
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CHALLENGING ISLAMOPHOBIA: 
STRATEGIES FOR CHANGE 

 
 
 
 



Overview 
 
Tuesday, 29th March 2022, saw the Markfield Centre for Contemporary Islam 
(Markfield Institute of Higher Education), the Centre of Ethnicity and Racism Studies 
(University of Leeds) along with the Stephen Lawrence Research Centre (De 
Montfort University) jointly stage a one-day workshop to develop effective strategies 
to counter Islamophobia. Challenging Islamophobia: Strategies for Change included 
presentations from a range of scholars whose research focus centres on 
Islamophobia, along with a number of interactive workshop activities to engage the 
participants in creative dialogue throughout the day, and extend their understanding 
of the issues involved. The event was attended by over fifty participants, and 
provided a lively forum for discussion and debate. 
 
Key Issues: 
 

1. Understanding Islamophobia and its manifestations. 
2. Strategies to counteract Islamophobia, including microaggressions. 
3. Understanding the broader European context underlying the global 

growth of Islamophobia 
4. Engaging with policy making and implementation 
5. Beyond Islamophobia 

 
Recommendations: 
 

1. Directives to increase Muslim engagement in political and civic spheres. 
2. Increase civil literacy to improve access to equal rights – connect Muslims to 

policy making. 
3. Raise urgent/uncomfortable questions and issues in roundtable forums for 

dialogue – involving public service practitioners, police, councils etc.  
4. Increase awareness among Muslims of how Islamophobia manifests - to 

recognise and challenge it. 
5. Encourage Muslim engagement in the arts, journalism, creativity and 

underrepresented professions. 
6. Improve Islamic education: help to contextualise Islamic teachings to reduce 

alienation and anomie amongst young Muslims. 
7. Support for Muslims to feel welcome and at home in Europe – so that they 

invest and take an active role in society.  
8. Take ownership of Muslim citizenship - challenge Islamophobic legislation – 

e.g removal of/conditional citizenship rights. 
9. Construct a vision of society beyond Islamophobia - promote social justice to 

counteract exclusion 
10. Increase access to further/higher education for Muslim youth. 
11. Hold future seminars/workshops on decolonisation. 

 
 
Narratives: 

1. Institutionalised Islamophobia 
 
1.1 Dr AbdoolKarim Vakil’s (King’s College London) paper Weft and Warp: 
Envisioning Islamophobia and Beyond, kick-started the presentations. The title 



reflects how Islamophobia is entwined within British institutional structures and 
societal fabric. He spoke of the ‘poverty of imagination’ with reference to the 2017 
report The Missing Muslims: Unlocking British Muslim Potential for the Benefit of All. 
This report sought to discover the reasons behind the uneven and frequently low 
levels of civic participation by Muslims in public life and offered a series of 
recommendations to address these omissions. Here, report recommendations 
centred on the reform of Muslim communities, mosques, promoting British-born 
imams, and increasing women’s societal engagement. Noting the under-
representation of Muslims in key professional fields, such as the arts and journalism, 
the report’s recommendations placed the locus and onus for reform on Muslim 
communities and institutions, rather than within the broader scope of British society. 
While increased Muslim awareness of the value of arts-based professions and civic 
engagement is required to facilitate wider entry to such arenas, the report’s tone and 
emphasis negated the role which improved general civic literacy can play across the 
generality of British society.   
 
1.2 Dr Vakil referred to a report by Bhikhu Parekh European Liberalism and the 
Muslim Question where Parekh recalled how fear and anxiety continues to be 
directed towards Muslims in Europe who are perceived as a political and cultural 
threat. While Parekh considered this characterisation as inaccurate, he detailed the 
presence of an alienated underclass divorced from their parents and the state, in 
need of conciliatory work between these fragmented sectors. This tone and 
emphasis negates the considerable success of many Muslims within the UK who 
make considerable contributions to British society.  
 
1.3 The seeds that ferment the ostracism of Muslims from British society were 
alluded to and include dog whistle politics, hate crime as a political tool, home grown 
violence, racialised entitlement and conditional and precarious citizenship conditions, 
with underlying racist attitudes and assumptions interwoven into all aspects of public 
institutions. Changing demographics has increased populations of Muslims 
residence in Europe resulting in a racist backlash infused into mainstream politics. 
Resultant questions which require resolution include how to envision society beyond 
institutional racism to allow full and equal participation in social, civil and economic 
spheres, with Muslims at the forefront of change making.  
 
 

2. An alarming French context to Islamophobia 
 
2.1 Dr Amina Easat-Daas (De Montfort University) offered a discursive presentation 
on Gendered Islamophobia in France in which she detailed the hyper-politicisation 
and stigmatization of French Muslims, referring primarily to a female context which 
was set within a historical backdrop. During colonial periods, French civilising 
missions were designed to renounce Muslimness. The Cremieux Decree of 1870 
awarded citizenship to Algerian Jews but not to Algerian Muslim Arabs or Berbers as 
part of an attempt to create second class status via the Code de I’Indigenat, creating 
an inferior legal status. Applications for citizenship could only be made on the basis 
of renouncing Islam. While post-colonial migration to France saw many settlers 
residing in slum dwellings or substandard housing on the periphery of major cities 
and towns, creating an underclass of reviled Muslim citizens. The banlieues are now 



commonly associated with over aggressive racist policing of demoralised, 
impoverished and excluded Muslim populations.  
 
2.2 While Islam is an on-going target for political attack, the voices of French 
Muslims are rarely heard.  French Islamophobia derived from colonialism 
engendered a deep fixation with Muslim women’s bodies. The nature of implicit and 
explicit discrimination in a French context reveals how Muslim women negotiate 
adverse constraints. Notably, Muslim women who adopt Islamic dress codes are 
disproportionately affected due to their heightened sartorial visibility and the resulting 
impact becomes a barometer for wider European Islamophobia. Clothing becomes 
the locus and manifestation for the transmission of Islamophobia and political 
antagonism towards Islam. In a cyclical fashion, the headscarf issue, seen as the 
flag of Islam, revolves to national prominence every few years premised as a 
security threat and challenge to laicité - the separation of religion and the state, and 
its’ supposed secular foundations: “Are you not beautiful? Remove your veils” state 
propaganda chimes. 
 
2.3 Contemporarily, from 2004 onwards young Muslim schoolgirls were forbidden 
from wearing a headscarf to school, neither were their mothers permitted to collect 
their children while wearing such attire or allowed to accompany school trips. Such 
battles over dress continued to degenerate and in 2016 saw French policemen force 
Muslim women to remove their clothing on French beaches as furore around the 
burkini heightened, while long skirts became a vehicle considered to threaten 
national security. January 2022 saw French senators vote in favour of banning 
wearing of the hijab in French sporting events – this included excluding international 
teams entering scarf wearing female competitors. Such policies led to uncertainty as 
to how wearing mandatory medical masks, during the Covid-19 pandemic would fit 
with anti-niqab legislation. Here, women adorning the niqab in public places are 
subject to a £150 fine and compelled to take a citizenship course. While Muslim men 
who compel oppressed Muslim females to wear the niqab, who, in turn, are 
considered to lack autonomy and agency, can be fined 30,000 Euros and  liable to 
one year imprisonment.  
 
2.4 Attempts to circumvent repressive state involvement in clothing saw some 
Muslim women adopt and adapt French cultural forms of head covering such as 
berets and hats. In a similar vein, threats to ban halal meat were met with the 
resolution to become vegetarians as a response. However, as the political climate in 
France hardened criss-crossing both hard-right and left-leaning liberals alike, 
narratives demonising and problematizing Muslims in France increased. This 
culminated in 2021 with a bill to ban home schooling alongside the dissolution of pro-
Palestinian organisations; many Muslim NGOs were closed while surveillance 
increased within a heightened security framework, encompassing mosques – with 
some threatened with closure. Here, the French state applied tools in an attempt to 
shape a certain type of Islam, divorced from a political context.  
 
2.5 Neighbouring Belgium devised incremental programmes to train home grown 
Imams to counteract its view of the pernicious influence of Middle Eastern clerics 
who it maintains are linked to hate preaching and radicalisation – which negates 
broader issues surrounding structural and institutionalised Islamophobia that 
inflames the socio-political atmosphere. The fluidity and leakage of ideas within 



which European states’ policies infuse into British political rhetoric and regulation 
was a further area for questioning in a UK context, where internationalism and 
cosmopolitan outlooks are popularly derided. 
 

3. Making care for Muslim children our concern 
 
3.1 A group activity led by Dr M.G Khan of Barnardo’s engaged workshop 
participants in a thought-provoking exercise which exposed the impact of the lack of 
care within current provision for looked after children in the UK and failure to address 
their specific religious and cultural needs. The session centred on how to engage 
with a country at war with a more powerful neighbour who offers peace on the basis 
of a series of concessions. The led to the question: What would you be prepared to 
relinquish to secure peace? Possible choices included – community, politics, family, 
nationality, friends, flag, national dress, food, language, neighbourhood and religion. 
Dr Khan revealed that when children are received into care they may lose all eleven 
factors which commonly scaffold identity and provide a sense of who we are, leading 
to the implosion of these children’s lives, and possible serious psychological 
implications. 
 
3.2 The second activity offered by Dr Khan involved imagining a river where children 
on boats were being thrown into the water. Groups of people were standing by the 
river and some people were fishing the children out of the water. Participants were 
asked to consider the nature of questions arising, to consider the range of reasons 
as to why this was occurring, alongside the tasks required to stop the boats and 
prevent this happening. This led to questioning over becoming aware of 
consequences, as opposed to acting on instinct, devising strategies, raising 
awareness, legal and educational implications, and trying not to make situations 
worse. Questions also arose over the nature of community, political leadership, 
media, religion and so forth – which called for people to get involved rather than 
remain as societal bystanders. Involvement may in turn become self-serving rather 
than enacted on the basis of altruism. This exercise was a metaphor for the ways in 
which children are abandoned, whereby, unless we see ourselves as part of the 
problem we cannot become part of the solution. Disturbing questions needed to be 
asked, rather than turning a blind eye to the realities that led to the initial situations 
arising. 
 

4. Countering Islamophobia through effective policymaking 
 
4.1 Isobel Ingham-Barrow (Community Policy Forum) considered the topic of 
Promoting Meaningful Policymaking: Challenges for Muslim Communities. Isobel 
detailed how Islamophobia functions as a form of racism – the exclusionary practices 
that emanate from it fall within the UN definition of racism. Muslims become 
excluded from everyday participation in all spheres of life. This can take the form of 
structural exclusion or reactions to media drip feeds and vilification. This offered a 
filter highlighting how Muslims can be  mistreated and misrepresented within the UK.    
 
4.2 Islamophobia extends beyond hate crime to delineate policy that detrimentally 
affects Muslim communities. Within the UK policy landscape there is a lack of focus 
on religious identities within rights-based approaches to policy making, when 
combined with an absence of academic rigour and a lack of representative 



understanding of Muslim communities this serves to compound a choreographed 
hostile environment.     
 
4.3 This situation will remain unresolved until Muslims organise and promote 
community leadership, journalism and provide politicians who can initiate and 
influence policy making. This will involve action to: 

 
1. Centre religion in a rights-based approach 
2. Platform relevant academic research to create accessible material 
3. Connect British Muslims to policy making 
4. Examine how to turn consensus into briefing/policy papers 
5. Hold round table discussions and forums on urgent issues 
6. Create forums for dialogue – connect media, councils, police, schools etc. 

 
5. Responding to Islamophobia through activism 

 
5.1 Dr Patel saw the greatest challenge to instituting change emitted from Muslim 
communities, unaware of how victimisation manifests, susceptible to internalised 
Islamophobia and should not accept abnormal conditions as normal. While the 
situation for Muslims within the UK has not reached the dire conditions prevailing in 
France, this blinkers people to the need for change. The global promotion of, and 
trends towards, heightened Islamophobia is clearly evident in China with the mass 
incarceration and torture of Uyghurs in concentration camps alongside the plight of 
the Rohingya in Myanmar, calls to eliminate Muslims in India, and in oppressive 
policies enacted in other regions of the world. 
 
5.2 Dr Patel discussed how to institute change through demanding that a definition of 
Islamophobia is recognised and accepted. This offers a tool to carve out 
representation in the workplace, ensure cultural and religious needs are met, to 
ensure that the police designate Islamophobia as a crime and enable Muslims to be 
treated as equal British citizens, rather than remaining excluded. 
 

6. Strategic action to address Islamophobia in the NHS 
 
6.1 Dr Abida Malik (University of Nottingham) spoke about the prevalence of 
Islamophobia within the NHS and the work of the British Islamic Medical Association 
which seeks to address anti-Muslim racism. She detailed the Hijab and Bare Below 
the Elbow project (HBBE) which resulted in a group of female Muslim doctors 
seeking to investigate the extent of Islamophobia within the health service and to 
improve the religious conditions under which female Muslim medical staff are 
employed. For example, one finding revealed stunted job prospects: ‘I decided not to 
go into surgery due to the dress code.’ The study found 94.1% of respondents 
considered it important to wear the hijab. This led to the design of a 
disposable/washable theatre hijab prototype, and a toolkit devised by the British 
Islamic Medical Association (BIMA). This addressed equality and diversion issues 
and provided guidelines and links to organisations which offer support. Policy 
change resulted in enhanced Department of Health guidelines, which has wider 
application by assisting Jewish and Sikh medical staff.  
 



6.2 A BIMA survey conducted with the Huffington Post revealed endemic 
Islamophobia, experienced by 81% of Muslim respondents working within the NHS 
which affected the mental and occupational wellbeing of these staff, many feeling 
unable to report incidents for fear of damaging repercussions. Islamophobia often 
overt, manifested as taunts, accusations of terrorism, hounding and reduced 
prospects of promotion. Muslim medics noted that people feel they can say what 
they want about Islam and Muslims and no one cares to address or challenge this 
abuse, which is behaviour frequently fuelled by pejorative media narratives. 
 

7. Recognizing and address Islamophobic microaggressions 
 
7.1 Izram Chaudry’s (PhD candidate, University of Leeds) research focused on 
microaggressions manifest within Islamophobia – dimensions of which ranged 
across micro-insult, micro-assault, and micro-invalidation. Microaggression was 
explained as brief, commonplace, verbal, behavioural or environmental indignities 
conveyed intentionally or unintentionally that communicate hostile, derogatory or 
negative racial/religious slights and insults. Perpetrators are often unaware that they 
engage in this type of behaviour. Recipients of microaggression who react are 
frequently accused of emotional outbursts, being paranoid, and overly sensitive – 
which sees the fault located within the recipient rather than the perpetrator. This can 
lead to states of sadness and powerlessness – where experiences are mocked and 
trivialised.  
 
7.2 Izram Chaudry detailed steps to overcome microaggression. For example, when 
asked an Islamophobic question one response could be – ‘Interesting question – 
why did you say that?’ Get the perpetrator to introspect and understand their own 
prejudiced presumptions, to reflect on how and why what they are voicing is wrong, 
and allow them to recognise what they are saying is inappropriate. Within this 
context there are risks or consequences to responding – which may escalate the 
situation – leading to the recipient needing to file a report and involve a mediator to 
help resolve the conflict. Unresolved microaggression impacts the recipient and can 
lead to depression, anxiety and trauma. 
 

8. Challenging Islamophobia through religious seminaries 
 
8.1 Developing resources to challenge Islamophobia using dar ul-looms and 
madrassahs (mudaris) was the focus for Dr Imran Khan Suddahazai’s (Markfield 
Institute) contribution, who examined how these religious educational institutions can 
address Islamophobia. Within tawhid is the notion of a dialectical reconciliation rather 
than perpetuating conflict or competition. Transformation can be induced by 
preserving and propagating and drawing on the Islamic tradition for today’s lessons. 
The point of attraction within Islam is balance. The Dars ul-Nizami curriculum can 
become a holistic approach designed to inculcate Islamic religious sciences within 
the students. Spiritual development is the fuel that drives Muslims to be actors 
through engagement with the Qur’an and performance of salat, acting upon the 
instructions of Allah. This requires the inclusion of leadership, pluralism, modernity, 
critical analysis, political awareness to enable Islamophobia and all forms of racism 
to be addressed. 
 

9. Resistance to Islamophobia 



 
9.1 Dr Haroon Bashir (Markfield Institute) discussed the need to recover narratives of 
resistance from within Islamic history. Orientalism entails a pernicious selectivity of 
the history of Muslim communities that seeks to negate Islam. From slavery in the 
Americas come numerous examples of resistance and attempts to challenge such 
iniquitous practice. The 1835 Mali revolt in Brazil saw West African Muslims attempt 
to liberate their fellow slaves. This led slave owners to conclude that slaves 
suspected of Islamic leanings should be banned from the Americas. Slaves were 
beaten, tortured and executed for failing to submit to their capturers and attempting 
to teach Islam in self-styled madaris and who fought to keep the Islamic faith alive 
and retain their identities as Muslims. The lessons learnt from the Mali revolt are the 
importance of Muslim history – to challenge attempts to limit Islam and to understand 
the scope of global Islam. Madaris are central to the control of knowledge production 
enabling Muslims to develop personal narratives – here the madaris is central to that 
autonomy and purpose. Throughout history, so many Muslims have made enormous 
sacrifices to enable today’s Muslims to be active, engaged, to work locally and think 
globally. 
 

10. Globalised Islamophobia 
 
10.1 Professor Salman Sayyid (University of Leeds) discussed global Islamophobia 
and how to challenge it alongside the difficulties involved in doing so. He considered 
the causes and drivers of Islamophobia and how to negotiate its persistence. 
Frequently, Islamophobia is viewed as a response to negative Muslim behaviour – 
and seen as an almost natural response to what Muslims have been perceived to 
have done. He noted the absence of ‘good’ Muslims who had not appeared since the 
time of the Prophet (pbuh).  
 
10.2 Islamophobia is a reflection of a certain type of racism – that has developed 
through institutionalisation, governance and the regulation of Muslims. To counter it 
requires effort and acquiring the requisite skills to organise and militate against 
complacency. Jim Crow is developing in India with lynching, murder and violence 
orchestrated by the state, where thousands die each year. Islamophobia exists 
because of Muslimness – no amount can be removed or saturated.  
 
10.3 The Chinese Ministry when questioned regarding their inhumane violation of the 
Uyghurs – maintain that they are only against the radical/ extremist elements of the 
population who they consider terrorists - counterfactual to this are the millions of 
Muslims who languish in concentration camps. Discussion in France and the USA 
has involved establishing internment camps for Muslims considered to be ‘radical,’ 
even though they have not committed any crime. Islamophobia exists because 
Muslims exist, it is about being not about doing – to do nothing and still be suspect. 
Many Bosnian Muslims did not even know they were Muslims being completely 
integrated into society until genocidal policies were enacted. There were no terrorists 
among them yet they were still exterminated by the thousands. Islamophobia is 
falsely justified using the conduct of Muslims as a guise. 
 
10.4 Islamophobia becomes normalised and internalised and taken for granted 
rather than acknowledged that this is not normal and needs to be challenged. 



Islamophobia is an action or reaction, which means that Muslims need to reform 
through increased awareness. 
 
10.5 Islamophobia is an attempt to colonise the Muslim mind. Some of the most 
Islamophobic people are Muslims who have internalised disdain for the faith that is 
widely projected and reflected through societal channels. Islam rejects the 
Eurocentric concept of religion and how it should function. What is missing is the 
political consciousness – that has been fragmented through anti-colonial struggles. 
Malcolm X who epitomised political awakening came to Britain through Muslim 
agencies and was brought here due to his Muslimness. Recent polls show that 70% 
of all Londoners think that the police are racist. The idea of the police being 
institutionally racist has been educated into people. In a similar way, awareness can 
be cultivated as to how discriminatory practices work in everyday life. 
 
To round off the day’s discussions the final session addressed the next steps 
required to challenge Islamophobia in contemporary times. These are included in the 
recommendations at the beginning of this short report. 
 


