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Islamophobia on the rise in Britain
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

F 

ollowing a slew of global 
Islamist terrorist attacks 
in 2015, Islamophobia is 
on the rise in Britain, with 
statistics from London’s 

police force confirming that report-
ed Islamophobic hate crimes in the 
British capital have nearly doubled 
over the past two years.

There were 557 Islamophobic hate 
crimes reported in 2013; 624 in 2014 
and 878 as of November 2015, sta-
tistics from London’s Metropolitan 
Police Service revealed, with direct 
cause and effect between terrorist 
attacks and Islamophobic incidents.

In the wake of terrorist attacks 
in Paris in 2015, reported assaults 
against Muslims in London more 
than tripled. “It is with regret but 
something that we have come to re-
alise, through experience, that hate 
crime can increase during these dif-
ficult times,” a police spokesman 
said, adding that London police 
had increased patrols in areas with 
a high number of Muslim residents.

Tell MAMA (Measuring Anti-Mus-

lim Attacks), a UK-based group that 
monitors Islamophobic incidents, 
has documented the link between 
terrorist attacks and anti-Muslim 
hate crimes. It revealed there were 
115 reported attacks in the wake 
of the Paris attacks representing a 
spike of more than 300%.

“There is a rising trend of Islamo-
phobia or anti-Muslim hatred and 
this is, we believe, partly driven by 
the media, social me-
dia, extremism and 
terrorism… and 
we have seen 
that each time 
there is a major 
terrorist inci-
dent, there is 
a very large 
spike in anti-
Muslim preju-
dice,” Tell MAMA 
founder Fiyaz 
Mughal said.

“Sadly, as long as there is extrem-
ism and terrorism, and with some 
inflammatory media headlines and 
articles, the ‘background noise’ of 
anti-Muslim prejudice or hatred 
will continue.”

A total of 3,254 religiously moti-
vated crimes were recorded in Eng-
land and Wales in 2014-15, out of a 
total of 52,528 hate crimes, a 43% 
increase on the previous year. The 
large majority of these crimes were 
against Muslims.

That figure could be much high-
er. A recent report by criminolo-
gists Imran Awan of Birmingham 
City University and Irene Zempi of 
Nottingham Trent University re-
vealed that many Muslims do not 

report incidents of Islamophobic 
abuse.

The report, published in 
October, conduct-

ed in-depth in-
terviews with 

victims and 
uncovered 

“worrying 
levels of 

fear and intimidation experienced 
by many Muslims, compounded 
by a lack of support from the wider 
public when facing physical threats 
in the real world and an absence 
of tough action from social media 
platforms at the abuse people are 
receiving online”.

Even London police acknowl-
edged that Islamophobic crimes are 
under-reported but contended that 
they are being more reported than 
they were in the past.

“We are acutely aware that all ar-
eas of hate crime are still under-re-
ported and we are encouraged that 
more people feel confident to report 
racial and religious hate crimes… 
We believe the increase in Islamo-
phobic hate crime is due to a range 
of factions. 

This includes a growing willing-
ness of victims to report hate crime 
[and] an improved awareness of 
staff in identifying these offences,” 
a police statement said.

“World events can also contribute 
to a rise in hate crime.”

Labour Party candidate for Lon-
don mayor, Sadiq Khan, a Muslim, 
said he would do more to tackle Is-
lamophobia if he becomes mayor. 
“Every time there is a terrorist in-
cident involving evil fanatics who 
abuse the name of Islam, ordinary, 
law-abiding Muslims pay a heavy 
price,” he wrote in an opinion piece 
in the Guardian.

“We must do more to challenge 
Islamophobia. As mayor of London, 

I’ll make tackling hate crimes… a 
top priority for the Metropolitan 
police and ensure they get the re-
sources they need to make a real dif-
ference,” he said.

As for how best to deal with the 
rise in Islamophobic sentiment, 
Mughal said: “Education, education 
and more education.

“We are working in schools to en-
sure that young people understand 
that anti-Muslim prejudice is unac-
ceptable.

Just as anti-Semitism is wrong, 
so anti-Muslim prejudice is also 
wrong. No-one should be targeted 
because of their identities.”

“Work in schools is key and this is 
why training to teachers and educa-
tionalists is fundamental,” he add-
ed. “This is something that civil so-
ciety can do and more groups need 
to step forward and undertake this 
work. It is all well and good talk-
ing about Islamophobia, the key is 
about tackling such prejudice whilst 
ensuring that it is done in partner-
ship with other groups.”

Promising help. British Labour Party politician Sadiq Khan speaks 
after winning the contest to be Labour’s candidate for the 2016 
London mayoral election in London.
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Pro-Palestinian voices complain of 
censorship on US campuses
Noah Habeeb

Boston

A  

recent report by Pales-
tine Legal and the Cent-
er for Constitutional 
Rights (CCR) said there 
was extensive censor-

ship and sanctioning of pro-Pales-
tinian students and scholars at US 
universities and maintained such 
actions threatened time-honoured 
principles of academic freedom and 
free speech.

The report, entitled The Palestine 
Exception to Free Speech: A Move-
ment Under Attack in the US, details 
incidents reported by activists, stu-
dents and professors to Palestine 
Legal, an organisation founded to 
protect “the rights of Palestinian 
human rights activists in the United 
States”.

The report suggests that in the 
case of Israeli-Palestinian issues, 
student activists, as well as fac-
ulty members, face suppression of 
speech. According to the report, 
there were 140 incidents and 33 re-
quests for legal assistance from Pal-
estine Legal in the first half of 2015; 
80% of the incidents pertained to 
suppression of students or scholars.

Palestine Legal and CCR describe 
a variety of tactics used by universi-
ties and other institutions to silence 
pro-Palestinian voices ranging from 
“false accusations of anti-Semi-
tism” to administrative sanctions 
and criminal investigations.

Incidents of suppression often 
follow involvement from pro-Israel 
advocacy groups, including Stand-
WithUs and the Zionist Organiza-
tion of America (ZOA), according 

to the 124-page report. Attempts to 
stifle campus dialogue and silence 
pro-Palestinian voices are seen as 
part of a broader effort by pro-Is-
rael groups to combat the Boycott, 
Divestment and Sanctions (BDS) 
movement.

StandWithUs, a Los Angeles-
based organisation “supporting 
Israel around the world”, said in 
a statement the report was “an at-
tempt to whitewash racism against 
Israelis and Jews on campus, si-
lence the voices of Jewish students 
and protect the narrow political 
interests of anti-Israel lobbying 
groups”.

In one incident detailed in the 
report, the University of Illinois 
terminated the tenured position of 
Steven Salaita, a professor of Amer-
ican Indian Studies, before he even 
taught his first class in response to 
comments he made on his personal 
Twitter account during the 2014 
Gaza war.

Salaita recently discussed his 
story and campus discourse at the 
Palestine Center in Washington.

“When it comes to speaking in fa-
vour of Palestinian dignity and Pal-
estinian human rights, somebody is 
going to be punished,” Salaita said.

His talk — in support of his book 
Uncivil Rites: Palestine and the Lim-
its of Academic Freedom — consid-
ered his experience in the context 
of institutional and systematic sup-
pression. “I knew at the moment of 
my firing that I wasn’t the first per-
son in academe to have been pun-
ished in such a way,” Salaita said. 
“I also knew, unfortunately, that I 
wouldn’t be the last.”

Salaita attributed increasing ef-
forts by Israel advocacy groups 
to suppress speech to the success 
of BDS and pro-Palestinian move-
ments. “They don’t want to have 
the debate whatsoever because 
having the debate is always, for 
them, a losing proposition,” he said

The Palestine Legal and CCR re-
port suggests that Salaita’s case is 
not an anomaly. The report points 
to the denial of tenure to Norman 
Finkelstein at DePaul University 
in 2007 and criticism sustained by 
Palestinian-American professor 

Rashid Khalidi of Columbia Univer-
sity, among other cases.

The report outlines the appar-
ent suppression of student activ-
ists involved in Palestine advocacy 
groups such as Students for Justice 
in Palestine (SJP) and Jewish Voice 
for Peace (JVP). In 2015, Hillel In-
ternational — the primary campus 
organisation for Jewish students 
— threatened legal action against 
Swarthmore College’s chapter for 
inviting Jewish civil rights veterans 
to speak about their experiences in 
the American South as well as Is-
rael. 

Hillel opposed the events, organ-
ised by the Open Hillel Movement, 
due to the pro-BDS sentiments of 
some speakers involved.

“The fact that wanting to hear 
civil rights veterans’ perspectives 
on a variety of topics could provoke 
a lawsuit was difficult for me to un-
derstand. It still is,” Swarthmore 
graduate Amelia Dornbush said. 
“They forced us to choose between 
the now-trademarked name of Hil-
lel and the principles of Hillel the 
Elder and we chose the principles.”

In some cases, students have 
faced criminal charges. Ten stu-
dents from University of Califor-
nia, Irvine, were found guilty of 
disrupting a public meeting for 
walking out in protest at a speech 
by Michael Oren, the Israeli ambas-
sador to Washington at the time. At 
Northeastern University in Boston, 
police questioned students for dis-
tributing “mock eviction flyers in 
dorm rooms”.

“The police were immediately 
sent to investigate. They pulled 
out not-well-known members, 
students like myself, but instead 

younger, newer members with Arab 
and Muslim names,” Northeastern 
graduate Sean Hansen said. “Islam-
ophobia pervades the institutional 
response to Palestinian solidarity.”

While student organisations 
such as JVP, SJP and the Open Hil-
lel movement face opposition from 
on- and off-campus Israel advocacy 
groups, Salaita said the student ac-

tivists offer great potential to Pales-
tinian advocacy.

“Movements like Open Hillel and 
Jewish Voice for Peace — to me they 
offer tremendous hope,” Salaita 
said.

Noah Habeeb is a Boston-based 
graduate student, commentator, 
and activist.
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