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Introduction

In the aftermath of the 9/11 attacks, George Bush described the ‘war on terror’ as a 
“crusade”. By doing so, he quite literally echoed the language of Osama bin Laden 
who had himself described western countries as ‘crusaders’. Indeed, bin Laden later 
remarked that Bush “has taken the words out of our mouth”.1 This is an example of 
how western politicians can inadvertently strengthen the narratives and arguments 
of Islamism, a modern political ideology that is distinct from Islam the faith, by 
adopting Islamist vocabulary. Although the US administration has long since 
stopped using the word ‘crusade’ to describe its foreign policy, it, and many other 
governments, individuals and institutions, nonetheless still regularly use language 
that may accidentally strengthen the ideas and worldview of their opponents. This 
concept paper cites five examples of how this can happen and suggests alternative 
language that can be used to avoid unwittingly reinforcing Islamist narratives and 
beliefs.

The examples provided in this report are not exhaustive. However, they aim 
to illustrate the importance of language when discussing issues affecting Islam 
and Muslims. The issue is not one of political correctness; it is about avoiding 
inaccuracies which unwittingly endorse and strengthen extremist narratives. For 
instance, the term shari’ah is understood by most Muslims to be a wide-ranging and 
often contradictory body of scholarly opinions. However, by discussing this term in 
a simplistic and uncritical manner, we may risk popularising the key Islamist belief 
that shari’ah is a single universally-agreed upon code of ‘Islamic law’ which can and 
should be enforced by a state. Similarly, by describing a country such as Egypt as 
a ‘Muslim country’ and part of ‘the Muslim world’, we may reinforce the extremist 
narrative that the world is divided into two opposed camps – one of Muslims, one 
of non-Muslims. Given the major security and integration challenges presented by 
Islamism, it is vital to challenge and undermine the narratives which underpin it. 
The first step towards doing so is to avoid echoing Islamist language.
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‘The Islamic/Muslim World’ 

Islamists believe that ‘the Muslim world’ is a homogenous bloc with a shared political 
agenda. Uncritical use of phrases like ‘the Muslim world’ or ‘the Islamic world’, which can 
suggest that all Muslim-majority countries are part of a monolithic bloc, risks reinforcing  
a key aspect of Islamist narratives.

The term
The two terms ‘the Islamic world’ and ‘the Muslim world’ are regularly used 
interchangeably by politicians and commentators, often as shorthand for countries  
in which the majority of inhabitants are Muslim or to simply refer to Muslims 
around the world.

In many cases, the terms are used in contrast to ‘the West’ or Western countries.  
For example, President Obama has said “there are misapprehensions about the 
West on the part of the Muslim world.”� Similarly, in the UK, the Foreign and 
Commonwealth Office (FCO) established an ‘Engaging with the Islamic World’ 
programme ‘[t]o support the FCO’s lead within government to encourage positive 
engagement with the Islamic world and political and economic reform in Arab 
countries.’� Likewise, in a blog entitled ‘Forging coalitions with the Muslim World’ 
the then British Foreign Secretary David Miliband wrote that ‘Britain has historical 
baggage in the Muslim world. We have to overcome it.’4 Another minister, Hazel 
Blears, said in a 2006 speech that “[w]e are working hard on the global front to cement 
ties with the Muslim world.”5 Even the British government’s Prevent strategy for 
countering violent extremism states that ‘the wider strategy looks to other governments 
and communities overseas, in and outside the Islamic world, to contribute.’6

At the same time, the terms ‘the Islamic world’ and ‘the Muslim world’ are also  
used by Islamists. For example, in Milestones, a book which has been massively 
influential on modern Islamist movements and thought, Sayyid Qutb wrote that 
‘Europe entered into the period of scientific revival, which led it step by step to  
great scientific heights. Meanwhile, the Muslim world gradually drifted away  
from Islam.’7 More dramatically, Osama bin Laden has declared, “I say that there are 
two sides in the struggle: one side is the global Crusader alliance with the Zionist 
Jews, led by America, Britain, and Israel, and the other side is the Islamic world.”8 
Similarly, in early 2010, Anwar Awlaki, the Yemen-based pro-al-Qaeda preacher, 
described what he saw as “American occupation in Afghanistan and Iraq and other 
pictures of occupation in the rest of the Muslim world.”9 Yusuf al-Qaradawi, often 
cited as the spiritual leader of the Muslim Brotherhood has, meanwhile, called on 
‘the Muslim world’ to acquire nuclear weapons.10 These Islamists use the terms ‘the 
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Muslim world’ and ‘the Islamic world’ not because they are a useful shorthand, but 
because they fit in with their own ideological understanding of recent history and 
current affairs.

Consequences
Adopting language which contrasts ‘the Muslim world’ with ‘the West’ carries some risks:

• It reinforces the unhelpful and inaccurate suggestion that the ‘Islamic’ 
or ‘Muslim world’ is a homogenous bloc united by a single political and 
religious outlook. This can be manipulated by Islamists to support their belief 
that ‘the Muslim world’ constitutes a monolithic religious bloc with a shared 
political agenda – and that it should consequently be united into a single 
supra-national state. 

• Some Islamists exploit the idea that ‘the West’ and ‘the Muslim world’ 
are in a state of religious, spiritual and political competition to argue that 
Muslims must band together to defend the ‘Muslim world’ against ‘the West’, 
potentially using violence.

• Islamist and far-right extremists may use this language to support their 
argument that Muslims can never truly be at home in western countries  
in which most people are not Muslim. Wherever these arguments spread,  
they damage national cohesion on all sides.

Of course, most people who use the terms ‘the Muslim world’ and ‘the Islamic 
world’ are not Islamists. However, it is worth remembering that commentators 
only rarely talk about ‘the Christian world’ or ‘the atheist world’ because such a 
phrase would imply far more unity and cohesion than is in fact the case. The same 
should apply to discussions of Muslims around the world. This is not to say that, 
when speaking in a purely religious context, the phrase ‘the Muslim world’ cannot 
be usefully employed, just as the phrase the ‘Catholic world’ can be used in some 
religious contexts.

Alternatives
In place of using terms like ‘the Muslim world’ or ‘the Islamic world’, a more accurate 
phrase would perhaps be ‘Muslim communities worldwide’, ‘Muslim-majority 
countries’ or ‘Muslims around the world’. The last phrase was used by Barack 
Obama in his 2009 Cairo speech.11 Another comparable phrase was used by British 
Foreign Secretary William Hague when he addressed “Muslims across the globe”.12 
At the same time, it is helpful to acknowledge that Islam is not ‘other’ and overseas 
but is in fact part of ‘the West’, as Barack Obama did in the same Cairo speech when 
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he declared that “Islam is a part of America”. Similarly, to mark the Islamic festival 
of Eid in September 2009, the then British Prime Minister Gordon Brown addressed 
“Muslims throughout the United Kingdom and around the world”, a phrase that 
neither implies that Muslims are a political bloc nor suggests that they are somehow 
unable to fully integrate into western countries.13 
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‘Muslim Countries’

Islamists believe that the world should be divided into rival and competing political blocs, 
with Muslims on one side and non-Muslims on the other. When used by non-Islamists, 
phrases such as ‘Muslim countries’ and non-Muslim countries’ can inadvertently reinforce 
this worldview and bolster Islamists’ arguments.

The term
As a subdivision of the ‘Islamic world’, Islamists often speak of ‘Muslim countries’. 
Senior al-Qaeda leader Ayman al-Zawahiri has said: “Reform and expelling the invaders 
from Muslim countries cannot be accomplished except by fighting for the sake of God.”14 
Likewise, Omar Bakri Mohammed, the former leader of the now-banned extremist 
organisation al-Muhajiroun, once said: “any place Islam conquered or where Islam 
was implemented or where the majority of people embraced Islam on it. If the signs 
of Islam become prevalent [...]then it will become a Muslim country.”15 Muhammad 
Qutb, the brother of Sayyid Qutb, said: “The Islamic press, in a Muslim country, has 
a way of presenting the news that makes the reader feel that he is a Muslim.”16

The use of the term ‘Muslim country’ is common among non-Islamists too.  
For example, the British Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO) frequently 
uses the term ‘Muslim country’ to describe nations in which the majority of the 
population are Muslims. Its website contains a profile of Algeria, for example,  
which states that ‘[l]ocal laws reflect the fact that Algeria is a Muslim country’.17  
The Conservative minister, Sayeeda Warsi, has also publicly referred to Pakistan  
as a ‘Muslim country’ while, elsewhere, the Australian Prime Minister has referred  
to Indonesia as a ‘Muslim country’.18 A number of permutations of this phrase are 
also widely used. For instance, the FCO’s profile of Egypt states that ‘Egypt is an 
Islamic country. Religious conversion is a sensitive issue in Egypt.’19 The mirror 
image of this phrase is also commonly used when referring to countries whose 
population is mostly non-Muslim. For instance, the British Ambassador to Saudi 
Arabia has described the UK as ‘a non-Muslim country’ in the Saudi press.20

Consequences
Categorising countries as being ‘Muslim’ or ‘non-Muslim’ carries certain risks:

• Islamist and Wahhabi narratives may be strengthened, in particular the idea 
that the world is divided into two rival political camps: Muslim countries 
and non-Muslim countries. It may also strengthen perceptions that these 
two groups of countries are, and should be, mutually antagonistic or in 
competition with each other.
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• It may reinforce the idea that the government, leaders, and laws of a ‘Muslim’ 
or ‘Islamic country’ should be ‘Islamic’ – a phrase that Islamists have largely 
appropriated to mean living under a single, state-imposed interpretation of 
shari’ah. 

• The false impression is given that a shared religious identity equates to a 
shared political agenda. This is particularly the case where such phrases 
are used in a political context. Thus, even when describing a country whose 
citizens are virtually all Muslim, as in the cases of Kuwait or Saudi Arabia, 
such phrases can still be unhelpful and actually hinder understanding and 
effective communication. 

• The existence of large non-Muslim populations in countries like Egypt, 
Malaysia, Syria and Pakistan is ignored by using such terms. By considering 
these countries to be ‘Muslim’ or ‘Islamic’, commentators ignore their internal 
diversity and unconsciously help to sideline religious minorities. 

• Muslims living in so-called ‘non-Muslim’ countries like the UK and USA may 
feel there is a disconnect between their individual identities and their national 
identities and that their countries do not fully represent them.  Individuals who 
adopt such an outlook may be more susceptible to overtures from extremist 
recruiters who encourage them to reject their national identity and to consider 
themselves to be exclusively Muslim instead.

Alternatives
In place of designating a country as ‘Muslim’ or ‘non-Muslim’, it may be more 
appropriate to talk of ‘Muslim-majority’ or ‘predominantly Muslim’ countries and 
societies, thereby acknowledging the diversity within them. To some extent, this 
change of language is already happening. For example, the Associated Press news 
agency has used the phrase ‘Muslim-majority country’ or society for a number of 
years. In his Cairo speech, President Obama referred to Indonesia as where ‘devout 
Christians worshipped freely in an overwhelmingly Muslim country’.21 In the UK, 
David Cameron, the British Prime Minister, has also used the phrase ‘Muslim-
majority country’, for instance to describe Turkey.��
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‘The Muslim Community’ 

Islamists of all backgrounds believe that a Muslim’s political concerns and behaviour should 
be determined by their religion alone. This leads them to believe that Muslims have a united 
political agenda that is separate from that of other citizens. Using the term ‘the Muslim 
community’ as shorthand for all Muslims within a certain country risks supporting this 
belief and also overlooking the diversity amongst Muslims.

The term
Many Islamists use the term ‘the Muslim community’ to refer to all the Muslims 
within a certain country. For example, Anwar al-Awlaki, a Yemen-based pro-al-Qaeda 
preacher, recently said in the aftermath of a series of anti-terrorism raids and 
arrests in America: “This campaign that these [federal] agencies are leading against 
the Muslim community has outraged the community, and is an indication of the 
dangerous route this war on terrorism is taking” and also “[t]his was an attack on 
every one of us. This attack was on the Muslim community and all of us are part 
[of it].”�� Similarly, the executive summary of a report entitled ‘Radicalisation, 
Extremism & ‘Islamism’’, published by Hizb ut-Tahrir in July 2007, opens by 
claiming that ‘[t]he Muslim community in Britain has been under a continuous 
spotlight since the events of 9/11 and 7/7 in particular.’�4 In the same way, in 2003, 
then Assistant Secretary General of the ‘Muslim Council of Britain’ Unaiza Malik 
gave a speech in which she claimed that there was a need to “tell people what the 
Muslim community stands for.”�5 In all of these examples, ‘the Muslim community’ 
is used in a way which implies that all Muslims share a single political agenda.

Non-Islamists have echoed this usage of ‘the Muslim community’. In the aftermath 
of the London bombings in July 2005, for example, British MP (and later Mayor of 
London) Boris Johnson wrote: ‘[w]e have reached a turning-point in the relations 
between the Muslim community and the rest of us.’26 Similarly, a British Home 
Office document referred to a ‘Call for an Inquiry mainly coming from the Muslim 
Community’�7 and one publication on the British Department for Education’s website 
describes ‘a shared vision for the future of the Muslim community in the UK.’�8 
Previously, in the wake of the 9/11 attacks, a British Cabinet Office document stated 
‘amongst the Muslim community, there was strong feeling about the fact that there 
was no representative body in the UK.’29

Consequences
Implying the existence of a single homogenous group known as ‘the Muslim 
community’ carries certain risks:
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• There is a great diversity among Muslims, a fact which is ignored by 
commentators who imply that all members of ‘the Muslim community’ share 
similar concerns and are undivided by differences in individual religiosity, 
age, wealth, geography, cultural or religious background. Ignoring this 
diversity can bolster the Islamist argument that all Muslims are united by  
a single political agenda.

• It treats Muslims according to the assumption that their engagement with 
politics is pre-defined by their professed or nominal religion. This risks 
encouraging some Muslims to engage with politics and society along purely 
religious or sectarian lines.

• This synchronisation of political and religious identities may feed divisive, 
far-right and Islamist extremist narratives. Specifically, it allows the 
possibility for extremists of both kinds to foment divisions in society 
by alleging that ‘the Muslim community’ has received better (or worse) 
treatment than other ‘communities’.

Of course, most people who use the term ‘the Muslim community’ are not Islamists, 
and not all uses of these phrases are as problematic as others. For instance, saying that 
‘ramadan is an important time of year for the Muslim community’ is not as unhelpful  
as usages which imply a political unity and unanimity within ‘the Muslim community’.

Alternatives
When discussing political and social issues, rather than talking about ‘the Muslim 
community’, it would be preferable to talk about ‘Muslim citizens’, thereby 
emphasising their shared citizenship. For example, President Sarkozy of France 
has used the phrase ‘French Muslim citizens’.30 The phrase ‘Muslim Brits’ could 
alternatively be used to highlight that being Muslim is often only one part of  
a larger identity. To an extent, such phrases still delineate citizens along religious 
lines. However, they avoid giving the false impression that such citizens form 
homogenous, religiously-defined blocs. In the same way, rather than using the 
divisive language of talking about a separate ‘Muslim community’, it is possible to 
use ‘community’ in a wider sense which includes all people of diverse backgrounds. 
For instance, Boris Johnson, the Mayor of London, has said: “[Muslims] are, 
and want to be, a part of the mainstream community”.31 Alternatively, some 
commentators have used the phrase ‘Muslim communities’ to highlight the diversity 
among Muslims. Whilst this phrase, like ‘the Muslim community’, may run the risk 
of implying that ‘Muslim communities’ are separate to the rest of society,  
it is a particularly useful alternative when discussing religious subject matters.
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‘Islamic Law’

Islamists believe that a single interpretation of shari’ah, the collection of Muslim moral codes, 
can and should be imposed on society as state law. By translating shari’ah as ‘Islamic law’ 
and using this phrase in a way which inaccurately implies that there is a single code of state 
law agreed by all Muslims, non-Islamist commentators risk popularising this belief which, 
whilst being rejected by most Muslims, is a key aspect of Islamist ideology. 

The term
Shari’ah, rather than being ‘law’ in the sense of rules enforced by a state, has 
traditionally been understood by Muslims as a broad and diverse set of scholarly 
opinions that can be observed or disregarded according to personal preference. 
Indeed, in Arabic, the word shari’ah is always used as a noun, never as an adjective 
to describe ‘law’. Islamists, on the other hand, believe that shari’ah is a single, 
universally-agreed upon code which can and should be directly enforced as state 
law (although, ironically, they even disagree among themselves about what that 
code would look like). 

For example, Hassan al-Banna (1906-1949), the Egyptian founder of the Muslim 
Brotherhood, once said: ‘every nation has a body of law to which its sons have 
recourse in their legal affairs ... the Islamic Sacred Law and the decisions of the 
Islamic jurists are all-sufficient, supply every need, and cover every contingency.’�� 
Similarly, South Asian Islamist ideologue, Abul Ala Mawdudi, wrote that his 
ideal government ‘will make it obligatory for non-Muslim women to observe the 
minimum standards of modesty in dress as required by Islamic law.’�� Osama bin 
Laden has stated that the main reason for fighting against the government of Saudi 
Arabia is “its suspension of the rulings of the Islamic law and replacement thereof 
with man-made laws.”�4 In a more recent example, Anjem Choudary, leader of the 
now-banned group Islam4UK/al-Muhajiroun, states on his personal website:  
‘I believe that one day Britain and indeed every part of the world [...] will be 
governed by and under the authority of the Muslims implementing Islamic Law. 
This is something that I believe in and strive to see Insha’Allah [God willing].’�5

Media coverage of shari’ah often tends to adopt this Islamist understanding of it as  
a single ‘Islamic law’ which can be enforced by a state. For example, in August 2010, 
the BBC reported on the public caning of five people in Aceh, Indonesia, for various 
crimes. The report states: ‘Aceh implemented Sharia, or Islamic law, in 2002, as part 
of an autonomy deal offered by the Jakarta government.’36 Similarly, a CNN article 
from April 2009 described a deal struck between the Pakistani government and the 
Taliban as ‘implement[ing] Islamic law, or sharia, in the Swat Valley region of North 
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West Frontier Province.’�7 Such media coverage, which gives the impression that 
there is only one version of shari’ah that is merely awaiting ‘implementation’ as state 
law clearly reinforces Islamist ideology. Another example of this can be found in an 
article on the website of the British Security Service, MI5, which states: ‘apostasy [is] 
an offence for which Islamic law prescribes a death sentence’. This clearly gives the 
impression that there is only one, particularly hard line, interpretation of ‘Islamic 
law’.�8 In the same way, in 2005, Peter Costello, then a high-ranking official in the 
Australian government, gave a speech  in which he stated: “I’d be saying to clerics 
who are teaching that there are two laws governing people in Australia, one the 
Australian law and another the Islamic law, that that is false.” The contrast he draws 
between ‘Islamic law’ and ‘Australian law’ suggests that ‘Islamic law’ is a single code 
which, like ‘Australian law’, can be enforced by a state. 

Consequences 
Implying that shari’ah is a single and unanimously agreed ‘Islamic law’, carries 
certain risks:

• It risks popularising the Islamist belief that there is only one version of 
shari’ah. Islamists may exploit this belief to bolster their argument that this 
single code can and should be enforced as state law. 

• Popularisation of this Islamist belief then undermines the position of 
traditionalist mainstream Muslims who believe that the shari’ah is a diverse 
body of guidance for individual Muslims, not a single legal code which can 
be enforced through the institutions of a modern nation state.

• Using terms like ‘Islamic law’ may unwittingly reinforce the false assumption, 
key to Islamist propaganda, that enforcing ‘Islamic law’ through the state is a 
fundamentally ‘Islamic’ goal. This assumption hands a propaganda victory to 
Islamists and undermines the position of non-Islamist Muslims, many of whom 
actually believe that enforcing a single interpretation of shari’ah is un-Islamic.

Alternatives
Rather than echoing Islamist narratives which suggest that there is a single version 
of ‘Islamic law’ that is enforceable as state law, it is important to emphasise that there 
are many different interpretations of shari’ah. For example, commentators could refer 
to Islamists wishing to enforce ‘their’ or ‘an’ interpretation of ‘shari’ah as state law’ 
rather than saying they want to ‘implement Islamic law’.  Where countries claim to 
enforce shari’ah as law, for example in Saudi Arabia and Iran, it is also more accurate 
to say that these countries enforce as law ‘an interpretation of shari’ah’, ‘a version of 
the shari’ah’ or that they have ‘a legal system informed by interpretations of shari’ah’. 
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Another alternative is to place the term ‘Islamic law’ in quotes or to refer to ‘so-
called Islamic law’. This will underscore that Islamist claims or rhetoric should not 
necessarily be taken at face-value and indicate that such terms are widely contested 
by other Muslims. It is also useful to acknowledge that, to most Muslims, shari’ah 
refers to personal moral guidance that does not need to be enforced by the state as 
‘law’. Therefore, in religious contexts, rather than translating shari’ah as ‘Islamic law’, 
it may be preferable to translate it as ‘Islamic teachings’ or ‘Islamic codes’.
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‘Islamophobia’

There is a good deal of confusion about what the term Islamophobia means. At times,  
it is used analogously to racism or anti-Semitism to refer to the very real and disturbing 
phenomenon of bigotry against Muslims. At others, it is used to refer to criticism of certain 
aspects of Islam or even to criticism of Islamism. This profusion of meanings has made 
accurate usage of the term problematic and challenging.

The term
The term ‘Islamophobia’ was popularised by a 1997 Runnymede Trust report entitled 
‘Islamophobia: a Challenge for us All’. This report bears much of the responsibility 
for current confusion about the term ‘Islamophobia’. It equated ‘Islamophobia’ 
with holding ‘closed views of Islam’ and additionally conflated various separate 
phenomena including ‘anti-Muslim prejudice’, seeing ‘Islam as a single monolithic 
bloc’ or as a ‘political bloc’, seeing Islam as ‘barbaric, irrational, primitive, sexist’  
or accepting ‘anti-Muslim hostility as natural and ‘normal’.’ The report thus 
conflated criticism of a religion, or being critical of some aspects of it, with 
displaying prejudice or hostility towards Muslim individuals – and depicted  
both as being equally problematic and unacceptable.39

This has led to ‘Islamophobia’ being used in very different contexts. Some have 
used the term to refer to the very real and worrying phenomenon of prejudice 
against Muslims. For example, in April 2010, then British Prime Minister Gordon 
Brown stated that his government was “determined to tackle Islamophobia”, which 
he clarified as being “blaming, persecuting, or preaching inflammatory messages 
about [Muslims].”40 In contrast to Brown’s carefully defined usage, however, some 
individuals have applied ‘Islamophobia’ to criticisms of certain Islamic beliefs and 
traditions. For example, the author Salman Rushdie has been described in a report 
published by the European Muslim Research Centre at Exeter University as ‘the 
Islamophobic author’.41 This is presumably a reference to Rushdie’s criticism  
of elements of Islamic belief in his novel The Satanic Verses.

Others have used ‘Islamophobia’ to refer to criticisms of the behaviour of 
some Muslim individuals and groups. For example, a report on Islamophobia 
commissioned by then Mayor of London, Ken Livingstone, included reporting 
of the sentencing of boxer Prince Naseem, a Muslim, for dangerous driving 
among examples of ‘Islamophobic’ media coverage.4� Similarly, the writer William 
Dalrymple has accused historians who describe invasions of India by the Muslim 
Mughals as ‘a long, brutal sequence of pillage’ of resting their ideas ‘on a set of 
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mistaken and Islamophobic assumptions.’4� By doing so, Dalrymple effectively 
accused historians with a differing view of historical events involving a group  
of Muslims of being unduly influenced by ‘Islamophobia’. On the other hand,  
Rod Liddle, the journalist and columnist, has given a speech titled ‘Islamophobia?  
Count me in’ and argued that if Islamophobia means being critical of Islam,  
as of other religions, then it is legitimate, saying: “I’ve never had a go at Muslims, 
I’ve always had a go at Islam.”44

The use of ‘Islamophobia’ to refer to several different phenomena has caused 
widespread confusion about what it actually means and how it should be used. 
Islamists and Wahhabis have exploited this confusion to accuse critics of their actions 
or ideology of being motivated by ‘Islamophobia’, implying that their critics have  
a bigoted and irrational dislike or hatred for Islam and Muslims. In 2008, for 
example, Barclays Bank closed the accounts of the ‘Ummah Welfare Trust’, which 
was accused of ‘channel[ing] funds to controversial Palestinian charity Interpal, 
which is the subject of a current Charity Commission investigation over alleged 
improper links to Palestinian “terror” organisation Hamas.’ The chairman of 
Interpal, Ibrahim Hewitt, responded calling this ‘the latest case of Islamophobia 
within the banking sector’ and ‘purely another attack against the Muslim 
community.’45 Similarly, in 2008, when Shadow British Home Secretary Dominic 
Grieve criticised the invitation of Yasir Qadhi to a ‘Global Peace and Unity’ event 
because of the preacher’s extremist views, Qadhi responded saying: ‘Islamophobia  
is defined to be the illogical and irrational fear of Islam, and Dominic Grieve seemed 
to be a perfect example of it.’46 More recently, when individuals in India called for 
the spiritual leader of the Muslim Brotherhood, Yusuf al-Qaradawi, to be banned 
from the country, the Muslim Brotherhood’s official website posted an article 
headlined ‘Islamophobia reaches India calling for the banning of Al-Qaradawi.’47

Some non-Islamist sympathisers of Islamism exploit the term ‘Islamophobia’ in the same 
way. For example, former Mayor of London, Ken Livingstone, has accused critics of  
al-Qaradawi during his visit to the UK, hosted by Livingstone, of ‘lies and Islamophobia.’48

Consequences
Given the confusion about the definition of ‘Islamophobia’, usage of the term  
is accompanied by certain risks:

• It can undermine freedom of speech by conflating criticism or scrutiny of 
aspects of a religion or the behaviour of its followers with inciting hatred against 
individuals on the basis of their religion, in this case Islam. As Tariq Ramadan 
has said, ‘criticis[ing] the religion and Muslims is not Islamophobia.’49
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• Islamists may exploit this lack of clarity about what ‘Islamophobia’ means  
to argue that their critics are motivated by an irrational ‘Islamophobia’ rather 
than by legitimate concerns about aspects of their Islamist ideology.  
This hands a propaganda coup to Islamists who can thereby present 
themselves as ordinary Muslims who are victims of ‘Islamophobia’, rather 
than proponents of an extremist political ideology who are being legitimately 
held to account.

• Non-Islamists may be discouraged from criticising Islamists and Islamism  
for fear of being accused of ‘Islamophobia’, meaning irrational hatred  
of Muslims, and therefore of inciting hatred against Muslims in general.  
This can make it harder for ordinary individuals to challenge extremism.

• Misuse of the word ‘Islamophobia’ has made it more difficult to identify and 
label genuine incidents of anti-Muslim prejudice. For instance, far-right groups 
have used Islamists’ spurious allegations of ‘Islamophobia’ to argue that all 
accusations of ‘Islamophobia’ levelled against them are similarly spurious. 

Alternatives
In order to avoid the confusion which often accompanies usage of the term 
‘Islamophobia’, there are various alternatives to it which can also be used. For 
example, it is much more accurate and useful to talk of ‘anti-Muslim prejudice’, 
‘anti-Muslim bigotry’ or ‘anti-Muslim hatred’ to describe prejudice, bigotry or hatred 
against Muslims. If the term ‘Islamophobia’ is to be used despite the consequences 
outlined above then, as Tariq Ramadan argues, it may be preferable to reserve it for 
describing bigotry and prejudice against Muslims rather than criticism of Muslims 
and/or aspects of Islamic belief. At the same time, however, it is important that the 
freedom to criticise religions is preserved – as long as that criticism is not used, or 
understood, to incite hatred, violence or prejudice against the individual followers  
of that religion. It is important for a liberal, democratic society that people are able  
to publicly criticise Islam and aspects of it, just as they are able to criticise 
Christianity, Buddhism or Scientology, if they wish to do so.
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Conclusion 

Using five common examples, this paper has shown how non-Islamists can,  
at times, echo the language of Islamists. The potential consequence of this can  
be to unwittingly popularise Islamist narratives and messages and thereby help  
the spread of Islamism, an intolerant and totalitarian modern political ideology. 
Whilst this is of importance to anyone commenting on issues related to Islam and 
Muslims, it is particularly relevant to politicians, policy-makers, civil servants and 
civil society activists whose adoption of Islamist language can undermine efforts  
to tackle extremism and terrorism and hamper attempts to create more tolerant, 
diverse and integrated societies. To avoid some of the inaccuracies and pitfalls 
associated with phrases like ‘the Muslim world’ and ‘Islamophobia’, the paper also 
proposes a number of alternatives to them. Using them is not ‘political correctness’; 
it is a practical step towards undermining the worldview and narratives which 
underpin the extremist ideology of Islamism.

Don’t use Do use

Muslim/Islamic world Muslims around the world 
Muslim-majority countries 
Muslim communities worldwide 
Muslims in countries around the world

Muslim/Islamic countries Muslim-majority countries 
Predominantly Muslim countries

The Muslim community Muslim citizens 
Muslim communities 
British/American/French Muslims 
Or, when discussing some of the Muslim citizens 
of a country, it may be more accurate to say ‘some 
Muslims’ or ‘many Muslims’.

Islamic law Their version of shari’ah as state law 
An interpretation of shari’ah as state law 
It is important to emphasise that Islamists and the 
governments of countries like Saudi Arabia are 
not implementing ‘Islamic law’ but are enforcing 
their interpretation of shari’ah, a diverse and often 
contradictory set of religious guidance, as state law.

Islamophobia Anti-Muslim prejudice 
Anti-Muslim bigotry 
Anti-Muslim hatred



17

Islamism and language: How using the wrong words reinforces Islamist narratives

Previous publications in Quilliam’s Concepts Series:

A Brief History of Islamism, by Ghaffar Hussain, January 2010

 
Other Quilliam publications:

The Other Face of Al-Qaida,  
by Camille Tawil. Translated by Maryam El-Hajbi and Mustafa Abulhimal, 
November 2010

Skin-deep democracy: how race, religion and ethnicity continue to affect Westminster politics, 
by Anya Hart Dyke and George Readings, November 2010

Radicalisation on British University Campuses: a case study,  
by Lucy James, October 2010

Cheering for Osama: How jihadists use internet discussion forums,  
by Mohammed Ali Musawi, September 2010

Progress Report 2009-2010. Making Our Country Better, Safer and Prouder,  
April 2010

Re-programming British Muslims: A study of the Islam Channel,  
by Talal Rajab, March 2010

Unlocking Al-Qaeda: Islamist extremism in British prisons,  
by James Brandon, November 2009

A Selected Translation of the LIFG Recantation Document.  
Translated by Mohammed Ali Musawi, September 2009

In Defence of British Muslims: a response to BNP racist propaganda,  
by Lucy James, August 2009

Immigrant, Muslim, Female: Triple Paralysis?,  
by Anya Hart Dyke and Lucy James, July 2009

Mosques Made in Britain,  
by Anya Hart Dyke, February 2009



18

Islamism and language: How using the wrong words reinforces Islamist narratives

Notes

1 Quoted in B. Lawrence (ed.), Messages to the World: the statements of Osama bin Laden, J Howarth (trans.), 
(London: Verso, 2005), p. 121.

2 ‘Interview of the President by Justin Webb, BBC’, White House website, 2 June 2009, <http://www.
whitehouse.gov/the_press_office/Transcript-of-the-Interview-of-the-President-with-Justin-Webb-BBC-6-1-
09/>, [accessed  3 November 2010].

3 ‘Executive Summary’, Foreign and Commonwealth Office website, <http://www.fco.gov.uk/resources/en/pdf/
pdf9/fco_pdf_gofreport04_execsummary>, [accessed 3 November 2010].

4 D. Miliband, ‘Forging coalitions with the Muslim world’, Foreign and Commonwealth Office blog, 21 May 2009, 
<http://blogs.fco.gov.uk/roller/miliband/entry/forging_coalitions_with_muslim_world>, [accessed 3 
November 2010]. 

5 ‘Tolerance, Freedom and Respect’, Speech delivered by Hazel Blears MP in Cape Town, South Africa, 16 August 
2006, <http://www.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/media/cabinetoffice/corp/assets/publications/speeches/blears/rtf/
capetown.rtf>, [accessed 3 November 2010]. 

6 HM Government, ‘The Prevent Strategy: A Guide for Local Partners in England’, May 2008, p. 17.

7 S. Qutb, Milestones, (Birmingham: al-Maktabah, 2006), p. 124.

8 Quoted in B. Lawrence (ed.), Messages to the World: the statements of Osama bin Laden, p. 73.

9 ‘Interview with Sheikh Anwar Awlaki Video, text’, WorldAnalysis.net, 1 June 2010, <http://worldanalysis.
net/modules/smartsection/item.php?itemid=18>, [accessed 3 November 2010].

10 ‘Qaradawi Calls For Muslim World To Aquire Nuclear Weapons’, The Global Muslim Brotherhood Daily 
Report, 8 September 2008, <http://globalmbreport.com/?p=1080>, [accessed 3 November 2010].

11 ‘Full text: Barack Obama’s Cairo speech’, Guardian online, 4 June 2009, <http://www.guardian.co.uk/
world/2009/jun/04/barack-obama-keynote-speech-egypt>, [accessed 3 November 2010].

12 ‘Ramadan message from the Foreign Secretary William Hague’, YouTube, 10 August 2010, <http://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=dmQHPXuoyhU>, [accessed 3 November 2010]. 

13 ‘Gordon Brown’s Eid message’, British High Commission New Delhi website, 18 September 2009, <http://
ukinindia.fco.gov.uk/en/news/?view=PressR&id=20874674>, [accessed 3 November 2010].

14 Quoted in L. Mansfield, His Own Words: Translation and Analysis of the Writings of Dr Ayman Al Zawahiri, 
(USA: TLG Publications, 2006), p. 257.

15 Quoted in M. Habeck, Knowing the Enemy: Jihadist Ideology and the War on Terror, (New Haven & London: 
Yale University Press, 2007), p. 113. 

16 Quoted in J. Calvert, Islamism: A Documentary and Reference Guide, (USA: Greenwood, 2008), p. 57. 

17 Algeria travel advice’, Foreign and Commonwealth Office website, 23 September 2010, <http://www.fco.gov.
uk/en/travel-and-living-abroad/travel-advice-by-country/middle-east-north-africa/algeria>, [accessed 3 
November 2010].

 18 ‘Fantastic few days in Pakistan’, Speech by Baroness Warsi at Fatima Jinnah University in Rawalpindi, 
Pakistan, 22 July 2010, <http://ukinpakistan.fco.gov.uk/en/news/?view=Speech&id=22576418>, [accessed 
3 November 2010]; ‘Address’, Speech at Foreign Policy Association, New York, 24 September 2009, <http://
pmrudd.archive.dpmc.gov.au/node/6222>, [accessed 3 November 2010].

19 ‘Country Profile: The Arab Republic of Egypt’, Foreign and Commonwealth Office website, 19 August 2010, 
<http://www.fco.gov.uk/en/travel-and-living-abroad/travel-advice-by-country/country-profile/middle-
east-north-africa/egypt>, [accessed 3 November 2010].

20 ‘HM Ambassador writing in al Riyadh newspaper’, UK in Saudi Arabia website, 6 December 2008,  
<http://ukinsaudiarabia.fco.gov.uk/en/news/?view=PressS&id=11745751>, [accessed 3 November 2010].



19

Islamism and language: How using the wrong words reinforces Islamist narratives

21 ‘Remarks by the president on a new beginning’, Speech delivered by Barack Obama at Cairo University, Egypt, 4 
June 2009, <http://www.whitehouse.gov/the_press_office/Remarks-by-the-President-at-Cairo-University-
6-04-09/>, [accessed 3 November 2010].

22 ‘PM’s speech in Turkey’, Speech delivered by David Cameron in Ankara, Turkey, 27 July 2010, <http://www.
number10.gov.uk/news/speeches-and-transcripts/2010/07/pms-speech-in-turkey-53869>, [accessed 3 
November 2010].

23 ‘It’s a War Against Islam by Anwar Al-Awlaki 1/2’, YouTube, 30 March 2008, <http://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=hiDaJpcPvxU>, [accessed 3 November 2010]. 

24  ‘Radicalisation, Extremism & ‘Islamism’: Executive Summary’, Hizb ut-Tahrir, 12 July 2007, <http://www.
hizb.org.uk/solutions/radicalisation-extremism-islamism-realities-and-myths-in-the-war-on-terror>, 
[accessed 3 November 2010].

25 U. Malik, Speech by Assistant Secretary General Unaiza Malik at the Respect conference, City Hall, London, 
<http://www.mcb.org.uk/downloads/unaizamalik.pdf>, [accessed 9 November 2010].

26 B. Johnson, ‘This is a turning point: we have to fly the flag for Britishness again’, Daily Telegraph, 14 July 
2005, <http://www.telegraph.co.uk/comment/columnists/borisjohnson/3618356/This-is-a-turning-point-
we-have-to-fly-the-flag-for-Britishness-again.html>, [accessed 3 November 2010].

27 ‘Whether a public inquiry should be held into the London bombings of 7 July 2005’, Home Office website, 28 
May 2010, <http://www.homeoffice.gov.uk/about-us/freedom-of-information/released-information1/foi-
archive-crime/3787-london-bombings>, [accessed 3 November 2010].

28 ‘Leading Islamic schools in the UK: A challenge for us all’, National College for School Leadership, Spring 
2005, <http://publications.education.gov.uk/default.aspx?PageFunction=productdetails&PageMode=public
ations&ProductId=RAS%2FLAW%2F05&>, [accessed 3 November 2010]. 

29 ‘UK Resilience: Communicating Risk’, Cabinet Office, <http://www.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/media/132679/
communicatingrisk.pdf>, [accessed 3 November 2010].

30 L. Davies, ‘Sarkozy backs freedom to worship as MPs recommend partial ban on full veil’, The Guardian, 
26 January 2010, <http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2010/jan/26/nicolas-sarkozy-veil-ban>, [accessed 3 
November 2010].

31 R. Gledhill, ‘Boris Johnson urges non-Muslims to fast for a day in Ramadan’, The Times, 5 September 2009, 
<http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/comment/faith/article6822807.ece>, [accessed 3 November 2010].

32 Quoted in M. Izzi Dien, Islamic Law: From historical foundations to contemporary practice, (Edinburgh: EUP, 
2004), p. 42. 

33 A. Mawdudi, Jihad in Islam, (Beirut: The Holy Koran Publishing House), 1980, p. 27.

34 Quoted in B. Lawrence (ed), Messages to the World: the statements of Osama bin Laden, p. 28.

35 ‘A brief Introduction about me’,  AC: Anjem Choudary website, <http://www.anjemchoudary.com/index.
php?option=com_k2&view=item&layout=item&id=1&Itemid=2>, [accessed 4 November 2010].

36 K. Vaswani, ‘Five flogged in Indonesia despite human rights protests’, BBC, 6 August 2010, <http://www.
bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-pacific-10890137 >, [accessed 3 November 2010].

37 ‘Pakistan deal enshrines sharia law’, CNN, 13 April 2009, <http://articles.cnn.com/2009-04-13/world/
pakistan.swat_1_swat-valley-pro-taliban-islamic-law?_s=PM:WORLD >, [accessed 9 November 2010].

38 ‘Al Qaida’s ideology’, Security Service MI5 website, <https://www.mi5.gov.uk/output/al-qaidas-ideology.
html>, [accessed 3 November 2010].

39 Runnymede Trust, ‘Islamophobia: A Challenge for Us All: summary’, <http://www.runnymedetrust.org/
uploads/publications/pdfs/islamophobia.pdf>, [accessed 3 November 2010].

40 ‘Interview: Brown defends counter-terrorism laws, backs important role for faith groups’, Muslim News, 30 
April 2010, <http://www.muslimnews.co.uk/paper/index.php?article=4624>, [accessed 3 November 2010]. 



20

Islamism and language: How using the wrong words reinforces Islamist narratives

41 J. Githens-Mazer, R. Lambert, ‘Islamophobia and Anti-Muslim Hate Crime: A London Case Study’, 
European Muslim Research Centre, <http://centres.exeter.ac.uk/emrc/publications/Islamophobia_and_Anti-
Muslim_Hate_Crime.pdf >, p. 41

42 ‘The search for common ground: Muslims, non-Muslims and the UK media’, Greater London Authority, 
November 2007, <http://legacy.london.gov.uk/mayor/equalities/docs/commonground_report.pdf>, 
[accessed 3 November 2010]. 

43 W. Dalrymple, ‘Trapped in the ruins’, Guardian, 20 March 2004, <http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/2004/
mar/20/india.fiction>, [accessed 3 November 2010]. 

44 Ian Burrell, ‘Rod Liddle: ‘I’ve never had a go at Muslims, only Islam’’, 2 January 2009, <http://www.
independent.co.uk/news/media/press/rod-liddle-ive-never-had-a-go-at-muslims-only-islam-1225189.html>

45 T. Jeory, ‘Muslims Boycott Bank Over Closed Accounts’, Sunday Express, 28 December 2008, <http://www.
express.co.uk/Posts/View/77410/Muslims-Boycott-Bank-Over-Closed-Accounts>, [accessed 3 November 
2010].

46 Y. Qadhi, ‘When Islamophobia Meets Perceived Anti-Semitism’, Muslim Matters blog, 10 November 2008, 
<http://muslimmatters.org/2008/11/10/gpu-08-with-yasir-qadhi-when-islamophobia-meets-perceived-anti-
semitism/>, [accessed 3 November 2010]. 

47 ‘Islamophobia reaches India calling for the banning of Al-Qaradawi’, Ikhwan Web, 30 April 2010, <http://
www.ikhwanweb.com/article.php?id=24541>, [accessed 3 November 2010].

48 K. Livingstone, ‘Racists’ Trap’, What Next Journal, 21 July 2004, <http://www.whatnextjournal.co.uk/Pages/
politics/Racists.html>, [accessed 3 November 2010]. 

49 ‘A confident, modern Islam must challenge the victim mentality of western Muslims and a crisis of 
authority across the faith, says Tariq Ramadan. But can you be a gay Muslim?’, Tariq Ramadan official 
website, 24 July 2006, <http://www.tariqramadan.com/A-confident-modern-Islam-must.html>, [accessed 3 
November 2010].


