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Islamophobia: an introduction
Humayun Ansari and Farid Hafez

On 29th November 2009 the construction of minarets in Switzerland was 
banned in a referendum (a majority of 57.5 percent) after Muslims in the 
town of Langenthal handed in a planning application to build a 30ft minaret 
to their prayer room. Ironically, this is a town in which a Sikh temple, com-
plete with ‘a gleaming white crown’ had been inaugurated a year earlier in 
2008 without even a squeak of protest!

The right-wing anti-minaret campaign used posters depicting a woman 
wearing a burqa in front of minarets shaped like missiles rising from the 
Swiss flag. The populist Schweizerische Volkspartei (SVP) cast the minarets 
as a symbol of political power, a prelude to the introduction of Sharia law. Its 
leader Ulrich Schluer declared: “They are symbols of an Islam which wants 
to establish a legal and social order fundamentally contrary to the liberties 
guaranteed in our constitution”.1 Radical feminists argued that the minarets 
were “male power symbols” and reminders of Islam’s oppression of women. 
A local housewife said: “If we give them a minaret, they’ll have us wearing 
burqas […] Before you know it, we’ll have sharia law and women being 
stoned to death in our streets. We won’t be Swiss any more.” Another female 
campaigner, attacking Muslims who condoned forced marriage, honour kil-
lings and the beating of women, warned that the failure to ban minarets 
would be “a signal of the state’s acceptance of the oppression of women”.2

A similar battle was reported to be raging in Germany over plans envisa-
ging one of Europe’s biggest mosques in the shadow of Cologne cathedral. 
The Danes were also engaged in a debate over plans for two similarly capaci-
ous mosques in Copenhagen. Likewise in the United Kingdom mosques 
generated anxieties, threats and fears and became sites of political and cultu-
ral struggle where values and rights were vigorously contested. In April 2008 
Alison Ruoff, a senior member of the General Synod of the Church of Eng-

	 1	“Switzerland risks Muslim backlash after minarets vote”. 29.11.2009 Telegraph.co.uk.
	 2	“Women lead Swiss in vote to ban minarets”. 29.11.2009 Timeonline.
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land and a former nurse and magistrate, called for the building of mosques 
to be banned, on the grounds that more construction would lead to Islamic 
‘no-go’ areas dominated by exclusively Muslim populations living under 
Sharia law.3 In 2009/10 the controversy surrounding mosque building was 
ratcheted up still further by the English Defence League, which, with sup-
port from the British National Party, successfully exploited the growing po-
pular anti-Muslim sentiment. In Harrow, Stoke-on-Trent, Birmingham, 
Bolton and Manchester, it mobilised significant numbers of disaffected peo-
ple to mount campaigns generating much vitriol against local Muslim com-
munities. Interestingly, around the same time, amendments to building laws 
were made in the regional parliaments of two states of Austria—Carinthia 
and Vorarlberg—with the intention of banning the building of mosques and 
minarets.4

Two examples illustrate the nature of this opposition to mosques in Eng-
land. On 27 February 2007, following a sustained public campaign, after 
petitions were raised and signed by 22,000 people, Dudley Council’s plan-
ning committee turned down plans to build a mosque and community cen-
tre on a derelict plot of land. In July 2009, however, following Dudley 
Council’s Appeal, the High Court upheld the Planning Inspectorate’s decis-
ion to grant outline planning permission for the construction of the mosque. 
This decision reignited the anti-mosque campaign with the English Defence 
League spearheading the protests. In April 2010 it rampaged through the 
town with placards that read “Say no to the mosque” and “Muslim bombers 
off our streets”. The national anthem blared from a speaker system while 
demonstrators waved the flag of St. George.5 Then, in Camberley, a town in 
Surrey and more importantly the location of the Royal Military Academy, 
more than 6,500 residents, supported by the English Defence League, signed 
a petition to oppose the application for a planning permission that aimed at 
constructing an ‘outlandish’ building on the site of a listed Victorian struc-
ture that was previously a school.6 The proposal for the mosque, originally 
approved by the local authority, was finally rejected by the local council at a 
packed public meeting. Hundreds had lined the streets to protest against the 
mosque, chanting “Hands off our heritage! We want Justice!” The reasoning 
behind this opposition is interesting to examine. As the 2010 general election 

	 3	02.04.2008 Mail Online.
	 4	Hafez, Farid (2010). Islamophober Populismus.
	 5	03.04.2010 Telegraph.co.uk.
	 6	Comment, Get Surrey 18.03.2009.



	 Islamophobia: an introduction� 9

approached, Michael Gove, the Conservative MP representing the constitu-
ency who, in his provocative book Celsius 7/7, had warned that the West was 
facing a “total war” from Islamists, somewhat opportunistically called for the 
withdrawal of the Bengali Welfare Association’s application on the grounds 
that it had become the target of an “inflammatory and offensive” online 
campaign and was threatening “good community relations”. A British Army 
source contended: “There is a real concern that if this thing gets built, then 
soldiers could be put at risk” (and not only the officers; senior members of 
the Royal Family including the Queen, who was present at the passing out 
parade of her grandson Prince Harry, could also be endangered). With two 
100ft towers, the £3 million building would have had a clear view over the 
military academy, just 400 yards from the parade ground—with the media 
constantly fuelling its image as a source of Muslim violence and terrorism, it 
was reasonable to imagine the prospective mosque to be a potential security 
threat.

Much evidence had thus accumulated by the end of the first decade of 
the twenty-first century pointing to the spread of popular anti-Muslim sen-
timent across Europe and the United States. The wide-ranging Summary 
Report on Islamophobia, published in May 2002, revealed in no uncertain 
terms the prevalence and virulence of anti-Muslim feeling throughout the 
European Union.7 Indeed, anti-immigrant racist parties had been gaining 
ground for some time in almost all European countries. The Dutch Volks-
partij voor Vrijheid en Democratie (VVD), as far back as 1991, had claimed 
that Islam was a threat to liberal democracy and a hindrance to the ‘integra-
tion’ of immigrants. In the late 1990s, Pim Fortuyn (author of Against the 
Islamification of our Culture) introduced a cruder form of Islamophobia, and 
his party, List Fortuyn, gained 17.5 percent of the vote in the 2002 elections. 
The VVD, having adopted most of Fortuyn’s proposals, became the senior 
partner in the coalition government after the general elections in 2010. In 

	 7	Christopher Allen and Jorgen S. Nielsen, Summary Report on Islamophobia in the EU 
after 11.09.2001 (European Monitoring Centre on Racism and Xenophobia [EUMC], 
Vienna, May 2002). The Pew Global Attitudes Project in 2008 found that 50 percent of 
German and 52 percent of Spanish respondents had an unfavourable opinion of Muslims 
as did 46 percent in Poland, 38 percent in France and about one-in-four in Britain and the 
USA. A University of Leipzig survey revealed that 55 percent declared that Arabs were not 
pleasant people (44 percent in 2003) and 58 percent stated that the practice of Islam 
should be ‘considerably restricted’. See Theunis Bates, “Europe’s Identity Crisis Fuels Ris-
ing Anti-Muslim Sentiment”, 18.12.2010 http://jagahost.proboards.com/index.cgi?board=
europeannews&action=display&thread=9699.
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