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In 2024, the United Kingdom witnessed a disturbing surge in anti-immigration riots, with asylum seekers becoming direct targets of violence and public hostility (Choonara, 2025). These events marked a culmination of escalating political rhetoric, socio-economic strain, and deep-rooted xenophobia, with xenophobia being the aversion or distaste for anything deemed unfamiliar or unusual, frequently stemming from a perceived confrontation between a "in-group" and a "out-group" (Bhangoo et al, 2024). As Smith (2024) reports, the riots manifested in attacks on housing facilities, individuals, and institutions supporting asylum seekers, reflecting a broader crisis in the UK’s socio-political fabric. This essay critically evaluates the causes, impacts, and responses to these riots, using a multidimensional approach. It explores how political discourse, economic anxieties, media representations, and far-right mobilisation contributed to the riots. It then assesses their profound psychological, physical, and structural impacts on asylum seekers, before critiquing the UK government's response and highlighting the interventions made by civil society and international bodies. The essay ultimately argues that these riots were not isolated incidents but systemic expressions of entrenched hostility that demand a comprehensive policy shift prioritising inclusion, protection, and human rights.
The anti-immigration riots were not sudden eruptions but the product of a long-standing politicisation of immigration, particularly asylum seekers. According to Panova (2024), years of political framing have shaped asylum seekers as threats to national identity and public safety. This narrative has been increasingly leveraged by right-wing parties to galvanise populist support, often portraying asylum seekers as "illegal immigrants" (McCann et al, 2023). Schmidtke (2025) notes that such discourse has normalised xenophobia in mainstream politics, fostering an environment in which anti-immigrant sentiment thrives. The UK's "hostile environment" policy, launched in 2012, institutionalised this rhetoric (Webber, 2019). While originally designed to deter illegal immigration, it blurred the distinction between asylum seekers, refugees, and undocumented migrants, reinforcing public misconceptions. Mayblin et al (2024) argue that even liberal political visions of border control often reproduce exclusionary logics. This political climate has been instrumental in legitimising hostility, providing far-right groups with a platform to call for the physical removal of immigrants.
The concept of securitisation offers a useful framework here. Securitisation theory, developed by the Copenhagen School, describes how political actors construct certain issues, such as immigration, as existential threats requiring extraordinary measures. In the UK, asylum seekers have been increasingly securitised, justifying authoritarian policies and militarised responses (Pryce, 2024). This legitimisation of ‘emergency’ governance not only marginalises migrants but cultivates a political atmosphere in which violence appears acceptable.
The media, particularly tabloids and social platforms, played a significant role in shaping public perceptions. McCann et al (2023) highlight how asylum seekers have routinely been conflated with economic migrants and criminals, fuelling stereotypes. Bonansinga and Forrest (2025) argue that sensationalist media framing, such as slogans like "stop the boats", serves to dramatise immigration while obscuring the structural causes of displacement. Nasuto and Rowe (2024) found that platforms like Twitter amplified anti-immigration narratives by algorithmically prioritising inflammatory content. This dynamic was exacerbated by influencers like Andrew Tate, who falsely claimed a Southport child killer was an "illegal migrant", triggering mass outrage based on misinformation (Mazrouei, 2024). These falsehoods circulated rapidly, provoking fear and legitimising retaliatory violence against visible minorities, especially Muslims and Black asylum seekers.

This process aligns with Stanley Cohen’s (1972) theory of moral panic, wherein the media amplifies perceived social threats, identifying "folk devils" and encouraging punitive responses. Asylum seekers became such folk devils in 2024, accused of crimes they did not commit and portrayed as culturally incompatible. This moral panic facilitated widespread justification of violence under the guise of protecting the nation.

Economic strain significantly contributed to the riots, with asylum seekers framed as scapegoats for broader systemic failures. Following the COVID-19 pandemic and ongoing post-Brexit austerity, the UK experienced rising unemployment and reduced public services (Merrin and Hoskins, 2025). Valesca (2024) argues that in such conditions, asylum seekers were portrayed as competitors for scarce resources, particularly housing and healthcare. McAuley (2025) observes that economic grievances morphed into hostility, fuelled by myths of "welfare tourism" and resource hoarding. These narratives, though baseless, found traction in struggling communities who viewed the presence of asylum seekers through a zero-sum lens. The economic context thus intersected with racialised narratives, reinforcing resentment and anger toward migrants.
Intersectionality is particularly relevant here. Coined by Crenshaw (1991), intersectionality reveals how multiple axes of identity, such as race, immigration status, religion, and gender, compound marginalisation. Asylum seekers, particularly Muslim women of colour, found themselves at the intersection of multiple hostilities, facing both gendered violence and racialised hatred during the riots (Maxwell, 2024). Their vulnerability was exacerbated by the structural denial of housing, legal representation, and social safety nets. Religion and gender also shaped the ways asylum seekers were targeted. Muslim asylum seekers, especially women wearing visible religious attire, were disproportionately subjected to harassment and violence during the riots (Holt, 2024). Islamophobic rhetoric, already prevalent in UK political discourse, intensified amidst the riots, with Muslims being portrayed as culturally alien and resistant to integration (Brown, 2024). These narratives reinforced orientalist tropes, positioning Muslim men as violent and women as oppressed, both needing to be excluded from British society.
Gendered violence was also prominent. Reports surfaced of female asylum seekers being threatened or assaulted, especially in housing facilities where far-right mobs attacked under the pretext of protecting “local communities” (Mahase, 2024). The racialised and gendered fear of the “other” has long been used to justify migration restrictions, with women of colour bearing the brunt of both physical and symbolic violence (Crenshaw, 1991; Maxwell, 2024).
Far-right groups took advantage of the climate of discontent to orchestrate violence. RAN Centre of Excellence (2021) explains how these groups, facilitated by encrypted apps and fringe platforms, used social media to coordinate attacks on asylum seeker accommodations. In Birmingham, for example, protestors set fire to refugee housing, resulting in mass displacements and injuries (Jolly and Brassington, 2024). Such events underscored the operational capacity of far-right actors to translate rhetoric into organised action. These groups often recruited from disillusioned white working-class demographics, reinforcing racist ideologies through a lens of cultural preservation and victimhood (Yates et al, 2023). Stonehouse and Crouch (2024) argue that while the UK promotes an image of multiculturalism, underlying ethnic tensions persist, particularly towards asylum seekers from countries like Afghanistan, Syria, and Sudan.
In this sense, the riots mirrored patterns witnessed elsewhere in Europe. For example, Sweden experienced a wave of anti-immigrant unrest in 2017–2018, which similarly blended economic grievances, xenophobic ideology, and far-right mobilisation (Güler, 2024). These international parallels suggest a broader continental backlash against humanitarian asylum systems, particularly when inflamed by nationalist politics (Akbari and Mujadidi, 2024).
The consequences of the riots for asylum seekers were devastating. Equality and Human Rights Commission (2024) conducted a survey revealing that 58% of affected refugees reported direct experiences of verbal or physical abuse, and 32% admitted to feeling fearful of leaving their homes. One mother recounted being harassed while out with her child, saying, "Go back to your country" was shouted at her in the street. These experiences have profound psychological effects. According to the Mental Health Foundation (2024), asylum seekers often experience PTSD, anxiety, and depression due to their migration journey. The riots compounded this trauma, reinforcing their feelings of marginalisation and insecurity. Syrstad (2024) affirms that such violence reinforces the perception among asylum seekers that they are unwanted and unsafe in their host country.
In addition to psychological harm, the riots resulted in physical injury and displacement. Maxwell (2024) describes how asylum seeker residences were vandalised and set alight in multiple cities, including Manchester and London. Staffing Industry Analysts (2024) notes that the situation became so volatile that the National Health Service (NHS) advised staff from minority backgrounds to be accompanied when travelling to work, due to fears of racialised violence.
The riots did not occur in a vacuum but were intimately connected to the UK’s asylum policies. In recent years, proposals such as the controversial Rwanda deportation plan and the Nationality and Borders Act 2022 have further entrenched a narrative of deterrence (Amnesty International, 2024). These policies have not only undermined international legal norms but also inflamed public opinion by casting asylum seekers as opportunistic abusers of the system. Rodríguez et al (2024) argue that political pressure has led to the erosion of key protections, including legal aid and housing support. The result is a system that is not only hostile but also increasingly dysfunctional failing to process claims efficiently while exposing vulnerable individuals to prolonged insecurity and harm.
Historically, the UK has struggled with race-related unrest connected to immigration. As Trilling (2021) notes, the 2001 Bradford riots, for instance, were fuelled by tensions between white and Asian communities amid a backdrop of deprivation and institutional neglect. Similarly, the Windrush scandal exposed deep-rooted failures in immigration enforcement and accountability (BBC News, 2020). These episodes illustrate that the 2024 riots are part of a longer trajectory of state and public resistance to non-white immigration.
The UK government’s response prioritised punitive measures overprotective ones. According to Downs (2024), additional police were deployed, and new legislation imposed harsher penalties on rioters. While these actions curbed immediate violence, they failed to address root causes. Amnesty International (2024) criticised the government's continued focus on deterrence, particularly its push to expand detention centres and fast-track deportations. This approach drew condemnation from human rights groups, who argued that it prioritised immigration control over humanitarian obligations (Gurnham, 2024). Rather than fostering reconciliation or community integration, official rhetoric reinforced the hostile climate that precipitated the riots.
In contrast, civil society demonstrated resilience and solidarity. Refugee Council (2025) and Amnesty International mobilised to provide emergency aid, legal advice, and counselling. Williams and Lee (2024) report that public protests across major cities condemned the violence and demanded asylum reform. These movements, often led by grassroots organisations, highlighted the public’s capacity for compassion despite governmental indifference.
International bodies also intervened. Trauner (2018) notes that the UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR) formally urged the UK to uphold its refugee responsibilities, while European partners expressed concern about the country’s regressive policies. These responses situate the UK’s asylum failings within a broader global context, where the rights of displaced populations are increasingly under threat. Falkner (2018) argues that in times of crisis, European nations tend to abandon cooperative migration regimes in favour of nationalist self-interest. The UK’s conduct in 2024 arguably followed this pattern, failing to honour international obligations under the 1951 Refugee Convention.
In summary, the 2024 anti-immigration riots in the UK were not spontaneous outbreaks but the culmination of years of divisive politics, socio-economic instability, and media-fuelled xenophobia. They were facilitated by political rhetoric that dehumanised asylum seekers, amplified by social media misinformation, and intensified by far-right mobilisation. The impact on asylum seekers has been both physical and psychological, compounded by a government response that prioritised control over care.
To prevent future unrest and uphold its human rights obligations, the UK must enact meaningful reforms that centre protection, inclusion, and dignity for all who seek asylum. These reforms should include independent oversight of immigration policy, enhanced support services, and de-racialised discourse in media and politics. A public education campaign to challenge anti-migrant myths, along with local integration schemes, could also play a critical role in reversing hostility. Without such measures, the cycle of violence and exclusion will likely persist, undermining both the UK’s global standing and the safety of those fleeing persecution.
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