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‘I am profoundly grateful to Suhaiymah Manzoor-Khan for writing 
this book. It is brave. It is necessary. It is true. It is what we Muslims 
have been waiting for. A brilliant, powerful and moving account of 
Islamophobia, not as an individual moral deficiency, but as rooted in 
colonial histories of white supremacy and global capitalism. For me, 
Tangled in Terror triggered long-felt pain, anger, grief at the abuse, 
torture and genocidal violence Muslims are made to suffer the world 
over. Violence which not only evades accountability, but seems at 
times not even to register as harm. Manzoor-Khan carefully traces 
the origins and shape of the historical and ongoing terrorisation of 
Muslims, revealing untold injustices, and showing us how to untangle 
ourselves from terror and instead find threads of resistance.’

—Nadine El-Enany, author of (B)ordering Britain and  
Co-Director of the Centre for Research on Race and Law

‘Courageously makes explicit the implicit unfreedoms of our society.’
—Lowkey, poet and rapper

‘An unflinching account of the forces that have converged to cast Mus-
lims as a permanent threat while profiting off our marginalisation.’

—Aamer Rahman, writer and comedian 

‘Lyrical and uncompromising – Suhaiymah writes to disrupt.’
—gal-dem

‘A fearless writer who cuts through nonsense. Suhaiymah’s voice is 
one of the most exciting of her generation.’

—Fatima Manji, award-winning broadcaster, Channel 4 News

‘This is the first time the breadth and depth of the Islamophobia we 
face has been collated in one place and analysed with such precision. 
It really feels like “our” book.’

—Moazzam Begg, author of Enemy Combatant: The Terrifying True 
Story of a Briton in Guantánamo and outreach director for CAGE

‘Suhaiymah’s writing is fierce and clarifying. She understands that 
the task is to resist oversimplified definitions of Islamophobia and 
instead turn the reader’s attention toward its political function – how 
it increases proximity to violence and impoverishes us all.’

—Lola Olufemi, author of Feminism, Interrupted



‘Hugely important, unflinching and rigorous.’
—Preti Taneja, author of the Desmond Elliot Prize-winning  

We That Are Young

‘One of Britain’s most promising young voices.’
—Priyamvada Gopal, author of Insurgent Empire:  

Anticolonial Resistance & British Dissent

‘Unapologetically abolitionist, Tangled in Terror resonates as a power-
ful act of refusal and resistance. It lays the foundations for a resistance 
that unequivocally demands an end to ALL forms of violence and ALL 
forms of racism, together.’

—Helen Brewer, migrant justice activist,  
and member of the Stansted 15

‘Offers a rich account of the ways Islamophobia upholds systems of 
extraction, exploitation and domination, propelled by the urgency of 
our collective political predicament.’

—Sita Balani, co-author of Empire’s Endgame:  
Racism and the British State

‘A deeply insightful intervention on the ongoing entrenchment of 
white supremacy and islamophobia. Tangled in Terror is a motivator, 
to understand, reflect, and take action in deliberate, radical and life-
affirming ways.’

—Cradle Community, an abolitionist collective

‘This eloquent book dissects the structures of power which create, 
uphold and perpetuate Islamophobia and tells us what it is like to be a 
Muslim woman in this intensely hostile climate.’

—Amrit Wilson, writer, journalist and activist

‘Conveys the trauma that is so often unspoken of in discussions of 
state enabled bigotry against Muslims, written with deep clarity.’

—Omar Suleiman, scholar, civil rights leader,  
writer and public speaker

‘Tangled in Terror brought tears to my eyes and fire to my heart. The 
gift of this book is feeling the world changing around you with each 
word. An astounding, ground-shaking piece of work.’

—Sabrina Mahfouz, playwright, poet, writer and editor of  
The Things I Would Tell You
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Introduction: Not what 
it is but what it does

The standard narrative about Islamophobia goes like this: Islam-
ophobia is an unfair bias against Muslims that exists because of 
right-wing media sensationalism, the rise of the far-right, and 
Brexit voters. Their rhetoric leads to hateful verbal and physical 
attacks against Muslims. Therefore, the solution to Islam-
ophobia is more legal consequences to deal with Islamophobic 
‘hate-crimes’, more positive representation of Muslims in the 
media, more work to challenge stereotypes, and more Muslims 
in positions of decision-making. As a result, there are continu-
ous debates about defining Islamophobia and running inquiries 
into its presence within political parties and Parliament. In this 
narrative, ‘the Islamophobes’ are people like Donald Trump, 
Katie Hopkins, Tommy Robinson, Nigel Farage, and at a push, 
Boris Johnson. 

But this version of Islamophobia is reductive. It has no history 
or context. Islamophobia does not exist because of the lack of 
laws against it, or the lack of Muslim MPs and peers. Nor does 
it exist because people do not know enough about Muslim con-
tributions to the nation, or because Muslims have not spent 
enough time proving ‘what Islam really says’. Instead, Islam-
ophobia persists despite these things, precisely because such 
solutions keep the conversation about Islamophobia away from 
addressing its root historical and structural causes. 

In this book, I present a very different picture of Islamopho-
bia. It is the outcome of colonial histories of white supremacist 
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racial hierarchy and global capitalism that have generated a story 
about Muslims as threats, barbarians and misogynists. That story 
is used by governments and industries across the world today 
to garner popular consent for projects that violate and destroy 
people’s lives. Because, in the name of ‘security’ against ‘the 
Muslim threat’, liberal populations consent to types of dehuman-
ising and illiberal treatment that they would never accept for 
themselves. From illegal invasions to indefinite imprisonment 
and deportation, to the indignity of everyday surveillance and 
destruction of life and property. These projects are not random, 
they have financial and ideological advantages for those who 
benefit from a deliberately exploitative world order.

In other words, Islamophobia is not ‘the new racism’, nor has 
it existed since ancient times. It is one strategy of a colonial 
world-system that was built over a period of 500 or more years. 
Far from broken or ended, the operation of Islamophobia today 
proves that this system is still at work. It functions through 
processes of imperialist occupation, theft of resources and dis-
location of people; procedures of coercive and brutal policing 
and caging; and measures of co-option, social-engineering and 
ideological control. We must depart from thinking about Islam-
ophobia as an individual moral deficiency. It is an outcome of 
historical developments that now ripen the conditions required 
for mass expulsion and genocide of both the gratuitous, spectac-
ular kind, but also the corrosive, almost invisible kind. 

Islamophobia is not a problem for Muslims alone, and cannot 
be tackled on its own. It is not a single-issue struggle but a 
problem for the world, related to all racisms, all forms of oppres-
sion, border violence, policing, war, environmental catastrophe, 
gender-based violence and injustice. The standard narrative 
about Islamophobia hides that it is less about Muslims than 
it is about everything else. Therefore, this is not a book about 
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Muslims or Islam. This book is not interested in proving whether 
Islamophobia exists to those who do not have to face its violence 
every day, or in piling ‘explanation on explanation to name the 
violence’.1 Nor is it interested in how we should specifically 
define Islamophobia. Instead, this book asks what Islamophobia 
does. And how understanding its function is central to under-
standing how we can build a world that is safe for all oppressed, 
exploited and marginalised people, rather than a world that is 
‘secure’ for nation-states to repress, and imperialist capitalist 
interests to accumulate profit. The only way Islamophobia can 
be uprooted is by sowing the seeds for another world altogether. 

Not about Muslims

While Islamophobia is not about Muslims, and certainly not only 
about Britain, it is useful to recognise some components of the 
Muslim population here, as this is where my analysis primar-
ily focuses. Official records and popular representation often 
refer to us as being solely from Pakistani and Bangladeshi her-
itages. But such imaginings erase the significant proportion 
of Muslims in Britain from Somali, Nigerian, Afghan, Iraqi, 
Moroccan, Turkish and Caribbean heritages,2 as well as Muslims 
from a range of other backgrounds encompassing every conti-
nent and race. I am therefore conscious that my positioning as 
a Muslim of Pakistani heritage leaves me open to blind spots, 
and particularly to erasure of the intersection of anti-Black and 
Islamophobic manifestations of white supremacy that Black 
Muslims experience the sharp end of. I have tried to counter-

1 Sahar Ghumkhor, The Political Psychology of the Veil: The Impossible Body (Pal-
grave Macmillan, 2020), p. ix.
2 Rokhsana Fiaz and Laurence Hopkins, Understanding Muslim Ethnic Commu-
nities – Summary Report (London: DCLG, 2009).
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act such erasure in the pages that follow since we cannot uproot 
Islamophobia without uprooting all manifestations of racism, 
but I cannot claim to have overcome my positionality altogether. 
This is important to bear in mind as we move forward in our 
interrogation and to not lose sight of as we work for another 
world.

Alongside Britain’s Muslims being mainly Black and brown 
and therefore facing the well-known institutional racism and 
deprivation that comes with this, Muslims also ‘experience the 
greatest economic disadvantages of any group in UK society’.3 
50% live in poverty – the highest proportion of any religious 
group.4 Well-established correlations tell us that poverty impacts 
every other aspect of a person’s life from mental health to nutri-
tion, and quality of schooling to housing and even quality of air. 
As the COVID-19 pandemic has reinforced, race and poverty 
directly impact people’s risk of physical ill-health and death. 
Consequently, it is unsurprising that Muslims had the highest 
rate of COVID-19-related deaths compared to other religious 
and non-religious groups in England throughout the first year 
of the pandemic.5 Considering this, it is extraordinary that those 
on the political Left routinely exclude and marginalise Muslims 
from their concerns. There can be no meaningful struggle to 
transform relations of economic exploitation unless Muslims’ 
experiences are understood as structurally shaped by the racially 
distinct impact of capitalist relations as a consequence of Islam-
ophobia. This is a theme I come back to throughout the book. 

3 Social Mobility Commission, The Social Mobility Challenges Faced by Young 
Muslims, (London: SMC, 2017), p. 1.
4 The Muslim Council of Britain, British Muslims in Numbers, (London: MCB, 
2015), p. 46.
5 Office for National Statistics, Deaths involving COVID-19 by religious group, En-
gland: 24 January 2020 to 28 February 2021 (London: ONS, 2021).
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Moreover, while Muslims made up around 5% of the UK pop-
ulation in the last census,6 we make up over 15% of the prison 
population.7 With so many Muslims in Britain locked behind 
bars, or locked into cycles of poverty, the structural nature 
of Islamophobia is clear. Muslims also make up 50% of those 
detained in UK immigration removal centres like Brook House.8 
This serves as a reminder that Muslims are disproportionately 
displaced across the world by the impacts of imperialism past 
and present that devastate lives, economies and environments 
through war, resource depletion and enforced debt. Any work 
that aims to support refugees or tackle climate change should 
therefore have intimate knowledge of Islamophobia. Especially 
because Islamophobic anti-immigrant rhetoric is often precisely 
what is used to distract us from recognising the origins of dis-
placement and environmental catastrophe in the first place.  

Understanding Islamophobia’s root causes therefore helps 
connect resistance to it, with multiple and international 
struggles.

Writing to transform our realities

Given this, I have written this book to aid us in building a 
world that is just, and not only liveable, but safe for everyone. 
I regularly work with school children who are so accustomed 
to depictions of themselves as terrorists, threats, barbarians, 
misogynists and foreigners, that the poems they write in our 
workshops are riddled with such images and words. I ask myself 

6 MCB, Muslims in Numbers. 
7 Raheel Mohammed & Lauren Nickolls, Time to end the silence: The experience of 
Muslims in the prison system (London: Maslaha, 2020).
8 Brook House Independent Monitoring Board, Annual Report (London: HMP, 
2013), p. 12.
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what it would take to change the world of their poems. What 
would their poems look like if they had the language to name 
the oppression they face, as opposed to only naming themselves 
through it, or in opposition to it? And what would their poems 
look like if they lived in a world where they felt safe? These ques-
tions matter because those children matter. 

The most successful means of ending oppression is to empower 
those who are oppressed. Consequently, I am not interested in 
writing a book that reproduces academic debates about Islam-
ophobia or in contributing to conversations about defining it; I 
am interested in how analysing our social realities can help us 
transform them. I therefore write without steering away from 
my Muslimness or holding it at arms-length. I refuse to be the 
Muslim author often desired by middle-class pundits. Instead, I 
believe Allah is the source of truth and creation and I believe my 
primary purpose is to worship Allah. This makes it incumbent 
on me to strive for the sake of Allah to expose injustices, speak 
truth to power and resist oppression. I pray that intention guides 
my writing and this book in total. 

If my Islam is an obstacle to being taken seriously by a reader, 
or a cause for an eye-roll or raised eyebrow, it is worth con-
sidering how that reader is already invested in characterising 
Muslims as unintelligent and embarrassingly unmodern. It is 
also worth considering what parameters such a reader would 
require me to write within to be considered ‘objective’ enough 
for the violence of Islamophobia to be valid. As I explore later, 
secularism is too often assumed as an inherently objective way 
of viewing the world, and religion as its inverse. But secularism 
is born from a specific history and is entangled in the project of 
constructing European white supremacy. Consequently, secular 
does not mean neutral. It is the concept that invents the category 
of ‘religion’ and gives it meaning in the first place. If we are too 
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invested in it to see that, we are invested in the same project of 
Eurocentric domination that underpins Islamophobia itself.

As much as this book is focused on Islamophobia as part of a 
set of global power dynamics, I also want to centre the fact that 
Islamophobia lives under the skins of those of us who it marks. 
Islamophobia alters our physiologies through trauma, lives in 
our nervous systems, makes us hypervigilant and afraid. I cannot 
write this book ‘outside’ of Islamophobia because I live within 
it. If I write pretending that Islamophobia has not been present 
in the ways I have written, the choices I have made, and the 
concerns I have had about how it may sound, and how it could 
look, I would be pretending Islamophobia is simply the topic of 
this book. But when I finish writing this book, as much as I may 
be done with Islamophobia, it will not be done with me.

This book might make you uncomfortable, but if you stick with 
me perhaps you will come to see that a reductive understand-
ing of Islamophobia as just an experience of hate or prejudice at 
the hands of Islamophobes is not just misguided, it deliberately 
diverts us from seeing the violence of the world and thus pro-
duces solutions that pose no challenge to it. This prevents us from 
seriously understanding the reasons that over 1 million Muslims 
are in concentration camps in China’s Xingang province, being 
burned alive in the streets of Delhi, persecuted and forced to 
leave their homes in Myanmar, drowning in boats off the coast 
of Greece and Italy, trekking for thousands of miles across the 
Sahara desert from Mali, Chad and Niger, fleeing drone strikes in 
Somalia, sitting in refugee camps in Syria, revolting for their lives 
to matter against the police state in the USA, unable to access 
their natural resources in Palestine, and being policed, impris-
oned, detained and monitored in the UK and across Europe. 

Beyond explaining what Islamophobia is, let us ask the much 
more important question of what it does, and what we are doing 
about it. 
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Chapter 1

A history of race-
making: Inventing  
‘the Muslim threat’

After the police murders of George Floyd and Breonna Taylor 
in the summer of 2020, and the subsequent Black Lives Matter 
uprisings across the world, institutions from body cosmetic com-
panies to universities issued public solidarity statements. These 
often talked of tackling racism more urgently by no longer toler-
ating it. Such declarations symbolised the prevalence of the idea 
that racism is something institutions choose to tolerate, or not 
tolerate, and therefore that it is an outside force brought in by 
‘bad apple’ individuals, rather than something already engrained 
within the normal working of things. This assumption leads 
many to believe that racism can be resolved through individu-
alistic approaches such as increased awareness of unconscious 
biases, or by acknowledging our privileges.1 But these solutions 
allow institutions, organisations and governments to proclaim 
themselves anti-racist without addressing how systematic exclu-
sion, exploitation and oppression based on race are central and 
foundational to their working. This is not the result of igno-
rance, or a mistake; it is a convenient and reductive reframing of 
the racism at hand. 

1 Azfar Shafi & Ilyas Nagdee, Recovering Antiracism, Reflections on collectivity and 
solidarity in antiracist organising (Amsterdam: Transnational Institute, 2020).
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Individualising racism makes it almost impossible to discuss 
it as a system of power related to capitalism and colonialism. 
Instead, in the mainstream, racism is usually only acknowledged 
when it manifests in physical attacks or explicit verbal abuse – 
as the virality of countless graphic videos shows us. But racism is 
rarely acknowledged when it manifests in more regular ongoing 
violence such as intergenerational poverty, systematic exclusion 
from adequate healthcare and housing, and methodical exploita-
tion of labour.  

One consequence of this is that when I say that ‘Islamophobia 
is a form of racism’, people think only of so-called Islamophobic 
‘hate crimes’, which are by no means insignificant, but more a 
symptom than a cause of Islamophobia. The other consequence 
is that people claim Islamophobia cannot be a form of racism 
because Muslims are a religious grouping, not a race. But what 
is ‘a race’? Clarifying this question is central to any anti-racism 
efforts, and there can be no meaningful uprooting of Islamopho-
bia without engaging with the history of racism in the first place.

Common sense tells us that racism exists because different 
races exist. But the opposite is in fact more accurate: races were 
invented to facilitate and justify racism. There is no natural 
set of races that existed prior to people devising them. In fact, 
a central part of the project of European colonialism was the 
invention of races. Since colonialism was a process of dominat-
ing and subjugating to exploit and profit from the resources and 
labour of colonised lands and people, colonisers classified those 
people and places as naturally inferior races.2 This masked theft, 
dispossession and genocide. 

2 For more on colonialism see Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth (New York: 
Grove Press, 1963); Edward Said, Orientalism (New York: Pantheon Books, 1978); 
Walter Rodney, How Europe Underdeveloped Africa (London: Bogle-L’overture Pub-
lications, 1972).
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For example, in the 1830s the American physician, Samuel 
Morton, conducted measurements of human skulls to justify 
colonialism and slavery as somehow ‘natural’ due to the skulls 
of some ‘races’ being smaller than others.3 This was a project to 
not only classify distinct races as having distinct levels of intel-
ligence or strength, but to place them in a hierarchy with white 
Europeans at the top. Rather than a product of nature, we must 
consequently understand racial categories as ideological tools 
developed to reinforce and justify racism, which was a part of 
justifying colonialism more broadly.

Enlightened racism and imagined Otherness

Like Morton, others also used scientific enquiry to mask their 
creation of racial hierarchy as neutral and objective projects. 
This was particularly common during the so-called Enlighten-
ment period in Europe – in and around the 1700s – which is 
important to note because in popular discourse this era is cel-
ebrated as one in which progressive ideas of human rights and 
universal freedom were invented. We rarely speak about the fact 
that those ideas were formed within what was also the golden 
age of colonial white supremacy and capitalism; and that that 
means from their very inception, liberal ideals of freedom 
never extended to include enslaved and colonised people. In 
fact, much of the work to conceptualise race was undertaken to 
justify not extending those ideals to everyone.4

Racial hierarchy was theorised by many famous Enlighten-
ment thinkers who are still widely loved today. For example, 

3 https://sciencedaily.com/releases/2018/10/181004143943.htm (accessed July 
2021).
4 https://slate.com/news-and-politics/2018/06/taking-the-enlightenment-
seriously-requires-talking-about-race.html (accessed July 2021).




