


Introduction
The summer of 2024 marked a deeply unsettling and tumultuous period for the United Kingdom, as a wave of misinformation and xenophobic sentiment culminated in widespread anti-immigration riots across several towns and cities across the UK. The immediate catalyst for these riots was the high-profile stabbing incident in Southport which was perpetrated by Axel Rudakubana on July the 29th 2024 where he entered a community studio during a dance workshop which was attended by 26 children between ages 6 to 11. Rudakubana attacked the participants that resulted in the deaths of three young girls aged six, seven and nine whilst injuring ten others including children and adults (Ahmed, 2025). This situation was quickly seized upon and distorted by various social media and fringe news outlets which created false narratives which spread rapidly which falsely indicated asylum seekers in the attack despite a lack of evidence and ingoing police investigation. These claims only sought to ignite fear, anger and resentment amongst certain communities which fuelled a violent series of attacks that targeted asylum seekers, refugee housing facilities and charities that provide support services. These riots not only exposed the dangerous powers of misinformation in the digital age but also brought to the forefront the underlying social tensions that surround immigration in the UK along with issues around integration and national identity. This essay seeks to critically evaluate the causes, impacts and responses to these riots in 2024 and focus on the attacks toward asylum seekers.
Causes of the riots 
In the immediate aftermath of the stabbing in Southport misinformation spread rapidly across social media platforms which significantly influenced the public perception and inciting unrest in people across the UK. False claims incorrectly identified the perpetrator as “Ali Al-Shakati” a Muslim asylum seeker who had recently arrived in the UK (Bayley, 2024), when in reality the attacker was Axel Rudakubana was a 17-year-old British national born in Cardiff to Rwandan parents. This misinformation was propagated by various online accounts which included prominent far-right activists and conspiracy theorists. Notably, Tommy Robinson who is a well-known far right figure has exploited the deaths of the children involved in this attack to spread an anti-immigration narrative (Quinn, 2024). This rapid spread of misinformation via social media only underscores the significant influence that social media plays in shaping public perception and inciting action, a report by His Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire & Rescue services (HMICFRS) highlighted that the British police were unprepared for the rapid dissemination of online misinformation (Reuters, 2025) which contributed to the escalation of violence. The same report also criticized the social media companies for failing to act swiftly in removing disinformation that fuelled the riots (Ellery, 2025).  Prior to the riots in 2024 the United Kingdom was facing a rise in anti-immigration and Islamophobic sentiments, these intensifying societal divisions had been building for over many years fuelled by political rhetoric, sensationalist media coverage and the increased visibility of far-right movements. In particular studies have shown that there has been an increase in hate crimes against Muslims especially following terror-related incidents and political debates regarding border control and asylum seekers (Tell MAMA, 2023). The Stabbing served as a catalyst that brought these underlying tensions to the forefront. The afore mentioned spread of misinformation around the perpetrators name and religion that occurred online amplified by far-groups to further their agendas and incite violence. In the immediate aftermath these groups created a Telegram group called “Southport Wake Up” that spread false information about the attack and even the location of a local mosque in Merseyside that quickly became a target during the riots when it was attacked with bricks and rocks (Louciades, 2024), a police van was also set on fire and 39 officers were injured. Furthermore, these groups also used AI-generated images and videos that depicted Muslims as threats (Quinn & Milmo, 2024). These images showed bearded men in traditional Muslim clothing wielding knives with some outside the houses of parliament, these images were viewed nearly a million times shortly after the attack and were created with the purpose of riling up members of the public and making them angry and scared. This worked for many people with not only the attacks on mosques but there were also attacks on hotels and even individuals who were merely perceived to be immigrants (Gohil, Neha et al., 2024). The messages spread by the far-right not only vilified migrant sand Muslims but framed them as threats to British identities and values. The riots were not only limited to Southport but there were also riots in Birmingham and Leeds having the most significant civil disturbances across the UK. Analysts and human rights groups have since highlighted how pre-existing social tensions combined with media irresponsibility create a fertile ground for communal violence. Psychological factors played a key role in driving the violence seen during the 2024 anti-immigration riots in the UK, particularly the attacks on asylum seekers. One concept that helps explain this is deindividuation. This refers to the way people can lose their sense of self-awareness and personal responsibility when they are part of a large, emotionally charged crowd. In these situations, individuals may feel anonymous and less accountable, which can make them more likely to act in extreme or aggressive ways, often behaving in ways they would not consider if they were alone (Zimbardo, 1969). This process was clearly visible during the riots. After the stabbing in Southport in July 2024, false claims spread online that the teenage suspect was an asylum seeker. These rumours were widely shared, particularly by far-right groups, and sparked public outrage. As protests formed in response, many quickly escalated into violent confrontations. The group setting appeared to amplify emotions and reduce personal restraint. Some individuals who might never act violently on their own joined in with verbal abuse, property damage, and even physical attacks. The atmosphere created by the crowd allowed anger and fear to take over, making these behaviours feel more normal or justified. However, it was not just a case of people losing control. Social identity also played an important part. According to Social Identity Theory (Tajfel and Turner, 1979), people view themselves as members of certain groups, and when they feel that group is under threat, they may act defensively or even aggressively towards those they see as outsiders. In the context of the riots, some communities perceived asylum seekers as a risk to their safety, local resources, or way of life. These fears, although often based on misinformation, helped create a shared identity among protestors and reinforced their actions as part of a group cause. This aligns with the view that crowd behaviour is not always chaotic or mindless. Researchers like (Reicher, Spears and Postmes,1995) argue that people in crowds often act in line with shared values or goals. During the riots, many participants believed they were standing up for their community or responding to political neglect. These ideas were often shaped and intensified by echo chambers on social media, where like-minded individuals encouraged one another and repeated emotionally charged narratives.
Impacts of the Riots 
The anti-immigration riots in 2024 had profound and wide-reaching impacts on communities across the UK, especially on asylum seekers who were directly targeted. The human cost and social consequences of these events deserve careful consideration. The unrest affected 27 towns and cities across England and Northern Ireland, illustrating the scale and intensity of the disturbances. Attacks were carried out against mosques and hotels housing asylum seekers, reflecting a clear targeting of minority groups (Horwood, 2024). For instance, in Rotherham, rioters attempted to set fire to a hotel accommodating asylum seekers while chanting xenophobic slogans such as "Get them out" (Sinmaz & Viniter, 2024). Similar attacks were reported in other towns like Tamworth, where rioters clashed with police and caused property damage. This widespread destruction of property and community spaces worsened social tensions and deepened divides within affected communities. The violence resulted in over 130 police officers being injured while trying to manage the unrest. Authorities arrested more than 1,280 individuals during the riots, with nearly 800 facing charges for offences including violent disorder and assault (Downs, 2024). The government fast-tracked court cases to send a strong message against disorder, and by early August, over 200 people had been sentenced to custodial terms averaging around two years (Horwood, 2024). While this rapid legal response was necessary to restore order, experts have noted that punishment alone cannot address the deeper social issues that fuel such violence. For asylum seekers, the riots created a climate of fear and insecurity. Accommodations like the Holiday Inn Express in Rotherham became targets, disrupting the lives of those seeking refuge and exposing their vulnerability (BBC News, 2024). Local communities were left shaken by the violence, with some describing the scenes as "absolutely barbaric" (BBC News, 2024). The events highlighted not only the physical risks faced by asylum seekers but also the emotional and psychological toll of being singled out and attacked. More broadly, the riots underscored ongoing challenges around integration, social cohesion, and rising nationalist sentiment in the UK (Sinmaz & Vinter, 2024).
Responses to the riots 
In the wake of the riots, the government wasted no time taking action against those responsible. More than 200 people were sentenced within a matter of weeks, and over 570 appeared in court by the end of September (Horwood, 2024). These cases were fast-tracked, much like the response to the 2011 London riots, and the intention was clear: to send a message that this kind of behaviour wouldn’t be tolerated. However, some legal experts raised concerns about whether such a rapid process might risk undermining due process or result in inconsistent outcomes. The government also suggested speeding up asylum appeals for those staying in publicly funded accommodation, arguing it would help reduce hotel costs and ease pressure on the system. But the proposal drew heavy criticism. Legal campaigners pointed out that rushing the appeals process could lead to poor decisions, especially for people without proper legal support or translators. There were also fears that this could breach Article 14 of the European Convention on Human Rights, which protects against discrimination (Boffey, 2025). Politicians from across the spectrum were quick to condemn the violence. Home Secretary Yvette Cooper made it clear that such behaviour had no place in a democratic society (Karim, 2025). Community leaders, faith groups, and charities worked hard to counter false information and promote calm. Many local residents stepped up too, offering solidarity and practical support to those affected. Still, while these responses were reassuring in the short term, some critics argued that they didn’t go far enough. The riots didn’t just come out of nowhere, they were the result of growing frustration, economic hardship, and years of polarising debate about immigration. Tackling those deeper issues would take more than just public statements and temporary community initiatives (The Guardian, 2024). Social media was one of the biggest accelerators of the unrest. False claims about the suspect involved in a tragic stabbing in Southport who was wrongly identified online as an asylum seeker this news spread quickly and were shared by major influencers (Rimmer, 2024). The speed and reach of these lies helped spark real-world violence. Platforms like Facebook, TikTok, and X (formerly Twitter) came under heavy fire for failing to take harmful content down fast enough. In some cases, their algorithms even promoted the most inflammatory posts. This happened despite the introduction of the Online Safety Act in 2023, which was meant to prevent exactly this kind of harm. Many campaigners now argue that the law doesn’t go far enough, and that stronger regulation is needed to stop misinformation from fuelling violence (Syed,2024).
Conclusion
The anti-immigration riots of 2024 were a stark and troubling reminder of how misinformation, social tension and far-right rhetoric can converge to fuel violence on a nation scale Sparked by tragic stabbing in Southport, the riots were not spontaneous but rather the result of years of rising anti-immigrant sentiment which was amplified unchecked narratives on social media and societal divisions. The false identification of the attacker as an asylum seeker became a dangerous lie that was used to justify aggression and the targeting of vulnerable members of society. The consequences were devastating the violence, community division and fear that was instilled in groups of minorities has been colossal. The use of AI-generated images that were used to spread disinformation and the coordination of far-right groups through encrypted platforms and social media highlighted the failure by these platforms to address the spread of hate online. The government brought In clearer legal action to send a message however deeper structural issues such as social exclusion and economic hardship remain unsolved. To prevent future unrest the UK must confront these underlying issues, and this includes providing public education around digital misinformation, fostering community cohesion through inclusive policies and ensuring a more responsible media environment. Moreover, political leaders must refrain from weaponizing immigration for short-term gain and instead promote evidence-based facts, whilst having a more humane approach to asylum seekers. Only by addressing these immediate and root causes of the 2024 riots can the UK build a society that is resilient to hatred.
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