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To the everyday decent folk of this great
nation who reject violence, division and hate.


To the stigmatised, stereotyped and silenced –
I hope this gives you a voice. 
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Buying Diamonds


So, I’m done with apologising.


I’m done with caveating my views, I’m done with condemning before I give myself the licence to speak. I’m done with feeling obliged to distance myself from the bad views of the bad Muslims. I’m done with being held accountable for the actions of any one of the almost two billion people in the world who follow the faith I was born into. I am done with having to explain and contextualise every word of a seventh-century religious book. I am done with appeasement, hoping that the climate would improve, that some in the media and politics will eventually tire of feeding the beast of division.


I’m done with fighting on terms set by the bigot and the Islamophobe – those that tie you up endlessly in peripheral arguments and accuse you of whataboutery when you try to calmly explain something in a context that suits their ultimately racist dispositions.


I’m done ingratiating myself with my fellow countrymen and women who seem to think that the darker your skin, the more damn grateful you should be for living in your own country. I’m done with explaining, justifying, defending, being held to a standard that others are not, and I’m done playing by the rules set by the racist.


Now I am past the age of fifty, I have both a sense of urgency and a new freedom. Time seems more precious and the climate more hostile than ever before. I’m done with being the acceptable, palatable Muslim.


Instead, I need to tell you bluntly exactly how I, and so many of my fellow British Muslims, feel right now.


We feel unwelcome and targeted. Awful rhetoric from politicians like Boris Johnson calling Muslim women ‘bank robbers’ and headlines like ‘The Muslim problem’ make us feel othered in our own country. Stripping citizenship from Muslims born and only ever having lived in the UK makes us feel like second-class Britons. We are shut out of decision-making through a policy of disengagement with Muslim organisations, pursued by both Labour and the Tories, that is now entering its seventeenth year. We feel mistrusted and misrepresented, stereotyped and stigmatised – the hundreds of corrections, apologies and successful libel cases against mainstream media outlets seem not to abate the thirst to demonise us. We feel isolated and yet stand accused of separatism. We are desperate to play our part in democracy, but when we do, we face accusations of entryism and takeovers. We continue to have our loyalty questioned, however much we serve our nation. We died in the line of duty as doctors and nurses during Covid, as police officers and in the armed forces, yet we are still seen as the enemy. We are scrutinised and held to standards no other community is expected to meet, we are blamed for atrocities we have no connection to, we are held collectively accountable, and as far-right extremism has continued to rise and the government has over the years failed to focus on it, we feel unprotected and scared.


We feel like Muslims Don’t Matter.


Recently, overt and unashamed Islamophobia has felt overwhelming.


In just the last twelve months, we’ve seen the ex-Home Secretary Suella Braverman write for The Times accusing peaceful protests about Israel’s war in Gaza of being ‘hate marches’ and claiming ‘Islamists, extremists and antisemites are in charge now’. In February 2024, the former deputy chairman of the Conservative Party, Lee Anderson, claimed London’s Muslim mayor Sadiq Khan was controlled by ‘Islamists’. ITV’s political editor Robert Peston pointed out that if the word ‘Islamist’ had been replaced by ‘Zionist’ then there would have been no hesitation from the prime minister Rishi Sunak in condemning his MP’s statements as antisemitic. Braverman was eventually sacked, and Anderson had the whip removed, yet Sunak could not bring himself to call their words Islamophobic. Why? Whether it was evidence of the desperate last gasps of a Conservative government that had run out of ideas and was using the culture war as a useful political tool, or because there’s something specific about Muslims that doesn’t elicit sympathy when they’re victims of prejudice, it appears that for those in power Muslims Don’t Matter.


In July 2024, Nigel Farage’s Reform UK polled over 14 per cent, winning five seats.


Listening to the soft-ball interviews of their candidates by journalists and broadcasters during the campaign was galling. Racist tropes and stereotypes about Muslim ‘breeding rates’ – they’re ‘outnumbering’ us, ‘we are going to be in the minority’ and ‘they are going to take over’ – imposing ‘Sharia law’ and not ‘speaking English’ were regularly made without robust challenge, along with even more sinister statements about Muslims being ‘jihadis’ who are ‘wanting to kill us’ and are our ‘enemies’.


No other community would be spoken about in this way by individuals standing to be Members of Parliament. But for some in the media, Muslims are fair game. The climate has been perfectly poisoned to target British Muslims; to many of us, the far-right racist riots of summer 2024 had been many years in the making. Violence against Muslims started in Southport and swept across the country; Muslim pogroms manifested on our streets.


This violence follows years of demonising from some in government and the media, and comes in a wider context of fear and hate. According to Home Office statistics, in 2022/3, around 44 per cent of religiously motivated hate crime was directed at Muslims. Over the last few years, Muslims have consistently been the most targeted religious group. In June 2022, a survey of a number of mosques and Islamic institutions found that 42 per cent had experienced religiously motivated attacks over the previous three years. Make no mistake, these are real threats.


In November 2023, a far-right teenager named Joe Metcalfe from Haworth, the quaint village once home to the Brontë sisters, was convicted of planning a terror attack on a mosque in Keighley, West Yorkshire. Metcalfe had ‘made a detailed plan to murder Muslims at a nearby mosque while disguised as an armed police officer, record the killings and escape’.


Metcalfe ‘idolised’ Brenton Tarrant, the Australian white supremacist who murdered fifty-one worshippers at Friday congregational prayers at two mosques in Christchurch, New Zealand in 2019.


In 2021 Dean Morrice, an ex-UKIP member and former army driver, was jailed for eighteen years for possession of bomb-making materials. He presented himself as a caring family man and described himself as a patriot and a fan of Nigel Farage. He also revered Tarrant and had made a video of himself with a guitar, strumming along to the gunshots that rang out in the Christchurch terror attack.


Early in 2024, three men appeared at the Old Bailey accused of a far-right terror plot in which they allegedly used a 3D printer to produce a semi-automatic firearm. An Islamic centre in Leeds is said to have been one of their targets. One of the accused is from my home city of Wakefield. (They had not, at the time of writing, entered a plea but they currently enjoy the presumption of innocence and are due to be tried in March 2025.)


Conversations in Muslim homes up and down the country have increasingly become about this hostile climate and their future in the UK. We are scared. We are unsure about our future in our country. Many have made plans to move to other places in the world that they can call home. Many have discussed Plan Bs, and some have started to implement them.


My husband and I have had the conversation too. On one of our regular Sunday walks in Yorkshire, we sat in the courtyard at Nostell Priory for a coffee break. A conversation that started with mere concern took a darker turn as we started to plan investing in ‘alternative assets’ in the event of having to leave the UK, and leave quickly. We recalled how in the 1930s European Jews sewed precious stones into the seams of their jackets. Was it time for us to buy diamonds and keep a suitcase packed?


Growing up in the 1970s and 1980s in Dewsbury, West Yorkshire, my sisters and I would overhear our parents having hushed conversations about plans for when ‘they throw us out’. In later life, we would become part of these conversations, which normally ended with us arguing with our parents and accusing them of being unnecessarily dramatic. Britain was home and had been for our family since the 1950s, when our grandfather arrived. How could anywhere else possibly be home? My parents ignored our protests and did invest in Pakistan, buying a sanctuary house of last resort in the country that their own parents had made their home after the partition of British India at the end of colonial rule in 1947. Since then, three of my four sisters have relented and made the same investment. But I continue to resist.


I refuse to accept that the country both my paternal and maternal grandfathers fought for during the Second World War in Aden and in Burma, a country for whom my great uncle was captured as a prisoner of war in Singapore, a country that one of my children serves in uniform, a country for which my family have a long and proud tradition of protecting is no longer safe for us. I am not prepared to leave a country my family have helped build. Instead of leaving my home, I have chosen to fight for my rightful place in it.


Before we carry on, let me explain exactly what I mean by Islamophobia.


Islamophobia or anti-Muslim racism should not be a new concept. As a country we have over the centuries often found ourselves directing hate and prejudice against those who live with us. Jews have been targeted in these islands since at least the twelfth century, when in 1190 an antisemitic pogrom in York led to the murder of 150 men, women and children in Clifford’s Tower; homophobia in the twentieth century led the state to chemically castrate gay men, including the mathematician, Alan Turing; and anti-black racism led to the brutal killing of Stephen Lawrence on the streets of London in 1993. Islamophobia is simply the latest in a long line of prejudices that Britain is having to come to terms with, define and tackle.


Historically, British governments have not admitted to being sexist when they clearly were – when women were denied the vote, for example – or when they clearly were homophobic, as when a Conservative government under Margaret Thatcher introduced Section 28, or racist when they clearly were shown to be by the immigration rules that led to the Windrush scandal. Just as in previous times those in power were reluctant to acknowledge or challenge bigotry, we should not be surprised that the state once again refuses to acknowledge or challenge this latest form of bigotry.


Each time the bigots justified their prejudices, even rooted them in intellectual arguments suggesting women were inferior, gay men were unnatural and black communities were violent. Battles for equality had to be fought then and they are being fought again now. It seems we never learn from the mistakes of the past.


In 2017 a cross-party group of parliamentarians established an inquiry into Islamophobia which, over a year, held public meetings across the country, took oral evidence in Parliament and received hundreds of written submissions. They heard from a wide range of experts as well as victims and the communities impacted. They concluded that ‘Islamophobia is rooted in racism and is a type of racism that targets expressions of Muslimness or perceived Muslimness’. In other words, it’s anti-Muslim racism. This definition is not theologically based: it protects people, not religion. It has no interest in whether you are a practising Muslim or even a Muslim at all. As the report found, you can be targeted just for being ‘perceived’ to be Muslim.


This definition is criticised by some who argue that Muslims are not a single race and thus don’t deserve the protections we offer racial minorities. But their argument has no awareness that the racialisation of a group has nothing to do with their skin pigment.


This can be seen from long-running and well-documented academic work on racialisation. No one would argue that because Jews come in many shades – indeed as many as Muslims: black, brown, white and others – that they cannot be a race, and that they do not face racial discrimination because of their Jewishness.


Just as stereotypes about all Jews being rich and powerful are examples of anti-Jewish racism, so the stereotyping of all Muslims as uniquely violent, or anti-feminist or paedophiles is anti-Muslim racism.


Some argue that the discrimination cannot be racism because it’s directed at religious belief. But again, we have precedent for this.


Religion or perceived religiousness as a factor in prejudice is not new. Antisemitism is often rooted in religious prejudice, for example when individuals are attacked for wearing Orthodox Jewish clothing or when synagogues and Jewish cemeteries are targeted. These attacks target Jewishness.


One of the examples in the Parliamentary report on Islamophobia came from a Sheffield mother, who gave evidence of her daughter being beaten up by her schoolfriends because she had started wearing a hijab. The attack resulted in the daughter suffering from depression and refusing to return to school. Wearing a headscarf made the girl a target. She was attacked for expressing her Muslimness.


Perhaps the most powerful examples are of those victims who face anti-Muslim racism but who are not in fact Muslim, only perceived to be so. In 2018, Ravneet Singh, a turban-wearing Sikh environmentalist, was attacked outside the Houses of Parliament on his way to visit an MP. The attacker grabbed at his turban and shouted, ‘Muslim go back home.’


In 2015, far-right terrorist Zack Davies was convicted of the gruesome attempted murder of a Sikh dentist, Dr Sarandev Singh Bhambra. Attacking him in a Tesco in Mold, Wales with a hammer and machete, Davies assumed Dr Bhambra was Muslim due to the way he looked and claimed he ‘did it for Lee Rigby’, referring to the off-duty soldier killed in 2013 by two violent ‘Islamists’. (Davies also claimed to be inspired by ISIS killer Jihadi John: violent extremists often have more in common with each other than the people they claim to represent.)


Neither Singh nor Bhambra were Muslim, but both were subjected to Islamophobic attacks.


Some claim that legitimate criticism of Islam could be chilled by claims of Islamophobia. The comedian Rowan Atkinson expressed his fear that religious hatred legislation will smuggle in a blasphemy law and stop people from mocking religion. (Atkinson has also said that Boris Johnson’s description of Muslim women wearing face veils as ‘letterboxes’ was a ‘pretty good’ joke for which no apology was needed.)


Again, these accusations are unfounded. This work was led in Parliament by Wes Streeting, the current Health Secretary and Anna Soubry, a barrister and former Conservative Defence and Veterans Minister. Both oppose blasphemy laws, as do I.


I’ve campaigned all over the world, including in Pakistan, against blasphemy laws and for those accused of blasphemy. These laws are often relics of a colonial past and embraced in more modern times by individuals seeking to establish and entrench their political power. They have little basis in Islam.


But it is also true that ‘legitimate criticism’ can often be used as a disguise for reinforcing stereotypes about a religion and stigmatising its followers, sometimes with deadly consequences.


Professor Tariq Modood, the founding director of the Centre of Ethnicity and Citizenship at the University of Bristol, presents a series of tests to determine whether what we are dealing with is reasonable criticism of Islam or Muslims, or Islamophobia. They provide a helpful prism for drawing a distinction between legitimate debate and targeted racism.




1.   Does it stereotype Muslims by assuming they all think the same?


2.   Is it about Muslims or a dialogue with Muslims, which they would wish to join in?


3.   Is mutual learning possible?


4.   Is the language civil and contextually appropriate?


5.   Insincere criticism for ulterior motives?





The answers to these questions help frame Islamophobia or anti-Muslim racism.


I add my own test to this: swap the community and see if it still feels like an appropriate comment to make.


The debate about ‘Muslim grooming gangs’ is a good issue to subject to these tests. The central tenet is that, over a period of years, Muslim men in northern towns targeted ‘white girls’ for sexual exploitation and that this was somehow a behaviour rooted in their ethnic or religious identity.


It’s an issue highlighted by the award-winning Times investigative journalist Andrew Norfolk. He was credited with uncovering a national scandal but there were serious problems in the racialised way he framed his findings. Concerns were also raised about Norfolk’s portrayal of Muslims in other stories run by The Times, for example one scare story headlined on the front page ‘Christian child forced into Muslim foster care’ that on closer examination fell apart as a scandal.


The ‘Muslim grooming gangs’ issue was exploited by Stephen Yaxley-Lennon, aka Tommy Robinson, a convicted fraudster and stalker who has served multiple prison sentences. In 2019, he was jailed for nine months for contempt of court after filming himself outside Leeds Crown Court while a sexual crimes trial was ongoing. Two Old Bailey judges said he was stirring up ‘vigilante action’.


In Why I’m No Longer Talking to White People About Race, Reni Eddo-Lodge asks why, when we discuss ‘grooming gangs’, we ‘don’t think that their [white male] actions are because of the deviancy of white men. When white men target babies, children and teenagers for sexual gratification, we don’t ask for a deep reflection of these actions from the white male community’, and yet ‘men of colour’s crimes are held up as evidence of the savagery of their race’.


Paedophilia has always tragically been a part of British society, as it has in all societies. Child abuse is an evil that we have been grappling with for centuries. Our response, now dealt with through the criminal justice system, was historically rooted in Christian morality: child abuse was seen as a perversion, a sin rather than a criminal act.


Historically, in the UK the age of consent was twelve until 1875, when it was raised to thirteen, and then to sixteen in 1885. I raise this because the age of consent for marriage in Islamic history (post-puberty) is often cited as a basis for child abuse being an exclusively Muslim problem. But that’s as absurd as suggesting that Christianity has an inherent issue with child abuse because Mary was supposedly about fourteen years old when she was pregnant with Jesus.


A study published in 1958 by a female police surgeon found that of two thousand cases of child abuse in the UK between 1927 and 1954, half the victims were under the age of seven.


Back then, victim-blaming was commonplace. Those from poor backgrounds were not portrayed as innocent. Young girls particularly were viewed as somewhat culpable for the crimes committed against them, and often children above the age of thirteen were seen as having ‘low morals’ needing punishment and moral instruction rather than support.


It’s an approach echoed by some of the perpetrators, seeing their victims as sexually available to them. And while racial slurs were used by some of the ‘grooming gang’ perpetrators, their victims were of all races.


Child abuse has been found in religious institutions, in schools, in sports clubs and children’s homes. Celebrities, politicians, police officers and the military have, at times, been found to be systematically engaged in child sexual exploitation and abuse. Both boys and girls are abused, yet in the UK the perpetrators are overwhelmingly white men.


A 2022 report by the Centre of Expertise on Child Sexual Abuse, based on records of defendants prosecuted for child sexual abuse offences, concluded the vast majority were white: 89 per cent, while 6 per cent were Asian and 3 per cent were black.


Two years earlier, the Home Office’s Group-based Child Sexual Exploitation Characteristics of Offending report found that ‘based on the existing evidence . . . it seems most likely that the ethnicity of group-based CSE [child sexual exploitation] offenders is in line with CSA [child sexual abuse] more generally . . . with the majority of offenders being white’.


The Home Office report makes very clear that there are no grounds for asserting that Muslim or Pakistani-heritage men are disproportionately engaged in such crimes. It warned of ‘potential for bias and inaccuracies in the way that ethnicity data is collected’ with the possibility of ‘greater attention being paid to certain types of offenders’.


This study was commissioned in 2018 by the then Home Secretary Sajid Javid, who had famously tweeted, ‘These sick Asian paedophiles are finally facing justice. I want to commend the bravery of the victims. For too long, they were ignored. Not on my watch. There will be no no-go areas.’


Javid, who was raised in a Pakistani Muslim home, says his ‘family heritage is Muslim’ but that he does ‘not practise any religion’. Quite why he decided to tweet in such an inflammatory way we cannot say, but his own department’s report found that there was no specific ‘Asian paedophile’ problem nor are there any ‘no-go areas’.


Racist tropes are powerful; they can often be internalised by the very communities they seek to malign. Successive Home Secretaries initially refused to make the report public. Javid and Priti Patel claimed that publishing would not be in the public interest and suggested the report was for internal use only.


Clearly the facts and findings didn’t support their rhetoric and weaponisation of the issue; the evidence didn’t further their agenda so it could be ignored.


A Freedom of Information request and a public petition of more than 130,000 people asking for the report to be released led to Patel agreeing to publish. It took a further seven months and yet another change of Home Secretary for the report to at last be made public.


None of this is merely being over-sensitive. ‘Groomer’ has become a dangerous stereotype about Muslim men.


This toxic debate created a climate that resulted in the murder of Mohsin Ahmed, an eighty-one-year-old grandfather, in Rotherham in 2016 by two thugs as he made his way home from prayers. Dale Jones and Damien Hunt stomped on the elderly victim’s head, causing fractured eye sockets and brain damage, while verbally abusing him and baselessly calling him a ‘groomer’.


Brenton Tarrant also painted a reference to ‘grooming’ on his firearms when he slaughtered innocent Muslims in New Zealand. It’s inspired far-right extremist groups; it is a campaign tool for the likes of the British National Party and English Defence League, as well as Reform UK.


There could be no greater public interest for the record to be set straight, for inaccurate tropes and stereotypes to be challenged by fact and evidence, and for the Home Secretary to publish a report that would hopefully make Muslim communities safer. The fact that Javid and Patel resisted, and only released the report after intense public pressure, shows how even in the government department tasked with protecting citizens Muslims Don’t Matter.


Despite the tragic killing of Mohsin Ahmed, despite Home Office evidence that contradicted the notion of ‘Muslim grooming gangs’ being disproportionately represented in child sexual abuse cases, no lessons were learned, with Suella Braverman, like her predecessors Priti Patel and Sajid Javid, continuing to propagate and popularise notions of grooming gangs.


Braverman went even further, falsely asserting that group-based child sexual abuse was ‘almost all British Pakistani men’, a hugely divisive comment subsequently proven to be false and misleading, with the Mail on Sunday having to issue a correction.


A consortium of hundreds of leading British Pakistani business leaders, professionals and community groups wrote to Prime Minister Rishi Sunak in April 2023, asking for a meeting and for him to distance himself from Braverman’s remarks. He did not even have the decency to acknowledge their complaint, let alone respond. The letter was sent on to the Home Secretary’s department to mark her own homework. A follow-up letter was sent three months later, which received a response from a political adviser at No 10, rather than the PM. For Rishi Sunak, it seemed, Muslims Didn’t Matter.


Mohsin Ahmed was not alone in being killed by a far-right attack in an atmosphere of hostility whipped up by politicians and the media. In 2013, Birmingham grandfather Mohammed Saleem was murdered a few hundred yards from his house as he walked home from the mosque by a far-right terrorist called Pavlo Lapshyn. After his arrest, Lapshyn was found to have planted bombs at mosques in Walsall, Wolverhampton and Tipton. The Tipton device was primed to explode during Friday prayers but due to a fortuitous change in prayer time the device exploded when the mosque was deserted. On searching Lapshyn’s home, police found further bomb-making equipment.


Makram Ali, also a grandfather, was killed by far-right terrorist Darren Osborne, who ploughed his van into pedestrians outside the Muslim Welfare House in Finsbury Park, north London during the month of Ramadan in 2017. According to his estranged partner, Osborne had been radicalised by becoming ‘obsessed’ with a BBC docu-drama about a child sex abuse ring in Rotherham and blamed all Muslims.


Mohsin Ahmed, Mohammed Saleem, Makram Ali – all three men are victims of terrorism whose names appear to have been erased from the national consciousness. It seems that Muslims who are victims of terrorist attacks don’t matter.


But these were men like my dad: grandfathers walking to or from the mosque for prayers, murdered simply for being Muslim. These attacks meant that I pleaded with my dad to no longer walk to the mosque in his hometown in West Yorkshire. He now travels by car for what would be a short walk and during late-night prayers is accompanied by a friend or family member.


Islamophobia has poisoned our streets, but it is also found in the most respectable settings: in think tanks, in editorial newsrooms, in the corridors of power and as conversation in polite society. It’s a form of respectable racism, one that some have worn as a badge of honour. ‘My own view is that there is not nearly enough Islamophobia within the Tory Party,’ boasted the Spectator columnist Rod Liddle, and journalist Polly Toynbee has yet to denounce her ‘I’m an Islamophobe – and proud of it’ outburst from 1997.


The late journalist Christopher Hitchens, still a hero in many intellectual circles, once claimed that Islamophobia was ‘only the objection to the preachings of a very extreme and absolutist religion’.


There is a sleight of hand in Hitchens’s argument as he simplifies a fourteen-hundred-year-old spiritual tradition into something ‘extreme and absolutist’ to be dismissed out of hand and then labels any attempt to push back at his views as an affront to freedom of speech. It is, in fact, this very simplification, the narrowing of what Islam is to a set of objectionable practices or ideas, that is the very definition of Islamophobia.


The statement ‘Islamophobia is a word created by fascists, used by cowards to manipulate morons’, posted as a tweet in 2013, has been (mis)attributed to Christopher Hitchens by American Islamophobes Sam Harris and Bill Maher. It has been reposted millions of times on social networks and regularly makes an appearance on Muslims’ timelines.


The truth is Islamophobia destroys lives and livelihoods. It is perpetuated by many with a vested interest in this form of racism being mainstreamed. It is unpopular to call it out and to do so in politics can be career-ending.


From the US to China, from the UK to India, it’s a global issue, a worldwide epidemic, manifesting at worst as genocidal wars and internment camps and at its mildest as hijab-pulling and name-calling.


The seriousness of this phenomenon has been recognised by the United Nations, which warned in 2021 that ‘Islamophobia builds imaginary constructs around Muslims that are used to justify state-sponsored discrimination, hostility and violence against Muslims with stark consequences for the enjoyment of human rights including freedom of religion or belief’.


As of 2022, the United Nations designates the date of the Christchurch Mosque terrorist attack, 15 March, the UN International Day to Combat Islamophobia. Unlike many other UN International Days, the UK chooses not to mark it.


Islamophobia is Britain’s bigotry blind spot.


And against this backdrop we continue to have arguments about the semantics of the word Islamophobia – battles over words have taken precedence over action to root out racism.


Even supposedly well-intentioned liberals have fallen into this trap. Former chair of the Equality and Human Rights Commission Trevor Phillips claimed in 2016 he had only seen one Muslim wearing a poppy at an event shortly before Remembrance Sunday. Many of the African and Eastern European industrial site workers he met on the same day, he said, were wearing poppies. It’s seemingly beyond Phillips’s comprehension that Africans and Eastern Europeans might be Muslim. This lazy stereotyping would be laughable were it not deeply hurtful for the many Muslims whose families served in the world wars, or who continue to serve in our armed forces.


Phillips has vehemently contended, on the one hand, that Muslims cannot be defined as a single race, so therefore cannot suffer racism, yet has himself repeatedly defined Muslims as a single group who ‘are not like us’. He’s said that Muslims may ‘see the world differently from the rest of us’; he suggested that British Muslims are ‘becoming a nation within a nation’; he has said, ‘I thought Europe’s Muslims would gradually blend into the landscape. I should have known better,’ and argued that it was correct for Muslims to be judged collectively. ‘[If] you do belong to a group, whether it is a church, or a football club,’ he told the Guardian, ‘you identify with a particular set of values, and you stand for it. And frankly you are judged by that.’


So, Muslims judged collectively according to Phillips is OK, but not protected collectively?


His comments earned the approval of Tommy Robinson and led to his suspension from the Labour Party. That suspension was quietly and without due process reversed by Keir Starmer’s party shortly after Phillips was offered a Sunday morning political show on Sky and months before being awarded a knighthood having been nominated by Boris Johnson.


A Labour source told the Guardian at the time that the investigation into Phillips was ongoing, but I have to date found no evidence of this probe having been concluded and certainly it has not been made public. Anti-Muslim racism is as much a challenge for the left as it is for the right.


The deliberate obfuscation about what Islamophobia is and what it isn’t is a calculated ploy to keep its normalisation in circulation without hindrance.


On 10 October 2023, referring to the 7 October attack by Hamas in Israel, Richard Ferrer, the editor of Jewish News, wrote, ‘This is plain and simple historic Islamic bloodlust, passed down through the generations from birth.’ This appalling racism repeated the equivalent of the antisemitic blood libel trope. After I challenged him, he changed the word Islamic to ‘Islamist’, and felt that was sufficient. Islamist is a fig leaf of a word with dozens of potential meanings; it is used by Islamophobes, who know most ordinary members of the public take it to mean simply ‘Muslims’.


It was David Cameron, in his more enlightened days, who warned in 2007 that ‘I try not to use phrases like “Islamist terrorist” because I think British Muslims read that and think, “He just means me.” So, we are all trying to find a way through this language issue . . . descriptions more accurate than those that were used in the past.’


The appalling stereotyping by Ferrer has had no consequences. He remains editor of Jewish News and continues to be a commentator on mainstream broadcast channels and to write in mainstream newspapers – because Muslims don’t matter.


Just as the terms antisemitism and homophobia, despite not being linguistically impeccable, are used to indicate a variety of manifestations from discrimination to bigotry to violence against Jewish and LGBTQ+ individuals, so the term Islamophobia, similarly imperfect, can cover the same range of discriminatory manifestations.


This is not mere academic hair-splitting. The story of getting a Conservative government to acknowledge Islamophobia, define it and address it has been a long battle which I will explore in later chapters. But until all our political parties formally adopt the definition, as they have adopted the definition of antisemitism, we cannot fully tackle this latest scourge of racism to infect our shores. We cannot tackle what we dare not name.


In 2022, Aneil Karia and Riz Ahmed’s powerful mix of cinematography, screenplay and rap The Long Goodbye dramatically illustrated the consequences of the normalisation of such hate.


This Oscar-nominated short film is uncomfortable but mandatory viewing. It juxtaposes extraordinary brutality with the ordinary everyday through the story of a far-right attack in a north London suburb.


It portrays the playfulness of a close-knit British Asian family preparing for a family wedding, a scene which for so many Muslims is warm, welcoming and familiar. Yet it ends in debilitating fear when young Asian men on their knees are shot in daylight by a far-right group while both the police and white neighbours ignore their cries for help.


Riz Ahmed uses rap and film to challenge current political narratives on identity and belonging and articulates the uneasy relationship and conflicting emotions that many Muslims feel in relation to their place in Britain today.


The film visualises the fear, anxiety and anger that many British Muslims have voiced to me. It shows the most brutal of hate crimes and what can happen when those tasked with protecting us fail. It’s an uncompromising artistic reflection of Muslim fears – and a brutal depiction of what happens when Muslims don’t matter. 
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