Discuss the impact of Islam during the past forty years in the United Kingdom. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]The impact of Islam in the United Kingdom over the last forty years has led to attempts by organisations, academics and others to define Islamophobia, and it has prompted discourse on the challenges of defining it. According to the Runnymede Trust, 1997, “Islamophobia is the “shorthand way of referring to the dread or hatred of Islam and, therefore, to fear or dislike all or most Muslims” based upon an “unfounded hostility towards Islam”” (Allen, 2019). The recent definition presented by the All Party Parliamentary Group on British Muslims (APPG) states that “Islamophobia is rooted in racism and is a type of racism that targets expressions of Muslimness or perceived Muslimness” (APPG, 2018, p. 50). Although this definition has extraordinary backing by “more than 750 British Muslim organisations, 80 academics and 50 MPs” (Perraudin, 2019), the Labour Party, Liberal Democrats and the Scottish Conservatives, it is not entirely accurate. “Since Islam and Muslims have emerged as objects of aversion, fear, and hostility in contemporary liberal democracies” (Bleich, 2011, p. 1584), it is important to ensure an accurate definition and to actively tackle the problem.

The APPG’s definition, proposed after analysis of extensive evidence (APPG, 2018, p. 50), is a strange conclusion given that Muslims are not a race. The Islamic faith is practiced by people of all races across the world and is not specific to any race. Although studies in genetics last century rejected the idea of races based on physical distinctions (Takezawa, Wade and Smedley, 2019), there are clear distinctions that even the lay man can observe: the Turkish are physically distinct to Africans who are distinct to Asians, for example. The Bosnian Muslims who were massacred in the horrific genocide were white Europeans, the same race as their non-Muslim neighbours. They converted to Islam during the reign of the Ottomans in the Balkans (Lopasic, 1994, p. 163) and were persecuted because of their faith. 

Although contested, the definition of Islamophobia should encompass aversion and prejudice to Islam as an ideology. The Runnymede Trust definition is disputed for the reason that the definition is applied to other than Islam’s ideology, xenophobia, for example (Cesari, 2010, p. 199). However, Islamophobia cannot be divorced from the meanings of ‘Islam’ and ‘phobia.’  Therefore, a revised and more accurate suggestion would combine parts of the Runnymede Trust and APPG definitions: “Islamophobia is the shorthand way of referring to the dread or hatred of Islam and, therefore, to fear or dislike all or most Muslims, that targets expressions of Muslimness or perceived Muslimness.”

Chris Allen identifies “overlap between notions of ‘race’ and religion” in an analysis of twenty veiled Muslim women who reported their Islamophobic experiences to Tell MAMA (Allen, 2015, p. 293). He observes:

It is necessary to stress that in some circumstances, it would seem that the targeting of veiled Muslim women initially took place on the basis of the women’s ‘race’ or ethnicity as opposed to their religion. While this is so, the focus of the abuse soon appeared to shift and become appellated by terms and phrases that identified and accentuated the Muslim-ness of the victim (Ibid.). 

In these circumstances, we should acknowledge that both racism and Islamophobia are at play and we should not conflate the two under the term Islamophobia.

According to Sayeeda Warsi, Islamophobia has “passed the dinner-table test” (Batty, 2011), meaning that it is socially acceptable (Allen, 2013, p. 1). The impetus to define Islamophobia ensues from the need to tackle anti-Muslim discrimination that is manifested in diverse ways. Muslims find themselves at the centre of debates concerning immigration and multiculturalism (Martin, 2017, p. 351). Muslim women who don the veil expose themselves to Islamophobic discrimination (Chakraborti and Zempi, 2012, p. 269). The distinguishable signs of Muslim practice are perceived as non-integration (Ibid., p. 270). According to research by Social Mobility Commission, Muslims face disturbing levels of Islamophobia and discrimination in the workplace (Asthana, 2017). The harm of Islamophobia extends beyond the Muslim community to people of other faiths “mistaken for being Muslim” (Hopkins, 2016, p. 186), such as Sikhs (APPG, 2018, p. 48). Alongside the media, some politicians – such as Boris Johnson, who compared veiled Muslim women to “letterboxes” and “bank robbers” (Elgot, 2018) – have contributed to the normalisation of Islamophobia.

Media Islamophobia is rampant, and a great driver of anti-Muslim prejudice because “facts are frequently distorted, exaggerated or oversimplified, and sometimes even invented” (Petley and Richardson, 2011, p. xi). Despite the fact that news values place a focus on “conflict, terror, violence and negativity” (Richards and Brown, p. 20), journalists can mitigate this “to dramatise the depth of British Muslims’ commitment and contribution to an inclusive and peaceful British society” (Ibid., p. 19). It is an excellent suggestion; amplifying the good actions of Muslims would promote better perceptions of Muslims. Acts of heroism include that of Tariq Jahan, who called for calm after his son was killed in the 2011 UK riots (Khaleeli, 2015).

The National Secular Society (NSS) advised the Government against adopting the APPG definition to ensure freedom of speech in the criticism of Islam (NSS, 2019). The APPG maintains that “being critical of Islam or any religion does not automatically make you an Islamophobe” (Islamophobia, 2019). Also, the National Police Chiefs’ Council (NPCC) argues that if the definition is adopted by the Government it will affect policing counter-terrorism (Kennedy, 2019). However, it is difficult to see how this would be the case, as combatting terrorism is not considered to be Islamophobic. Both Muslim and non-Muslim communities in the United Kingdom are unanimous in their condemnation of terrorism. James Brokenshire of the Conservative Party at Westminster rejected the definition and said “more consideration” is required (Dearden, 2019).      

A definition of Islamophobia is incumbent to offer security and safety to Muslims from the increasing abuse, violence and discrimination against them. If the Conservative Government can offer a better working definition (GOV.UK, 2019), though different to that of the APPG, but it succeeds in tackling anti-Muslim prejudice, the goal is achieved. The first step to achieving this would be for the Government to recognise and tackle the Islamophobia rife within its own ranks. If that happens, perhaps the semantics of definitions will be less of a contentious issue.
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