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Essay topic- The recent growth of ‘Islamophobia’ and  its effects on race relations in and around Europe.

The latest breed of discrimination to have emerged in societies around the world is ‘Islamophobia’. This term appeared in the United Kingdom in the late 1980’s but its use has soared since the tragic events of September 11th. It is by no means a prejudice confined to the USA, following Turkey’s recent EU application the subject is just as relevant in European countries, or perhaps even more so. I’m going to examine the presence of Islamophobia in several European countries and try to assess the implications that it has had and is having on race relations across Europe. The most notable example of recent times is the shooting of the controversial Dutch filmmaker Theo van Gogh. Van Gogh was murdered in November by a Muslim extremist and since the event the relations between Islamic communities and the rest of the Netherlands has been incredibly strained. This is perhaps a harsh example to lead with but it is incredibly relevant nonetheless since the Netherlands is home to nearly one million Muslims or 5.5% of the population
.

 This ongoing incident in the Netherlands is indicative of a wider picture. ‘Islamophobia’ in its latest guise was essentially a product of the bombing of the World Trade Centre by the Islamic terrorist group, al Quaida. Thus the actions of a tiny percentage of the Islamic population have been projected onto a huge number of innocent Muslims. This is also the case in Holland, where the actions of one extreme Muslim has caused great unease and conflict in the country. The question for me is then- is this situation in the Netherlands similar to that in other European countries? Turkey, a predominantly Muslim country, recently submitted its membership application to Brussels and the main talking point of the bid comes down to that of religion. The big issue is whether or not the European Union, a predominantly Christian union, will allow Turkey to join. For may people Turkey’s membership is a crucial step to the mending of East/West relations. But what implications does the recent explosion of ‘Islamophobia’ have on Turkey’s bid and what can be done about it?

A recent survey in United Kingdom showed that ‘Islamophobia’ is currently the most experienced prejudice in the country. These results are quite surprising since they challenge the age-old assertion that the most affected group of racism are those of Afro-Caribbean descent. In 1997 a report was published in the UK that attempted to define Islamophobia and to give an indication of its presence in society. The report was commissioned by The Runnymede Trust.

…the question of discrimination has become such a crucial issue that it has led to the publication of a report [Runnymede] whose purpose was to define and to quantify it, as well as to offer solutions to curb it. Of course, discrimination is not necessarily violent and obvious and can even be subtle, insidious and polymorphous, as in a case denounced by the CRE (Commission for Racial Equality), of a software that could recognise Muslim names and answer negatively to job applications
. 


The Runnymede Trust’s definition of Islamophobia concerns both the hostility towards Islam and the hostile discrimination targeted at Muslim individuals and Muslim communities. It also applies to the exclusion of Muslims from affairs in the political and social sphere
. The definition of Islamophobia often causes problems itself. There is confusion over what exactly is being attacked since Islam is taken, by many, to be the target religion when it is in fact the Muslim as a people who are being discriminated against. As Fred Halliday highlights in his 1999 publication Ethnic and Racial Studies in the chapter entitled ‘‘Islamophobia’ Reconsidered’, it would be more accurate to use the term anti-Muslimism since it is not the faith itself that comes under attack but the practitioners of the faith. Islamophobia has essentially come down to the question of West versus East. This is also an incredibly relevant issue when looking at Turkey’s application to the European Union, which I’ll touch on later.


First I want to look at the source of the report published by The Runnymede Trust in 1997 in Britain. What provoked such a study to be conducted? I think it is most notable that the report came several years before the World Trade Centre attack thus post 9/11 prejudices cannot be held accountable for all anti-Muslim discrimination in the UK although it has certainly intensified it.
We have a fifth column in our midst… thousands of alienated young Muslims, most of them born and bred here who regard themselves as an army within, are waiting for an opportunity to help destroy the society that sustains them. We are now staring into the abyss, aghast
.

The above excerpt is one of many examples of Islamophobic stances that are evident in mainstream British media. After 9/11 many of the supposed ‘quality’ broadsheet newspapers published similar articles that had a distinct anti-Muslim direction. I think it is almost certain that such publications did little to curb the hostility expressed my many in the months after the tragedy. This article is highly provocative and similar articles can be seen throughout the British press today. 

In the UK there has been proposed changes to merge the equality and human rights commission. These plans have come under much attack amidst fears that the merging of the Equal Opportunities Commission, the Commission for Racial Equality (CRE) and the Disabilities Rights Commission would detract from their effectiveness.

Trevor Phillips, the CRE chairman, said Department of Trade and Industry ministers had gone some way to meeting his fears that their enforcement powers would be weakened. But Mr Phillips said it had been agreed that the CRE would not join the new body until 2008-09 “given the rise in Islamophobia and the increased activity of the far right”.

Another feature in The Guardian written by Sarfraz Manzoor after attending a gathering entitled “Being Muslim and British”, focused on young Muslims discussing “the compatibilities and contradictions of being British and Muslim’’.
 Manzoor tells how a survey published on the same day as the gathering further enforced the ‘estrangement between Muslims and their country’. The survey conducted by the Open Society Institute found that a third of those questioned had experienced some kind of discrimination at British airports because of their religion. The study also showed that ‘the number of Asians stopped and searched under the Terrorism Act rose 302% between 2001 and 2003, and 80% said they had experienced Islamophobia’.
 Michael Howard, leader of the opposition Conservative party in UK recently announced that, following the increase in Islamophobia his party would push for religious discrimination to have its own legislation additional to the Human Rights Act. Howard said that ‘proper safeguards should exist for the activities of faith groups’.

As I said before however, this behaviour isn’t isolated to the months in the aftermath of 9/11. Similar attitudes could be seen in the UK as far back as the 1980s. The fact that the term Islamophobia originated in the UK is indicative enough of this. An adaptation of the Stephen Lawrence Inquiry Report
 went to great lengths to highlight the existence of institutional Islamophobia in the UK. The highly controversial British National Party, who have an alarmingly high following in the UK, are themselves open perpetrators of Islamophobia. They ‘launched a joint anti-Muslim campaign with groups of Sikhs and Hindus, in order to highlight the distinction between Islamophobia and racism
’. The BNP, an extremist right-wing ant-immigration party, have several equivalents across Europe. In Italy it is the Lega Nord and in France Le Pen’s Front National. All of these parties are exceptionally Islamophobic and do little to hide their behaviour, Le Pen used many anti-Arab and anti-Muslim slogans in his electoral campaign before 9/11.

A study published in the Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion entitled ‘The Roots of Public Attitudes Toward State Accommodation of European Muslims’ Religious Practices Before and After September 11’.
 The study focused on Germany, Britain and France. I’m going to look at the findings of the study in France. Due to the varying issues in of these three countries, each was studied in the context of its own relevant question. In France the study looked at the wearing of the hijab in state schools. Girls have been expelled from school after refusing to remove the hijab and the issue has subsequently become a huge political topic in the country. The survey offered three options- the first being that students should always be allowed to wear the hijab, the second that students should be permitted to wear it at recreational times in the school day and the third option was that the hijab should never be permitted. The option favoured was the second with a majority of between 40-50%. The second most popular option was that of total restriction of the hijab. Almost 40%  of those asked believed that the hijab should be banned completely from school and the remainder, between 10-20% thought the hijab should be allowed at all times. In late August two French newsmen were captured in Iraq and their captors vowed not to release them until the French Government repealed its ban on the hijab in state schools. This came to be a defining moment for French Islam, much in the same way that the slaying of Theo van Gogh was in the Netherlands.

In a recent book published by Nicolas Sarkozy, the French finance minister, he calls for the amendment of the 1905 law that separates state from religion. He says that since the state finances cultural and sporting groups, why shouldn’t it support faith interest groups. ‘He says that this could separate French Islam from foreign sponsors, who no finance most mosques and religious schools. Such talk would seem natural in countries with a multicultural tradition. In France, it is dynamite.’

…the UOIF [Union of Islamic Organisations of France] is inspired by the Muslim brotherhood, an international movement which calls for the “Islamicisation” of society. Some of its demands, such as separate swimming pools for girls, may sound innocuous. Yet in France, which is home to Europe’s biggest Muslim population, some 5m strong, they clash with a staunchly secular tradition.



In Italy Islamophobia was commonplace at the end of the nineties despite the fact that Islam is the second religion in the country. This is thought to stem primarily from Article 8 of the Constitution which makes it possible for religious groups to sign a concordat (intesa) with the State.
 Certain conditions have to be met to sign this agreement and even before September 11th the acceptance of the Islamic application seemed unlikely.  The completion of such concordats are not only legal processes but they have significant political implications, ‘…we cannot consider the State as neutral towards Islam, but more correctly…the neutrality of the legal frame…’
 However despite this neutrality it is relevant here to consider the privileged position enjoyed by the Catholic church in Italy. 

After September 11, the generalised prejudice against Muslims increased, often reacting, within institutions, in an indirect and legalistic framework…some Muslim prayer rooms were closed…Islamophobia displayed itself fully during the year 2000 for reasons that have less to do with the behaviour of Muslims in Italy than with Italian internal social and political balances.


The Netherlands is perhaps the country facing the most problems with Islamophobia at present. As I’ve mentioned several times already, the Dutch independent film-maker Theo van was murdered by a radical Islamic, who has alleged terrorist links. This was a huge blow to the country, since only two years previously the high profile anti-immigration politician Pim Fortuyn was also assassinated. The difference between the slayings however was that in the case of Fortuyn’s shooting, religion was not the motive but rather the killer was a self proclaimed animal rights activist. This was not the case in van Gogh’s murder and it became clear that his death was a religious plight since a note containing script from the Koran was found pinned to his body with a knife. Van Gogh had received death threats following the screening of his film Submission which portrayed violence against women in Islamic societies.


The implications of the murder in Holland have been huge. Since the killing which took place on the 2nd of November, several Islamic institutions have come under attack. A mosque and a school have been destroyed by arson. ‘“Today is the day I become a racist,” was one of the typical reactions that appeared on Dutch websites on Tuesday, even before it had been officially confirmed that the killer was of Moroccan descent.’
 These activities have not only mobilised Islamophobia but worldwide media coverage has fuelled the conflict already in existence. As I stated previously 5.5% of the Dutch population are Muslim of both Turkish and Moroccan descent. Until recent events the Netherlands was renowned for its tolerant and liberal values to ethnic minorities. Ayaan Hirsi Ali, a Somali refugee who has made a career in Dutch politics, is perhaps the most known face of this success.


Despite the speedy condemnation of the murder by most Muslim organisations, it could still provoke a sharper clash. This is more worrying since the Netherlands is a country where, at least economically, immigrants do better than in many others. Although they are worse off than the ethnic Dutch, there is no immigrant underclass and no real ghettos exist. Some immigrants are, like Ms Hirsi Ali, already joining the Dutch middle class, both in incomes and in lifestyle.
  


As is the case in all of the countries I have looked at briefly, the impact of the recent conflict in the Netherlands is evident in attitudes towards Turkey’s application to the European Union. Turkey is a huge country, if it was to join the EU it would be the biggest member by population. The most unique characteristic of Turkey however is that its dominant religion is Islam, unlike any other current member. Turkey’s ascension is a huge issue in the media and the most examined aspect of the application is that of religion. For many the admission of Turkey would be a huge indicator that the EU is not a Christian only club and it would also demonstrate that Islam can be reconciled with liberal ‘western’ democracy. For many Turkey’s entry has not only come down to a country’s application to the EU but Islam’s entry also. Thus a negative outcome of negotiations wouldn’t only be a huge disaster for Turkey but Islam would also be badly affected. ‘Polls suggest that, in most EU countries, the majority of  voters are against. This matters, since there is a rising chance of some countries holding referendums…’
 The future of the Turkish bid is not definite but for many commentators the refusal would be disastrous, not only for religious reasons but also for the improvement of East/West relations.


As is a common occurrence lately, much including Turkey’s EU application and the issue of the headscarf in France, is being stripped down to a question of Christianity versus Islamic beliefs. 9/11 is the biggest of this group and s demonstrative of devastation being rooted to undesirable causes. Islamophobia has exploded in the EU and rather than being as the term suggests a phobia against the Islamic faith, Islamophobia is instead anti-Muslim discrimination. The after affects of the Dutch murder or the terrorist attacks in the US are all becoming rooted in a growing misperception of Muslim people. The results of which can be seen in tightening immigration policies across Europe and growing intolerance in the Media. However unintentional such acts are, they are highly visible and are undoubtedly straining relations. The USA and its War on Terror is interpreted by many as war on the East, where this of course isn’t the case. The behaviour of right wing factions such as the BNP and the French Front National, is not taken to be indicative of Christian belief or even secular behaviour. However the actions of 9/11 and more recently the murder in the Netherlands do, for  some, represent Islamic behaviours. This opinion is clearly highly unfounded but will persist until Religious discrimination is intrinsic in Human Rights legislation. As far as Turkey is concerned people seem to forget that to enter the EU it must meet the requirements of the Copenhagen Treaty, as do they forget to acknowledge the potential good that Turkish ascension could bring to an already uneasy union.


I’m going to end with a quotation from an essay that I have cited several times in my paper entitled BUILDING THE ENEMY: ISLAMOPHOBIA IN ITALY by Ottavia Schmidt di Friedberg. The particular excerpt I want to use is not specific to Italian Islamophobia but incredibly relevant in the discussion of Islamophobia everywhere.


Even before September 11th it was difficult to try to disconnect the process of construction of Islamophobia from today immigration policies and security issues by opposing a more politically correct form of discourse and a more balanced understanding of Islam. Today this appears highly unrealistic. Islamophobia feeds into a series of long-tern references and is related to the building of the Enemy.
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