be played down or wished away. Events in
2019 illustrated how it has become woven into all spheres of public and private life.
Action would need to be multilayered, consistent, and unswerving, responsive to
both short-term needs and longer-term change goals.
In addition, as it becomes clear that banning or correcting divisive material
alone cannot counter the profusion of hate narratives on- and offline, the need to
strengthen people’s resistance to hate messaging and content is the most robust longer-term strategy for combatting the normalisation of Islamophobia in everyday life.
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Country Profile
EIR 2019
Country: United Kingdom
Type of Regime: Unitary Parliamentary Constitutional Monarchy
Form of Government: Parliamentary Democracy headed by a Prime Minister
leading the Executive
Ruling Parties: Conservative Party (since 2010)
Opposition Parties: Labour Party (official opposition); Liberal Democrats; regional parties (Scottish National Party; Plaid Cymru; Democratic Unionist Party;
Sinn Féin); Green Party; Brexit Party (since 2019)
Last Elections: 2019 Parliamentary Election: the Conservative party won
43.6% of the vote and 365 out of 650 parliamentary seats in the House of Commons, achieving a parliamentary majority of 86; the Labour Party came a distant
second with 32.1% and 202 seats, with the Liberal Democrats third (in votes) with
11.5% but only 11 seats; and the Scottish National Party fourth with 3% but with a
larger share of 48 seats (all in Scotland). The recently formed Brexit Party, which had
emerged as the largest party in the May 2019 elections for the European Parliament,
managed only 2% of the vote and did not elect any MPs.
Total Population: 66,182,000 (2011 census)/66,775,286 (2019 estimate)
Major Languages: English (98%), Scots (2.5%), Welsh (1%); Scottish Gaelic,
Cornish, and Irish (all <0.1%)
Official Religion: Church of England (Anglican) in England only; no established religion in other parts of the United Kingdom
Statistics on Islamophobia: The upward trend in Islamophobic incidents in
the UK continued in the figures for 2018-19, with the number of cases recorded in
official statistics rising by 10%, religion-specific cases by 3%, and those recorded under the racial flag up by 11%. There were 3,530 recorded cases of Islamophobic hate
crime, representing 47% of all recorded religiously motivated hate crime offences.
The percentage of Muslim adults (16 or over) who were victims of religiously
motivated crime in 2017-18 was nearly double that recorded for any other religious
group (0.8%). In the London metropolitan area, Islamophobic hate crimes fell by
10% in 2019 (average of 100 incidents per month), albeit against the backdrop of
a larger-than-usual rise in 2018. Still, ‘racist and religious hate crime’ overall figures
grew by 11% in 2019. (Metropolitan Police, Hate Crime Dashboard)
Statistics on Racism and Discrimination: In 2019, nearly 79,000 racist incidents were reported to the police, up 11% from 2018.
Major Religions (% of Population): Christianity (59.5%), No religion
(25.7%), Islam (4.5%), Hinduism (1.3%), Sikhism (0.7%), Judaism (0,4 %), Buddhism (0.4%), Other (0.4%) (2011 census)
Muslim Population (% of Population): 2,786,635 (2011 census or 4.8% of
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total UK population), 3,372,966 (2017-18 Annual Population Survey); 47% are
British-born
Main Muslim Community Organizations: Muslim Council of Britain (MCB),
Muslim Association of Britain
Main NGOs Combatting Islamophobia: Muslim Council of Britain, Muslim
Engagement and Development (MEND), Tell MAMA UK, Islamophobia Watch,
Islamic Human Rights Commission, Islamophobia Response Unit (ISU), Cage,
HOPE Not Hate
Far-Right Parties: British National Party (BNP), UK Independence Party
(UKIP), National Front, English Democrats, British Democrats
Far-Right Movements: English Defence League (EDL), Britain First (deregistered in 2017), For Britain, Generation Identity, New British Union (NBU), Football
Lads Alliance, Veterans Against Terrorism, Blood and Honour, British Movement
Far-Right Terrorist Organizations: Combat 18, National Action (proscribed
in 2016)
Limitations to Islamic Practices:
ű Hijab Ban: None, but schools have the right to determine their own dress
code, which has led to some cases of hijab ban for particular student age
groups.
ű Halal Slaughter Ban: None
ű Minaret Ban: None
ű Circumcision Ban: None
ű Burka Ban: None
ű Prayer Ban: None
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harder than ever to keep the spotlight on the issue. In May, the government rejected the
definition, offering instead a vague promise to consider the issue seriously.2
Yet damning allegations about systemic anti-Muslim prejudice in the party kept
coming up. As the focus of the probe shifted from the top echelon and MPs to middle-ranking and local party officials as well as ordinary members, further evidence
was not hard to get. At the televised debate, leadership contenders were responding
more to an internal party crisis than to a more meaningful shift in public concern
for Islamophobia. But the public debate of Islamophobia that peaked dramatically
on that night of June, faded away afterwards. Johnson went on to triumph in the
elections, riding the wave of a ‘get Brexit done’ narrative that in hindsight resonated
with enough voters to give him the working parliamentary majority that had eluded his predecessor May. In January 2020, miraculously given the turmoil of 2019,
public debate on Brexit and pretty much everything else effectively ceased. The arc
of history bent unpredictably but the line moved at breakneck speed to a spectacular
anticlimax. In their ennui with Brexit, it seems that the British public really longed
for silence and lighter distractions. Amidst the Brexit whirlwind, the flash of interest
in Islamophobia (or indeed in anti-Semitism, accusations of which afflicted the Labour party) did not stand a chance.

Figure 2: Official hate crime figures per category of motivation (2012-19).3

2. Lizzie Dearden, “Government Rejects Proposed Islamophobia Definition but Will Give Issue ‘Consideration’, James
Brokenshire Says”, The Independent, 16 May 2019, https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/islamophobia-meaning-definition-theresa-may-government-terror-islam-a8916926.html, (Access date: 31 January 2020).
3. Ben Quinn, “Hate Crimes Double in Five Years in England and Wales”, The Guardian, 15 October 2019, https://
www.theguardian.com/society/2019/oct/15/hate-crimes-double-england-wales, (Access date: 31 January 2020).
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Brexit has coincided with a significant rise in hate incidents; and this trend
continued with a further increase in 2019 (See Figure 2). ‘Taking back control’
touched on immigration of course but also on identity, nativism, border control,
and racial, ethnic, and cultural otherness. It unleashed exclusionary undercurrents and legitimised them as extensions of the fabled public mandate from the
June 2016 referendum. Meanwhile the threat from far-right hate campaigns, intimidation, physical attacks, and terror threats reached an alarming all-time high
in 2019. Official Home Office figures recognised that this is now the primary
referral source for the government’s Prevent counter-radicalisation programme,
overcoming the long-fetishised category of ‘Islamist terrorism’.4 Right-wing extremism is now recognised as the fastest growing threat to UK security.5 What is
more, in 2019, it was identified for the first time as the most significant threat
by a majority of Britons.6 A 2019 survey of four non-violent far-right political
movements in the UK (British National Party, Britain First, Generation Identity,
For Britain) has underlined (a) the ideological and discursive overlaps between
non-violent and violent far-right organisations or individuals; and (b) the ways
in which the on- and offline output from non-violent organisations can influence others down the path of violent action.7 The hate crime and Prevent referral
figures relating to the far right are only the (growing) tip of a disturbingly deep
iceberg that traversed the extremist-mainstream boundaries.

Discussion of Islamophobic Incidents and
Discursive Events
Physical and Verbal Attacks
In the wake of the attack in Christchurch, New Zealand, the then home secretary
Javid announced a significant increase of funding for strengthening the security at
UK mosques. Furthermore the government launched a new £5m dedicated security
training programme for places of worship and initiatives to improve security arrange-

4. Charles Hymas, “Half of Terror Arrests Are White for First Time Amid Rise in Far-Right Extremist Threat”, Telegraph, 5 September 2019, https://www.telegraph.co.uk/politics/2019/09/05/half-terror-arrests-white-first-timeamid-rise-far-right-extremist/, (Access date: 29 January 2020).
5. Hellen Warrell, “Rightwing Extremism Poses Fastest Growing Threat to UK, Say Police”, Financial Times, 19
September 2019, https://www.ft.com/content/82f2c89e-daee-11e9-8f9b-77216ebe1f17, (Access date: 29 January 2020).
6. Andrew Woodcock, “Britons Believe Far-Right Groups a Greater Threat to Society than Islamist Extremism,
Poll Says”, The Independent, 13 July 2019, https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/uk-far-right-terrorism-hope-not-hate-poll-islamism-a9003826.html, (Access date: 29 January 2020.)
7. Narratives of Hate: The Spectrum of Far-right Worldviews in the UK (London: Tony Blair Institute for Global
Change, 2019), https://institute.global/sites/default/files/inline-files/Far%20Right%20report%20V10_final_0.pdf,
(Access date: 20 January 2020).
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ments at mosques during the period of the Ramadan.8 This was welcome news, as
the first recorded physical attack in the UK occurred within a few hours after the
New Zealand massacre and was followed by a distressing increase (by 593%) in
anti-Muslim hate crimes across the UK - the second-highest spike recorded since
2012.9 But the government funding announcement also highlighted how, even after
the increase, this form of financial support remains limited in comparison to a separate government scheme protecting synagogues and Jewish schools - £14m versus
£2m for all other faiths combined.

Figure 3: Hate crime spikes in the UK (2013-Jan 2019). Please note that the chart does not capture the effect of the
Christchurch attacks.10

Figure 3: Hate crime spikes in the UK (2013-Jan 2019). Please note that the chart does not capture the effect of
10
Attacksattacks.
on mosques,
Islamic schools, and cultural/community centres have
the Christchurch

consistently represented a relatively small slice of offline anti-Muslim hate incidents.
Statistics from 2018 show that the largest share of such incidents occur in public
spaces (including transport), at work, and business places or in private properties.11
Still the attacks on places of religious and cultural significance for a community
are complex for they represent both physical/targeted and performative/symbolic
assaults. Three consecutive acts of vandalism were recorded against the Masjid-e-Sa8. “Places of Worship: Security Funding”, Hansard, Vol: 659, 7 May 2019, https://hansard.parliament.uk/Commons/2019-05-07/debates/21C4190A-5CAB-43DA-8360-AA944753E549/PlacesOfWorshipSecurityFunding,
(Access date: 20 January 2020).
9. Vikram Dodd, “Anti-Muslim Hate Crimes Soar in UK after Christchurch Shootings”, The Guardian, 22 March
2019, https://www.theguardian.com/society/2019/mar/22/anti-muslim-hate-crimes-soar-in-uk-after-christchurchshootings, (Access date: 25 January 2020).
10. "Hate Crime Statistics", House of Commons Library, 28 October 2019, https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/
research-briefings/cbp-8537/, (Access date: 25 January 2020).
11. Normalising Hatred: Annual Report 2018, TellMAMA, (London: Faith Matters, 2019).
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laam Mosque in Preston in April. Around the same time, two mosques in Scotland
(Dundee and Elgin) and another in the north of England (Blackburn) suffered from
similar acts of vandalism.12 Vandals have also repeatedly targeted Muslim cultural
spaces, such as the Mitree Bahr Academy in Newcastle, targeted in January and
again in March 2019; and the North Brixton Islamic Cultural Centre in London,
on the very last day of 2019.13

Figure 5: Vandalism against the Elgin Mosque.14

12. Jake Keith, “Worshippers Left Saddened by Vandalism to Dundee Mosque”, Courier, 9 April 2019, https://
www.thecourier.co.uk/fp/news/local/dundee/867302/worshippers-left-saddened-by-vandalism-to-dundeemosque/, (Access date: 26 January 2020); Jack Aitchison, “Scottish Mosque Targeted with ‘Allah is a Paedo’ and
Swastika Graffiti in Sick Attack”, Daily Record, 21 May 2019, https://www.dailyrecord.co.uk/news/scottish-news/
scottish-mosque-targeted-allah-paedo-16179025, (Access date: 26 January 2020); Jonathan Grieve, “Fencing
Plan for Theft-Hit Mosque”, Lancashire Telegraph, 11 October 2019, https://www.lancashiretelegraph.co.uk/
news/17961845.fencing-plan-theft-hit-mosque/, (Access date: 26 January 2020).
13. “Swastika Graffiti Painted in Islamic School by Vandals”, MCB Press Release, 26 January 2019, https://mcb.
org.uk/general/swastika-graffiti-painted-in-islamic-school-by-vandals/, (Access date: 31 January 2020); Muhammad
Mussa, “UK: Islamic Academy Attacked for 2nd Time in 3 Months”, Anadolu Agency, 26 March 2019, https://www.
aa.com.tr/en/europe/uk-islamic-academy-attacked-for-2nd-time-in-3-months/1430731, (Access date: 23 January
2020); Seth Jacobson, “Anti-Islamic Slogans Spray-Painted Near Mosque in Brixton”, The Guardian, 1 January 2020,
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2020/jan/01/anti-islamic-slogans-spray-painted-near-mosque-in-brixton,
(Access date: 23 January 2020).
14.“Graffiti Sprayed on Mosque Walls in Hate-Fuelled Attack”, STV News, 21 May 2019, https://news.stv.tv/
north/1437920-police-hunt-for-man-after-racist-graffiti-sprayed-on-mosque, (Access date: 23 January 2020).
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Figure 6: Graffiti sprayed on the walls of Mitree Bahr Academy Islamic School in Newcastle upon Tyne.15

Arson attacks were also recorded. A site earmarked for a mosque and then a
community centre in the English town of Skegness was ravaged by fire twice - in
February and again in October, the second time only days after the Muslim community had submitted its application for planning permission following four years of
fundraising.16 In August, a vehicle was left burning outside a mosque in Dewsbury
in an incident that the police classified as an arson attempt against a religious site.17
A plot to attack the Islamic Centre in Glenrothes, Scotland, by a far-right extremist
was foiled by the police.18 Although they represented only 5% of all hate crime incidents,19 arson attacks have a devastating effect on local communities, not only in
terms of the terror effect that they unleash but also because they shatter community
life and leave behind a void in identity and everyday practice that often takes years
of considerable effort to repair.

15. “Swastika Graffiti Painted in Islamic School by Vandals”, The Muslim Council of Britain, 26 January 2019,
https://mcb.org.uk/general/swastika-graffiti-painted-in-islamic-school-by-vandals/, (Access date: 30 January 2020).
16. Joseph Verney, “Arson Attack at Site Earmarked for Skegness’ First Mosque”, Lincolnshire Reporter, 8 October
2019, https://lincolnshirereporter.co.uk/2019/10/arson-attack-at-site-earmarked-for-skegness-first-mosque/, (Access date: 30 January 2020); “Skegness Mosque Plans Submitted to Council”, BBC News, 30 September 2019,
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-lincolnshire-49880587, (Access date: 28 January 2020).
17. Ben Abbiss, “Car Burned out in Suspected Arson Attack Outside Mosque”, Examiner, 2 August 2019, https://
www.examinerlive.co.uk/news/west-yorkshire-news/car-burned-out-suspected-arson-16690262, (Access date: 19
January 2020).
18. “Man Accused of Plotting Terror Attack on Scottish Mosque to Stand Trial Next Year”, Herald, 5 December 2019, https://www.heraldscotland.com/news/18082430.man-accused-plotting-terror-attack-scottish-mosquestand-trial-next-year/, (Access date: 21 January 2020).
19. “Hate Crime, England and Wales 2018/19”, Home Office, p. 10.
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Figure 7: The impact of the Christchurch, NZ attack on Islamophobia hate crime in London.20

By comparison, attacks against persons represented a significantly higher percentage
(36%) of the officially recorded hate crimes in 2018/19 in England and Wales. Of those,
the majority did not result in physical injury on the targeted person(s). Religious motives
were behind more than 8% of all recorded incidents (a total of 8,566 during the most
recent census period that ran from April 2018 to March 2019). Still the actual number
of Islamophobic attacks against persons is widely understood to be much higher because
of the intersectional nature of victimisation (for example, incidents recorded under the
‘race’ flag - the largest category of hate crime representing c.80% of all cases - very often
involve some element of religious and ethnic motive, and vice versa).21 March saw a
significant spike in such attacks that was overwhelmingly connected to the massacre in
New Zealand (See Figure 4). Hours after the Christchurch incidents, a man was first
subjected to verbal attack and was then physically assaulted by a group of men who
approached him in a car near a mosque in Whitechapel, east London. He sustained
injuries after having been hit with a hammer.22 In June, two security staff of the Dar
Ul-Isra Mosque in Cardiff, Wales suffered minor injuries following an attack by two men
20. ‘Hate crime in London soars since Christchurch attacks’, BBC, 1 May 2019, https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/
uk-england-london-48120278, (Access date: 25 January 2020).
21. Maureen McBride, A Review of the Evidence on Hate Crime and Prejudice: Report for the Independent Advisory
Group on Hate Crime, Prejudice and Community Cohesion, SCCJR, No: 7, (University of Glasgow, Scotland: 2016),
https://www.sccjr.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/A-Review-of-the-Evidence-on-Hate-Crime-and-Prejudice.
pdf, (Access date: 15 January 2020).
22. “Muslim Worshipper Assaulted at East London Mosque after NZ Attack”, Aljazeera, 16 March 2019, https://www.
aljazeera.com/news/2019/03/muslim-worshipper-assaulted-east-london-mosque-nz-attack-190316092902959.
html, (Access date: 26 January 2020).
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armed with knives.23 Another spike was seen in the wake of the London Bridge attack
in November, the magnitude of which will be properly assessed in the months to come.
Only a relatively small number of hate incidents are reported by victims; fewer, especially low-intensity verbal attacks or intimidation attempts, make news headlines, and
an even smaller number result in any kind of legal action. The case of the two women in
traditional Islamic dress who were subjected to racist and Islamophobic abuse, followed
by a vicious physical attack that left them with serious injuries at the South Ealing London Underground station in August24 speaks volumes of the everyday vulnerability of
Muslim persons - and especially women - even in the busiest public spaces.

Employment
Despite welcome news that the employment gap chronically affecting ethnic minorities has been steadily reduced in the last five years (falling below ten percentage points
in 2018),25 in May 2019 a report presented to the UN Human Rights Council pointed
to enduring racial discrimination and xenophobia in the UK. E Tendayi Achiume,
special rapporteur on Contemporary Forms of Racism, Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia and Related Intolerance, noted how ‘race, ethnicity, religion, gender [and]
disability status … continue to determine the life chances and well-being of people …
in ways that are unacceptable and, in many cases, unlawful’.26 In fact, recent research
findings appear to corroborate the suspicion that, in spite of legislative initiatives and
changing social beliefs, discrimination in the employment market based on religion,
race, and ethnicity has remained largely the same as it was in the 1960s.27 Employees
with a Muslim background are half as likely to rise to management-level positions.28
The salary gap continues to be significant, with London recording the highest disparity
(21.7%) and workers from Bangladesh receiving c.20% less median pay per hour.29
23. Cathy Owen, “Cardiff Mosque Attack: ‘Imagine Two Young Muslims Attacked a Chapel Congregation with
Knives’, Wales Online, 3 June 2019, https://www.walesonline.co.uk/news/wales-news/cardiff-mosque-attack-imagine-two-16371381, (Access date: 21 January 2020).
24. Vincent Wood, “Women ‘Attacked for Wearing Hijabs’ in London Suffer Possible Broken Ribs and Internal
Bleeding”, The Independent, 3 September 2019, https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/women-attacked-wearing-hijab-london-ealing-btp-cctv-a9087086.html, (Access date: 25 January 2020).
25.“Labour Market Status by Ethnic Group”, ONS, 12 November 2019, https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/datasets/labourmarketstatusbyethnicgroupa09, (Access
date: 25 January 2020).
26. “Report: Visit to the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland”, UN Human Rights Council, Forty-first session (24 June-12 July 2019), p. 7, https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/G19/148/21/
PDF/G1914821.pdf?OpenElement, (Access date: 26 January 2020).
27. “Nuffield College Oxford: ’Are Employers in Britain Discriminating against Ethnic Minorities?”, Centre for
Social Investigation, http://csi.nuff.ox.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/Are-employers-in-Britain-discriminating-against-ethnic-minorities_final.pdf, (Access date: 19 January 2020).
28. “Oral Evidence: Islamophobia, HC 1828”, House of Commons Home Affairs Committee, 11 June 2019,
http://data.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/committeeevidence.svc/evidencedocument/home-affairs-committee/islamophobia/oral/103084.html, (Access date: 15 January 2020).
29. Haroon Siddique, “Britain’s Ethnic Pay Gap: Workers of Bangladeshi Heritage Paid Least”, The Guardian, 9 July
2019, https://www.theguardian.com/inequality/2019/jul/09/ethnic-pay-gap-bangladeshi-workers-earn-fifth-lesswhite-britons, (Access date: 25 January 2020).
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Hate incidents continue to be recorded in workplaces. According to the TellMAMA figures for the most recent (2018) census period, 11% of all recorded
cases occurred in places of work. Of these, discrimination and abusive behaviour
constituted the two most common incidents.30 Intersectionality between religion,
race, ethnicity, and gender is once again a significant factor in explaining the significantly higher negative impact on particular subgroups.31 For example, 64% of
Muslim women in Scotland have reported Islamophobic incidents, nearly a quarter
of which happened in the workplace.32 In October, a Muslim woman of Pakistani
origin was awarded £22,500 in compensation for suffering years of religious and
racial abuse by her manager. She was subjected repeatedly to derogatory comments
such as ‘you Pakis’ and to offensive responses to her observance of Ramadan as ‘a
lot of bollocks to me’.33 In the National Health Service, the majority of female
staff have reported how the organisation’s dress code has affected the performance
of their duties or has even influenced their decision as to what kind of career they
could pursue given the limitations involving headscarves and the ‘bare below the
elbows’ policy.34 In June, another long drawn out case of religion-based discrimination reached its conclusion when the London South Employment Tribunal decided
in favour of a worker in Eltham Crematorium, London, who had reported Islamophobic verbal abuse by their employer.35

Education
For a number of years now, education has been flashing bright on the UK Islamophobia radar. From 2013 to 2017, allegations surrounding the so-called ‘Operation
Trojan Horse’ in Birmingham fanned the flames of anti-Muslim prejudice, alleging nothing short of an extensive conspiracy to promote the ‘Islamisation’ of state
30. TellMAMA, Normalising Hatred, pp. 25, 27.
31. Memoona Tariqa and Jawad Syed, “Intersectionality at Work: South Asian Muslim Women’s Experiences of Employment and Leadership in the United Kingdom”, Sex Roles, No: 77, (2017), p. 510–522, https://doi.org/10.1007/
s11199-017-0741-3, (Access date: 25 January 2020).
32. “Nearly Two-Thirds of Muslim Women Witness Hate Crime in Scotland – Survey”, ITV, 21 March 2019,
https://www.itv.com/news/2019-03-21/nearly-two-thirds-of-muslim-women-witness-hate-crime-in-scotland-survey/, (Access date: 1 February 2020).
33. “Miss S Noreen v Recruitment Finder Limited, Employment Tribunal Case 3302860.2018”, 5 September 2019,
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5d933d9b40f0b65e5dbe04f0/Miss_S_Noreen_-v-_Recruitment_
Finder_Limited_3302860-2018.pdf, (Access date: 28 January 2020); “£22.5k Payout for Muslim Woman Racially
Abused by Her Employer”, TellMAMA, 7 October 2019, https://tellmamauk.org/22-5k-payout-for-muslim-woman-racially-abused-by-her-employer/, (Access date: 28 January 2020).
34. Abida Malik, Hafsah Qureshi, et al, “ I Decided Not to Go into Surgery Due to Dress Code’: A Cross-Sectional
Study within the UK Investigating Experiences of Female Muslim Medical Health Professionals on Bare Below the
Elbows (BBE) Policy and Wearing Headscarves (Hijabs) in Theatre”, BMJ Open, 9/3 (2019), https://bmjopen.bmj.
com/content/9/3/e019954, (Access date: 25 January 2020).
35. Maggie Baska, “Crematorium Worker Wins Discrimination Claim after Manager’s Offensive Comments about
Muslims”, People Management, 24 June 2019, https://www.peoplemanagement.co.uk/news/articles/crematorium-worker-wins-discrimination-claim-manager-offensive-comments-muslims, (Access date: 31 January 2020).
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schools.36 In 2019, it was once again education in the city of Birmingham that made
it to the top of the news. Parkfield Community School and Anderton Park School
witnessed angry weeks-long demonstrations by parents who objected to their children’s enrolment in the recently introduced relationships and sex education lessons
that touched on the LGBTQ+ subject. In November 2019, Birmingham City Council was eventually successful in getting a permanent court injunction against the
protecting parents.37 But the episode did little to calm already raw nerves and lessen
suspicion on both sides of the cultural divide.38 What is particularly relevant to this
report is the framing of the demonstrations in Birmingham as a supposed proxy war
between a ‘tolerant Britain’, on the one side, and ‘backward religion’, on the other.39
Even more alarmingly, the publicity given to the Birmingham demonstrations
contributed to an appreciable increase in both Islamophobia and homophobic hate
incidents in the Birmingham area, both inside and outside schools, with far-right organisations fanning the flames in the background.40 The link between negative news
publicity given to Muslims and increase in Islamophobic incidents has been amply
demonstrated in the past;41 but educational institutions in particular have recorded
a number of different forms of Islamophobia, ranging from vandalism against the
premises (particularly those directly linked to Muslim communities) to hostile or
insensitive treatment by the teaching staff to bullying by fellow classmates.42 When
teenage student Idris Aslam was physically attacked by a group of teenagers who
called him a ‘terrorist’ and had to be taken to hospital, the police response was to
classify the incident as ‘racial bias’. Idris’s family complained about the apparent lack
36. Samira Shackle, “Trojan Horse: The Real Story Behind the Fake ‘Islamic Plot’ to Take over Schools’, The Guardian, 1 September 2017, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/sep/01/trojan-horse-the-real-story-behind-thefake-islamic-plot-to-take-over-schools, (Access date: 27 January 2020).
37. Birmingham City Council v Shakeel Afsar, High Court Case no F90BM116, 26 November 2019, https://www.
judiciary.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Birmingham-CC-v-Afsar-No-3-2019-EWHC-3217-QB-Final.pdf, (Access date: 1 February 2020).
38. Josh Halliday, “Ministers Accused of ‘Radio Silence’ over LGBT School Protests”, The Guardian, 20 September
2019, https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2019/sep/20/ministers-radio-silence-lgbt-school-protests-birmingham,
(Access date: 1 February 2020).
39. Melanie McDonagh, “Should Muslim Parents Be Allowed to Challenge LGBT Lessons?”, Spectator, 19 October
2019, https://www.spectator.co.uk/2019/10/should-muslim-parents-be-allowed-to-challenge-lgbt-lessons/, (Access
date: 31 January 2020).
40. Eleanor Busby, “Hate Crimes in Schools in Region Affected by Anti-LGBT+ Protests Surge”, The Independent,
4 August 2019, https://www.independent.co.uk/news/education/education-news/lgbt-protests-school-lessons-hatecrimes-a9037401.html, (Access date: 31 January 2020).
41. “Normalising Hatred: Annual Report 2018”, TellMAMA, p. 29-31; Shaista Aziz, “Islamophobic Attacks in
the UK Leave Muslims Feeling Increasingly Anxious”, The Guardian, 21 March 2019, https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2019/mar/21/islamophobia-attacks-uk-muslims-christchurch-far-right, (Access date:
26 January 2020).
42. “Islamophobic Bullying Made School a Nightmare”, BBC Three, 18 April 2019, https://www.bbc.co.uk/bbcthree/article/be8f4f0b-02aa-43d3-9924-f22c23263ecb, (Access date: 27 January 2020); “Islamophobia in Schools:
Children are Experiencing Hate Crime Too”, JAN Trust, 2 September 2019, https://jantrust.org/blog/islamophobia-in-schools-children-are-experiencing-hate-crime-too/, (Access date: 27 January 2020).
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of urgency or concern, as well as the local police’s reluctance to classify the incident as
Islamophobia. In August 2019, the family’s appeal was upheld and the Independent
Office for Police Conduct called the local police force to investigate the event fully.43
Prevent, part of the government’s counter-terrorism strategy, has also had a polarising effect on educational institutions. Against the backdrop of fierce opposition
by teacher and student organisations, in March 2019, the government announced a
review of the programme. The decision was welcomed by its critics but the appointment of Lord Carlisle, a public defender of the programme, as head of the review
body and the exclusion of past incidents from the review remit have caused concern
that any reform initiatives coming out of the process will be superficial and inadequate.44 In the meantime, Islamophobia continues to have a detrimental effect in
educational institutions, often forcing Muslim students to conceal their identity and
fostering a culture of fear and suspicion that goes against the very liberal principles
that Prevent is meant to defend.45

Politics
In July 2019, Boris Johnson was comfortably elected leader of the Conservative Party
after a short leadership campaign. He instantly became prime minister of the UK - a
position for which he renewed his mandate after winning, again very convincingly,
the December 2019 snap national election. Always a controversial political figure,
Johnson never shied away from stirring controversy or expressing controversial, even
insulting views on a wide range of political and social issues. During 2018, Johnson
was never far from making the headlines. In August, he published the infamous
article likening women in niqab to ‘letter boxes’ and ‘bank robbers’.46 In spite of
evidence that his article contributed to a significant (c.375%!) spike in anti-Muslim

43. Matt Jarram, “Police Told to Investigate the Way They Handled Racially-Aggravated Attack on Schoolboy”,
Nottinghamshire Live, 29 August 2019, https://www.nottinghampost.com/news/nottingham-news/police-told-investigate-way-handled-3260001, (Access date: 19 January 2020).
44. Jamie Gierson, “Prevent Review Branded ‘Superficial’ as Past Decisions Overlooked”, The Guardian, 16 September 2019, https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2019/sep/16/prevent-review-branded-superficial-as-past-decisions-overlooked, (Access date: 13 January 2020).
45. “Liberty Uncovers Secret Prevent Database”, Liberty, 7 October 2019, https://www.libertyhumanrights.org.
uk/news/press-releases-and-statements/liberty-uncovers-secret-prevent-database, (Access date: 15 January 2020);
Nadine El-Enany, “Prevent Is Stopping Free Speech on Campus and Demonising Muslims”, The Guardian, 1 July
2019, https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2019/jul/01/prevent-stopping-free-speech-campus-demonising-muslims, (Access date: 28 January 2020); Sham Qayyum, “In the Face of Fear and Loathing, Many British
Muslims Feel They Must Play Hide and Seek with Their Identity”, Conversation, 25 July 2019, http://theconversation.com/in-the-face-of-fear-and-loathing-many-british-muslims-feel-they-must-play-hide-and-seek-with-theiridentity-120705, (Access date: 27 January 2020); Christos Boukalas, “The Prevent Paradox: Destroying Liberalism
in Order to Protect It”, Crime, Law and Social Change, 72, (2019), p. 467–482.
46. Boris Johnson, «Denmark Has Got It Wrong. Yes, the Burka Is Oppressive and Ridiculous – But That’s Still No
Reason to Ban It”, Telegraph, 5 August 2018, https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2018/08/05/denmark-has-gotwrong-yes-burka-oppressive-ridiculous-still/, (Access date: 31 January 2020).
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hate incidents,47 and in the face of widespread criticism from all political forces and
Muslim organisations, his meteoric rise to the top of UK politics continued unabated. Initially adamant that he would not back down from his ‘letter box’ comments,
he finally offered an apology in November 2019.48
Johnson’s apology was also in response to a stream of allegations about Islamophobic incidents within the Conservative Party. In May, Baroness Warsi shared a
dossier documenting 110 cases of racist and specifically Islamophobic content distributed online by members of the party at all levels. The election of Johnson as
prime minister did very little to assuage fears among members of the UK’s Muslim communities about the government’s handling of Islamophobia.49 Although the
Muslim Council of Britain (MCB) welcomed the opportunity to heal divisions and
to ‘transform the government’s relationship … with Muslim communities’ in the
wake of his election as prime minister back in July,50 his victory in the December
national elections renewed fears that Islamophobia is ‘oven-ready’ for the Conservative Party and its majority government unless immediate and concrete action were to
be taken.51 During the election campaign, the MCB produced an election platform
containing ten key pledges that ranged from tackling Islamophobia and improving
engagement with the Muslim communities to safety at the workplace and equality of
treatment in education, justice, and economic life.52 Yet, as more and more instances
of Islamophobic behaviour from members of the Conservative Party kept coming
to the forefront, the MCB criticised the Tory party for developing a ‘blind spot for
[anti-Muslim] racism’ and for its failure to engage meaningfully with the underlying
problem.53 The MCB had plenty of reasons to feel aggrieved. The list of Conservative
47. Jonathon Read, “Significant Spike” in Islamophobic Incidents after Boris Johnson’s Letterbox Remarks”, The
New European, 2 September 2019, https://www.theneweuropean.co.uk/top-stories/boris-johnson-islamophobic-remarks-about-muslim-veils-1-6247128, (Access date: 22 January 2020).
48. “Boris Johnson ‘Won’t Apologise’ for Burka Comments”, BBC News, 7 August 2018, https://www.bbc.co.uk/
news/uk-politics-45096519, (Access date: 22 January 2020); Eleanor Langford, “Boris Johnson Finally Apologises
for Comparing Women in Burqas to ‘Letter Boxes”, PoliticsHome, 5 December 2019, https://politicshome.com/
news/uk/political-parties/conservative-party/boris-johnson/news/108393/boris-johnson-finally, (Access date: 22
January 2020).
49. Aasma Day, “Boris Johnson Remaining Prime Minister Makes Me Feel I’m Not Welcom’ Muslims React to Tory
Win”, Huffington Post, 15 December 2019, https://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/entry/racist-boris-johnson-remaining-prime-minister-makes-me-feel-im-not-welcome-in-this-country-anymore-muslims-react-to-conservative-victory_uk_5df3c7dee4b04bcba18488bd, (Access date: 20 January 2020).
50. “MCB Hopes for Unity as Mr Johnson Becomes the New Prime Minister”, MCB Press Release, 23 July 2019,
https://mcb.org.uk/press-releases/muslim-council-of-britain-hopes-for-unity-as-mr-johnson-becomes-the-newprime-minister/, (Access date: 30 January 2020).
51. “Conservative Victory Makes British Muslims Fearful, Says Advocacy Group”, Middle East Eye, 13 December 2019, https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/conservative-victory-makes-british-muslims-fearful-says-advocacy-group, (Access date: 13 January 2020).
52. “MCB Launches Cross-Party Election Pledges”, MCB, 12 November 2019, https://mcb.org.uk/general/muslim-council-of-britain-launches-cross-party-election-pledges/, (Access date: 13 January 2020).
53. “General Election 2019: Muslim Council Criticises Tories over Islamophobia”, BBC News, 26 November 2019,
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/election-2019-50561043, (Access date: 19 January 2020).
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Party parliamentary candidates included Zac Goldsmith (who ran an Islamophobic
campaign against Sadiq Khan during the London mayoral elections of 2016); and
Bob Blackman, who has repeatedly shared Islamophobic content through his social
media and in 2017 organised an openly anti-Muslim event in the parliament.54 Ryan
Houghton, (eventually suspended) Conservative candidate for Aberdeen North in
Scotland, somehow managed to embody the broadest racist stereotype, combining
Holocaust revisionism and homophobia with claims about alleged Muslim global
conspiracies.55 Allegations about on- and offline Islamophobic behaviour made by
members of the party at all levels led to investigations and suspensions.56 But revelations that some of those suspended had been subsequently reinstated in spite of
showing no evidence of regret undermined how superficial the official party attitude
to Islamophobic instances within its ranks was.57
These fears have been boosted by Johnson’s decision, shortly after his national
election victory in December 2019, to broader the promised inquiry to include all
forms of discrimination. This decision, as the MCB noted, was of course laudable in
principle; but it also signalled a watering-down of the original focus on Islamophobia,
whose endemic status within the Conservative Party had prompted calls for such an
inquiry in the first instance.58 But there was also considerable criticism directed at the
government’s choice of the person heading the enquiry. Professor Swaran Singh, a professor of psychiatry at the University of Warwick and former member of the Equality
and Human Rights Commission (EHRC), was immediately criticised for views he
expressed in his online articles on racism in the UK and the Kashmir conflict in India.59
Indeed, the focus on Islamophobia as a Tory-specific issue runs the risk of overshadowing its deeper roots in a much wider spectrum of the UK’s political and social
attitudes. In March, the leader of the Brexit Party (a party that emerged as the largest
54. “How Could Bob Blackman MP Host an Anti-Muslim Extremist in Parliament?”, TellMAMA, 25 October
2017, https://tellmamauk.org/how-could-bob-blackman-mp-host-an-anti-muslim-extremist-in-parliament/, (Access date: 26 January 2020).
55. Rowena Mason, “Tory Aberdeen Candidate Suspended over Holocaust Tweets”, The Guardian, 19 November 2019, https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2019/nov/19/tory-aberdeen-candidate-ryan-houghton-suspended-holocaust-tweets, (Access date: 22 January 2020).
56. “Conservatives Suspend Members over Islamophobia Allegations”, BBC News, 13 November 2019, https://
www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-50398826; and “Tories Reinstate Councillor Who Made Islamophobic Posts”,
New European, 22 November 2019, https://www.theneweuropean.co.uk/top-stories/david-abbott-muslim-comments-houghton-regis-1-6389756, (Access date: 1 February 2020).
57. Shehab Khan, “Tories Accused of ‘Sweeping Islamophobia under the Carpet’ After Quietly Reinstating 15
Suspended Councillors”, The Independent, 25 March 2019, https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/tory-islamophobia-suspended-councillors-muslim-council-britain-a8838626.html, (Access date: 14 January 2020).
58. Kevin Rawlinson, “Tories Accused of Ignoring Islamophobia After Dropping Inquiry”, The Guardian, 17 December 2019, https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2019/dec/17/equalities-professor-to-head-tory-inquiry-into-discrimination-in-party, (Access date: 19 January 2020).
59. Swaran Singh, “Is Britain a Racist Country?”, Prospect, 18 February 2016, https://www.prospectmagazine.
co.uk/magazine/immigration-i-dont-think-britain-is-racist, (Access date: 14 January 2020); and “Kashmir: A Tale of
Two Mothers”, Spiked, 13 August 2019, https://www.spiked-online.com/2019/08/13/kashmir-a-tale-of-two-mothers,/ (Access date: 27 January 2020).
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party in the EU parliament elections in May with a 31.6% of the national vote), Catharine Blaiklock, was forced to resign after it emerged that she had repeatedly published
extreme anti-Muslim material online in the past (See Figure 7).60 Blaiklock had claimed,
among other offensive comments, that Islam is incompatible with liberal western values;
that it is synonymous with slavery and the submission of women; and that she wanted
‘her country back’ freed from ‘acid attacks, mobs and mosques’.61 Unsurprisingly for a
party built on the traditions of xenophobia and hostility to immigration or multiculturalism, a significant number of the party election candidates were forced to resign over
earlier Islamophobic comments, such as Mark Nash who had likened Islam to ‘cancer’
and called for mosques to be bulldozed.62 But some also slipped through the very porous
vetting net: Wendy Garcanz, MP candidate in Birmingham, retained her nomination in
spite of her drawing a parallel between Islam and the rise of the Nazis in 1930s Germany
in addition to habitually sharing items from known far-right sources.63
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Media
When it comes to media, it is arguably very hard to draw clear lines between the
national and the inter-/trans-national domains. Recent reports of a well-orchestrated attempt to control the output of a network of existing far-right Facebook pages
across the world and transform it into a potent operation that uses Islamophobic
content for commercial profit65 may be sensational on their own - but they most
likely constitute the tip of an enormous online Islamophobic iceberg yet to be fully
grasped. The so-called rise of the far-right threat is of course not a new phenomenon but more like a belated recognition of a shady reality. What has changed is the
unprecedented extent to which these online networks can wield the power of the
internet in an increasingly sophisticated and hard to detect manner to control the
dominant narratives on political and social issues.66 Anonymity, one of the fundamental pillars of the operation of social media, has been found to facilitate the online
expression of extreme anti-Muslim views.67
But the threat posed by online hate content cannot be understood in separation
from the operation of traditional media. Prominence given to particular ‘Islamist’
terrorist incidents by UK media have resulted in significant spikes in anti-Muslim
incidents, underlining a direct correlation between media coverage, online noise, and
local intimidation and violence.68 Yet the problem appears to be systemic. Research
by the MCB’s Centre for Media Monitoring (CfMM) has found that most UK
news items relating to Muslims suffer from anti-Muslim bias, lack of Muslim voices,
divisive language, and negative imagery.69 Alan Moses, outgoing head of the Independent Press Standards Organisation (IPSO), claimed that the overall depiction of
Muslims in UK newspapers is exceptionally problematic.70 The admission is even
65. Christopher Knaus, Michael McGowan, Nick Evershed and Oliver Holmes, “Five of the Global Far Right Figures
Are British”, The Guardian, 5 December 2019, https://www.wired.co.uk/article/hope-not-hate-uk-far-right, (Access
date: 27 January 2020).
66. Narratives of Hate: The Spectrum of Far-right Worldviews in the U, Tony Blair Institute for Global Change,
(London, September 2019), https://institute.global/sites/default/files/2019-09/Far%20Right%20report.pdf, (Access date: 26 January 2020).
67. Challenging Hateful Extremism, Commission for Countering Extremism, (October 2019), https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/836538/Challenging_Hateful_Extremism_report.pdf, (Access date: 23 January 2020); cf. Imran Awan, Hollie Sutch and Pelham Carter, Extremism
Online – Analysis of Extremist Material on Social Media, (Birmingham City University, 2019), https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/821874/Awan-Sutch-Carter-Extremism-Online.pdf, (Access date: 20 January 2020).
68. Ria Ivandic, Tom Kirchmaier and Stephen Machin, “Jihadi Attacks, Media, and Local Anti-Muslim Hate
Crime”, VOX, 6 September 2019, https://voxeu.org/article/jihadi-attacks-media-and-local-anti-muslim-hate-crime,
(Access date: 15 January 2020). The report can be accessed at http://cep.lse.ac.uk/pubs/download/dp1615.pdf (Access date: 15 January 2020).
69. “Report: State of Media Reporting on Islam and Muslims”, CfMM, 8 July 2019, https://cfmm.org.uk/resources/
publication/cfmm-quarterly-report-launched/, (Access date: 23 January 2020).
70. Patricia Nilsson, “Muslims Treated Differently by Newspapers, Says Press Watchdog”, Financial Times, 30
December 2019, https://www.ft.com/content/60d5bea6-1ff9-11ea-b8a1-584213ee7b2b, (Access date: 28 January 2020).
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more important given the previous criticisms raised against IPSO’s effectiveness in
dealing with cases of inaccurate reporting involving Muslims and Islam. Right-leaning print media outlets have provided the majority of these instances,71 with journalists such as Rod Liddle, Allison Pearson, and Trevor Kavanagh having been implicated in numerous complaints about their anti-Muslim language and views (See
Figure 8). Recently Liddle was publicly slapped down by no other than Sajid Javid
for his suggestion that elections should be scheduled on days when neither Muslims
nor students could vote in order to maximise the Conservative constituency vote.72
Isabelle Hardman, Spectator’s assistant editor, ‘profoundly disagreed’ with Liddle’s
article.73 The editor Fraser Nelson defended Liddle by invoking two familiar tropes:
that the comment was a ‘joke’ (also used by Liddle himself ), albeit one that could
be ‘too easily misrepresented’ and thus ‘should not have been published in the form
that it was'; and that the journal hosted a broad range of views passionately defended
under the mantra of ‘freedom of speech’.74

Figure 9: Rod Liddle. Photo: David Levene.75

71. Sam Bradley, “Broadcast Bosses Admit Islamophobia Biases Exist But Accuse Print of Being ‘Far Worse”, Drum,
22 August 2019, https://www.thedrum.com/news/2019/08/22/broadcast-bosses-admit-islamophobia-biases-exist-accuse-print-being-far-worse, (Access date: 31 January 2020).
72. Rajeev Syal, “Sajid Javid Condemns Rod Liddle Article over Muslim Comments”, The Guardian, 1 November 2019,
https://www.theguardian.com/media/2019/nov/01/sajid-javid-condemns-rod-liddle-article-over-muslim-comments, (Access date: 13 January 2020).
73. Richard Spillett, “Spectator Editor Fraser Nelson Apologises for Rod Liddle’s Claim”, Mail Online, 1 November 2019, https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-7639449/Javid-slams-Spectator-columnist-suggested-poll-dayMuslims-t-vote.html, (Access date: 1 February 2020).
74. Rod Liddle, “Response to My Critics’, with a note from Fraser Nelson”, Spectator, 1 November 2019, https://
blogs.spectator.co.uk/2019/11/a-response-to-my-critics/, (Access date: 27 January 2020).
75. Simon Hattenstone, “Rod Liddle interview: ‘I’m not a bigot”, The Guardian, 13 June 2014, https://www.
theguardian.com/media/2014/jun/13/rod-liddle-im-not-a-bigot].
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against promoting anti-Muslim sentiment and reproducing Islamophobia stereotypes. It also
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underlines how the anti-Muslim bias, conscious and unconscious alike, is not simply a matter

of a minority of extremists but of the entire British mainstream society, trivialised under
seemingly innocuous labels of humour, cheeky provocation, or ‘liberal’ exercise of freedoms.
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This ‘freedom’ trope was deployed ad nauseam in 2019 against a wide range
of 79targets: the APPG definition of Islamophobia as ‘anti-Muslim hatred’77, IPSO’s
“Bots, Fake News and the Anti-Muslim Message on Social Media”, HOPE Not Hate,
https://www.hopenothate.org.uk/bots-fake-news-anti-muslim-message-social-media/,
(Access
date:against
19 January
raised
articles
forthcoming
guidelines on Islamophobia,78 as well as criticisms
2020)].
with Islamophobic content (including the one published by Johnson in 2018). In
the preface to a report published by the Policy Exchange think tank in 2019, Trevor
Philips likened the press guidelines on Islamophobia to a form of ‘media apartheid’
akin to top-down censorship and a form of unacceptable appeasement to ‘regressive
trends’ leading all the way to the ‘silencing’ of the press. The authors also termed the
APPG definition of Islamophobia as ‘illiberal’ and read the IPSO guidelines as part
76. “Bots, Fake News and the Anti-Muslim Message on Social Media”, HOPE Not Hate, https://www.hopenothate.
org.uk/bots-fake-news-anti-muslim-message-social-media/, (Access date: 19 January 2020)].
77. Peter Tatchell, “Free Speech Is under Threat over Islamophobia”, Times, 26 March 2019, https://www.thetimes.
co.uk/article/free-speech-is-under-threat-over-islamophobia-85r6h8czr, (Access date: 27 January 2020).
78. Will Heavem, “Revealed: The Press Regulator’s Leaked Guidelines on Islamophobia”, Spectator, 7 September
2019, p. 5-6, 21-4, https://www.spectator.co.uk/2019/09/revealed-the-press-regulators-leaked-guidelines-on-islamophobia,/, (Access date: 4 February 2020).
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of a pernicious ‘anti-Islamophobia agenda’.79 Such a framing of the discussion of
endemic, institutionalised, and routinised Islamophobia in large sectors of the UK
press media as ‘joke’ and/or ‘free speech’ provides a deeply problematic framework
for action against promoting anti-Muslim sentiment and reproducing Islamophobia
stereotypes. It also underlines how the anti-Muslim bias, conscious and unconscious
alike, is not simply a matter of a minority of extremists but of the entire British
mainstream society, trivialised under seemingly innocuous labels of humour, cheeky
provocation, or ‘liberal’ exercise of freedoms.

Justice System
The case of Shamina Begum, the British woman of Bangladeshi heritage who had left
as a teenager for Syria in 2015 and married a DAESH fighter, made headlines in early
2019 as she was located in one of the refugee camps in northern Syria. The decision
of the UK government was to revoke her British citizenship and block her and her
young son’s return to the UK.80 The then shadow home secretary, Labour politicians
Diane Abbott, accused the government of contravening international human rights
legislation and attributed the death of Begum’s son to the failure of repatriation
efforts on humanitarian grounds as a result of the revocation of the mother’s citizenship.81 The ensuing public debate was predictably polarised, with those agreeing with
the revocation arguing on the basis of counter-terrorism while those condemning the
decision as discriminatory and morally reprehensible. Lord Anderson QC criticised
the government for effectively legitimising a system with ‘two classes of citizenship’
and for ‘abdication of responsibility [towards] someone radicalised in our country,
who left when only a child and [with whom] we are relatively well-equipped to deal
with, either through prosecution or de-radicalisation’.82
After nearly two decades of the so-called war on terror and in the shadow of a series of recent terrorist incidents, the terrorism-security-rights nexus remains a deeply
contentious one in the UK.83 A significant section of criticisms at the 2018 APPG
79. Will Heaven and Sir John Jenkins, Eroding the Free Press (Policy Exchange: 2019), https://policyexchange.org.uk/
wp-content/uploads/2019/09/Eroding-the-free-press.pdf, (Access date: 4 February 2020).
80. “Deprivation of Citizenship and ‘ISIS Bride’ Shamima Begum”, Free Movement, 18 February 2019, https://
www.freemovement.org.uk/shamima-begum-citizenship/, (Access date: 19 January 2020).
81. Ashley Cowburn, “Shamima Begum: Sajid Javid Facing Outrage as Death of Isis Bride’s Son Labelled ‘Stain
on the Conscience’ of Government”, The Independent, 9 March 2019, https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/
politics/shamima-begum-dead-son-sajid-javid-uk-citizen-isis-bride-passport-a8815096.html, (Access date: 23 January 2020).
82. Poppy Noor, “What Do Experts Think of Revoking Shamima Begum’s Citizenship?”, The Guardian, 20 February 2019, https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2019/feb/20/what-do-experts-think-of-revoking-shamima-begums-citizenship, (Access date: 15 January 2020).
83. Cf. Mark Gilks, “The Security-Prejudice Nexus: ‘Islamist’ Terrorism and the Structural Logics of Islamophobia in the UK”, Critical Studies on Terrorism, Vol: 13, No: 1, (2020): 24-46, https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/
abs/10.1080/17539153.2019.1650874?journalCode=rter20, (Access date: 26 January 2020).
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definition of Islamophobia was justified on grounds that it would weaken Britain’s
counter-terrorism capacity (the ‘Contest’ strategy).84 The centre-right think-tank
Policy Exchange made this connection explicitly in its April 2019 report, arguing
that two strands in particular (Contest and Prevent) would be significantly degraded
should the definition be officially adopted.85 And yet this passionate, seemingly unconditional defence of Contest as-is legitimises the same counter-terrorism strategy
that has been identified as part of the problem of institutionalising Islamophobia in
the UK. The gross over-representation of BAME (black, Asian and minority ethnic)
individuals among those either targeted by the ‘stop and search’ powers of Contest or
getting caught in the criminal justice and prison systems has been recorded in previous years’ versions of this report.86 In August, a report published by CAGE that drew
attention to the role of ‘racial and religious profiling’ in many instances of stop and
search/question prompted renewed calls to the very successful Scottish Parliament’s
Cross Party Group (CPG) on Tackling Islamophobia to launch an investigation into
aspects of the government’s counter-terrorism legal framework.87
With the number of Muslims in prisons doubling between 2002 and 2018
(from 8% to 16% of the country’s overall prison population),88 research that sheds
light on both prison conditions and life afterwards for this group are especially revealing and welcome. Ryan Williams conducted a series of personal interviews with
Muslim men who had either served or were still serving prison sentences for serious
offences. Predictably Williams’s research has revealed a complex picture of both everyday and institutionalised racial and religious discriminatory experiences, of regret
and determination to improve their own lives once released, of suffering and desire
for redemption.89 Still even mainstream media have for years reproduced the narrative of omnipotent/-present ‘Muslim gangs’ - a term that is evidently laden with the
stereotypical association of Muslims with criminality and threat. The far right has
84. Lizzie Dearden, “Proposed Islamophobia Definition ‘Would Undermine Counterterror Operations and
Threaten Free Speech’, Police Tell Prime Minister”, The Independent, 15 May 2019, https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/gender/2019/04/03/gender_and_nation/, (Access date: 28 January 2020).
85. Richard Walton and Tom Wilson, Islamophobia – Crippling Counter-Terrorism, (Policy Exchange: April 2019),
https://policyexchange.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/Islamophobia-Crippling-Counter-Terrorism.pdf, (Access date: 13 January 2020).
86. For more information, see: Aristotle Kalis, “Islamophobia in the United Kingdom National Report 2018”, European Islamophobia Report 2018, ed. Enes Bayrakli and Farid Hafez, (SETA, Istanbul: 2019): p. 816-18.
87. “Submission to the Inquiry into Islamophobia in Scotland”, SACC, 25 August 2019, https://www.sacc.org.uk/
articles/2019/submission-inquiry-islamophobia-scotland, (Access date: 31 January 2020). See also: “Schedule 7:
Harassment at Borders”, CAGE, August 2019, https://www.cage.ngo/schedule-7-harassment-at-borders-report-executive-summary, (Access date: 27 January 2020).
88. Georgina Sturge, “UK Prison Population Statistics”, House of Commons, Briefing Paper Number CBP-04334,
23 July 2019, p. 11, https://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/SN04334#fullreport, (Access date: 19 January 2020).
89. “Muslims Leaving Prison Talk about the Layers of Their Lives”, University of Cambridge, https://www.cam.
ac.uk/research/features/muslims-leaving-prison-talk-about-the-layers-of-their-lives, (Access date: 19 January 2020).
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repeatedly manipulated these reports to amplify their Islamophobic message. Such
claims have been dissected by a Ministry of Justice enquiry into ‘Muslim groups and
related gang activity’ in high-security prisons, the results of which were published
in the summer of 2019. The report noted that there was indeed a small subgroup
of Muslim prisoners engaging in these violent activities but it also noted that their
members ‘operated as a gang under the guise of religion, which offered members the
opportunity to engage in anti-establishment and criminal behaviours, to exert power
and influence and provided protection’.90 A prison guard interviewed by Vice confirmed this evidence, stressing that ‘on most British prison wings, both anti-Muslim
groups and Islamic extremists are marginal players … It’s common to have a mix
of Christians and Muslims in the same group’. Predictably these and other nuances
were diluted or disappeared altogether in sections of the media coverage.91

Internet
The UK holds the dubious distinction that it is the country of birth for five of the ten
arguably most influential far-right agitators.92 The names of Tommy Robinson, Milo
Yannopoulos, Paul Joseph Watson, Carl Benjamin, and Katie Hopkins, all born in
the UK, hold extraordinary clout in social media: in particular, Watson’s and Benjamin’s YouTube channels (See Figure 10); Hopkins’s Twitter account; Yannopoulos’s
and Robinson’s Facebook profiles - not to mention their overlapping presence in
other social media platforms. After more than a year in the spotlight for their failure
to restrict the far right’s online disinformation campaigns,93 social media companies
have taken significant active steps to address growing concerns about the growing
online mobilisation of extremist groups and the amplification of online hate messaging. Nevertheless, the sheer enormity of the challenge facing them is evident and
their commitment to addressing the roots of the problem questioned by a growing
number of critics. In spite of removing offending posts (e.g. YouTube’s belated decision to place heavy restrictions on Robinson’s channel),94 enforcing bans (Facebook
90. Beverly Powis, Louise Dixon and Jessica Woodhams, “Exploring the Nature of Muslim Groups and Related
Gang Activity in Three High Security Prisons”, Ministry of Justice, (2019), p. 17, https://www.investigativeproject.
org/documents/testimony/410.pdf, (Access date: 19 January 2020).
91. Nick Chester, “A Prison Guard Debunks Tommy Robinson’s ‘Muslim Gang’ Claims”, Vice, 16 April 2019,
https://www.vice.com/en_uk/article/43jy7w/stephen-yaxley-lennon-tommy-robinson-muslim-prison-guard-gangclaims, (Access date: 6 February 2020).
92. “The People vs “the Elite’? State of Hate 2019”, HnH, https://www.hopenothate.org.uk/research/state-of-hatereport-2019/, (Access date: 27 January 2020); Will Bedingfield, “Five of the Top Far-Right Figures Are British. We’re
World Leaders in Hate”, Wired, 21 February 2019, https://www.wired.co.uk/article/hope-not-hate-uk-far-right,
(Access date: 27 January 2020).
93. Emma Graham-Harrison, “Far-Right Facebook Groups ‘Spreading Hate to Millions in Europe”, The Guardian,
22 May 2019, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/may/22/far-right-facebook-groups-spreading-hate-tomillions-in-europe, (Access date: 1 February 2020).
94. “YouTube Restricts Tommy Robinson Channel”, BBC, 2 April 2019, https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/technology-47786252, (Access date: 31 January 2020).
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has banned Robinson, Yannopoulos, and Alex Jones),95 temporarily suspensions (e.g.
Hopkins’s account on Twitter),96 and introducing stricter regulations and ever more
suspensions (e.g. Hopkins’s account on Twitter), 96 and introducing stricter regulations and ever
sophisticated systems of monitoring, the volume of the hate messaging and the nummore sophisticated systems of monitoring, the volume of the hate messaging and the number
ber of online outlets for its amplification remain barely dented.
of online outlets for its amplification remain barely dented.
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Figure 13: Tommy Robinson at the ceremony for the award of the Sappho prize in Copenhagen, Denmark.106
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Figure 13: Tommy Robinson, far-right provocateur, at a public screening of his Panodrama in Salford. 10
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Figure 14: Tommy Robinson, far-right provocateur, at a public screening of his Panodrama in Salford.107

Figure 15: Still image from Kate Hopkins’s Homelands film.108
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Statesman.109 In that interview, Scruton repeated his view that Islamophobia was
a ‘propaganda’ weapon against free speech and lamented the ‘sudden invasion of
huge tribes of Muslims from the Middle East’ in Europe.110 In December 2019, the
journalist Melanie Phillips provided a fresh statement of her view that ‘Islamophobia
was invented by the Muslim Brotherhood to mimic anti-Semitism’ that has been
used to ‘silence any criticism of the Islamic world’. For Phillips, equating it with anti-Semitism was morally wrong and ‘obscene’ because Islamophobia was ‘profoundly
anti-Jew … [and] facilitates [anti-Semitism]’.111 Thus, alongside the more connected
network of far-right provocateurs in social media, there exists an informal narrative
grid promoted by diverse mainstream public figures who have joined their intellectual and professional forces to discredit the very discussion around Islamophobia as allegedly pandering to extremism and authoritarianism. No-one would seriously argue
that these two ‘networks’ are connected or indeed same; but equally their discursive
overlap should be greeted with considerable alarm.

Observed Civil Society and Political Initiatives to
Counter Islamophobia
Civil society organisations continued their invaluable research and publication efforts
in 2019, with a string of reports and other outputs drawing attention to the ongoing and increasing threat of Islamophobia in the UK and beyond. HOPENotHate,
TellMAMA, and the newly formed Centre for Media Monitoring of the MCB have
published new reports that update findings but also draw attention to new trends in
hate crime in general and Islamophobia in particular. In addition, it is gratifying and
encouraging to see so many fiercely innovative local and national actions to combat
anti-Muslim hatred and positive initiatives recorded in 2019. The following enumeration does not do justice to the diversity of these initiatives but is indicative of the
energy and ingenuity of efforts to challenge Islamophobia in the UK:
• the efforts of the Tackling Islamophobia Working Group to coordinate the
efforts of local Muslim organisations, police authorities, and communities
to establish supportive structures that encourage the reporting of hate incidents, using innovative social media platforms and instruments;112
109. Matthew Weaver and Peter Walker, “Government Sacks Roger Scruton after Remarks about Soros and Islamophobia”, The Guardian, 10 April 2019, https://www.theguardian.com/culture/2019/apr/10/roger-scruton-calls-for-dismissal-islamophobiad-soros-remarks, (Access date: 31 January 2020).
110. George Eaton, “Roger Scruton: ‘Cameron’s Resignation Was the Death Knell of the Conservative Party”, New
Statesman, 10 April 2019, https://www.newstatesman.com/politics/uk/2019/04/roger-scruton-cameron-s-resignation-was-death-knell-conservative-party, (Access date: 27 January 2020).
111. Melanie Phillips, “Don’t Fall for Bogus Claims of ‘Islamophobia”, Jewish Chronicle, 30 January 2020, https://www.
thejc.com/comment/columnists/don-t-fall-for-bogus-claims-of-islamophobia-1.494367, (Access date: 1 February 2020).
112. “Social Media to Tackle Under-Reported Islamophobia in Bristol”, BBC, 5 April 2019, https://www.bbc.
co.uk/news/uk-england-bristol-47817920; “Bristol Anti-Islamophobia Group Aims to ‘Demystify Muslims”, BBC,
22 November 2019, https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-bristol-50478891, (Access date: 20 January 2020).
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•

•

•

the tireless work of young imams to reach out and break down barriers and
misconceptions that lie at the heart of anti-Muslim prejudices in British
society - such as Sabah Ahmedi in Baitul Futuh Mosque in south London,
who has invited thousands of journalists for a ‘coffee with the imam’;113
the work of the Cross Party Group on Tackling Islamophobia of the Scottish Parliament which, in its short life (it was established in March 2018
through the initiative of Anas Sarwar, Member of the Scottish Parliament),
has already produced media guidelines for reporting on Muslims and Islam
in collaboration with the National Union of Journalists, and has begun a
public inquiry into Islamophobia in Scotland;114
the innovative approach used by Islamic Relief UK, which launched a video game to acquaint young people with the work of international Muslim
aid organisations and at the same time challenge the conventional negative
depiction of Muslim characters in video games; the launch was part of the
annual Charity Week, a now international fundraising event that was originally organised by London Muslim students;115

Figure 16: Islamic Relief UK’s innovative video game fighting anti-Muslim prejudice.116

Figure 15: Islamic Relief UK's innovative video game fighting anti-Muslim prejudice. 116

113. Maria-Claire Chappet, “South London Imams Speak Out”, The Face, 16 January 2020, https://theface.com/
society/south-london-imams-islam-religion, (Access date: 16 January 2020).
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•

•

successful annual events, such as the ‘Visit My Mosque Day’ (3 March
2019) and ‘Islamophobia Awareness Month’ (November) that also are designed to challenge misconceptions and bring communities closer together;
finally, though not a planned initiative in itself, the ‘Mohamed Salah effect’
in Liverpool; the popularity of the Egyptian footballer joining Liverpool
FC in 2017 has been linked to a significant drop in both Islamophobic incidents in Merseyside metropolitan county and particularly of anti-Muslim
online content posted by his team’s fans.117

Figure 17: The ‘Mohamed Salah effect’ in Liverpool.118

Conclusion and Policy Recommendations
In a vintage year of political drama and unceasing public political debate, it is striking how much Islamophobia was talked about and yet how transient all the attention
proved and how little actually changed. Yet Islamophobia has deep roots in UK
politics and society that go well beyond any particular party, as well as well beyond
the ‘extremist’ fringe of political forces and media personalities. It remains encrypted
in omnipresent hardening public attitudes to immigration, identity, austerity, and of
course ‘taking back control’. It cannot thus be wished away with token condemnations or perfunctory enquiries into any or all political parties. It cannot be restricted
to a discussion of the national and global far right’s shady online dealings. More
117. Ala’ Alrababa’h, William Marble et al, “Can Exposure to Celebrities Reduce Prejudice? The Effect of Mohamed
Salah on Islamophobic Behaviors and Attitudes”, SocArXiv, 31 May 2019, https://osf.io/preprints/socarxiv/eq8ca/,
(Access date: 19 January 2020).
118. Mo Salah Facts, Twitter, 28 May 2018, https://twitter.com/mosalahfacts/status/1001130986531246085, (Access date: 25 January 2020).
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than ever Islamophobia has become woven into all spheres of public and private life,
on- and offline. Action would need to be multilayered, consistent and unswerving,
responsive to both short-term needs and longer-term change goals.
If there is a general recommendation in the light of the experiences of 2019,
this is related to the need to shift the balance towards inoculating society vis-à-vis
disinformation and hate narratives. As it becomes clear that banning or correcting divisive material alone cannot counter the profusion of hate narratives onand offline, the need to strengthen people’s resistance to hate messaging and content
is the most robust strategy for combatting both radicalisation and the normalisation
of Islamophobia in everyday life.
In addition, the following action areas are identified:
• continuous pressure to government and authorities to accept the 2018
APPG definition of Islamophobia;
• effective review and revision of the government’s counter-terrorism strategy,
acknowledging the need for a new balance between the overarching need
for such a framework and its detrimental effects on social cohesion so far;
• deconstruction of the framing of Islamophobia as a problem of supposed
balance between censuring the far right and invoking the threat of ‘Islamist
extremism ’in the same narrative;
• promoting an understanding of Islamophobia in the UK as an expression of
a broader dynamic fed by broader racial, social, and cultural prejudices (e.g.
immigration, BAME discrimination, colonial legacies) and as international
in its dynamic of self-perpetuation;
• robust scrutiny and more meaningful regulation of traditional media, accompanied with robust official guidelines and more effective intervention
powers by regulators and relevant watchdogs. The latter point is particularly
important as IPSO is preparing to issue its press guidelines, a leaked draft
of which provoked fierce vocal opposition from parts of the media world
and conservative think tanks on grounds of ‘free speech’ and ‘pandering’ to
readers’ beliefs;119
• adequately resourced campaigns to enhance the safety and well-being of
Muslim communities, protecting them against discrimination and abuse,
while also actively promoting positive transformational initiatives in the
spheres of education, leisure, culture, and employment;
• effective assistance to civil society organisations to enhance their constructive input in the process of generating a range of counter-narratives about
Islam and Muslims in contemporary Britain; and in their efforts to expose
and counter extremism;
119. Tom Wilson, “Why Is IPSO Issuing Guidance on Islam?”, Spiked, 12 September 2019, https://www.spiked-online.com/2019/09/12/islam-and-the-press/, (Access date: 29 January 2020).
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•

•

stronger pressure on social media platforms to improve their systems of
monitoring of hate content and employ more robust definitions of unacceptable online behaviour; and
the need to continue to seek and foster international co-operation in the
fight against hate crime, disinformation, and extremism, in recognition of
the fact that all these problems are driven by both national and global factors and channels.

Chronology
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•

•
•
•

26.02.2019: Facebook bans Tommy Robinson. The ban also applies to its
other platform, Instagram.
15.03.2019: Hours after the massacre in Christchurch, New Zealand, a
worshipper sustains head injuries outside Ashaadibi Centre Mosque in
Whitechapel, London.
21.03.2019: Five mosques are attacked and vandalised in Birmingham.
26.03.2019: The Bahr Academy in Newcastle is vandalised and desecrated
for the second time in two months.
02.04.2019: YouTube reverses its earlier neutral stance and places heavy
restrictions on Tommy Robinson’s channel.
09.04.2019: The Ahmadiyya Mosque in Dundee is targeted by vandals.
19-21.04.2019: The Masjid-e-Salaam Mosque in Preston is targeted with
offensive graffiti on three consecutive days.
26.04.2019: All parties in the Scottish Parliament agree to adopt the definition of Islamophobia proposed by the 2018 Report of the APPG on British
Muslims.
03.05.2019: Facebook bans ‘dangerous individuals’ from its platform,
among them Milo Yannopoulos and Paul Joseph Watson.
15.05.2019: The UK government refuses to adopt the definition of Islamophobia proposed by the Report of the APPG on British Muslims in November 2018; however, the definition is adopted by other political parties
(Labour, Liberal Democrats, Green, all parties of the Scottish Parliament
including the Scottish Conservatives), the City of London, and other local
councils, the National Union of Students, and other organisations.
17.05.2019: A dossier containing 110 incidents of Islamophobic content
posted online by Conservative Party members is passed on to ITV.
21.05.2019: The Elgin Islamic Centre suffers from a vandal attack.
18.06.2019: In a televised debate among the candidates for the Conservative Party leadership, Sajid Javid gets his co-candidates - among them Boris
Johnson - to agree to hold an inquiry into Islamophobia in the party.
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11.07.2019: Tommy Robinson, far-right provocateur, is sentenced to a
nine-month prison sentence for contempt of court. He is released on 13
September.
24.07.2019: After being elected leader of the Conservative Party, Boris
Johnson becomes prime minister, succeeding Theresa May who resigned
on 24 May.
02.08.2019: A car is deliberately set on fire outside a mosque in Dewsbury.
23.08.2019: Two women in traditional Islamic dress are viciously attacked
and sustain serious injuries in South Ealing Underground station in London.
06.10.2019: Arson attack at a site in Skegness where a new mosque was
planned. The same site had also been attacked in February 2019.
02.11.2019: Journalist Rod Liddle publishes an article in The Spectator stating that ‘my own choice of election date would be a day when universities
are closed and Muslims are forbidden to do anything on pain of hell, or
something’. The article results in widespread condemnation from all sides
of the political spectrum and an apology from the editors of the magazine.
11.11.2019: Arson attack against a place of worship in Havenhill.
13.11.2019: The Conservative Party suspends 25 members for posting or
endorsing Islamophobic and racist content - the second time that the party
takes such action since a similar wave of suspensions in September.
27.11.2019: During the parliamentary elections campaign, Boris Johnson
finally apologises for his 2018 newspaper article that described women in
traditional Islamic dress as ‘letter boxes’ and ‘bank robbers’.
28.11.2019: MEND released a report outlining 120 Islamophobic incidents involving Conservative Party MPs, candidates, and councillors.
12.12.2019: Parliamentary elections result in a comfortable majority for the
Conservative Party and the re-election of Boris Johnson as prime minister.
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