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“9-11 damaged the status of Muslims in the United Kingdom”. Discuss.

Prior to the events of 9/11, a tendency already existed for sensational news reporting of British Muslims, particularly following the 2001 riots in northern England[footnoteRef:1]. This incident did not mark the beginnings of the negative connotations relating to Islam and Muslims, but it built upon a racialised media perception of the events that often lacked a contextualised analysis. Perceptions of the incident pitted white youths against South Asian Muslim youths and engendered a sense of ‘othering’ within both the media and political discourse[footnoteRef:2]. Fauzia Ahmad demonstrated the existence of a hyped narrative around Islam that included stereotypical depictions of Muslims relating to, for example, the treatment of women, the existence of faith schools and an Islamic homogeneity that automatically linked all Muslims to a narrow and violent definition of jihad[footnoteRef:3]. The implications of single uncontextualised issues based within the depiction of the ‘other’ were demonstrably extant prior to 9/11.  [1:  Ahmad, F, ‘British Muslim Perceptions and Opinions on News Coverage of September 11’, Journal of Ethnic & Migration Studies, vol. 32, no. 6, pp. 961–982, 2016, p.962]  [2:  ibid, p.962]  [3:  ibid, p 963] 

The term Islamophobia is rife within media and political discourse, particularly since its use within the 1997 Runnymede Report, and It has been a point of academic discussion in how Islamophobia can be differentiated from pure racism or anti-Islamic sentiment[footnoteRef:4]. Ahmad asserted that following the 9/11 terrorist attacks, British Muslims had to prove their disassociation from the extreme and espouse loyalty to their host country[footnoteRef:5]. The media’s coverage of Muslims following 9/11 has played a critical role in forming opinions that serve to demonise them. Allen posited the media’s role as fundamental in the ‘formulation and popular views and attitudes in society’[footnoteRef:6]. In citing a 2002 YouGov poll that showed nearly three quarters of the British public claimed that knew very little about Islam, sixty-four percent of them obtained their knowledge of Islam and Muslims through the media[footnoteRef:7]. The press reported widely on anti-Muslim sentiment aimed toward British Muslims, with a disproportionate amount of news relating to extremist Muslims and those of British origins willing to join an Islamic war against the West[footnoteRef:8]. Immediately following the events of 9/11, the UK press reported a variety of Islamophobic attacks on Muslims. These attacks ranged from verbal abuse, damage to property and physical assaults. Women wearing hijabs were attacked as they were easily identifiable[footnoteRef:9]. [4:  Cesari, J. ‘Securitization and religious divides in Europe. Muslims In Western Europe After 9/11’: Why the term Islamophobia is more a predicament than an explanation, 2006, GSRL-Paris and Harvard University, Submission to the Changing Landscape of Citizenship and Security, 6th PCRD of European Commission, p.5]  [5:  Ahmad, p.963]  [6:  A Allen, C., ‘A review of the evidence relating to the representation of Muslims and Islam in the British media’, Written evidence submitted to the ALL PARTY PARLIAMENTARY GROUP ON ISLAMOPHOBIA
2018, p.3]  [7:  Allen, p.6]  [8:  Allen, C. and Neilsen, J., ‘Summary Report on Islamophobia in the EU after 11 September 2001’ on behalf of the EUMC European Monitoring Centre on Racism and The University of Birmingham, p.29]  [9:  Allen and Neilsen, p.29] 

British Muslim organisations jointly wrote an open letter published in The Guardian (13th September 2001) condemning the act of terrorism against the World Trade Centre and disassociating Islam from such violence[footnoteRef:10], but as illustrated by Hibbard, Muslims commenting on an issue relating to Muslims or Islam are often viewed as biased. A non-Muslim commentator may therefore be viewed as being objective when asserting their opinion[footnoteRef:11]. This type of belief is clearly based within an environment of mistrust and one that sets apart a perceived homogeneous group from those who are not held as being in some way accountable by association.  [10:  Ahmad, p.971]  [11:  McCloud, A.B. in Hibbard, S.W., 'Terrorism, Islamophobia and the Media, An Introduction to Islam in the 21st Century - Edited By Aminah Beverly McCloud, Scott W. Hibbard, And Laith Saud, online, 2013, p.275] 

A twentieth anniversary Runnymede report on Islamophobia argued that focus on Muslims became greater for policymakers in the UK and around the world. The conceptualised manner in which policymakers acted however, was by viewing Muslims within the scope of terrorism or a threat to civilisation[footnoteRef:12]. The equality status of Muslims has arguably been hindered through an expectation that they renounce their beliefs and cultural values in order to fit within a western narrative. In failing to renounce their culture and beliefs, Muslims are likely to be viewed as a dangerous and an unassimilated ‘other’ group holding characteristics that are inimical to western societal values. [12:  Elahi, F and Khan, O. ‘Runnymede A 20th-anniversary report Islamophobia Still a challenge for us all’, edited by Farah Elahi and Omar Khan, 2017] 

The status of Muslims to educate their children in faith schools following 9/11 was questioned by Labour MP Tony Wright. Arguing for less community segregation through religion in educational institutions, Mr Wright opined on that ‘before September 11 it looked like a bad idea, it now looks like a mad idea’[footnoteRef:13]. His concern was tempered slightly by the Liberal Democrat’s Mr Willis who argued that the admission policy for any state funded faith school should not discriminate based solely upon faith. Mr Wright’s comments may imply several beliefs. Education of Muslim children in isolations from children of other faiths was potentially harmful to a multicultural and inclusive society or that such institutions encourage division through religion. The subjectivity of his comment is mutable, however such a broad approach that reduces freedom to express and follow ones faith can equally be reduced to fear of the ‘other’. Fetzer and Soper cited a substantial statistical increase in Britain for those wishing to abolish Islamic faith schools, a view that may have served to further marginalise British Muslims from society. [13:  BBC, ‘Call for U-turn on faith schools’ 22nd November 2001
] 

This essay has demonstrated that anti-Muslim feelings have been apparent for decades. The Runnymede report popularised the term Islamophobia in 1997, before the 9/11 terrorist attacks. The 2001 riots in the UK involving Muslims were publicised in a manner that espoused the ‘otherness’ of a perceived homogenous group that threatened western civilisation. However, following the 9/11 terrorist attacks, the status of Muslims within the UK worsened through the media perception of a civilizational clash and through political opinion that focussed heavily towards anti-terrorist narrative. The combination of a perceived Muslim homogeneity, drive towards anti-radicalisation agenda and an expectation that all Muslims demonstrate their conformity towards British values has reduced the status of British Muslims to a level that could inhibit their diversity and rights to freely express cultural and religious beliefs. The terrorist attacks of September 9th 2001 was not the root cause of anti-Islamic rhetoric but it weaponised a justification for the extant discourse surrounding incompatibility of Islam within a western setting and arguably supported those who sought to further their own personal and political agendas. As Allen showed, the majority of opinions were based in ignorance and promulgated by a sensationalised media. The events of 9/11 damaged the status of Muslims in Britain by virtue of this one off and catastrophic event. The media representations that followed indicated a shift of a political context through a Western war on terror that became more apparent following 9/11. A politically mobilised discourse that legitimised agendas on both sides of the ‘war’ served to continue an extant process of anti-Muslim sentiment[footnoteRef:14]. The terrorist attacks of 9/11 therefore concentrated the narrative relating to Muslims into specific topics of ‘terrorism, counter terrorism measures and discrimination against Muslims’[footnoteRef:15]. It was through this process that Muslims became tangible and legitimate targets for those who sought to homogenise them as an inimical group. [14:  Poole, E., 2011. Change and Continuity in the Representation of British Muslims Before and After 9/11: The UK Context. Global Media Journal, 4(2), 2011, pp. 49-n/a, [Online]. p.50]  [15:  Ibid, p.54] 
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