
CONTEXT OF GENDERED ISLAMOPHOBIA IN EUROPE  

 

“By depicting Muslim men as violent and oppressive, and Muslim women as in 

need of liberation, old stereotypical constructs continue to maintain currency. 

It would appear that being free actually means ‘being more like us in the west’ 

and has very little to do with actual freedom at all. This approach 

decontextualizes Muslim women’s behavior, relying on the assumption that 

women who wear a veil in Europe do so for the same reasons as a woman in 

a state such as Iran or Saudi Arabia where she would face negative 

consequences for not wearing one.”1 

 

In Europe, Islamophobia and the negative perception of the Muslim population are more and 

more visible. In France, the country with the largest Muslim population in Europe, although 

it amounts to 8.8% of the total French population, 44.5% people think that Islam is a threat 

to their national identity. Examples of discriminatory discourses and actions against the 

Muslim population of Europe that reinforce and amplify this perception abound in the media, 

political parties and institutions, and social networks.  

 

But there is a group of these communities that particularly suffer this discrimination: Muslim 

women. In the EU, women who choose to wear the veil in any of its forms are identifiable 

targets and therefore victims of discrimination and hate speech and crimes. At the media 

level, Muslim women have been subjected to a paradoxical silence: the media talk about 

them, without giving them a voice. They are portrayed as a monolithic bloc, erasing the 

plurality of their experiences, and only explain the inequalities and violence they experience 

through the prism of their culture and religion. According to data from the Collectif pour 
l'Inclusion et contre l'Islamophobie en Belgique (CIIB), in Belgium, 63.6% of the victims 

of Islamophobic incidents between 2012 and 2015 were women, while in Holland, 
according to Meld Islamophobie, in 2015 this figure amounted to 91% (and in France stood, 

according to the Collectif Contre l'Islamophobie en France, at 75% in 2017). In Great 

1  Kalantry, S. (2017) “The French Veil Ban: A Transnational Legal Feminist Approach”, Cornell Law School, p.p. 234-236
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Britain, in 2018, according to the annual report of the Tell Mama organisation, 57% of 

Islamophobic attacks were directed against women following the trend that had already been 

recorded in previous years, and in Germany a survey revealed that 59% of Muslim women who 

participated in the survey reported that they had been offended or insulted. 

 

But these Muslim women are not only victims of seldom discriminatory acts or attacks that 

affect their daily lives (such as access to work, access to housing, etc.), but also of political 
and legislative measures adopted at national level by several EU member states, despite 

the existence of European legal frameworks that guarantee non-discrimination on religious 

grounds, such as Article 21.1 of the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights or the Directive 

2000/78. Muslim women who wear religious dress are particularly affected by inequalities 

because they are at the intersection of different forms of oppressions, especially anti-

Muslim racism and sexism. 

  

Despite these rights-based legal frameworks, such existing systemic discrimination creates a 

normalisation and legitimisation of this Islamophobia, affecting them at different levels, from 

their access to education or employment, to, for example, their contribution as mothers to the 

context in which their children are educated. This tendency to “institutionalise” Islamophobia is 

especially serious in France, but there are also discriminatory laws in Belgium, Austria and the 

Netherlands. Although extreme right parties have normalised Islamophobia in political 
discourse and also in public debate, the political formations not subscribed to the extreme 

right have promoted and approved these Islamophobic laws.  

 

The best studied area is that of discrimination against Muslim women in access to employment: 

in Holland, 73% of Dutch women of Afghan origin wearing the veil reported having suffered 

discrimination compared to 11% of compatriots without headscarves; in Germany, only 3% of 

veiled Muslim women who put their photo on their CV were called in for an interview; in Belgium, 

44% of employers recognised that the hijab can negatively affect the selection of female 

candidates. 

 

The origin of this gendered Islamophobia lies in an imaginary filled with negative 
stereotypes of Muslim people in general, and Muslim women in particular, which continues 

to be fed from the field of politics and the media. Thus, certain political groups promote the 

idea that Muslim people, perceived as a homogeneous whole, are incapable of adapting to 

the European reality, thus denying the existence of European Muslims, and linking Islam and 

immigration. On the other hand, some media outlets do not manage to report on the social, 

cultural and economic diversity of Muslim women and their output tends to present them in 

a reductionist way as passive victims of male violence or Islamic fundamentalism, especially 

in informative articles related to terrorism, religious practices, gendered violence and the 

veil. There are practices where the Islamophobic component is mixed with sexist discourses, 

with which there is double discrimination against Muslim women, depriving them of their 



independence and freedom to choose. The issue also has clear reminiscences of 

misogynistic neo-colonialism. 

 

The ENAR report (2016) notes two main challenges that prevent us from seeing a more 

complete vision of the state of gendered Islamophobia in Europe. On the one hand, the lack 

of discrimination data segmented by ethnic, religious or gender criteria and, on the other, the lack 

of reports by the women affected. The reasons for this under-reporting are various, from lack of 

knowledge about the ways to report, lack of trust in public entities, fear of victimisation or 

normalisation of discrimination. The detailed collection of this data would help to advance in the fight 

against this form of discrimination. 
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OBJECTIVES OF THE COALITION 

 

1. Disseminating the MAGIC project’s results in the long-term. 

2. Preventing gendered Islamophobia. 

3. Reporting gendered Islamophobia. 

4. Raise awareness of gendered Islamophobia in public narratives. 

5. Promoting inclusiveness of Muslim voices in the media beyond the geographical and 

time scope of the MAGIC project. 

6. Creating the framework for better coordination of activists across Europe to come 

together to coordinate on this issue. 

7. Creating intersectoral alliances with other causes such as the fight against sexism, 

racism, anti-gypsyism, LGTBQ+, human rights, and so. 

8. To remove the focus on Muslim women in order to tackle issues such as 

discrimination in all areas where it occurs. 

9. Including Muslim women in the process of finding solutions to the problems derived 

from the processes of discrimination. 

10. Working with a bottom-up strategy, from local to European level. 

 

 

ACTIONS 

 

1.  Compiling information on gender Islamophobia: collect more data on Islamophobia, 

and make it visible in order to improve the recognition of Islamophobia and influence 

policy makers. Also create an online archive and library to upload academic papers, 

projects or good practices on gendered Islamophobia at European level by subject 

areas, such as the media, employment issues, problems with clothing, and so on. 

2.  Providing a clear definition on Islamophobia that takes into account a structural and 

intersectional approach and includes gender to identify discrimination against Muslim 

women in different areas (employment, education, health, judicial system). 

3.  Creating forums for expanding cooperation between Muslim women’s associations 

and non-Muslim women’s associations. MAGIC project should provide European-

wide coordination to the work already achieved by grassroots local organization. 

Mapping already existing alliances on the issue and asking them to join the project, 

and other initiatives working on diversity in the media.  

4.  Building networks of solidarity between countries. 

5.  Scaling up already existing projects providing strategic resources to these initiatives. 

6.  Reporting and communication tools. Create tool kits for learning and best practices 

on reporting discrimination and hate crimes. Also implementation of capacity building 

sessions to support women to develop their drafting skills and be able to articulate 

their narratives publically. Create a list of blogs, online and offline media, podcasts 

where Muslim women could write and communicate their projects and ideas. 

7.  Launching an award on best practices in media. 
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8.  Creating a database of Muslim female experts: journalists may contact individuals for 

statements/interviews for their articles on Islam and beyond and raising awareness 

about the importance of giving Muslim females voice, including issues that are not 

about Islam, e.g. education, politics, environment, etc. 

9.  Identify public figures-ambassadors (Muslim and non-Muslims, from different 

backgrounds and fields). 

10. Advocating political parties and high-level politicians/stakeholders to discuss the 

specific issues of Muslim women in Europe and take a stand against gendered 

Islamophobia. 

11. Building a multi-language European campaign showcasing initiatives against 

gendered Islamophobia  

12.  To organise activities and events on Muslim Women Day (27 May) / European Day 

Against Islamophobia (21 September). 

 

 

ACTIONS AND PROJECTS AGAINST GENDERED ISLAMOPHOBIA IN EUROPE 

 

1.  European Network Against Racism (ENAR) is the only pan-European anti-racism 

network that combines advocacy for racial equality and enables cooperation between 

anti-racism actors in civil society in Europe. ENAR is backed by the “European Union 

Rights, Equality and Citizenship Programme”. One of its projects on gendered 

Islamophobia is called “Muslim women, forgotten women? Understanding the 
gender dimension of Islamophobia”  

2.  European Forum of Muslim Women is an NGO that works and cooperates with 

European and international organisations and institutions. Its main objectives include 

representing and promoting the interests of Muslim women before European and 

international institutions and ensuring better policies and regulation for Muslim 

women at the European and national level. 

3.  Al Nisa – Dé Nederlandse Moslimvrouwen organisatie, which launched a campaign 

aimed at combating prejudice about Muslim women and, at the same time, giving a 

sensitive insight in the social debate on Islam taking place in the Netherlands. The 

goal is twofold: to empower Muslim women and encourage their participation in 

society. 

4.  ACHIME Asociación de Chicas Musulmanas de España, whose primary objective is 

to help young Muslim women to overcome the problems and prejudices of society, 

increase security and self-confidence and get involved in political, social and cultural 

spheres. 

5.  Lallab – Challenging Muslim women’s narratives is a feminist and anti-racist 

association whose objective is to make voices heard and defend the rights of Muslim 

women who are victims of sexist, racist and Islamophobic oppressions. They are 

bringing about a paradigmatic shift in the French political system to combat 

discrimination. They favour a world in which women freely choose their own paths of 

emancipation. 
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6.  MEET: Preventing sexist Islamophobia. This project aims to create national 

committees against sexist Islamophobia and carry out studies on gendered 

Islamophobia, based on discussion groups formed by the people involved. Enabling 

the organisation of socio-cultural events, creating a young audience for a web series 

aimed at combating sexist Islamophobia and the dissemination of an awareness 

campaign at the European level. 

7.  European Muslim Women of Influence. The European Muslim Women of Influence 

(EMWI) initiative celebrates the achievements of Muslim women in social spheres 

with the aim of raising awareness of their contributions to European life, diversifying 

their core representation and inspiring achievements in the diverse communities of 

Europe. 

8.  Muslim Women’s Council. The Muslim Women’s Council was developed in response 

to a series of informal conversations with Muslim women from across the Bradford 

district and with leading female Muslim figures from across the UK over several 

years. In 2009, a feasibility study was carried out that identified the need to establish 

a regional structure led by Muslim women. 

9.  FemResist. This project revolves around racism, xenophobia and discrimination 

against Muslim women and especially against refugees, who are one of the most 

vulnerable groups that suffer Islamophobia. It focuses on the empowerment, support 

and protection of Muslim women who have been affected by acts of intolerance and 

especially hate speech. 

10. YES - Youth Empowerment Support for Muslim Communities. This project aims to 

involve young people from the Islamic community in Italy and raise their level of 

awareness, so that they confront Islamophobia by raising awareness of and 

promoting the reporting to public authorities of the episodes of Islamophobia 

suffered. To do this, young people will be trained in the use of tools and skills to 

inform communities and guide victims of discrimination. It will organise the first 

International Youth Forum against Islamophobia.  

 

 

KEY RESOURCES ON ISLAMOPHOBIA IN EU 

 

•  European Islamophobia report https://www.islamophobiaeurope.com  

•  Forgotten women report - ENAR https://www.enar-eu.org/Forgotten-Women-the-  

impact-of-Islamophobia-on-Muslim-women  

•  Counter-islamophobia toolkit https://cik.leeds.ac.uk/  

•  Restrictions on Muslim women’s dress in the 28 Member States - Open Society • 

Justice Initiative https://www.justiceinitiative.org/publications/restrictions-muslim-

women-s-dress-28-eu-member-states  

• Fundamental Rights Agency data base on anti-Muslim hatred 2012-2020  

https://fra.europa.eu/en/databases/anti-muslim-hatred/home 
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•  ENAR report on impact of counter-terrorism and counter-radicalisation policies 

https://www.enar-eu.org/ENAR-research-on-the-impact-of-counter-terrorism-

and-counter-radicalisation  

•  UN Special Rapporteur on Religion and Belief – report 

https://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/HRC/RegularSessions/Session46/Docu

ments/A_HRC_46_30.docx 

•  ODIHR coalition building guide for tolerance and non-discrimination 

https://www.osce.org/odihr/385017  

•  ODIHR Understanding Anti-Muslim Hate Crimes - Addressing the Security Needs 

of Muslim Communities: A Practical Guide https://www.osce.org/odihr/muslim-

security-guide  

•  ODIHR Anti-Muslim Hate Crime Factsheet https://www.osce.org/odihr/373441  

•  Islam, Muslims and Journalism. Guidelines for Media 

https://www.fundacionalfanar.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/Islam-Muslims-

and-Journalism.pdf 
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