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Introduction
Britain’s two million Muslims are really a community of
communities. Almost all of them originally hail from
Pakistan, Bangladesh, India, Turkey, Iran, North Africa, West
Africa, East Africa, Malaysia and more recently from Bosnia
and Kosova. In recent years, there have been an increasing
number of native Britons converting to Islam, either through
marriage or spiritual interest. British Muslims are a culturally
rich and diverse community which has had to face more than
its fair share of challenges adapting to a new life in this
country in which they now constitute the largest minority
faith community.

British Muslims were vilified in the late 80s and early 90s
by the liberal establishment for their unyielding opposition to
Salman Rushdie’s deeply offensive novel, The Satanic Verses.
In 1997, the Runnymede Trust published its seminal paper,
Islamophobia: A Challenge For Us All, which highlighted
how Islam and Muslims were unfairly denigrated in the
media and how this contributed towards feelings of social
exclusion. The report also suggested ways in which the
situation could be improved to alleviate prejudices and
counter discrimination on grounds of religious belief. Since
Sept 11, this task has assumed a greater, more compelling,
urgency. A new report released in May 2002 by the European
Union’s Monitoring Centre on Racism and Xenophobia
disclosed that there was ‘increased hostility and a prolonged
upsurge of both verbal and physical attacks on Muslim
groups and individuals’.

Immediate aftermath of September 11
The Muslim Council of Britain (MBC) issued a press release
(September 11 2001) condemning the attacks of Sept 11
within 3 hours of them occurring, saying: ‘Whoever is
responsible for these dreadful, wanton attacks, we condemn
them utterly... No cause can justify this carnage. We hope
those responsible will swiftly be brought to justice for their
unconscionable deeds.’ 

Within 48 hours the MCB had organised a well-attended
press conference where all the main Muslim leaders from
around the UK signed a statement stating that the attacks
were morally indefensible and calling on those who had
planned the attacks to be brought to justice. On Sept 12 the
Prime Minister himself made reference to the MCB’s
unequivocal position of outright condemnation in his press
conference outside No 10 Downing Street (The Times, 13
September 2001).

By the early evening of Sept 11, however, the MCB had
already started receiving the first of what proved to be a very
long stream of hate mail via its website. A typical example
said ‘Are you happy now? Salman Rushdie was right your
religion is a joke! Long live Israel! The US will soon kill
many Muslim women and children! You are all subhuman
freaks!’ (anon, 11 September 2001, 19.37). More examples
are on display on the MCB website. 

The media fuelled the fear of Islam
In the meantime, some sections of the media, instead of
designating columns and inches to the mainstream Muslim
voice, irresponsibly went to the fringe element within the
British Muslim community to allow them to widely air their
unrepresentative anti-Western views (Guardian, 12 Sept
2001; Scottish Daily Record, 12 Sept 2001; Times, 12 Sept
2001; Daily Telegraph, 13 Sept 2001; Independent 13 Sept
2001; Daily Star, 13 Sept 2001; Financial Times, 13 Sept
2001). Of over 800 mosques in the UK, only one was run by
a known radical. Yet this one mosque (Finsbury Park,
London) received more media coverage than all the rest put
together. The situation was akin to taking a member of the
racist BNP and saying his views were representative of
ordinary Britons. 

After deliberately seeking out fringe figures like ‘Shaykh’
Abu Hamza al-Masri (Finsbury Park) and ‘Shaykh’ Omar
Bakri and printing their loathsome views, the newspapers
then published outraged follow-up pieces by their leading
columnists demonising the Islamic faith and its followers.
Ordinary Muslims were caught in a no-win situation.

The distinguished defence editor of the Daily Telegraph,
Sir John Keegan, mused over the way Western and Muslim
‘Oriental’ people conducted war. Whereas Westerners fought
according to ‘rules of honour’, Keegan said: ‘Orientals, by
contrast, shrink from pitched battle, which they often deride
as a sort of game, preferring ambush, surprise, treachery and
deceit as the best way to overcome an enemy...This war [in
Afghanistan] belongs within the much larger spectrum of a
far older conflict between settled, creative productive
Westerners and predatory, destructive Orientals.’ (Daily
Telegraph, 17 September 2001)

This type of vilifying and disparaging journalism inflamed
Islamophobia against British Muslims. The MCB began to
receive report after report of mosques being despoiled; one
Bolton mosque was firebombed while there were children
inside performing their prayers (Guardian, 19 September

September 11 and its impact on British Muslims

Inayat Bunglawala describes how, in the wake of September 11, much of the UK media focused on
unrepresentative, fringe elements within the British Muslim community, demonising Islam and its followers. This
contributed to feelings of social exclusion among ordinary Muslims who paid the price for a terrorist crime in which
they were not involved and for which they were not responsible. 

TH
EM

E
A

R
TI

CL
E



10 • The Development Education Journal Volume 9 Number 1 2002

TH
EM

E
A

R
TI

CL
E

2001). Even Muslim cemeteries were vandalised and
desecrated. By the end of the week of the Sept 11, there
emerged the first confirmed reports of grievous bodily
assaults on Muslims. From all over the country the story was
the same: ordinary British Muslims, with their persons and
their property, were paying the price for a terrorist crime in
which they were in no way involved and for which they were
not responsible (EU Centre on Xenophobia and Racism
2002)

BNP enters the fray
Into this combustible mix now stepped the British National
Party which advocated a new ‘Campaign To Keep Britain
Free of Islam’. Its website encouraged visitors to download
BNP leaflets which stated that Islam stood for Intolerance,
Slaughter, Looting, Arson and Molestation of women. 

The BNP’s anti-Muslim campaign involved the
distribution of thousands of CDs, tapes and leaflets claiming
that Islam posed a threat to Britain. According to a report in
The Observer (23 December 2001), Sikh activists in Southall,
west London, had passed hundreds of addresses of Sikh and
Hindu community leaders to BNP activists who wanted their
support. In a widely distributed cassette labelled as a joint
statement from the BNP and the Sikh and Hindu
communities Nick Griffin, the BNP leader, read and
commented on the Qur’an, followed by a discussion with a
Midlands-based Sikh activist. The language used can only be
described as inflammatory, with Griffin describing Islam as a
religion that brings ‘communal conflict, civil war and death
to every country in which it gets a foothold’.

Unlike Jews and Sikhs, British Muslims – the UK’s
biggest minority community – are not classified as a ‘race’
and hence are not protected by the 1976 Race Relations Act.
Twenty years on, the British National Party, recognising this
gap in the law, has abandoned its crude racist rhetoric of
yesteryear and has reformulated it into a more socially
acceptable and wholly lawful anti-Muslim diatribe.

Newspapers and broadcasters urged to show
responsibility
By the end of September 2001, in an effort to try and redress
the imbalance in reporting about the Muslim community, the
Muslim Council of Britain had written to the main
broadcasters, the BBC, ITN and Sky, urging them to give
greater coverage to mainstream Muslim voices. The MCB
also visited the offices of the Daily Mail, The Times, The
Independent and the popular London paper, the Evening
Standard, meeting with their editors and conveying this same
message.

The bombing of Afghanistan
By this time it was evident that the United States was
determined to start its bombing campaign of Afghanistan at
the earliest opportunity. Various newspaper polls had found
that around 80% of the British Muslim community was
opposed to a war with Afghanistan. Most Muslims were
deeply concerned that a war would lead to very heavy losses

amongst Afghan civilians who were entirely blameless for the
events of Sept 11. The MCB sought to reflect this grassroots
feeling and called on the government to avoid joining an
American-led war which would be certain to inflict enormous
suffering on the innocent people of Afghanistan. The MCB
issued a press release (14 September 2001) urging that:

As grief gives way to anger the challenge lies in holding
true to our democratic and civilised principles which
places justice ahead of retribution ... a historic burden of
responsibility lies with our elected representatives to
demonstrate the supremacy of the rule of law by seeking
just means to counter the great injustice that is terrorism.
There must be no more innocent victims to add to the toll
of suffering caused by those guilty of this terror. 

Subsequent events showed that the fears of British Muslims
were well founded. The US strategy of sustained high-altitude
bombing, together with the use of the cluster and ‘daisy-
cutter’ bombs, resulted in fatal and devastating errors. It is
notable that with the exception of The Guardian (20
December 2001), to the best of our knowledge, no other
British newspaper reported on the estimated number of
deaths amongst Afghan civilians. This telling omission
underlined widespread concern amongst British Muslims that
the lives of the Americans who were killed on Sept 11
seemed to be judged as being of greater worth than those of
Afghan Muslims.

Media coverage incites hatred against British
Muslims
Enormous media exposure was given to the news that a
handful of British Muslims had decided to make their way to
Afghanistan to help resist the expected US invasion. Instead
of contextualising this news by pointing out that the vast
majority of British Muslims had chosen to express their
opposition to the war through peaceful means, letters to MPs
and other forms of political lobbying the press coverage in
some quarters went beyond anything yet seen. It seemed to
engage in a deliberate and irresponsible policy of
exaggeration and scare-mongering which was certain to
contribute towards inciting a hatred of British Muslims.

The columnist and pro-Israeli advocate, Melanie Phillips
led the pack: ‘The attitude of many British Muslims should
cause the greatest possible alarm that we have a fifth column
in our midst... Thousands of alienated young Muslims, most
of them born and bred here but who regard themselves as an
army within, are waiting for an opportunity to help to destroy
the society that sustains them. We now stare into the abyss,
aghast.’ (Sunday Times, 4 November 2001)

The columnist Carol Sarler regretted that British Muslims
had been treated with ‘tolerance that allows an indigenous
population to host another that hates us and says so, in loud,
haranguing, roving gangs that terrorise our inner cities in the
name of Allah’. (Daily Express, 15 November 2001). In an
ITN news bulletin (28 December 2001) the reporter Terry
Lloyd described the Muslim cities of Islamabad, Cairo and
Istanbul as the ‘terrorist capitals of the world.’ ITN later
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apologised to the Muslim community for the use of this
offensive phrase when asked to clarify its exact meaning.
(Letter to the MCB on 10 January 2002)

The Palestinian academic Edward Said (1997) has
observed that: ‘Malicious generalisations about Islam have
become the last acceptable form of denigration of foreign
culture in the West; what is said about the Muslim mind, or
character, or religion, or culture as a whole cannot now be
said in mainstream discussion about Africans, Jews, other
Orientals, or Asians.’

The cancer of Islamophobia
Since the Runnymede Trust’s report on
Islamophobia was first published in
1997 there has been no shortage of
evidence concerning the extent of
discrimination that British Muslims
face every day. The Home Office-
commissioned Derby report of 2000 on
Religious Discrimination in England
and Wales which interviewed members
of all the major faith communities in the UK found that
British Muslims suffer ‘a consistently higher level of unfair
treatment’ than most other religious groups. (p vii)

On May 23 2002, the European Union Centre on Racism
and Xenophobia published a detailed report on anti-Islamic
incidents throughout the UK for the period Sept 11 till Dec
31 2001. Yet we still find commentators eager to belittle the
claims of Islamophobia and even to question the motives of
the Muslims who reported such attacks to the police: ‘Ten
months on [from Sept 11], there is little sign of the predicted
wave of bile, beatings and hate mail... Indeed, it is probably
all the hype about Islamophobia after 11 September that
encouraged many Muslims to report such minor incidents in
the first place.’ (Josie Appleton, Spiked Online, 2 July 2002)

Government interventions
The Prime Minister Tony Blair’s high-profile call on Britons
not to make scapegoats of its Muslim community in the wake
of the Sept 11 attacks was heartening and served to
strengthen nerves at a very tense time. Unfortunately, the
responses of some of his Ministers were far from reassuring.
Evidently worried about the rise in support for the far right in
the UK and Europe due largely to its exploitation of the
sensitive issues of immigration and asylum seekers the Home
Secretary crassly warned of schools being ‘swamped’ by the
children of asylum seekers. It is perhaps indicative of the
measure of hostility now being engendered towards asylum
seekers that the prefix ‘bogus’ was no longer even thought
necessary it was simply assumed that they had no legitimate
claim to seek safety in the UK.

In May 2002, the Minister for Europe, Peter Hain, caused
deep unease in the Muslim community when, in a widely
quoted interview (Sunday Times, 12 May 2001), he singled
out the Muslim community as containing elements who were
‘very isolationist’. Bearing in mind that there is probably no

faith community in the country that does not contain
individuals to whom this description could be accurately
applied, this was an unnecessarily provocative remark. No
recognition was given to the fact that every year record
numbers of British Muslims are graduating from British
universities and entering the mainstream professions.
Muslims can now be found in all fields of public life,
including medicine, teaching, the unions, the media, sports
and politics. Indeed, within the space of just one generation,
the vast majority of the Muslim community have made
remarkable progress in the process of integration.

This is not to suggest that the process is by any means
complete or universal. That some
measure of work is still needed to
facilitate the integration of sections of
the community that still remain on the
periphery of British life, and to protect
those that do seek integration against
forms of discrimination based on
religious affiliation, is uncontested.
The point being made here is that

remarks by members of the Government that single out the
Muslim community as being ‘integration-resistant’ are both
false and unhelpful.

Bucking the trend
Still, there were some hopeful signs. In a two page editorial
spread, the UK’s biggest selling tabloid declared that ‘Islam is
not an evil religion’ (The Sun, 13 Sept 2001) while The
Guardian ran a week long Muslim Britain series which was
perhaps the most extensive and sympathetic look at the
British Muslim community that had yet appeared in a UK
national newspaper. (The Guardian, 17-22 June 2002)

The British Muslim community has attracted an enormous
amount of attention since September 11. It has had to come
to terms with media and political scrutiny placing it firmly in
the limelight and under the microscope. But the Muslim
community is a resilient one and has fared pretty well in
coping with the pressure that has come to bear upon it this
last year. It has taken important steps in correcting
misconceptions of Islam and the assumption that Islam in
Britain is something of a ‘perennial outsider’; a fifth column
in our midst. The community’s overtures in demonstrating the
‘British’ character of the Muslim community have perhaps
now been duly recognised. Reciprocal moves by the British
government outlawing incitement to religious hatred and
religious discrimination would go some way in consolidating
the community’s Britishness even further. 
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