
CHRISTIANS & MUSLIMS IN PUBLIC LIFE 
The Media & Religious Phobias 

DISCUSSION GROUP 2: 
 

Concerns about definitions of Islamophobia 
The defining of ‘Islamophobia’ is a problem which risks stifling freedom of speech and valid 

criticism of Islam in the media 

The following is a record of the discussion in the group and not every point was endorsed by every member of the 
group.  On occasion strong views were expressed and the language in this summary has been moderated to 
reflect the underlying sentiment if not the actual words used. 

Why are we concerned? 

There is a history of poor definitions and semantic debate around such issues.  In particular the International 
Holocaust Remembrance Alliance (IHRA) definition of anti-Semitism was felt to have created problems, mainly 
due to the examples that have been appended to it.  It is feared that these are sometimes used to try to protect 
the Israeli State rather than Jews themselves from criticism.  This has been a particular problem in the British 
Labour party recently. 

This is a problem with definitions and language in general.  Any definition faces the problem of interpretation; 
different people inevitably understand and choose to use a definition in diverse ways for their own purposes.   It 
will be very difficult to construct a definition of Islamophobia that will not be open to semantic debate, 
misinterpretation and abuse. 

Indeed, the very use of the term “phobia” is problematic.  Whilst phobias are irrational fears, there are some 
things that it is not irrational to be afraid of.  So, whilst it is clearly dangerous to excite unwarranted fears 
concerning Muslims as people, there are times when there need to be difficult conversations about aspects of 
some ideologies and interpretations of Islam. 

The definition of Islamophobia proposed by the All Party Parliamentary Group on British Muslims is: 

Islamophobia is rooted in racism and is a type of racism that targets expressions of Muslimness or 
perceived Muslimness 

There are several problems with this definition. Firstly, its use of the concept of race is problematic.  Islam is a 
religion not a race.  Whilst there may be similarities in the lived experience, there are too many differences.  The 
group was, of course, strongly influenced by a Christian Protestant view of religion as choice, which might not be 
recognised, for instance, by historic Christian communities in the Middle East where identities are forged at birth, 
as they are in Islam.  Notwithstanding this, people may still choose to become Muslims or to leave Islam in a way 
which is not possible with race.  Religion is more akin to citizenship (nationality) which, whilst it might be ascribed 
at birth, can later be changed. 

The second big problem with the APPG definition is the use of the term “Muslimness” which is unclear.  What 
does it mean?  Who interprets and decides whether something is to do with Islam or not?  What about those 
Muslims who do not display any appearance of “Muslimness”?  What about disagreements within Muslim 
communities themselves about what constitutes the correct practice of Islam? 

Thirdly, the Muslim speakers reassured workshop attendees that the new APPG definition was supported by 
many academics.  However, there has been at least one open letter, addressed to the Home Secretary Sajid Javid, 
expressing concern about the definition.  The signatories are also academics, some of whom are personally known 
to people in the group including Bishop Michael Nazir-Ali, Baroness Cox, and Tom Holland.  Likewise there are 
apparently some police chiefs concerned about the definition, although others may not be so concerned. 

https://www.holocaustremembrance.com/sites/default/files/press_release_document_antisemitism.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/599c3d2febbd1a90cffdd8a9/t/5bfd1ea3352f531a6170ceee/1543315109493/Islamophobia+Defined.pdf
https://www.ex-muslim.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/islamophobiaopenletter.pdf


Fourthly, the attempt to define Islamophobia should be seen against the backdrop of a historical desire on behalf 
of Muslims to have a law against blasphemy protecting Islam from criticism.  Muslim members of the workshop 
panel did not seem to take this into account when they argued that Muslims are not seeking to protect Islam from 
criticism through this or any other definition of Islamophobia.  For instance, the Organisation of Islamic 
Cooperation (OIC) campaigned in the United Nations up to 2010 to get a resolution on the defamation of religion 
and Muslims were very vocal the time of the debate surrounding the passing of a law on incitement to religious 
hatred law in 2006.  Group members had also personally met and heard Muslims who would welcome a law of 
this sort to protect Islam as a religion.  It was felt that this history has led to distrust of present motives 
surrounding the APPG definition. 

Finally, those involved with interfaith relations in local communities have already experienced how Islamophobia 
can be used as a “trump card” to end proper discussion in local schools and communities.  The accusation of 
Islamophobia, or even the fear of the accusation – which someone has recently called “Islamophobiaphobia” – 
must not be used to restrict important conversations between faith communities.  That said, it was noted that it is 
not always Muslims that use this “trump card” but rather those concerned for political correctness. 

What are the Biblical resources which help us in thinking about this issue? 

There are plenty of examples in the Bible which exhort Christians to treat others fairly and to protect foreigners 
living under their protection.  In the Old Testament the Israelites are told “not to mistreat or oppress a foreigner, 
for you were foreigners in Egypt” (Exodus 22:21).  They are also instructed to give resident aliens an allotment of 
the land as their inheritance (Ezekiel 47:22).  In the New Testament one of the reasons Jesus overturned the 
tables in the temple was that the tradesmen were in the Court of the Gentiles preventing the Gentiles from 
praying in the temple which should have been a place of prayer for all nations (Mark 11:15-17). Later Peter is told 
by God not to consider other people unclean (Acts 10:15), leaving no place for prejudice.  Paul too was aware of 
the need to adapt to different cultural situations being as a Jew to Jews and as a Gentile to the Gentiles (1 
Corinthians 9:19-23). 

At the same time Christians are told to speak the truth in love (Ephesians 4:15).  This includes not bearing false 
witness against your neighbour (Exodus 20:16) but also being aware of falsehood and opposing those with evil 
intent (Matthew 7:15-20).  Whilst Christians are instructed to be as gentle as doves they are also to be as wise 
serpents (Matthew 10:16).  So, it is important for Christians to be involved in this debate and not afraid to be 
critical when necessary.  After all Jesus himself used very strong language in condemning those he believed to be 
in the wrong (Matthew 23:13-39). 

Do we need a definition?  If so, what would be a better definition? 

It is not at all clear that an official definition of Islamophobia is needed.  There are existing laws about hate speech 
and incitement to religious hatred.  Whilst they are hedged around with criteria and caveats, they are there to 
protect freedom of speech.  However, it is understandable that Muslims might still feel that they do not provide 
adequate protection and are not being implemented in their defence. 

In which case it was felt that the Muslim Engagement and Development (MEND) definition on Islamophobia 
would be better than that proposed by the APPG as it does not depend on racism: 

A prejudice, aversion, hostility, or hatred towards Muslims and encompasses any distinction, exclusion, 
restriction, discrimination, or preference against Muslims that has the purpose or effect of nullifying or 
impairing the recognition, enjoyment or exercise, on an equal footing, of human rights and fundamental 
freedoms in the political, economic, social, cultural or any other field of public life. 

In general, would it not be better to create a definition that would apply equally to all religions and ideologies and 
is not exclusive to Muslims and Islam?  Thus, the same definition would protect Muslims, Jews, Hindus, Christians 
and even secularists.   

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Defamation_of_religion_and_the_United_Nations
https://www.christianconcern.com/our-issues/islam/what-is-islamophobia
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Exodus+22%3A21&version=NIV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Ezekiel+47%3A22&version=NIV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark+11%3A15-17&version=NIV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Acts+10&version=NIV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1+Corinthians+9%3A19-23&version=NIV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1+Corinthians+9%3A19-23&version=NIV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Ephesians+4%3A15&version=NIV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Exodus+20%3A16&version=NIV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+7%3A15-20&version=NIV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+10%3A16&version=NIV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=matt+23%3A13-39&version=NIV
https://mend.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/MEND-Approaching-a-definition-of-Islamophobia-More-than-words-Executive-Summary.pdf


For instance, Chris Allen, in a 2017 briefing paper on the topic, models a definition of Islamophobia on that used 
for anti-Semitism: 

Islamophobia is a certain perception of Muslims, which may be expressed as hatred toward Muslims. 
Rhetorical and physical manifestations of Islamophobia are directed toward Muslim or non-Muslim individuals 
and/or their property, toward Muslim community institutions and religious facilities. 

The most important thing is that it has to be a definition that protects the people not their religious system or 
beliefs, although there is obviously a close connection between the two.  Christianity has been attacked for the 
longest time and, whilst we might not like that as Christians, people have the freedom to say what they want.  
Most Christians would not want to restrict that freedom. 

If a new definition were to be constructed, “hatred” would be preferred to “phobia”, “prejudice” to “racism” and 
it would need to spell out the nature of the outcomes:  

Religious hatred is prejudice against followers of a faith which could or does lead to misrepresentation, 
discrimination and violence.   

However, this definition is probably as open to misinterpretation and abuse as any other.  That is the inherent 
problem with definitions. 

 

 

https://wallscometumblingdown.files.wordpress.com/2017/01/chrisallen-defining-islamophobia-home-affairs-committee-briefing-january-2017.pdf

