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Abstract 

Islamophobia and misconceptions or negative portrayal of Muslims have led Muslims in 

Western societies being discriminated by people who hold religious and racial prejudice. 

Against this backdrop, Muslim communities in Britain run a national campaign called “Visit 

My Mosque”. This thesis explores whether the campaign follows the three variables of social 

movements: political opportunities, mobilising structures, and framing processes, as proposed 

by McAdam et al. and Wiktorowicz, to take shape and emerge. Close examination to data, 

collected from interviews with four Muslim activists, reveals themes which point to the 

variables. The regional political context in Europe following the terrorists attack at the office 

of Charlie Hebdo magazine in Paris triggers activists in Britain to launch the “Visit My 

Mosque” campaign. The political climate provides an opportunity for Muslims to take 

collective action. The pressure on Muslim communities, as a result of Islamophobia and 

negative portrayal of Muslims by some sections of the media, provides narratives to transform 

grievances into action. And finally, the campaign emerges due to the presence of the Muslim 

Council of Britain (MCB) which facilitates the campaign and provides support to networks of 

participating mosques. These findings may offer more understanding into the study of social 

movements in general and religious activism in particular.  
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Islamophobia, media’s portrayal of Muslims, mosque, Visit My Mosque 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Despite having settled for decades, Muslims in Britain still face unfounded hostility, a 

phenomenon generally known as Islamophobia. A senior politician from the ruling party says 

Islamophobia “has passed the dinner table test”, implying that hatred and hostility towards 

Muslims are now socially acceptable.1 Islamophobia is seen as normal and uncontroversial. 

Sabri Ciftci (2012) even claims Islamophobia has reached unprecedented levels where the 

general public view Muslims as fanatical, violent, and supportive of terrorism. There have been 

violent crimes committed against mosques, Islamic centres and Muslim organisations; against 

Muslim women wearing hijabs, niqabs or burkas; and against Muslim men wearing distinctive 

Islamic clothes (Lambert and Githens-Mazer, 2013).  

The hostility and hatred towards Muslims are on and off the streets. A report released by The 

European Monitoring Centre on Racism and Xenophobia concludes discriminations affect 

Muslims in accessing jobs, education, and housing. Many Muslims, young people, in 

particular, face limited opportunities for social advancement and experience social exclusion. 

The attitude of some sections of the media does not help. British Muslims are frequently 

represented as threatening to liberal values and democracy; culturally different from the host 

country which creates tensions in interpersonal relations; involve in corruption and crime; 

extremist and are increasingly making their presence felt in the public space (Poole, 2002). 

Within the media sphere, the most common nouns used concerning British Muslims are 

terrorist, extremist, Islamist, suicide bomber and militant. The most common adjectives used 

are radical, fanatical, fundamentalist, extremist, and militant (Moore et al., 2008). A study 

which examines more than 100 public opinion polls shows the public think Muslims in Britain 

 
1 The politician, Lady Warasi, claims Islamophobia is now socially acceptable in Britain: 
https://www.theguardian.com/uk/2011/jan/20/lady-warsi-islamophobia-muslims-prejudice 



 

8 
 

are slow to integrate into mainstream society and prone to support anti-Western values that 

lead many are sympathetic to Islamic terrorism (Field, 2007). 

The government and Muslim communities have taken steps to address the issue, but the public 

attitude towards Muslims seems to become more negative (Allen, 2013). Against these 

backdrops, Muslim communities in Britain launch “Visit My Mosque”, a nationwide campaign 

where mosques open their doors on the same day welcoming the public for tea and tour. The 

campaign is facilitated by the Muslim Council of Britain (MCB), the country’s largest 

association of mosques and Islamic groups, to help the public get to know their Muslim 

neighbours. 

1.1. Aim of the Study and Research Questions 

Scholars have long been interested in exploring religious activism, a specific type of social 

movement, in various countries for years. However, as the “Visit My Mosque” campaign was 

only launched in 2015, it is quite understandable that to date, there are no specific studies of 

this social movement. This study aims to fill the gap in the research and provides more 

understanding of how Muslims activists utilise narratives, mobilise participants, and make use 

of political opportunities to transform societal problems and grievances into collective actions.  

The thesis attempts to find explanations to these questions: 

1. How does religious activism explain the “Visit My Mosque” national campaign in 

Britain? 

2. In what ways does the “Visit My Mosque” national campaign help tackle negative 

perceptions of Muslims in Britain? 

The thesis will also discuss how religious tenets motivate Muslim activists to run the campaign. 

The link between the two might be obvious, but it is still worth looking into this aspect of the 
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activism from the religious point of view. Moreover, ideational and religious cause received 

little treatment in the dominant social movement theory framework (Wiktorowicz, 2002). 

1.2. Disposition 

The thesis is divided into three substantive sections. The first section –Chapter 2 and Chapter 

3—provides the historical background of Muslims in Britain, Islamophobia in Britain, the 

“Visit My Mosque” national campaign, the Muslim Council of Britain (MCB), debates on 

Islamophobia, and representation of Muslims in the media. These two chapters provide 

background and contexts of Muslims living in Britain and the issues they face. The second 

section --Chapter 4 and Chapter 5-- explores the theoretical framework and the research design. 

This study employs social movement theory offered by McAdam et al. and Wiktorowicz to 

unpack the “Visit My Mosque” campaign. Islamic perspectives on activism are also included 

to enrich the analysis and discussions. The data is collected from semi-structured interviews 

with four Muslim activists which then examined and analysed in the last section, Chapter 6. 

Chapter 7 presents the conclusion and offers themes for future research.  
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Chapter 2: Background 

In this chapter, I will set out the historical background on the arrival and settlement of Muslims 

in Britain and the pressing problems they have. The chapter also discusses Islamophobia, the 

brief information about the “Visit My Mosque” national campaign, and  Muslim Council of 

Britain (MCB), the organisation which helps Muslim communities running the campaign. The 

background in this chapter provides broader contexts for analysis and discussion of the 

research.  

2.1. Muslims in Britain 

Muslims have settled in Britain for decades but still face a relative disadvantage compared to 

other religious groups, especially in terms of housing, employment, education, health, political 

representation, religious discrimination, and insecurity.2 Many of Britain’s Muslims trace their 

origins back to uneducated, rural backgrounds in the Indian Subcontinent. Most of the migrants 

arrived in Britain with limited English language skill, worked in areas of long-term industrial 

decline, and resided in communities characterised by multiple deprivations (Gilliat-Ray, 2010, 

p. 128). Muhammad Anwar (2008, p. 130) points out that the achievement levels of Muslim 

children in Britain are generally lower than those of white and some other ethnic group 

children. Using the 2001’s Census and Labour Force Survey as evidence, Anwar concludes 

that “the unemployment rate for Muslim groups was still almost three times as high as the rate 

for white people; in other words, Muslims in Britain still face pressing everyday issues”.  

 
2 The first Muslims documented as having landed on English shores were predominantly North Africans and 
Turks after being freed from galley slavery on Spanish ships by English pirates and privateers in the mid to late 
sixteenth century. Other scholars point out that the Muslims presence in Britain dated back to 1890 (Gilliat-
Ray, 2010; Anwar, 2008). The large-scale of Muslim migration took place after the conclusion of the Second 
World War, especially from 1950 onward, from the Indian Subcontinent mainly driven by economic motives 
(Rex, 1992; Peach, 2005; Baxter, 2006).   
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Muslims suffer the most significant economic disadvantages of any group in society due to a 

mix of discrimination and Islamophobia, stereotyping, pressure from traditional families, a lack 

of tailored advice around higher education choices and scarcity of role models across education 

and employment (Women and Equalities Committee, 2016, p. 5). A study conducted by the 

British government notes that Muslims are more likely than non-Muslims to experience 

neighbourhood deprivation, housing, educational and health disadvantage, and unemployment. 

These factors impact women and young people the most, with many feeling that they have to 

work ten times harder than their counterparts due to cultural differences and discrimination and 

deal with teachers who have either stereotypical or overly low expectations of young Muslims 

(Stevenson et al., 2017). 

However, the issues Muslims facing do not discourage them from involving in various 

domains, such as entertainment and the arts, media, sport, politics, and trade and commerce. 

They have slowly established institutions, organisations, and personalities. Muslims have also 

developed products that arguably suggest the subtle development of a distinctive British 

Muslim “culture” that is becoming rooted in British society, and which adds to the variety, 

complexity and flourishing of life in Britain today (Gilliat-Ray, 2010, p. 235).  

The general election in December 2019 saw a record number of Muslim politicians elected as 

members of parliament. A total of 18 Muslim politicians serve as members of parliament, 14 

from the Labour party and another four from the Conservative party. Hamed Chapman, a writer 

and journalist, argues that the number needs to double to represent the country’s 4.8 per cent 

Muslim population.3 More Muslims have been elected as mayors, the most notable being Sadiq 

Khan, the mayor of London, following his victory in the 2016 mayoral election. Khan, the first 

Muslim to hold the post, took more than 1.3 million votes giving him the largest personal 

 
3 For more analysis and detailed breakdown of the British members of parliament: 
http://muslimnews.co.uk/newspaper/top-stories/record-18-muslim-mps-elected-majority-women/ 

http://muslimnews.co.uk/newspaper/top-stories/record-18-muslim-mps-elected-majority-women/
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mandate of any politician in UK history.4 The prime minister regularly sends greeting on Eid 

day, the most significant religious festival on the Islamic calendar and the “Eid in the Square” 

event has been held in Central London since 2006.5 The gathering and celebration are described 

as one of the key cultural events in London and have attracted more than 25,000 visitors 

according to some media reports.  

The British Muslims contribution to the UK economy is more than £31 billion, according to a 

report published by the Muslim Council of Britain (MCB) ahead of the 9th World Islamic 

Economic Forum (WIEF) in London in 2013.6 The MCB’s report highlights that there are 

114,548 Muslims in higher managerial, administrative and professional occupations. London 

alone is home to 13,400 Muslim-owned businesses, which help to create 70,000 jobs. British 

Muslims are estimated to spend over £1 billion on the halal food industry, according to the 

MCB’s data.  

The Muslims journey in the West seems to reflect the changing notions of identity and space. 

For centuries Muslim scholars divided the world into space for Islam (dar al-Islam) and space 

for war (dar al-harb). However, Tariq Ramadan (2017, p. 243-244) challenges these notions 

saying that the arguments are not Qur’anic, but were formulated to make it possible to 

distinguish between societies where Muslims were in a safe place or in power, and those where 

survival was at risk. But these notions are no longer relevant; they are no longer reflect 

contemporary reality. Muslims often find themselves living in Western societies where they 

can exercise freedom of expression and conscience safely without afraid of being prosecuted. 

 
4 Khan’s convincing victory followed a campaign in which his competitor, Zac Goldsmith, portrayed him as 
“dangerous” and “pandering to extremists”, as reported by The Guardian newspaper 
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2016/may/07/sadiq-khan-elected-mayor-of-london-labour  
5 In 2019’s Eid message, the then primer minister, Theresa May, spoke about British values which united British 
people such as tolerance, respect and selflessness. She also condemned those who spread hatred and fear: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/eid-al-fitr-2019-pm-theresa-mays-message 
6 For more detailed report see https://mcb.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/The-Muslim-Pound-
FINAL.pdf 

https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2016/may/07/sadiq-khan-elected-mayor-of-london-labour
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/eid-al-fitr-2019-pm-theresa-mays-message
https://mcb.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/The-Muslim-Pound-FINAL.pdf
https://mcb.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/The-Muslim-Pound-FINAL.pdf
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Ramadan argues Muslims should call these societies a global area of attestation (dar al-

shahadah). The global world has shattered the old categories. Muslims, whenever they might 

live, have to attest to their faith and ethical principles, observing themselves to become 

committed citizens who are aware of their rights and obligations and accept the culture in which 

they live. Muslims should also actively promote the good. For Ramadan, Islam is a Western 

religion, and Western cultures are now cultures of Islam.   

2.2. Islamophobia in Britain 

Hatred and hostility towards Islam and Muslims are still problems in Britain more than two 

decades after The Runnymede Trust proposed the definition of Islamophobia. Despite efforts 

by both the government and Muslim communities to address the issue, the public attitude 

towards Muslims seems to become more negative (Allen, 2013). Sayeeda Warsi, who once 

held a cabinet minister and was the chairman of the Conservative Party, claims that 

Islamophobia in Britain passes what she calls “the dinner table” test meaning that unfounded 

hatred and hostility towards Muslims are socially acceptable. Islamophobia is seen as normal 

and uncontroversial.7 Her remark was widely quoted by the national press and triggered a 

debate on the subject.8 For Warsi, Islamophobia is real and does exist. She provides three 

instances of Islamophobia: bearded Muslims are terrorists, halal sounds like contaminated food 

and women wearing hijabs are the oppressed members of society. 

Non-government organisations and scholars have recorded incidents of anti-Muslim in Britain. 

In 2010, a team of researchers from the University of Exeter teamed up with the European 

Muslim Research Centre (EMRC) conducted a study which was based on over 12 months close 

 
7 The full text of Warsi’s speech is available at her blog: https://sayeedawarsi.com/2011/01/20/university-of-
leicester-sir-sigmund-sternberg-lecture/ 
8 The excerpt of Warsi’s speech was published by The Daily Telegraph newspaper and was picked by other 
national media in Britain. A debate ensued which appeared to prompt the BBC to ask Warsi for further 
clarification: https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-12235237 

https://sayeedawarsi.com/2011/01/20/university-of-leicester-sir-sigmund-sternberg-lecture/
https://sayeedawarsi.com/2011/01/20/university-of-leicester-sir-sigmund-sternberg-lecture/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-12235237
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engagement with Muslim communities in Britain. The researchers find there have been violent 

crimes committed against mosques, Islamic centres and Muslim organisations; against Muslim 

women wearing hijabs, niqabs or burkas; and against Muslim men wearing distinctive Islamic 

clothes (Lambert and Githens-Mazer, 2013, p. 33). Tell MAMA (2019) recorded 1,282 anti-

Muslim incidents and were contacted over 2,000 times with concerns or inquiries about Anti-

Muslim prejudice in 2018. The project also received reports of 1,891 anti-Muslim crimes and 

incidents from 20 police forces in Britain. It said the rising cases of discrimination, hate speech, 

and anti-Muslim literature indicate that a more general intolerance and hatred is growing (2019, 

p. 6).   

The hostility and discrimination against Muslims in Britain affect Muslim communities’ access 

to education and employment (The European Monitoring Centre on Racism and Xenophobia, 

2006). The Centre, also known as EUMC, gathered data from Western European countries, 

including Britain, provided by official criminal justice bodies, non-government organisations, 

research reports, victim surveys, and the media. The EUMC’s report finds that Muslims in 

Britain are vulnerable to discrimination and manifestations of Islamophobia in the form of 

anything from verbal threats to physical attacks on people and property. The report presents 

research and statistical data showing that Muslims are often live in areas with poor housing 

conditions. At the same time, their educational achievement generally falls below national 

averages, and their unemployment rates tend to be higher than average. Muslims tend to be 

employed in jobs that require lower qualifications, and as a group, they are over-represented in 

low-paying sectors of the economy. Many Muslims, young people, in particular, face limited 

opportunities for social advancement and experience social exclusion and discrimination 

(2006, p. 108). 

Sabri Ciftci (2012) claims Islamophobia has reached unprecedented levels in the West where 

the general public view Muslims as fanatical, violent, and supportive of terrorism because they 
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perceive them to be threatening to their physical well-being and cultural values (2012, p. 307). 

A study which examines 104 public opinion polls conducted between 1988 and 2006 supports 

Ciftci’s claim. It finds the public, as reflected by the polls, thinks Muslims in Britain are slow 

to integrate into mainstream society and are prone to support anti-Western values that lead 

many to condone Islamic terrorism (Field, 2007, p. 447). To be a Muslim in the post-2001 

period is to be held collectively responsible for society’s gravest problems and relentlessly 

scrutinised for signs of extremism and anti-British or anti-Western sentiment (Jackson, 2018).  

2.3. “Visit My Mosque” Campaign 

The “Visit My Mosque” is an annual programme facilitated by the Muslim Council of Britain 

(MCB) and implemented as a national campaign. The first "Visit My Mosque" campaign in 

Britain was launched in 2015, a few weeks after the terrorist attack at the Charlie Hebdo satire 

magazine office in Paris.9 The attack drew international condemnation and similar to the 

aftermath of other terrorist attacks in the past, there was considerable pressure on the Muslim 

communities in Britain. Tell MAMA (Measuring Anti-Muslim Attacks), a national project 

which records and measures anti-Muslim incidents in Britain said there were at least nine anti-

Muslim incidents after the attack in Paris.10 

During the campaign, participating mosques open their door to welcome their neighbours and 

locals from all faiths and none. Mosques in Britain have held open days for years, and anyone 

can walk in at any time of the year. Many mosques organise events where people not of the 

Islamic faith are welcome to attend, and many already host open days regularly. However, the 

"Visit My Mosque" campaign allows mosques to be part of a nationwide event where mosques 

 
9 Two gunmen attacked offices of Charlie Hebdo – a satirical magazine – in Paris, on 7th January 2015, killing 12 
people. Media reports suggested at the time of shooting, the gunmen chanted “Allah is Great” and “we have 
avenged the Prophet Muhammad” in Arabic because the magazine was planning to publish cartoons of the 
prophet of Islam. The French authority named the attackers Cherif Kouachi and Said Kouachi (Sahill, 2017).  
10 See the details of the incidents here: https://i1.wp.com/tellmamauk.org/wp-
content/uploads/2015/07/Charlie-Hebdo.jpg?ssl=1 

https://i1.wp.com/tellmamauk.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/Charlie-Hebdo.jpg?ssl=1
https://i1.wp.com/tellmamauk.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/Charlie-Hebdo.jpg?ssl=1
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can open their door together on the same day. The East London Mosque describes the event as 

an opportunity for people to meet Muslims in their community, find out what it is like in a 

mosque, and “dispel myths perpetuated by the far-right and some sections of the media”.11 

Green Lane Masjid and Community Centre in Birmingham have said that the campaign gives 

members of the local community an engaging insight into the life of the mosque and help to 

promote greater understanding.12  

   Figure 1. Number of mosques participating in "Visit My Mosque" campaign 2016 and 2017 

 

Source: "Visit My Mosque" 2017 official report 

 

 

Figure 2. Number of mosques participating in "Visit My Mosque" campaign 2018 and 2019 

 
11 The 2019’s East London Mosque Ramadan magazine featured an article about “Visit My Mosque” event. The 
online edition can be found: 
https://www.eastlondonmosque.org.uk/Handlers/Download.ashx?IDMF=e3a14d32-320f-479f-b8ab-
825c30b7ec78 
12 An interview with the mosque’s manager about the campaign was published by the local newspaper, The 
Birmingham Mail, which can be read: https://www.birminghammail.co.uk/whats-on/whats-on-news/visit-
mosque-day-birmingham-city-15911224  

https://www.eastlondonmosque.org.uk/Handlers/Download.ashx?IDMF=e3a14d32-320f-479f-b8ab-825c30b7ec78
https://www.eastlondonmosque.org.uk/Handlers/Download.ashx?IDMF=e3a14d32-320f-479f-b8ab-825c30b7ec78
https://www.birminghammail.co.uk/whats-on/whats-on-news/visit-mosque-day-birmingham-city-15911224
https://www.birminghammail.co.uk/whats-on/whats-on-news/visit-mosque-day-birmingham-city-15911224
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Source: "Visit My Mosque" 2019 official report 

During the event, visitors are offered a guided tour inside a mosque and allowed to observe the 

live prayers at midday. Other activities may vary between mosques but typically include live 

recitations of the Qur'an, an exhibition about Islam, asking the imam, henna hand painting, 

children's corner, and free tea and cakes. The Muslim communities ran the first "Visit My 

Mosque" campaign in 2015 with about 20 mosques taking part.13 In 2016 the number of 

participating mosques increased to 94, and 2017 saw the number of mosques jumping to 159 

(see figure 1 for the comparison). By 2018, 238 mosques have participated, and national 

officials including the prime minister, leaders of the opposition, and members of parliament all 

joined in the campaign. In 2019, a total number of 242 mosques took part in the campaign (see 

figure 2).  

2.4. Muslim Council of Britain (MCB) 

The  “Visit My Mosque” national campaign is facilitated by the Muslim Council of Britain 

(MCB). The organisation started its journey from the growing sense of apprehension among 

Muslims in Britain that Muslim communities lacked unity and coordination following the crises 

 
13 A brief background about the “Visit My Mosque” campaign is mentioned on its official website: 
https://www.visitmymosque.org/about/ 

https://www.visitmymosque.org/about/
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in the Balkans and the first Gulf War in the 1990s. After a series of meetings in several cities, 

the MCB was formally formed in London on 23rd November 1997.14 It is the result of an effort 

that began almost from the time of the Rushdie affair when many Muslims lobbying the 

government to ban the Satanic Verses felt their voice was being ignored. They thought “they 

needed to organize; otherwise, nobody was going to listen to them” (Pedziwiatr, 2007).  

The MCB claims to be the largest and most diverse umbrella body for Muslim organisations in 

Britain. It has 500 member organisations including mosques, schools, charitable associations 

and professional networks. From its very inception, the MCB has sought to reflect the views 

of its member organisations who represent a very large cross-section of Britain’s diverse 

Muslim communities.15 Interviews with activists show the MCB can attain power, to promote 

their own goals and eventually influence the policies of the state. Several specific factors have 

enabled the MCB to influence the politics of the state. Some of them are good relations with 

the government, knowledge of ‘‘how Western societies work’’, simultaneous usage of the 

strategy of an ‘‘insider’’ and ‘‘outsider’’, and using the internet and appropriate languages 

while addressing the state and Muslim communities (Pedziwiatr, 2007). One of the general 

factors that have paved the way for the MCB to the corridors of power, Pedziwiatr claims, is 

undoubtedly the politicization of Islam, not only in Britain but more widely in the West. Since 

the attacks in the United States in 2001 and London in 2005, Islam and Muslim communities 

have been very high on the agendas of Western governments. It seems that this situation has 

favoured the Muslim organisations which advocate the belief that there should be more space 

for Islam within the public sphere. 

 

 
14 The brief history of the Muslim Council of Britain ia available on its official website: 
https://mcb.org.uk/about/ 
15 Facts about the MCB can be accessed here: https://mcb.org.uk/about/facts-about-mcb/ 
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Chapter 3: Literature Review 

3.1. Debates on Islamophobia 

Islamophobia is not a new word as it is claimed that the term first appeared in a 1922 essay by 

Orientalist Etienne Dinet (Cesari, 2011, p. 21).16 However, Todd Green notes that it has become 

an integral part of political and public discourse only in the past few decades, mainly to a 

widely-cited study conducted by a British think tank, the Runnymede Trust in 1997 (2015, p. 

9).17 The Runnymede Trust, as paraphrased by Ibrahim Kalin (2011), defines Islamophobia as 

“the dread, hatred and hostility towards Islam and Muslims in consequence of a series of closed 

views that imply and attribute and derogatory stereotypes and beliefs to Muslims” (2011, p. 8). 

In a shorter version, Islamophobia refers to “unfounded hostility towards Islam”. It also refers 

to “the practical consequences of such hostility in unfair discrimination against Muslim 

individuals and communities, and to the exclusion of Muslims from mainstream political and 

social affairs”.18 The Runnymede Trust justifies the urgency of defining Islamophobia as it 

concludes anti-Muslims prejudice grows so considerably and so rapidly that a new item in the 

vocabulary is needed so that it can be identified and acted against (Commission on British 

Muslims and Islamophobia, 1997, p. 4).  

In a liberal and democratic society, it is inevitable that people criticise and oppose opinions 

and practices which they disagree. So, how can one tell the difference between legitimate 

criticism and Islamophobic acts? The Commission on British Muslims and Islamophobia 

suggest a critical distinction between “closed” and “open” views of Islam. It argues that the 

 
16 A report on Islamophobia in Britain by a think tank The Runnymede Trust offers different opinion stating 
that Islamophobia is relatively a new word coined in late 1980s, with its first known use in print being in 
February 1991, in a periodical in the United States (Commission on British Muslims and Islamophobia,  1997, 
p.1).   
17 Scholars attribute the report both to the Runnymede Trust and the Commission on British Muslims and 
Islamophobia (CBMI). Some prefer crediting the Runnymede Trust while others opting for CBMI.  
18 Ibid, p. 4.  
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phobic dread of Islam is the recurring characteristic of closed views. On the other hand, 

legitimate disagreement and criticism, as well as appreciation and respect, are the aspect of 

open views. The Commission formulates eight distinctions between “closed” and “open” views 

of Islam.19  

Table 1. Closed and open views of Islam 

 

Closed views of Islam Open views of Islam 

Whether Islam is seen as monolithic and static Whether Islam is seen as diverse and dynamic 

Whether Islam is seen as other and separate Whether Islam is seen as similar and interdependent 

Whether Islam is seen as inferior Whether Islam is seen as different but equal 

Whether Islam is seen as an aggressive enemy Whether Islam is seen as a cooperative partner 

Whether Muslims are seen as manipulative Whether Muslims are seen as sincere 

Whether Muslim criticisms of the West are rejected Whether Muslim criticisms of the West are debated 

Whether discriminatory behaviour against Muslims 

is defended 

Whether discriminatory behaviour against Muslims 

is opposed 

Whether anti-Muslim discourse is seen as natural Whether anti-Muslim discourse is seen as 

problematic 

 

Source: The Commission on British Muslims and Islamophobia (CBMI) 

Green (2015) claims that this definition is the one most frequently employed in debates on anti-

Muslim sentiment in the West (2015, p. 10). Chris Allen (2010) notes the Runnymede Trust’s 

report has not only significantly influenced the way Islamophobia understood, but it has also 

ensured that Islamophobia gets public and political recognition (2010, p. 15). Abdoolkarim 

Vakil, meanwhile, has said that at the international level, the definition proposed by the Trust 

is widely accepted (2010, p. 36). 

However, academics are still debating whether this is the most common version of the 

definition of Islamophobia or whether the term Islamophobia itself is adopted in the first place. 

Fred Halliday is against using the term Islamophobia as he argues that anti-Muslim racism 

 
19 Ibid, p. 4. 
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targets people, not a religion embraced by the Muslims (1999, p. 898). For Halliday, anti-

Muslimism is a more fitting term. Allen (2010) points out that the term Islamophobia is flawed 

and problematic as it groups all kinds of different forms of discourse, speech and acts by 

suggesting that they all emerge from an ideological core, which is a “fear” or “phobia” of Islam 

(2010, p. 20). 

According to S. Sayyid (2010), in its current formulation, Islamophobia is neither consistently 

defined, deployed or understood. He describes it as “coming off as a nebulous and a perpetually 

contested category”. He concludes the definition has allowed it to circulate widely but 

ineffectively: useful to vent grievances. Still, for others, it is used to pontificate to get the 

attention of politicians and opinion-makers (2010, p. 2). Cesari (2011) notes that the current 

term of Islamophobia is contested because it is often applied to very diverse phenomena, from 

xenophobia to antiterrorism (2011, p. 21). Robin Richardson points out that the disadvantages 

of the term Islamophobia are significant. Some of them are primarily about the echoes implicit 

in the concept of phobia, and others are about the implications of the word Islam (2012, p.4). 

He defines Islamophobia as “a shorthand term which refers to a multifaceted mix of discourse, 

behaviour and structures which express and perpetuate feelings of anxiety, fear, hostility and 

rejection towards Muslims, particularly but not only in countries where people of Muslim 

heritage live as minorities” (2012, p. 7).  

Allen (2013) notes despite the definition and typology having been widely adopted; both are 

flawed (2013, p. 2). In 2017, The Runnymede Trust published a 20-anniversary report, edited 

by Farah Elahi and Omar Khan (2017), revisiting the definition of Islamophobia formulated in 

1997, which referred to three phenomena: unfounded hostility towards Islam; practical 

consequences of such hostility in unfair discrimination against Muslim individuals and 

communities; and exclusion of Muslims from mainstream political and social affairs. The Trust 
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said Islamophobia, in short, is “anti-Muslim racism”. In a more extended version, Islamophobia 

refers to “any distinction, exclusion, or restriction towards, or preference against, Muslims or 

those perceived to be 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” (2017, p. 

1). 

A year later, All Party Parliamentary Group on British Muslims (APPG) conducted series of 

consultations with academic experts, parliamentarians, lawyers, community activists and, 

representatives of the British Muslim communities aimed at finding a definition of 

Islamophobia.20 The group came up with a working definition as follows: “Islamophobia is 

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

Muslimness” (2018, p. 56). However, the British government rejected the definition proposed 

by APPG. Following the APPG’s report, Policy Exchange, a London-based think tank 

published a report authored by Trevor Phillips, John Jenkins, and Martyn Frampton (2019). 

They noted there were severe problems with the APPG approach as it operated through a 

double conflation. First, it conflated the religion: Islam, with people: Muslims, risking 

impending free speech and the Right to criticise systems of belief, including religion. The 

second conflation concerned religion and race. They said: 

By insisting that “Islamophobia” is racism, it blurs the line between two concepts that 

have hitherto been kept apart – for very good reason. The effect is to essentialise 

identity and belief, in a way that again raises serious questions about liberty of 

conscience/belief. What happens, for example, when a Muslim stops being a Muslim: 

does Islamophobia stop applying or is it then possible for Muslims to criticise the 

 
20 The All Party Parliamentary Group on British Muslims was launched in 2017. The Group was established, as 
they described, to highlight the aspirations and challenges facing British Muslims; to acknowledge the 
contributions of Muslims communities to Britain and to investigate prejudice, discrimination and hatred 
against Muslims in the UK.  
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choice (and perhaps call for the death penalty to be applied) and not be Islamophobic? 

(2019, p. 65). 

 

Despite the questions and concerns, as discussed in this sub-chapter, no scholars have managed 

to come up with an alternative term for anti-Muslim prejudice that has received a significant 

following. Most scholars agree that the definition proposed by the Runnymede Trust continues 

to serve at least as a starting point for most studies, discussion and debate on anti-Muslim 

prejudice (Green, 2015, p. 32).  

3.2. Representation of Muslims in the British Media and Misconceptions about Muslims 

Media in Britain almost consistently portray Islam and Muslims in a negative light. John 

Richardson (2001) examined 2,540 articles on Islam and Muslims published by seven national 

newspaper from October 1997 to January 1998 and concluded that British Muslims were 

predominantly excluded from newspaper coverage. When they were included, it was in mostly 

negative contexts. British Muslims’ opinions were either not quoted, or else were quoted in 

such a way as to contrast with, or exclude them from, the position “British”. Richardson 

suggested that the coverage of British Muslims was written from a perspective in which the 

fantasy of “white” is more superior than “others” (2001, p. 239).21  

Brian Whittaker (2002) noted that Muslim representation in the British press could be 

characterised by four very persistent stereotypes that appear from time to time. He contended 

that in the newspapers, Muslims in Britain were portrayed as intolerant, misogynist, violent or 

cruel, and strange or different. Elizabeth Poole (2002) analysed articles on British Muslims in 

four national newspapers – The Guardian, The Observer (the Sunday’s edition of The 

Guardian), The Times, and The Sunday Times – between 1993 and 1997 and two tabloid 

 
21 Richardson (2001) selected the articles published by The Financial Times, The Independent, The Guardian, 
The Daily Telegraph, The Times, The Sunday Independent (The Sunday’s edition of The Independent), and The 
Sunday Times (the Sunday’s edition of The Times). 
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newspapers, The Sun and The Daily Mail, to get an overview on how Islam and Muslims were 

represented in the media. She concluded that “British Muslims were frequently represented as 

threatening to liberal values and democracy; culturally different from the host country which 

created tensions in interpersonal relations; involved in corruption and crime; extremist and 

were increasingly making their presence felt in the public spheres” (2002, p. 84).   

Richardson (2004), using the same research materials carried out in 1997-1998, deployed 

techniques from critical discourse analysis to examine linguistic and social practice in the 

British newspapers and found that Islam was associated with a military threat, terrorists or 

extremists, democratic, sexist or social threat. He concluded that British broadsheet newspapers 

predominantly reframed Muslim culture as cultural deviance and, increasingly it seemed, as a 

cultural threat (2004, p. 232). Poole (2006) examined four newspapers The Guardian, The 

Times and their sister Sunday papers, The Observer and The Sunday Times, in 2003 to find out 

how British Muslims were reported in those four newspapers in the wake of the 11th September 

attack and the war in Iraq.22 The study aimed to compare these outputs to previous coverage, 

which was from 1993 to 1997. She concluded that the newsworthiness of Islam was consistent 

with earlier frameworks of understanding and demonstrated how stories would only be selected 

if they fit with an idea of who Muslims were (2006, p. 101). Amir Saeed (2007) reviewed 

several academic works on Muslims representation in the British national newspapers and 

found out that the media constructed ethnic minorities as the “other”. Muslims were also 

portrayed as alien outsiders to the “British way of life”. Saeed said this construction was rooted 

in ideological thought (Orientalism) and manifested itself in a “new racist” thinking 

 
22 On September 11, 2001, two hijacked airplanes slammed into New York's World Trade Center and another 
into the Pentagon in Washington, DC. A fourth plane flew into the earth in Pennsylvania. Thousands of people 
were killed in an event that forever will be remembered by Americans and people all over the world (Kent and 
Schmid, 2012). 
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(Islamophobia) that suggested that British Muslims were still tied to “foreign” culture of Islam 

(2007, p. 460).  

Kerry Moore, Paul Mason, and Justin Lewis (2008) carried out a content analysis of 974 

newspaper articles about British Muslims in the British Press from 2000 to 2008, a review of 

the visuals/images used in articles about British Muslims in the British Press in 2007- 2008, 

and a series of case studies of stories about British Muslims in the British Press. They found  

“the language used about British Muslims reflected the negative or problematic contexts in 

which they tended to appear”. Four of the five most common discourses used about Muslims 

in the British press, they found, associated Islam/Muslims with threats, problems or in 

opposition to dominant British values. They also found that the most common nouns used 

concerning British Muslims were terrorist, extremist, Islamist, suicide bomber and militant, 

with very few positive nouns such as “scholar” used. The most common adjectives used were 

radical, fanatical, fundamentalist, extremist, and militant. References to radical Muslims 

outnumber references to moderate Muslims by 17 to 1 (2008, p. 3). Moore, Mason & Lewis 

concluded that the visuals used indicated the focus on cultural/religious differences, with 

Muslims seen engaged in religious practice in a way non-Muslims rarely were, and with 

Muslim men being far more visible than Muslim women. They also found that Muslims were 

often identified merely as Muslims rather than as individuals or groups with distinct identities. 

Muslims were much less likely than non-Muslims to be identified in terms of their profession, 

and much more likely to be unidentified, especially in groups. In many cases, the study found, 

these stories published by the British newspapers were written to emphasise their newsworthy 

elements to such an extent that the actual facts quickly became obscured in a tide of outrage 

and condemnation.  De-contextualisation, misinformation and discourse of threat, fear and 

danger were strong forces in the reporting of British Muslims in the UK national press (2008, 

p.4). 
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Paul Baker, Costas Gabrielatos, and Tony McEnery (2013) examined the British printed media 

to find out the role the national press had played in representing Muslims and Islam in the years 

following 11th September attacks in the United States. They believed newspapers played an 

important role in shaping opinions as well as setting agendas regarding the importance of 

specific topics. After reviewing the British national press circulated between 1998-2009, they 

found: 

- an emerging pattern of negative representation, coupled with briefer glimpses of more 

positive or more responsible reporting Islam (p. 19) 

- a significant amount of reporting involved placing Muslims in the context of conflict 

such as terrorism, extremism, and militancy (p. 255) 

- Muslim women appeared to be represented as victims while Muslim men were 

viewed as potential aggressors, with young Muslim men consistently were written 

about in the context of radicalisation (p. 257) 

- Muslim heroes were harder to find in the press (p. 259)  

- in cases when the more hostile sections of the British media gave voice to Muslims, it 

was to show them either as dangerous and unreasonable or as having views that 

matched the newspaper’s ideology (p. 259) 

- there appeared to be a general view across the British media that Muslims were 

newsworthy when they were involved in the conflict (p. 260) 

- some editors were suspected of holding a negative agenda and had been using subtle 

or overt techniques to get their message across to the general public (p. 260).          

Media discourse, in general, is the primary source of people’s knowledge, attitudes and 

ideologies (Van Dijk, 2000). When the discourse is about minority groups, such as Muslim 

communities, and the audience has only limited contact with these groups, the role media as 

the sole provider of the information is even more critical. The negative image portrayed by the 
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media results in Muslims being discriminated by people who incline toward religious and racial 

prejudice (Ameli et al., 2007). 

These literature reviews, covering the British newspapers’ publication from 1993-2009, show 

that the British print media increasingly publish supportive and more balanced views of Islam 

and Muslims (Saeed, 2007, p. 454), however negative representation is still prevalent. The 

situation has led Muslims in Britain to express their concerns about the way Islam is portrayed 

in the media. It is not surprising that Muslims in Britain feel that they are adversely affected 

by such representation (Ameli et al., 2007, p.8). A recent study echoes the finding and 

reinforces a contention that since the attacks in the United States in 2001, there have been 

negative portrayals of Muslims as extremists and Islam as clashing with the Western values 

(Ahmed & Matthes, 2017).  

The attacks in the United States on 11th September  2001, also known as the 9/11 attacks, have 

re-established Muslims as illogical and monstrous others drawing upon the legacy of anti-

Muslim endemic to the European mindset (Allen, 2005). The effects of the narratives are 

Muslims are threatening, and something of a challenge to the modern West (Tania, 2016). 

Muslims also increasingly find themselves identified as either terrorists waging war against the 

West or apologists defending Islam as a peaceful religion (Sardar, 2002). As a result, Muslims 

are treated as a “suspect community” (Choudhury & Fenwick, 2011). In other studies, the 

visible display of Muslim features is connected to increased chances of experiencing daily 

discrimination in the form of verbal violence, harassment and physical abuse (Bonino, 2013). 

Statistics collected by CAGE, a non-government organisation in Britain, support the fact that 

Schedule 7 are applied based on religious and racial profiling.23 In 2014, a team of students at 

 
23 Schedule 7 to the Terrorism Act 2000 states that an examining police officer is empowered with a broad 
range of powers to interrogate, search and detain for up to six hours any person at ports, airports and 
international rail terminals for the purpose of determining if they are, or have been ‘concerned’ in the 
‘commission, preparation or instigation of acts of terrorism’. 
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Cambridge University found that 88 per cent of its sample of those stopped under Schedule 7 

at a particular airport were Muslims (CAGE, 2019). 
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Chapter 4: Theoretical Framework 

This thesis deploys social movement theory (SMT) to analyse religious activism. Scholars have 

utilised SMT to analyse Islamic activism and social movements in various countries. The 

approach is proposed by Doug McAdam et al. (1996) and Quintan Wiktorowicz (2004) and 

consists of three variables: political opportunities, mobilising structures, and framing 

processes. These three elements link together and will determine the emergence of social 

movements, which includes religious activism (Gregg, 2014). The first part of the chapter 

discusses each variable and the second part looks into how Islam views activism. 

4.1. Religious Social Movements 

This thesis defines religious activism as the mobilisation of contention to support religious 

causes, a definition adapted by Quintan Wiktorowicz (2004). This definition is purposefully 

broad and as inclusive as possible, accommodating the variety of contention that frequently 

emerges under the banner of Islam. Doug McAdam, John McCarthy and Mayer Zald (1996) 

offer three variables for Social Movement Theory’s scholars to analyse social movements 

which often transform grievances into mass movements aimed at social or political change. 

The presence of these three variables are necessary for social movements to emerge: political 

opportunities, mobilising structures, and framing processes, all of which will be summarised 

as follows:  

The political opportunities refer to constraints and opportunities, particularly institutionalised 

politics, which shape the emergence and success of social movements. The political 

opportunity variable focuses on how changes in institutionalised politics and informal groups 

with political power explain the emergence of social movements. More specifically, McAdam 

(1996, p.27) presents a list of dimensions of political opportunity, which include: the relative 

openness or closure of the institutionalised political system, the stability or instability of that 
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broad set of elites alignments that typically undergird a polity, the presence or absence of elite 

allies, and the state’s capacity and propensity for repression. Sidney Tarrow (1996, p. 54) 

argues that political opportunity refers to consistent --but not necessarily formal, permanent, or 

national-- signals to social or political actors which either encourage or discourage them from 

using their internal resources to form social movements. For Anthony Oberschall (1996, p. 94) 

political opportunities are also influenced by an international environment, as shown in 

democracy movements in Eastern Europe in the late 1980s and early 1990s. Observers 

emphasize the importance of the “Gorbachev factor” in spurring the democracy movements in 

the region by sending signals that he welcomed the reforms.  

The second variable, mobilising structures, are those collective vehicles, formal and informal, 

through which people mobilise and involve in social movements. The mobilising structures are 

built on two sub-theories: resource mobilisation theory (RMT) and social movement 

organisations (SMOs). The RMT investigates the types of resources available and how they 

are utilised for mobilisation. The SMOs look for the mechanism on how formal and informal 

groups and networks facilitate social movements. This mobilising structures variable focus on 

the process of mobilisation for the conditions under which social movements to emerge. 

The last variable, framing processes, explain the role of narratives in the formation of social 

movements. Framing, in this context, is defined as the conscious strategic efforts by groups of 

people to fashion shared understandings of the world and of themselves that legitimate and 

motivate collective action. This variable includes aspects of social movements such as identity, 

symbols, cultural values and norms, ideology and shared meaning. McAdam, McCarthy and 

Zald conclude at minimum people need to feel aggrieved about some aspects of their lives and 

optimistic that collective actions can redress the problems. Framing processes create the 

condition through which individuals or group of people who join a movement share common 

meaning and purpose. Taken together, Social Movement Theory (SMT) posits that political 
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opportunities, mobilising structures, and framing processes explain the necessary conditions 

that transform grievances into activism (Gregg, 2014, p. 243).  

Wiktorowicz (2004) offers a similar theory with slightly different terms: mobilisation process, 

which includes resource availability, framing resonance, and shifts in opportunity structures. 

Resource mobilisation theory (RMT) views movements as rational, organised manifestations 

of collective actions rather than considering movements as irrational or psychologically 

deprived individuals who join in response to structural strains. Wiktorowicz contends, for 

RMT, resources and mobilising structures, such as formal social movement organisations 

(SMOs), are essential to collectivise what would otherwise remain individual grievances. As a 

result, movements are not seen as irrational outbursts aimed to put away psychological distress, 

but as organised contention built on mechanisms of mobilisation that provide strategic 

resources for sustained collective action. Most research on Islamic activism, according to 

Wiktorowicz, does not directly address RMT debates; however, scholars highlight the 

importance of organisational resources. Mosques, Islamic nongovernmental organisations, and 

professional and student association all play an essential role in the mobilisation process.  

Frames represent ideational factors that offer tools for making sense of experience and events 

in daily lives. These ideational factors are critical in the production and dissemination of 

movement interpretations and are designed to mobilise participants and support. Building on 

works of David Snow and Robert Benford, Wiktorowicz identifies three core framing tasks for 

social movements. First, movements construct frames that diagnose a condition as a problem 

in need of redress. Second, movements offer solutions to the problem, including ways or 

strategies intended to serve as remedies to deal with injustice. Third, movements provide a 

rationale to motivate support and collective action. Motivational frames are needed to convince 

potential participants to actually involve in activism, hence potentially prompting individuals 

into movements participants. When a movement frame draws on local cultural symbols, 
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language, identity, it is more likely to attract constituents and enhance mobilisation. 

Wiktorowicz describes this dimension as frame resonance. Within the sphere of Islamic 

movements, production of meaning and concomitant framing processes are heavily used. The 

use of framing by Islamic groups reflects the cultural and conceptual components of 

contentious politics. It is concluded that, while frames alone do not explain every aspect of 

collective action, they are critical interpretative devices to translate grievances and perceived 

opportunities into the mobilisation of resources and movement activism (2004, p. 19).  

Mobilisation processes and framing resonance are essential, but a social movement needs 

opportunities to emerge. Wiktorowicz contends that social movements do not operate in a 

vacuum; they belong to a broader social environment and context characterised by fluid 

configurations of enablements and constraints. While scholars call this variable as political 

opportunity structures, Wiktorowicz believes in practice these structures include cultural, 

social, and economic factors as well (2004, p. 14). 

The thesis explores religious activism to help tackle Islamophobia and negative perceptions of 

Muslims in Britain. Some scholars relate the Islamophobia and negative portrayal of Muslims 

in Western countries to Orientalism. Edward Said proposed the theory in 1978, where he 

opened a discussion about the way the West had imagined the Arab and the Islamic world. Said 

argues that Western studies of Islam suffer from four dogmas. First, the absolute and systematic 

difference between the West --which is rational, developed, humane, superior-- and the Orient, 

which is aberrant, undeveloped, and inferior. Second, the abstractions about the Orient, 

particularly those based on texts representing a classical Oriental civilisation, are always 

preferable to direct evidence drawn from modern Oriental realities. Third, the Orient is eternal, 

uniform, and incapable of defining itself; therefore it is assumed that a highly generalised and 

systematic vocabulary for describing it from a Western standpoint is inevitable and even 

scientifically “objective”. Fourth, the Orient is at bottom something either to be feared or to be 
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controlled by pacification, research and development, or occupation (1978, p. 300-301). Said 

(1985) also argues that European domination took not only political and economic forms but 

also a cultural form. The domination offered the construction of a discourse of Orientalism 

(Europe, the West, us) and the Orient (the East, them or other). He contends that in this context, 

Islam was regarded as medievally backward. These arguments may explain why some 

members of the public and some sections of the media in the West think Muslims are threats 

to liberal values and democracy.  

However, Mohammad Samiei (2010) is against the arguments saying that the world has 

changed since the 1980s. The growing presence of Muslims in the West and the globalisation 

and communication revolutions of the 21st century, in essence, have shattered Orientalist 

dogmas. Despite criticisms, Orientalism provides a wealth of resources and historical 

documentation on how the West constructs knowledge of the Orient (Saeed, 2007, p. 448). 

Meanwhile, Sardar claims that Orientalism is very much alive in contemporary cultural 

practice, and all of its central tropes have been seamlessly integrated into modernity (1999, p. 

107).  

4.2. Islamic Perspectives on Activism 

Religious social movements, a specific type of social movements, involve contentions and 

mass mobilisation that draw from religious resources in some cases, further religious aims 

(Gregg, 2014). Religiously inspired movements, in general, are strongly driven by spiritual 

visions of the good society (Wiktorowicz, 2002, p. 208). Religion is a useful tool for 

mobilisation and also informs framing and goals for which social movements fight for. 

However, ideational and religious cause received little treatment in the dominant social 

movement theory framework (Wiktorowicz, 2002). Ideological beliefs can structure individual 

world-views and influence the kinds of cognitively recognised choices to respond to particular 
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conditions. This thesis incorporates how Islam views activism to provide another perspective 

to understand activism and social movements by Muslim communities.  

Islam is deeply embedded in the lives of many Muslims, and the majority of Muslims view life 

through “sacred lenses” (Abu-Raiya, 2013, p. 684). Muslims will give their best efforts to make 

sure every action, whether personal or communal, is in line with the Qur’an and the sunnah 

(Ruthven, 1997, p. 21; Ramadan, 2009, p. 12).24 For Muslims, the ultimate goal is to engage 

with the Qur’an and put it into day-to-day’s life (Sardar, 2006, p. 49). The Qur’an serves as 

guidelines for the Muslim community, transcending time and space (Esposito, 2003, p. 256). 

Esposito notes that the Qur’an is considered to be the ultimate authority in all matters about 

Islam. It provides the basic tenets of the faith, the principles of ethical behaviour, and guidance 

for social, political, and economic activities. In short, Islam is a social and political faith 

(Sardar, 2006, p. 80) and encourages Muslims to involve in activism (Abdel Haleem, 2016). 

As a community, Muslims have the moral mission to create an ethical, social order, that is, 

fulfilling the Qur’anic mandate (Smith & Burr, 2007, p. 124). The “lesser jihad” or struggle 

for justice, Smith & Burr argue, requires political-social activism. For Muslims, belief must 

lead to action in the world. 

 

  

 
24 Apart from putting the Qur’anic guidance into practice, Muslims are supposed to follow what the Prophet 
Muhammad did. Muslims pray the way the Prophet prayed, perform their ablutions as he did, etc. The 
Prophet’s actions and sayings are called the Sunnah. More on this please see Sardar (2006).  
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Chapter 5: Method 

5.1. Case Study 

As mentioned in Chapter 1, this thesis seeks to find out how religious activism explains the 

“Visit My Mosque” national campaign in Britain and in what ways the campaign helps to tackle 

Islamophobia and negative perceptions of Muslims. The “Visit My Mosque” campaign is 

treated as a case study, a design of inquiry in which researchers develop an in-depth analysis 

to investigate a contemporary phenomenon within its real-world context, especially when the 

borders between phenomenon and context may not be clearly present (Cresewell and Creswell, 

2018, p. 14; Woodside, 2010; Yin 2008). The particular strength of qualitative case study 

research is its ability to study a case in-depth (Blatter, 2018).  

There are three different views on case studies: naturalism, positivism, and constructivism 

(Blatter, 2008, p. 69). Naturalists want to generate practical and detailed knowledge, positivists 

aim at establishing concepts and models that allow predictions, and constructivists seek to 

contribute and check a theoretical discourse. This thesis falls within a constructivist view as it 

aims to study how religious activism explains the campaign by Muslim communities in Britain.  

5.2. Semi-Structured Interviews 

The thesis uses data collected from semi-structured interviews with four Muslim activists in 

Britain. One activist serves as an official at the Muslim Council of Britain (MCB), and three 

other activists are members of three different mosque committees. Interviews are commonly 

used and reliable qualitative research method as they allow researchers to produce rich and 

varied data set on people’s experiences, opinions and feelings in a less formal setting (Kitchin 

and Tate, 2013, p. 213). Interviews are also commonly conducted in a semi-structured way to 

elicit values, intentions and ideals as well as discussing issues that are meaningful to them 

(Kallio et al., 2016). A semi-structured interview, in practical term, is similar to a loosely-



 

36 
 

structured conversation, which allows discussion to be shaped by the participants around key 

themes.  

In social movement research, the relative scarcity of systematic collections of documents or 

reliable databases makes in-depth interviews more critical. Interviews with activists are a 

common strategy for gathering data on current social movements (Blee, 2013). Interviews are 

often used to reveal information on specific aspects of movement from mobilisation strategies 

to internal dynamics (della Porta, 2014). In general, interviews are an ideal way to establish the 

importance of agency or ideational factors, such as culture, norms, ethics, perceptions, learning, 

and cognition (Rathbun, 2008). These are the kind of data the thesis needs to gather from the 

study of the “Visit My Mosque” campaign.  

Deciding the number of interviewees is guided by the work of Oliver C. Robinson (2014) by 

taking into account what is ideal and what is practical. It is argued that interview research that 

has an idiographic aim typically needs a sample size that is sufficiently small for individual 

cases to have a locatable voice within the study, and for an intensive analysis of each case to 

be conducted. Therefore, researchers are given a guideline of 3 to 16 participants for a single 

study, with the lower end of that spectrum suggested for undergraduate projects and the upper 

end for larger-scale funded projects (Robinson, 2014, p. 29).  While there is no magic number, 

the criterion most often adopted is that of the saturation of knowledge. This approach dictates 

researchers to stop when they encounter diminishing returns; when the information obtained is 

redundant or peripheral or when the data collected adds too little to what they already know to 

justify the time and cost of interviewing (Weiss, 1994).  

In this study, the interviewees are recruited from mosque communities in Britain where a 

contact provides another potential interviewee, a method known as snowball sampling. The 

technique has been widely used in qualitative sociological research where a chain referral 
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sample, or snowball sample, is created through a series of referrals that are made within a circle 

of people who knows one another (Kotz et al., 2006). Out of four interviewees, three were 

conducted over the phone in March and April 2020. The initial plan was to have all the 

interviews in person. However, the coronavirus pandemic, which started in March 2020, made 

it harder to have one-on-one interviews. The British government, as with many authorities in 

Europe, has implemented lockdowns. The restriction to suppress the spread of the virus in 

Britain were relaxed in October 2020, making the in-person interview with the fourth Muslim 

activist was possible.  

5.3. Working with the Data and Application of Theory 

The data is collected through interviews with four Muslim activists: Hassan Joudi of the 

Muslim Council of Britain (MCB), Sufia Alam of the East London Mosque (ELM), Ivan 

Mathers of Muslim Welfare House of Sheffield (MWHS), and Imam Ali Omar of Greenwich 

Islamic Centre (GIC). All interviews were conducted in English and recorded with an 

electronic device. The audio files of the interview were transcribed by using an online service 

called “otter”.25 Transcriptions were then checked against the recorded interviews. The next 

step was conducting the analysis which involved: a close examination of the data; identifying 

important topics in each interview; comparing and contrasting material in all interviews; and 

creating a list of key themes.  

The processing of data analysis followed Anselm Strauss and Juliet M. Corbin’s work (1990), 

who suggest three steps of data coding: a preliminary open coding, a more elaborate “axial 

coding”, and a focused “selective coding”. The aim of open coding is, to “open up the inquiry” 

by scrutinizing the data—like transcripts of in-depth interviews—to assign labels and to 

portions of the documents under investigation. Open coding allows the researcher to explore 

 
25 The transcription process was done through this online service: http://otter.ai 
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the data while keeping a somewhat open mind, receptive to all the clues and hints that the data 

might provide. During the phase of “axial coding”, the researcher recomposes the fragments of 

data obtained through open coding where the focus of the analysis moves from the specific 

portions of data to the broader relationships between the codes. In the next step, the “selective 

coding”, as the name implies, researchers focus only on a selected “core category”. Focused 

coding imparts codes that are more abstract than those obtained through open coding, referring 

to categories that recur systematically in the data set and evoke more general themes around 

which the analysis develops (Charmaz, 2002). 

When conducting a close examination of the interview data, topics were identified and 

subsequently categorised into three groups and linked them to theories of religious activism as 

proposed by McAdam et al. and Wictorowicz. These scholars offer three variable for the 

emergence of religious activism: framing processes, mobilising structures, and political 

opportunities. The naming of the categories follows the term of variables mentioned above.  

5.4. Ethical Considerations 

There are several issues in social movement research, one of which relates to the results of the 

study. Richard Flacks (2005) contends “if your research was focused on the relatively 

powerless and disadvantaged, you had an ethical obligation to enable them to use the results; 

the study of social movements ought to provide movement activists with intellectual resources 

they might not readily obtain otherwise”. Many studies point out, as mentioned in previous 

chapters that Muslims in Britain still face discrimination and are viewed as culturally deviant 

and having an extreme ideology. This thesis aims at broadening understanding of Muslim 

communities.  

Another issue relates to safety as the question of risk surfaces at different stages in project 

research. It is crucial to protect the activities and identity of the research objects. In some 
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scenarios, the collection of information may be potentially detrimental to the activities and 

harmful to groups who involve in social movements (Milan, 2014, p. 448). However, this thesis 

takes a different approach as the three out of four interviewees –Hassan Joudi, Sufia Alam, and 

Imam Ali Omar-- are known to the public. Media and the local authority have quoted them on 

the “Visit My Mosque” campaign and other events.26 The fourth interviewee, Ivan Mathers, 

has run activities in his mosque and is known to the locals. When they were approached for the 

interviews, it was mentioned that the information was eventually open to the public. It was also 

clear that their names would be mentioned in the thesis. The safety consideration is taken into 

account, but the political climate in Britain does not pose physical threats to the interviewees. 

Konrad Pedziwiatr (2007) took the same approach when researching the roles of the MCB in 

influencing policies in Britain. He conducted in-depth interviews with 12 Muslim activists and 

journalists, all of whom have their names mentioned in his publication.   

In qualitative research, the inquirer needs to explicitly identify his or her biases, values and 

personal background that shape the interpretation formed during the study (Creswell and 

Creswell, 2018, p. 183-184). I am a born Muslim and have been a part of Islamic activism to 

some extent in the past ten years. I have also studied Islam since the age of primary school and 

taken part in many Islamic discussions. My past and present experiences may shape the 

interpretation of the data. However, my background can help to present the debates more 

accurately because I have the background information on Islam and Muslim communities. I 

am also aware of the pitfall of “insider researchers”, a kind of inquirer who shares a particular 

characteristic such as gender, ethnicity or culture (Mercer, 2007). In this thesis, the author and 

 
26 Hassan Joudi, Sufia Alam and Imam Ali Omar have given statements to media, which can be found here: 
https://www.newsshopper.co.uk/news/17488305.greenwich-islamic-centre-open-day-huge-success/ and 
here: https://eastlondonnews.co.uk/islamic-relief-and-mosque-distribute-qurbani-meat/ and here: 
https://www.eastlondonmosque.org.uk/news/east-london-mosque-hosts-hundreds-visit-my-mosque-2019 
and here: https://mcb.org.uk/press-releases/new-zealand-terrorist-life-sentencing/ 

https://www.newsshopper.co.uk/news/17488305.greenwich-islamic-centre-open-day-huge-success/
https://eastlondonnews.co.uk/islamic-relief-and-mosque-distribute-qurbani-meat/
https://www.eastlondonmosque.org.uk/news/east-london-mosque-hosts-hundreds-visit-my-mosque-2019
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the interviewees each other’s experiences and world views. These pitfalls were balanced by 

challenging the interviewees’ assumptions.   
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Chapter 6: Analysis and Discussion  

This thesis aims at exploring the “Visit My Mosque” national campaign in Britain, whether it 

follows the three variables of social movement theory proposed by McAdam et al. (1996) and 

Wiktorowicz (2004). In this analysis, themes of the interviews are examined, tied to the 

variables of the social movement theory and discussed with relevant background and literature. 

The last part of the chapter explores how the campaign helps to dispel Islamophobia and 

negative perceptions of Muslims.  

6.1. Framing Processes: Islamophobia Narrative 

Framing processes or framing resonance refers to narratives which help trigger and mobilise 

religious activism or a social movement (McAdam et al., 1996; Wiktorowicz, 2004). Actors 

make use of narratives to legitimate as well as motivate participants to join collective action. 

Narratives are an essential interpretative device to translate grievances into activism. For the 

Muslim communities in Britain, the narratives which trigger the “Visit My Mosque” campaign 

is the pressure in the Muslim communities as a result of hatred and hostility towards Muslims.  

I think there have been some discussions about what nationally we can be doing to 

challenge Islamophobia in general … There is so much pressure, so much stress on 

Muslim community, we have to show the local society, British people, the real face 

of Islam, and not what they see all this rubbish in the media about terrorists. (Hassan 

Joudi) 

The rhetoric was some people did not understand Islam. There was a misconception 

about Islam, about Islamic tradition, and Islamic rituals, etc. The general opinion was 

that [all] Muslims were extremists, that [all] Muslims were terrorists. (Sufia Alam) 

Joudi and Alam’s interview reveals the “pressure narrative” in the Muslim communities which 

need remedies. Joudi says “… so much pressure, so much stress … not what they see all this 

rubbish in the media about terrorists”.  Since attacks in the United States in 2001 and the 

subsequent attacks in London, Paris, and Barcelona – to name a few—Muslim communities in 

Europe have been put under a spotlight. The media, instead of focusing on some individuals 
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who launch the attacks, single out the whole Muslim community as the party to blame.  Sufia 

says: “The general opinion was that [all] Muslims were extremists, that [all] Muslims were 

terrorists.” The blanket policy approach understandably put tremendous pressure on Muslim 

communities.  

Anti-Muslim incidents spike whenever a terrorist attack occurs, as shown by several studies 

(Tell MAMA, 2019; The European Monitoring Centre on Racism and Xenophobia, 2006; 

Lambert & Githens-Mazer, 213). The researchers find there have been attacks on mosques and 

Islamic centres. Women wearing hijabs and Muslim men donning distinctive Islamic clothes 

were targeted. Data collected by Tell MAMA shows the rising instances of discrimination, hate 

speech, and anti-Muslim literature. Tell MAMA says the trend indicates a more general 

intolerance and hatred is growing. Academic and nongovernmental studies show the counter-

terrorism policy, since 2001, has put tremendous pressure on Muslim communities. The 

measures contribute to a broader sense among Muslims that they are treated as a “suspect 

community” and targeted by authorities simply because of their religion, creating a climate of 

fear and suspicion towards them (Choudhury & Fenwick, 2011). As Joudi says, the situation 

needs a remedy, that Muslim communities to do something to “challenge Islamophobia in 

general”. It fits the argument of framing tasks that social movements offer a solution to the 

problem.  Wiktorowicz (2004) says one of the three core of framing tasks is to diagnose a 

problem in need of redress. 

Examination of the interviews shows another theme of framing processes: how the media in 

Britain portray Muslim communities in a negative light.  

The media in Britain also seems increasingly very biased. They have an agenda to try 

to portray Muslims in a negative light. Many reports and studies show Muslims are 

statistically more likely to be shown in a negative light in the press compared to people 

of other minority faiths. So there is a bias in the media as well, which accelerates this 

effect. (Hassan Joudi) 
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You have some terminologies, which the media use [such as] terrorist Islam, or 

Islamic [terrorists] or things like that, which do not help. And they do not describe 

who I am; they do not describe who my wife is, they do not describe who my children 

are, they do not describe the many people who come to the mosque today. Muslims 

come to the mosque to worship God. It is not what the media portray them. And so I 

feel that there bias in the media that needs to be corrected. Media need to report 

precisely what Islam or at least counter that balance by getting to listen to us, the 

imams, and the listen to Muslims. (Imam Ali Omar) 

 

The notion that the media’s negative portrayal of Muslims is a strong narrative. It is relatable 

as Muslim communities who follow the news will easily find how media portray them as 

radicals, extremists or fanatics. As shown on various academic studies, media in Britain almost 

consistently portray Muslims in a negative light (Richardson, 2001; Poole, 2002; Richardson, 

2004; Poole, 2006; Saeed, 2007; Moore et al., 2008; Baker et al., 2013; Ahmed and Matthes, 

2017).   

Media play essential roles in society, and in general, they are the primary source of people 

knowledge, attitudes and ideology. Their roles even more critical when the discourse is about 

minority groups, such as the Muslim community when the audience only has limited interaction 

with this group (Van Dijk, 2000). In other words, when social contact with the minority groups 

is limited, knowledge about ethnic affairs was derived from the media. During the interview, 

Omar says the media “do not describe who I am; they do not describe who my wife is, they do 

not describe who my children are, they do not describe the many people who come to the 

mosque today”. Omar’s statements underline the assumption that the media’s portrayals of 

Muslims are not entirely accurate.  

Another concern is about impartiality. Joudi says: “The media in Britain also seems 

increasingly very biased. They have an agenda to try to portray Muslims in a negative light.” 

Omar, meanwhile, says: “Media need to report precisely what Islam [is].” Studies seem to back 

up this assessment. An Editor for a national newspaper acknowledges that newspapers in 
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Britain persistently view Muslims as intolerant, misogynistic, or cruel, and strange or different 

(Whittaker, 2002). Whittaker says media tend to write about Muslims when they cause trouble. 

The negative stories often come from foreign countries; however, they still have some effect 

on readers’ perception of Muslims in Britain. The negative image portrayed by the media may 

result in Muslims being discriminated by people who incline towards religious and racial 

prejudice (Ameli et al., 2007).  

Scholars have provided the root for the problems: Orientalism (Said, 1978). For Orientalists, 

Muslims are aberrant, undeveloped, and inferior. Muslims in the West are the “other” who are 

threats to liberal values and democracy. Unfortunately, these views are very much alive in 

contemporary cultural practice (Sardar, 1999). Islamophobia, negative representation of 

Muslims by the media, and misconceptions about Muslims are all sources of concern. Studies 

show Muslims suffer the most significant economic disadvantages of any group in society due 

to a mix of discrimination and Islamophobia, stereotyping, a lack of tailored advice around 

higher education choices and scarcity of role models across education and employment. These 

situations are the very grievances which can be transformed into activism.  

6.2. Mobilising Structures: Umbrella Organisation and Mosque Network 

Mobilising structures are collective vehicles, both formal and informal, through which people 

mobilise and involve in social movements (McAdam et al., 1996). This variable is built on the 

resource mobilisation theory (RMT) and the social movement organisations (SMOs) theory. 

The RMT examines the types of resources available, whilst SMOs looks for the mechanism on 

how groups and network facilitate social movements.  

 The “Visit My Mosque” national campaign is facilitated by an umbrella organisation called 

the Muslim Council of Britain (MCB).  
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Our focus was that we would do a national campaign. We had this discussion early on 

with the MCB. (Sufia Alam)     

The MCB spearheaded the campaign in 2015 and continue to do so until the last iteration in 

2020. Some mosques have open days, but they do it in different times. As the event is held 

locally, the impact may be limited.  

[The MCB] helps to give the campaign whereas before it was isolated and happened 

in different cities, in various towns in different places of the year. It might have an 

impact locally, but there wasn't as much of an impact nationally. With a bit of 

facilitating from MCB, we helped to turn all these local efforts, by these mosques, the 

volunteers doing good work locally, we helped to give it a bit more of a national 

platform. (Hassan Joudi) 

There are many mosques across the country, about 2,000 mosques, and a small 

number of them have done open days already. They didn't call it "Visit My Mosque", 

they would just call it my mosque is open. Some of the mosques call it "Tea and Tour". 

It is a very British thing to have a cup of tea and meet some new people over a cup of 

tea. It scattered in different cities, in different towns and various parts of the year. So 

there have been open days before [held by some mosques]. MCB helped to turn these 

local efforts into a national campaign to give it more national prominence and created 

a brand, which is now recognised today as "Visit My Mosque". (Hassan Joudi) 

When the campaign was first launched in 2015, only around 20 mosques took part. In 218, the 

number of participating mosques jumped to 238, and in 2019 at least 242 held the open day. It 

shows the power the MCB have in mobilising mosque in Britain. It should not come as a 

surprise as research on Islamic activism find mosques and Islamic nongovernmental 

organisations play a critical role in the mobilisation process (Wiktorowicz, 2004).  

The MCB are able to ask mosques to join the national campaign because they know how 

societies in the West work and understand the Muslim communities in Britain (Pedziwiatr, 

2007). They know how to deals with the mosques and understand the issues on the ground. 

That is why the MCB provide training to make sure local mosques can run the campaign 

smoothly. 

Mosques have a barrier to take part because they might need some training; they might 

want some support on how to do it. For them, you have to help and provide support 
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… We want an open day something which is a regular activity [for a mosque]. There 

are still some parts of the country where mosques have never done an open day before. 

When they do, they like it and say: "Wow, that is amazing, we're doing an open day." 

We want them to do it once, do it twice, make it something which is part of their 

annual calendar. (Hassan Joudi) 

MCB’s help goes further by providing support, campaign materials planning, and other 

resources. For smaller mosques joining the national campaign becomes an easy decision.   

The idea of being part of the MCB is how we can encourage other mosques [to host an 

open day]. One of the things with a larger institution is we will have more facilities and 

the money. [By joining the MCB campaign] we can support the smaller mosques in terms 

of literature (reading materials), in terms of planning, volunteers, all those kind of things, 

and also training. (Sufia Alam) 

The assistance and support from the MCB as an umbrella organisation, and the presence of the 

mosque network help to turn the “Visit My Mosque” into an organised movement lasting for 

years. The MCB has said to have 500 member organisations including mosques, schools, 

charitable associations and professional networks. These networks may be of the most efficient 

resource to galvanise the campaign. Wiktorowicz (2004) argues that resource and mobilising 

structures are important to collectivise what would otherwise remain individual grievances.  

6.3. Political Opportunities: Regional Context 

The political opportunities variable considers how political constraint and opportunities shape 

the emergence of social movements (Gregg, 2014). In Britain, the political climate does not 

suppress civil rights making social or religious movements relatively easy to run as long as 

they do not pose a security threat. Many organisations regularly hold protests in several cities 

to voice their concerns. For the organisers of the “Visit My Mosque” campaign, the opportunity 

variable seems to come from the regional context. The first “Visit My Mosque” campaign was 

held in 2015 only a few weeks after the deadly attack at the office of the French satire magazine 

Charlie Hebdo. 

The Charlie Hebdo attack [in Paris in 2015] was one of the reasons that spurred the 

"Visit My Mosque" campaign, but certainly not the only reason. I think there have 
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been some discussions about what nationally we can be doing to challenge 

Islamophobia in general. During 2014, and the years before, there have been many 

challenges for Muslims in the West and Europe. And then when Charlie Hebdo 

happened, there was a huge, you know, passion from some of the mosques to do 

something. (Hassan Joudi) 

Islamist terrorist attacks always put tremendous pressure on Muslim communities forcing the 

MCB, to some extent, to do something to ease the stress. The Charlie Hebdo attack occurred 

in Paris; however, the impact was felt across Europe, including Britain. The whole Muslim 

community was to blame for the action of some individuals. For Omar, again, the decision to 

open mosques’ doors to the public is influenced by the national as wells as regional context.  

Since the 9/11 [attacks in the US] and the 2005’s London terrorist attacks, there has 

been a surge of interest into Islam. [The non-Muslims want to know] what is 

happening in the mosques. So what we are doing is to say, “Please come, come, come 

and speak to us and ask us any questions you are having.” [That way] we can answer 

you rather than you make your own [assumptions of Islam], [make] your own 

understanding from wherever [sources] you get, and then you blend that into Islam 

and the Muslim. (Imam Ali Omar) 

The regional political context may play a decisive role to trigger and shape social movements. 

Oberschall (1996) concludes political opportunities are also shaped by an international 

environment, as shown in democracy movements in Eastern Europe in the late 1980s and early 

1990s. Observers highlight the “Gorbachev factor” in spurring the social movements in the 

region by sending signals that he welcomed the reforms in several East European countries. 

Mikhail Gorbachev, then as the leader of the Uni Soviet, was very powerful and influential. 

However, he signalled he would not interfere with the domestic affairs of those countries.   

6.4. Religious Activism: Islamic Point of View 

Religious social movements involve contentions and mass mobilisation that draw from 

religious resources (Gregg, 2014). Moreover, ideological beliefs can structure individual 

world-views and influence the kinds of cognitively recognised choices to respond to particular 



 

48 
 

conditions (Wiktorowicz, 2007,  p. 208). Joudi says the “Visit My Mosque” campaign is held, 

to some extent, to emulate the sunnah, the actions and sayings of Prophet Mohammad. 

Some people come from a genuine love by neighbours, and they have taken onboard 

many hadiths, many stories from the sunnah in Islam, about how Prophet Mohammad 

peace be upon him, would treat his neighbours very well, with the utmost respect and 

care. Many people, I think, are motivated simply by that, they want to get to know 

their neighbours. (Hassan Joudi) 

Islam has a very significant influence on the lives of many Muslims (Abu-Raiya, 2013). 

Muslims will try to make sure every action in day-to-day’s life is in line with the Qur’an and 

the sunnah (Ruthven, 1997; Ramadan, 2009; Sardar, 2006). For activists who run the “Visit 

My Mosque” campaign, apart from welcoming the public and raising awareness of Islam, there 

is an  “added value” where they implement religious beliefs. There are many hadiths which 

encourage Muslims to respects neighbours. The campaign to open the mosques to the general 

public in Britain can also be understood through this framework. 

Islam regulates not only personal matters but also communal affairs. It provides the basic 

tenets, the principles of ethical behaviour, and guidance for social, political, and economic 

activities. Islam is a social and political faith (Sardar, 2006) and encourages Muslims to involve 

in activism (Abdel Haleem, 2016). Mathers’s statement reflects these arguments. 

I would say it is probably considered as a civic duty, to reach out to people in our 

community and explain a little bit more about the mosque. It is our religious duty 

and da'wah, and that kind of thing. It is also good to let people know more about the 

mosque. (Ivan Mathers) 

As members of the community, Muslims have the moral mission to create an ethical, social 

order, that is, fulfilling the Qur’anic mandate (Smith & Burr, 2007). The “lesser jihad” or 

struggle for justice, Smith & Burr argue, requires political-social activism. Belief has to lead 

to real action in the real world. These Islamic teachings go hand in hand with the “Visit My 

Mosque” campaign. Muslims fulfil their religious obligation and at the same time, play an 
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essential part as citizens in Britain. For Joudi, Islamophobia and discrimination against 

Muslims must be addressed. To run the “Visit My Mosque” campaign in one way of finding a 

solution to the problem. 

It causes people to have a negative image of us and which contributes to Islamophobia 

and discrimination, a form of racism against Muslims based on our religion, and it is 

up to all of us as Muslim communities to be able to find effective ways to tackle that. 

(Hassan Joudi) 

This discussion on this sub-chapter shows that social movements, in some cases, might be 

motivated by the need to put religious values into practice. For Muslims, it is highly relevant, 

as the Qur’an and the sunnah contain principles and guidance which can be adopted when 

running the “Visit My Mosque” campaign.  

6.5. Providing a Platform for Interaction  

There are two questions this thesis tries to answer. First, how religious activism theory explains 

the “Visit My Mosque” national campaign in Britain? Four interviews with Muslim activists 

reveal themes which can be tied the theory. Also, there is a discussion on how religious values 

motivate social activism. The second question of the thesis explores how does the “Visit My 

Mosque” national campaign help tackling negative perceptions of Muslims Britain? Close 

examination of the interviews reveals that the campaign seems to provide a space or platform 

for direct interactions between Muslims and non-Muslims which until now is hard to find in 

the public area.  

Wouldn't be great to open up all the mosques, to have the opportunity to open the 

doors, to invite Muslim and non-Muslim visitors to come in and [allowed them to] ask 

questions. [That way we might be able to] to get rid of the misconceptions and the 

views [about Muslims]. (Sufia Alam) 

 

And the best way that we can do that is by opening our [mosques'] doors and meeting 

them in front of our mosques. (Hassan Joudi) 
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Mathers argues that Muslims in Britain do not have many opportunities to speak directly on a 

national level about misconceptions of Islam and Muslims. There are talks and seminars, but 

the scale is much smaller and getting exposure might prove difficult. The “Visit My Mosque” 

campaign is one of the few projects which potentially attract many non-Muslims to get inside 

the mosques and have conversations with Muslims. 

There are things that I know, kind of media things you would learn from the media 

that are not true. So you have to explain that those things are not quite right. And 

this perception you might have had in your head is probably not quite right either. So 

I think the media [play a part]. [At the same time] there is not much opportunity to 

speak to people to put those perceptions and misconceptions right. (Ivan Mathers) 

 

The “Visit My Mosque” is the first nationwide campaign which offers opportunities for non-

Muslims in Britain to meet Muslims and get inside mosques. Visitors can come and ask any 

questions: from easy to difficult ones. The organisers can answer and explain any aspects of 

Islam and Muslims. This kind of direct interactions, for Omar and Joudi, is crucial to raise 

awareness about Islam and Muslims. 

Visitors can interact with Muslims. They see the diversity of Islam. So when visitors 

come into the mosque, it becomes a mind-opening. They understand what Muslims 

do. When they see the activities that we do in the mosque, they understand what Islam 

is all about. They know that the message of Islam is not what they hear outside there. 

(Imam Ali Omar) 

One of the best ways to counter that is for people to meet a Muslim face to face 

directly. Then it becomes clear to them that actually most Muslims are just normal 

people who have a normal life, who have a job, who have a family, and they want to 

get on with their life. So that face to face interaction is very valuable. (Hassan Joudi) 

A YouGov poll in 2018 found that 70% of British people had never visited a place of worship 

other than their own.27 Muslims activists argue in today’s the multi-cultural and multi-religious 

British it must change. Visiting friends and neighbours helps break down barriers and build 

 
27 The YouGov poll is available here: 
https://d25d2506sfb94s.cloudfront.net/cumulus_uploads/document/2krlub0i0a/MCB_Results_180201_w.pdf 
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bridges, trust and understanding. Mathers say putting a human face to religion can make a huge 

difference. 

Most people in Britain have never set foot in a mosque. [Once] they set their feet 

through [the mosque's] door, they immediately realise it's not quite what they 

thought it would be. I know this from my own family. They took part in the "Visit 

My Mosque" last year. They were never in a mosque before. It wasn't what they 

expected at all, and they found it to be very friendly. So I think the perception from 

the media is Islam is very rigid, very unfriendly, very kind of strict. Then people 

come to the mosque, and they speak to people, and they realise we, Muslims, are all 

just kind of human, normal human. It is just putting a human face [to a religion] that 

does help. (Ivan Mathers) 

 

Without a doubt, Muslims in the West face a hard reality. Prejudices, discrimination, racism, 

and Islamophobia will not disappear overnight. The wider societies still think that Muslims 

are reluctant to integrate. But, rather than sitting still or complaining, Muslims must act and 

take initiatives. It is the time for Muslims to overcome the obstacles and become value-added 

participants in the societies in which they live and work (Ramadan, 2017). Having a 

nationwide campaign such as the “Visit My Mosque” should be encouraged, and it is a step 

in the right direction.  
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Chapter 7: Conclusion 

This thesis seeks to explore whether religious activism explains the emergence of the “Visit 

My Mosque” national campaign and how the campaign helps to dispel negative perceptions of 

Muslims in Britain. The interviews with four Muslim activists, as discussed in Chapter 6, reveal 

themes which can be tied to the religious social movement theory. As mentioned in Chapter 4, 

McAdam et al. (1996) and Wiktorowicz (2004) offer three variables for social movements: 

political opportunities, mobilising structures, and framing processes. Close examination of the 

interviews shows the theory is able to explain the emergence of the “Visit My Mosque” 

campaign. The regional political context in Europe following the terrorists attack at the office 

of Charlie Hebdo magazine in Paris triggers activists in Britain to launch the first iteration of 

the “Visit My Mosque”. The political climate provides an opportunity for Muslims to take 

collective action. The pressure on Muslim communities, as a result of Islamophobia and 

negative portrayal of Muslims by some sections of the media, is favourable narratives to 

transform grievances into action. The campaign shows no sign of abating due to the presence 

of the Muslim Council of Britain (MCB) which facilitate the programme and provide support 

to networks of mosques in Britain. In other words, the campaign has all three variables of social 

movements to take shape and emerge. In sum, the social movement theory connects the dots to 

explain the emergence of the campaign. The thesis also tries to explain religious activism based 

on the Islamic perspective. The analysis shows the Islamic values, such as love the neighbours 

and promoting the good, motivates activists to run the national campaign. 

The interviews revealed how the campaign helps to tackle Islamophobia and misconceptions 

of Muslims. The four activists claim the campaign provide a platform for Muslims and non-

Muslims to have direct interactions. Going inside the mosques and having friendly 

conversations help break down barriers and build bridges, trust and understanding. In times 
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where anti-Muslim sentiments are rising, it is becoming more crucial to increase mutual 

understanding to create healthy and better societies. Ramadan (2017) comes up with a 

provocative contention that Islam is a Western religion, and Western cultures are now cultures 

of Islam. It is time for Muslims to find ways to overcome the obstacles and become value-

added participants in Western societies.  The “Visit My Mosque” campaign or a similar 

initiative might provide the solution.   

The “Visit My Mosque” is relatively a new initiative. Analysing it exclusively using the theory 

of the social movement is just one way to unpack this campaign. How do social media users 

view the campaign? How do the mainstream media frame it? Does the campaign encourage 

activism among young Muslims? Does it strengthen community cohesion? What is the opinion 

of the general public about the campaign? The questions surely endless and they deserve deep-

dive analysis in the future.   
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Appendix 1 

List of interviewees 

Hassan Joudi – Muslim Council of Britain (MCB) 

Hassan Joudi got involved with “Visit My Mosque” campaign, leading the growth of the 

national event, from 20 participating mosques in 2015, to over 200 mosques in 2019.  

Sufia Alam – East London Mosque (ELM) 

 

Sufia Alam is a manager at the Maryam Centre, part of the East London Mosque Trust. She 

has involved in running the “Visit My Mosque” for ELM since its inception in 2015.   

 

Ivan Mathers – Muslim Welfare House of Sheffield (MWHS) 

 

Ivan Mathers has helped running the “Visit My Mosque” campaign at his mosque in Sheffield 

since 2018. He also runs regular talks.  

 

Imam Ali Omar – Greenwich Islamic Centre (GIC) 

 

Imam Ali Omar has involved in religious activities and community engagements since 2005. 

He has helped to organise the “Visit My Mosque” campaign at his mosques in Southeast 

London for several years.  
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Appendix 2 

Questions for a committee member of the Muslim Council of Britain (MCB), the organisation 

which  facilitates the “Visit My Mosque” campaign: 

1. Why does the MCB run the “Visit My Mosque Campaign”? When asking mosques to 

take part, what is their reaction? 

2. Was it easy to ask mosques committee to take part? 

3. When the campaign was launched in 2015, only 20 mosques took part. In 2019, the 

number increased to more than 200 mosques across the country. Why do more and more 

mosques take part?   

4. Why does the campaign turn out to be popular? 

5. What are the challenges in running the campaign? 

6. In what ways the campaign helps to tackle negative perceptions around Islam and 

Muslims? 

7. What is next after the “Visit My Mosque” campaign? 

8. Why did MCB use mosques as the focus/centrepiece of the campaign? 

9. Do the negative perceptions around Islam and Muslims play an important role in driving 

the MCB to launch the campaign? 

10. Why are the negative perceptions around Islam is so prevalent in the country?  

 

Questions for a committee member of East London Mosque (ELM) and a committee 

member of Muslim Welfare House of Sheffield (MWHS): 

1. Why does your mosque take part in “Visit My Mosque” campaign? 

2. Do the number of visitors to your mosques increase by the year?  

3. When asking the imam, what are the most common questions from the visitors? 

4. What sort of awkward questions raised by the visitors? 

5. Do you think that negative perceptions around Islam are still prevalent in the country? 

6. Do you think the campaign will help to debunk stigmas about Islam and Muslims? In 

what ways? 

7. When media (TV, newspaper, online and newspaper) come to cover the event at your 

mosque, what questions do they ask? 

8. The novelty of the campaign might wane in which the public is no longer interested in 

visiting the mosque. Should this happen, what will you do? 
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9. Should the MCB do not run the campaign, will you still hold the “Visit My Mosque” 

event? 

 


