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Three years on from the attack on the An-Noor Mosque and the Linwood Islamic 

Centre in Christchurch on 15 March 2019. 

 

 

Masjid an-Noor, Christchurch (courtesy E. Kolig) 
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Editorial   

“They are us” – The Christchurch mosques attack (15 

March 2019), three years on, and the state of Muslim 

integration in New Zealand.  

 

Erich Kolig 
 
Chief Editor: Waikato Islamic Studies Review   

  

The delusion of ideology 

The Christchurch massacre on 15 March 2019 destroyed the myth that someone’s 

terrorist is another one’s freedom fighter. There is a relativism that breaks down in real 

life under the monstrosity of some deeds. Freedom is a value that does not sit well with 

a man gunning down over a hundred people peacefully worshipping in their mosques. 

There was no declared war situation, no rationally conceivable reason for such 

murderous hostility – only so in the sick deluded mind of the shooter.1 

The death toll stands at 51, with almost an equal number injured, several of them with 

permanent debilitating wounds. All are probably now suffering from PTSD. Many 

families have been thrown not only into emotional but also economic turmoil. In the 

news the term shahid (shaheed) sometimes is used for the victims. Shahid is not just a 

victim, but someone who sacrifices themselves in the cause of Islam, a martyr. It puts a 

different complexion – that of agency, not passivity – on the tragedy and adds a hint of 

a higher purpose. Clearly, 51 have died for their faith – a heroic death istishhad. 

Perhaps this is the reason why collectively clamouring for official recognition of their 

victimhood has not become the dominant preoccupation of the Muslim minority in 

 
1 Among the first academic reactions there is the Waikato Islamic Studies Review 5/1, June 2019; and 

Kotuitui 15/2, 2020 (e.g., C.Crothers and T.O’Brien, ‘The contexts of the Christchurch terror attacks’, 

and other essays). A paper titled ‘The unpredictability of extreme Islamophobia: Muslims, violence, 

and “race” in New Zealand’ by Erich Kolig (forthcoming in The Routledge Handbook of Islam and 

Race, edited by Zain Abdullah (Routledge) also deals with this attack.  

 



 6 

New Zealand. Defying self-pity, a few even magnanimously offered forgiveness to the 

shooter or in other ways converted trauma into personal strength.2 The minority’s 

demonstrated resilience notwithstanding, the event did underline the right to justice and 

the need for security for everyone in New Zealand.  

In essence this is quite different from the ideology that encouraged the white 

supremacist shooter to do this deed. He saw – and probably still sees – the “White 

race” as the victims in this tragedy: victims of a mounting infiltration of the White 

“domain” by Muslims and non-White people. For some, in a delusional and fateful 

hyperbole, this amounts to genocide. In a bizarre mixture of racial, cultural and 

religious prejudice, and bereft of logic, it seemed to justify for him – as he revealed in 

his manifesto3 – the slaughter of people who personally had done him no harm. The 

absurdity of his assumptions cancels his claim of acting out of a sense of self-defence. 

He cannot claim dispensation from normal ethical standards.   

Conspiracy myths should not be called “theories” – that means giving them a tinge of 

dignity such abstruse assumptions do not deserve. The so-called “great replacement 

theory” (formulated first in France as the “théorie de grand remplacement” by Renaud 

Camus, in 2010) is the justification of a racist supremacist world view that looks with 

hatred at immigration and constructs a mirage of “White genocide”. Such views 

should have no place in the modern globalising world, where the awareness of modern 

realities and rational and tolerant thinking should hold sway over absurdly intolerant 

views. Even more scurrilously, according to this conspiracy belief, New Zealand’s 

Muslims bear the guilt of having migrated to a country claimed by some as a Whites-

only domain. This sense of White exclusivity is particularly laughable as there is 

another racially/ethnically distinct group insisting on the dominance of its 

 
2 A range of new activities (e.g. a “Walk for Peace”, a memorial football tournament, Kapuia 

ministerial advisory group, etc.) were set in motion as an affirmation of social cohesion and 

inclusiveness. 
3 It is embargoed and getting access requires special permission from the censor’s office (Office of 

Film & Literature Classification). 74 pages long it offers drab unoriginal reading.  



 7 

autochthonous identity and on this basis largely strives to guide the fate of the country 

into an anti-colonialist political and cultural future. 

But this is not the only intellectual absurdity swirling around this attack. Another is the 

assumption that Mossad orchestrated the attack or even more grotesquely, that the 

attack was perpetrated by “the Government”.4 In the post-truth era we are engulfed by 

misinformation, disinformation and distortion; we are often blinded by the liberties 

with truth extreme postmodernism is taking; and thus it becomes a collective 

responsibility to be careful in what we accept as truthful information. 

In a legislative sense the terrorist attack triggered several changes as well as much 

controversy. Gun laws, the brief for the intelligence services and counter-terrorism 

legislation (the Terrorism Suppression Act 2002) came under close scrutiny; they were 

profoundly revisited and partly amended.5 A Royal Commission took up work and a 

coronial enquiry began in October 2021 to find out if the emergency response had 

been adequate. The prison system invented a new category, an “extreme risk unit” to 

hold prisoners with extremist views. The attack also sparked off the question of how to 

deal with so-called “hate speech” more effectively. Inevitably, it will entail 

intensifying on-line surveillance and consequently it can be expected that the space of 

free speech will be narrowed. All things considered, the attack clearly has left a big 

footprint in the legislative landscape. 

Othering Muslims 

Until March 2019 the so-called Muslim community (of around 57,3006 among 5 

million plus) was too small and unobtrusive in New Zealand to attract much attention 

or to have much impact on public awareness. The fleeting episodic attention this 

 
4 Stuff 19 Nov 2021 ‘Departing AUT lecturer makes false Covid, mosque attack claims’. 
5 Counter-terrorism legislation was amended under urgency following the stabbing attack of a 

radicalised Muslim at the LynnMall supermarket in May 2021.  
6 (Stats NZ 2018 census). 
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minority received, by and large, was driven by events overseas, but unhappily caused 

it to share in the collective guilt for the extremism of other Muslims in other parts of 

the world. In fact speaking of the Muslim minority as if it were a cohesive group is an 

abstraction that ignores the many deep divisions within it. It is a taxonomic category, a 

thought pattern of dominant society, useful for statistical and policy reasons; but 

unfortunately essentialisation also creates a whole-sale summary prejudice that is 

unrepresentative of an accurate description of social reality. That all Muslims are not 

alike is also borne out by the fact that Muslims, globally seen, are numerically the 

biggest victims of terrorism, which in the vast majority of cases is perpetrated by other 

Muslims who hold different views. 

There is a large body of research on discrimination of Muslims in New Zealand. As 

this research has shown, there was and is an underlying distrust in New Zealand’s 

wider society towards Muslims, 7 which is reflective of the subliminal Islamophobic 

inclination that is wide-spread in the Western world. It pre-dates 9/11 by far. It is not 

rationally or scientifically articulated, but part of the lingering ancient Orientalism,8 a 

type of prejudice that has its deep historical roots in religious difference and a visceral 

enmity – but also curiosity – between Orient and Occident. Undoubtedly, another 

reason for distrust is the wave of Muslim terrorism in several different variants. It has 

caused Western intelligence to focus on Islam-inspired radicalisation and Muslim 

extremism, not only entrenching distrust even more, but also taking its eyes off the 

possibility that terrorism may come from other ideological quarters. New Zealand is 

no exception to this “racist” ideological substratum in Western society. Colonialism 

 
7 See Lara Greaves et al., ‘Comparative study of attitudes to religious groups in New Zealand reveals 

Muslim-specific prejudice’, Kotuitui 15/2, 2020. Neda Salashour and Eric Boamah, ‘Perceived 

Discrimination as Experienced by Muslims in New Zealand Universities’. Journal of Muslim Minority 

Affairs 40/3, online 22 September 2020;   Shaver JH, Troughton G, Sibley CG, Bulbulia JA. 2016. 

Religion and the unmaking of prejudice towards Muslims: evidence from a large national sample. PLoS 

One 11/3:1–25. DOI:https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0150209;  Sibley CG, Afzali M, Usman SN, 

Ejova A, Stronge S, Yogeeswaran K, Grimshaw M, Hawi D, Mirnajafi Z, Barlow FK, et al. 2020. 

Prejudice toward Muslims in New Zealand: insight from the New Zealand attitudes and values study. 

New Zealand Journal of Psychology 49/1:48–72.  
8 A particular, romantic but also hostile way of perceiving, and thinking about, the “Orient”. See 

Edward Said, Orientalism (orig. 1978). 

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0150209
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certainly imported a sense of White superiority from the beginning. From this matrix 

violent White supremacist ideology and more generally the identitarian movement 

draws its strength and inspiration. 

By and large, there is clear evidence to say that New Zealand has its share of 

Islamophobia, of which the terrorist attack is only the awful tip of the proverbial 

iceberg. Verbal aggression, violent action, like ripping off hijabs, and displaying 

insultingly apparent suspicion vis-à-vis individual Muslims are not too rare in the 

everyday scene. Even the media are held complicit in the wider society’s oppressing 

the Muslim minority with lack of social justice, marginalisation and “racial” profiling.9 

Yet, the outpouring of compassion in the wider society following the Christchurch 

attack was overwhelming. The slogan arose saying “You are us” pretending – like a 

comforting myth – that Muslims were fully integrated in New Zealand society. It was 

guilt and shame that coined this phrase, but not social reality. 

Are they really “us”? 

The question that arises from events like this terrorist attack is: what would the state of 

integration be like, and when will it be achieved, when Muslims are no longer seen as 

an alien element in Western society. In particular in a place like New Zealand that has 

historically been shaped by immigration from virtually all corners of the world and 

where even the Indigenous people too can be seen, in terms of human history, as 

relatively recent migrants.  

New Zealand is a country of multiple “diasporas”. The question is when will be the 

time when the presence of Muslims in the midst of New Zealand society is accepted by 

the majority without question, when they are part of the social “normalcy” – when 

Muslims really “are us”, as it was emotionally proclaimed in the aftermath of the 

 
9 Rahman KA. 2020. News media and the Muslim identity after the Christchurch mosque massacres. 

Kōtuitui: New Zealand Journal of Social Sciences Online 15(2):360–384. 

DOI:https://doi.org/10.1080/1177083X.2020.1747503.  

https://doi.org/10.1080/1177083X.2020.1747503
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attack. Muslims dream of the day they and their life patterns are part of the normal 

daily life in the Western world, unremarkable – just another ingredient of the colourful 

social discourse. Their wish is to be inconspicuous, to be considered “everyday-ish” 

despite glimpses of an uncommon sartorial code, halal tastes, worshipping in a 

building of exotic design and avoiding alcohol-fuelled social occasions. (In a society 

like New Zealand’s, where alcohol consumption is a mark of conviviality, 

undeservedly, abstention is considered a “handicap” and signals social distance.)   

There is no manifest destiny for Muslims as minority in any Western society. Yet, the 

issue when the Muslims’ presence will be “normalised”, to the extent that it is just part 

of the everyday human pastiche in a modern pluralist society, remains crucially 

important. The aim is a state where Muslims are “everyday” people, their appearance 

in daily life is even more unremarkable than the Amish’s in America’s Pennsylvania 

State or that of orthodox Jews in New York; not only unremarkable but also 

unrecognisable except perhaps for the hijab, and accepted as just another part in the 

colourful human landscape of modern, cosmopolitan social life.  

Whose fault – if it is a fault – is it when this doesn't happen and Muslims are still 

conspicuous and create unfavourable attention. Logically, suspicion makes no sense 

when racially based on who is genetically “White”, as there are many “White” 

Muslims. (White supremacy sees them as race “traitors” to solve the taxonomic 

conundrum.)  

Is lack of religious acceptance to be blamed? Social distance and distrust do not seem 

to be contingent on the degree of secularisation of the dominant society or whether the 

political doctrine of freedom of religion is taken seriously enough.10 Islam remains 

really a theological issue only for the Destiny Church – when on 22 April 2019 it held 

 
10 New Zealand is socially, institutionally and politically highly secularised. The percentage of 

religiously confessionless is rising, the traditionally dominant Christian churches are numerically 

declining. Only minority religions (Islam, Buddhism and Hinduism) and sectarian Christian churches 

record increases due to immigration. 
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a noisy demonstration opposite the Al- Noor Masjid to proclaim Christchurch a 

Christian city.  

It seems to be something else. There is no easy answer. There is only the antidote of 

the inevitability of humanity of all stripes growing together, which happens not as a 

vague utopia but as an inescapable necessity of advancing globalisation.  The major 

global divisions today are not religious-ethnic – as Huntington wrongly prophesied11 – 

but political, dividing democracy from autocracy. And Muslimhood per se has 

convincingly shown that liberal democracy is only a doctrinal problem, but not in real 

life.  

Conversely, liberal democracy theoretically has no problem with cultural difference – 

as long as its expression is considered sufficiently superficial. Democracy’s response to 

ethnic, religious and cultural diversity, is the policy of multiculturalism and the 

political dogma of pluralism. Yet, there are potential difficulties, which become 

apparent in the case of certain forms of fundamentalism that tend to subscribe to values 

and principles that appear to be doctrinally mandated and can create rifts with 

dominant society, its values and its legal principles. The fact that the Islamic dogma 

rests on eternal, unchanging, because divinely mandated, ethical values, maintains a 

strong bond with political thought and action, and gives Ulema (through the function of 

issuing fatawa, for instance) powers beyond those available to the Christian priesthood, 

is not irredeemable.12 Apostasy and blasphemy laws derived from the Sharia can be 

adjusted to lose their deadly threat in order to fit into democratic patterns of protecting 

free speech and human rights in general. On a discursive level such theological-

ideological aspects can be interrogated and revised. 

 

 
11 Samuel Huntington, The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order. New York: 

Simon and Schuster, 1996. 
12 See, for instance, recently Ahmet Kuru, Islam Authoritarianism and Underdevelopment: A global 

comparison. New York: Cambridge University Press, 2019.  
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Multiculturalism and its pitfalls 

There is one practical problem though host societies with Muslim minorities routinely 

fear. Normalising diversity can lead to parallel societies whose solidarity – both 

political and cultural – with the social entity becomes questionable. The spectre of a 

separate – and hostile – society within society is a nagging angst in dominant national 

societies in Europe and North America.13 Conversely, some Muslims have argued that 

multiculturalism embeds incremental assimilationism, i.e. it unleashes subliminal 

forces that cause increasing resemblance between so-called host society and immigrant 

minority. Kenan Malik, for instance, thinks multiculturalism is the process of creeping 

assimilation in the UK.14 If true, this tends to worry conservative elements in the 

minority. To some extent human rights prohibit enforced assimilation, yet it is within 

the state’s right to insist on compliance, for instance, with its jurisdiction and to shut 

out rival judicial systems and ethical codes. It is no secret that even the liberal 

secularist state shuns systems like the Sharia and its mandated ethics. In this and other 

cases, democracy is perceived to have the right and duty to prevent “the terror of the 

minority” by not conceding overweening exceptions and privileges for minority 

groups.15 While compromises within basic law require some careful consideration, 

concessions in small things like dress code, holy days, halal food concessions, personal 

life style etc. can be more easily made. Yet, what does the freedom of religious worship 

entail in real life: for instance, how is the devotional and doctrinal requirement of jihad 

– Islam’s unofficial sixth pillar – to be exercised? 

 
13 So impressively and nostalgically expressed by Samuel Huntington’s book Who Are We? New York: 

Knopf, 2004. See also Muslim Integration: Pluralism and Multiculturalism  in New Zealand and 

Australia, ed. by E. Kolig and M.Voyce. Lanham: Lexington 2016; pp.76-74. 
14 Kenan Malik (Foreign Affairs, March/April 2015) ‘The Failure of Multiculturalism’. 
15 Liberal countries have introduced lawful exemptions though; for instance, in matters of family and 

domestic law, financial systems, and other areas. A tricky area  is “free speech” and how blasphemy is 

to be treated. (See E. Kolig (ed.), Freedom of Speech and Islam. Farnham/London: Ashgate/Routledge, 

2014.) 
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A facile solution would be: If you come here, voluntarily or not, you are expected to do 

as “the Romans” do – according to the maxim si fueris Romae, vivito Romano more. 

This may be seen as the conditio sine qua non of integration. Muslims can’t be 

Muslims any more. But what if Muslims are already part of the Romans? After all 

Muslims have arrived in New Zealand from the earliest days of British colonialism.16 

In fact Muslims on a voluntary basis today have come very close to having become 

“Romans” in their life style and expectations. The Muslim minority of New Zealand 

has never made strong demands for an exceptionalist status. Fears of creating a parallel 

society – as they exist in Europe – found no reason to gain any traction here. There 

have been remarkably few phenomena of openly expressed Muslim discontent, no 

obvious signs of hardening fundamentalisation of the kind seen in Europe. (The most 

conspicuous exception was the Danish cartoon affair when street demonstrations were 

protesting – invariably peacefully – what was seen as unacceptable blasphemy; and 

almost inevitably there are a handful cases of individual radicalisation.)17  

Multiculturalism has been declared dead in Europe as demands for conformity with 

majority culture and the dominant Western social life style grow exponentially and 

concomitantly with the irritation about the occasional flare-up of Muslim violence. 

New Zealand has no reason to be unhappy: majority society’s hegemony is being 

questioned and relativised by biculturalism, much more so than by multiculturalism; 

and New Zealand’s wokism is silent about resident Muslims. Multiculturalism is 

imperfect, episodically flawed, but by and large seems to work for New Zealand. The 

kind of integration that makes Muslims almost “invisible” becomes at least thinkable as 

an integrated part of a wide and colourful social pastiche. New Zealand’s national 

 
16 Abdullah Drury’s work has carefully analysed many of these historical facets. 
17 Individuals joining Isis (Islamic State), online radicalisation, and the LynnMall attack. In one case it 

is reported that a former New Zealand resident of Afghan descent is now a prominent member of the 

Taliban government (Stuff 11 December 2021). (The Taliban movement is considered a terrorist 

organisation in several jurisdictions.) 



 14 

identity is still a work in progress but its acclaimed inclusivity, one may hope, will 

eventually – and not too far in the distant future – really embrace Muslims as “us”. 

By and large, Muslims have found a space in this country – even as classical 

liberalism, superficially exhausted, dissolves in New Zealand into what some have 

called “a soft authoritarianism” that places emphasis and priority increasingly on 

biculturalism at the expense of the multicultural social reality. Pluralism and the 

proclaimed value of diversity do not amount to cultural equity among all groups of 

people who may derive their cultural legacy from diverse corners of the globe. But 

perhaps this would be an unrealistic expectation anyway. It remains to be seen what the 

New Zealand Leitkultur,18 of Anglo-Celtic extraction but now softened up by tikanga, 

matauranga, and bilingual, bijural and other bicultural additions, will do. 

On the third anniversary of the attack a range of scholars in this issue reflect on this 

event and its aftermath in various ways and from different perspectives, adding depth 

to our perception of it. As they speak to the several points relating to this horrible 

event they enhance our insight. If their research can in some way contribute to 

diminishing the impact of hatred and intolerance in the future it is well worth the 

effort.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
18 Literally: leading culture; a concept created by the Lebanese-German political scientist Bassam Tibi, 

which refers to pluralism in the West. 
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Censoring Islamophobia? Theological, Historical and 

Sociological Reflections 

 

Clare Elena Wilde         
 

Dr Clare Wilde (PhD, The Catholic University of America; Lic., Pontifical Institute for the Study of 

Arabic and Islam; AB, Princeton University) specializes in the history of Arabophone Christianity and 

Christian-Muslim relations. She has studied and taught in the US, Europe, New Zealand and the Middle 

East, and is the author of a number of pieces on Christian-Muslim relations before the Crusades. She is 

currently working on a monograph on early understandings of Judaism, Christianity and Islam with 

Steve Mason. 

 

 

Abstract: While there is a rich literature on Muslim and Christian interactions 

starting with the Qur’ān itself, much of their historic cohabitation has occurred in 

Islamic, rather than Christian societies. Given the overlap between “Islamophobia” 

and “xenophobia,” the following highlights the importance of historical, sociological 

and theological awareness for successful incorporation of Muslims in (historically) 

Christian-majority societies, especially in Europe and European settlements. 

 

Introduction 

 

I, or rather the Lord, beseech you ... to persuade all people of whatever rank, foot-

soldiers and knights, poor and rich, to carry aid promptly to those Christians and to 

destroy that vile race from the lands of our friends. 

 

In 1095, Pope Urban II initiated the Crusades, beseeching European Christians to aid 

their eastern brothers (despite the Schism of 1054, which continues until today). The 

speech survives in several renditions, many of which speak of the  “accursed race” 

that had depopulated the Byzantine Empire.1 

 

Nearly a millenium later, another European, Anders Breivik, used some of Pope 

Urban II’s words (and those of many others) to urge the deportation of Muslims from 

another historically Christian land: Europe. Nearly a decade later and on the other side 

of the world, the manifesto, and actions, of Brenton Tarrant in New Zealand echo 

those of Anders Breivik.  

 
1 The invaders were described in ethnic terms: Turks and Arabs (Fulchre of Chartres, the source of the 

opening quotation) or Persians (Robert the Monk). English translations are found at 

https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/sbook1k.asp.  

 

https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/sbook1k.asp
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Placing the Christchurch tragedy of 2019 in the long history of Christian-Muslim 

interactions neither relativizes nor diminishes it. Rather, this history demonstrates the 

danger of attributing the tragedy to a deranged, criminal or evil individual (mention of 

whose name, and writing, is taboo).   

 

As with accounts of the Crusades, these men of European descent also wish the 

expulsion of a “vile”  invading “race” – but this time the “invaders” are immigrants, 

fellow citizens in their own (or neighbouring) lands. The following explores some 

nuances of xenophobia and Islamophobia in liberal, secular and Christian 

environments. While there are many other arenas in which Christians and Muslims 

have interacted and depicted one another,2 the focus here is on those aspects that 

might be particular to immigrant societies whose populations have significant 

percentages of European extraction. 

 

Muslim Menace: on the borders of Europe 

 

Christians who came under Muslim rule described Islam and Muslims, in different 

languages, with a range of nuances and in various media: in polemic literature, but 

also in art and hymns, and in a variety of cultural settings.3   And, some of their 

depictions entered the European imaginaire.4    

 

 
2 See e.g. M. Penn, When Christians First Met Muslims (Berkeley: University of California Press, 

2015). A comprehensive overview is found in Brill’s multi-volume Christian-Muslim Relations: A 

Bibliographical History (edited by D. Thomas and others). 
3 For depictions of Muhammad, see R. Hoyland, "The Earliest Christian Writings on Muḥammad: An 

Appraisal," in The Biography of Muḥammad. The Issue of the Sources, ed. W. Kadi (Leiden: Brill, 

2000), pp. 276-297. The numerous examples of Muslim portrayals of Christians and Christianity are 

beyond the scope of this paper. See L. Ridgeon, Islamic Interpretations of Christianity (Abbingdon: 

Routledge, 2013); also G. Reynolds, A Muslim Theologian in the Sectarian Milieu: ʻAbd Al-Jabbār and 

the Critique of Christian Origins (Leiden: Brill, 2004).  
4 E.g. T. Burman, "The Influence of the Apology of Al-Kindī and Contrarietas alfolica on Ramon Lull's 

Late Religious Polemics, 1305-1313," Mediaeval Studies 53 (1991): 197-228; J. Wasilewski, "The 

‘Life of Muhammad’in Eulogius of Córdoba: Some Evidence for the Transmission of Greek Polemic to 

the Latin West," Early Medieval Europe 16/3 (2008): 333-353. 
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European Christians who did not come under Muslim rule were aware of Islam5 and 

Muslims – but as heretics, and, eventually, military foes (or allies) or trade partners 

(with Charlemagne even receiving an elephant from the Abbasid caliph Harun al-

Rashid).6 Dante, for example, describes Muhammad (Inferno XXVIII) as a sower of 

discord who had divided the church. Muslims are frequently portrayed as invaders and 

conquerors, of Byzantium and of the Iberian peninsula. But mixed in with the images 

of the conqueror are tales of valour and gallantry, as well as an admiration for the 

scientific knowledge that Islamic civilization preserved, transmitted and developed: 

despite his negative estimation of Muhammad (and Ali), Dante sets three later 

Muslims in Limbo in Inferno VI (Saladdin [d. 1193], Averroes [d. 1198] and 

Avicenna [d.1037]).7 After the Crusades, in the face of Ottoman ascendancy and 

expansion into eastern Europe, depictions of Muslim Turks proliferate in European art 

and popular imagination.8     

 

To name just a few examples, the Gottesplagenbild on the Graz cathedral depicts the 

three plagues of God that afflicted the city in 1480: famine, Turks and plague.9 A few 

decades later, Martin Luther’s hymn “Erhalt uns Herr bei deinem Wort” was for 

children to sing against two arch-enemies: the Pope and the Turks.10  Depictions of 

the European naval victory over the Ottomans at the Battle of Lepanto (1571) can be 

 
5 J. Tolan, “Islam in the Mirror of our Phantasms,” in Islam and Public Controversy in Europe, ed. N. 

Göle, Islam and public controversy in Europe (Abingdon: Routledge, 2016), pp. 113-122. 
6 G. Albertoni, L'elefante di Carlo Magno: il desiderio di un imperatore (Bologna: Mulino, 2020). See 

also https://www.dw.com/en/baghdad-jerusalem-aachen-on-the-trail-of-the-white-elephant/a-923561  
7 For further discussion of Dante and Islam, see J. Ziolkowski (ed.), Dante and Islam (New York: 

Fordham University Press, 2014) 
8 E.g. D. Vitkus, "Turning Turk in Othello: The Conversion and Damnation of the Moor," Shakespeare 

Quarterly 48/2 (1997): 145-176; S. Deringil, “The Turks and ‘Europe’: The Argument from 

History,” Middle Eastern Studies 43/5 (2007): 709-723. 
9 R. Engele, “Plagen kamen ubers Land,” https://austria-

forum.org/af/Wissenssammlungen/Damals_in_der_Steiermark/Plagen_kamen_ubers_Land, 2012  
10 On the polemics against Islam in the hymn, see A. Hofmann, "Das gedruckte Lied als 

Propagandainstrument." Wahrheit-Geschwindigkeit-Pluralität 132 (2021): 65-82, esp. 73-74. Luther 

also composed a tract against the Turks, Vom Kriege wider die Türken (English translation on 

https://www.wolfmueller.co/wp-

content/uploads/2018/03/WarAgainstTurk_formattedtxtstudyquestionsCover.pdf ) 

 

https://www.dw.com/en/baghdad-jerusalem-aachen-on-the-trail-of-the-white-elephant/a-923561
https://austria-forum.org/af/Wissenssammlungen/Damals_in_der_Steiermark/Plagen_kamen_ubers_Land
https://austria-forum.org/af/Wissenssammlungen/Damals_in_der_Steiermark/Plagen_kamen_ubers_Land
https://www.wolfmueller.co/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/WarAgainstTurk_formattedtxtstudyquestionsCover.pdf
https://www.wolfmueller.co/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/WarAgainstTurk_formattedtxtstudyquestionsCover.pdf
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seen in churches from Belgium11 to Malta,12 including on a Eucharistic monstrance.13 

Just last year (2021), a 450th anniversary coin was minted in Spain!14 Other Ottoman 

defeats are celebrated in European public art, such as the Monumento dei Quattro 

Mori of Livorno, Italy.15  

 

These stereotypes continued into the twentieth century, and are still seen today.  

Ambassador Morgenthau’s Story, written by a US ambassador to the Ottoman Empire 

(with enhancements to the original diary provided by a journalist and State 

Department officials),16 was intended to outline the evils of Turkey to persuade small-

town Americans “of the necessity of carrying the war to a victorious conclusion.” It 

appeared first as a serial publication in a popular newspaper,17 and then as a book.18  

 

Soon after the publication of Morgenthau’s Story, an AP correspondent who had been 

in Istanbul at the same time as Morgenthau, expressed reservations over the book’s 

contents. Nevertheless, Morgenthau received an offer from Hollywood for the film 

rights of his story. Although he had not objected to the enhanced diary garnering 

home-front support for the US war effort, President Wilson argued against accepting 

the Hollywood offer: “...There is nothing practical that we can do for the time being in 

 
11 Sint-Pauluskerk in Antwerp and Sint-Salvatorskathedraal in Brugges. See J. Van der Steen, Memory 

Wars in the Low Countries (Leiden: Brill, 2015); B. Llopis and Francisco de Asís García García, 

"Confronting Islam: Images of Warfare and Courtly Displays in Late Medieval and Early Modern 

Spain," in Jews and Muslims Made Visible in Christian Iberia and Beyond, 14th to 18th Centuries, ed. 

B. Llopis and A. Urquizar-Herrera (Leiden: Brill, 2019), pp. 235-265.   
12 An altar frontal in the Rotunda at Mosta, made in 1980. 
13 Ingolstadt, Germany (http://sthughofcluny.org/2018/10/a-monstrance-for-todays-feast.html). 
14 See https://news.coinupdate.com/spain-450th-anniversary-of-decisive-battle-of-lepanto-remembered-

with-silver-and-colour-proof-coins/  
15 S. Nadalo, "Negotiating Slavery in a Tolerant Frontier: Livorno’s Turkish Bagno (1547–

1747)," Mediaevalia 32 (2011): 275-324. 
16 As noted in Morgenthau’s Preface, available at 

https://net.lib.byu.edu/estu/wwi/comment/morgenthau/morgentc.htm . Heath Lowry, The Story Behind 

Ambassador Morgenthau’s Story (repr. Piscataway: Gorgias Press, 2011) provides additional details. 
17 World’s Work, a magazine that circulated in over ten of the largest US papers, to over 3,000,000 

households. By comparison, the 2008 distribution of Obsession: Radical Islam’s War against the West, 

a film warning of the dangers of radical Islam in advance of the US presidential election, reached about 

22,000,000 households in electoral swing states.  
18 Originally by Doubleday. H. Morgenthau and P. Balakian, Ambassador Morgenthau's Story (Detroit: 

Wayne State University Press, 2003). 

 

https://news.coinupdate.com/spain-450th-anniversary-of-decisive-battle-of-lepanto-remembered-with-silver-and-colour-proof-coins/
https://news.coinupdate.com/spain-450th-anniversary-of-decisive-battle-of-lepanto-remembered-with-silver-and-colour-proof-coins/
https://net.lib.byu.edu/estu/wwi/comment/morgenthau/morgentc.htm
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the matter of the Armenian massacres ... and the attitude of the c[ountry] toward 

Turkey is already fixed. It does not need enhancement.” 19 

 

To date, no Hollywood production of the published, dramatized, version of 

Morgenthau’s diary has been made. But the book has been used in the US Congress, 

and was republished in 2003. In an increasingly interconnected world, the circulation 

of such stereotypes without a solid grounding in the history behind their creation is 

dangerous. Particularly in immigrant societies, such depictions have the very real 

danger of dehumanizing individuals so represented. Anders Breivik, in fact, 

references Henry Morgenthau (Sec. 1.17).20 But is censorship a sensible (or 

responsible) response?  

 

Xenophobic stereotypes 

 

Stereotypical depictions of foreigners, be they immigrants, invaders or conquered 

peoples, have existed for centuries. Take, for example, the derogatory description of 

cultural and ethnic others in Juvenal’s Satire on Rome (c. 118 CE):7 

 

My friends, I can’t stand 

A Rome full of Greeks, yet few of the dregs are Greek! 

For the Syrian Orontes has long since polluted the Tiber, 

Bringing its language and customs, pipes and harp-strings, 

And even their native timbrels are dragged along too, 

And the girls forced to offer themselves in the Circus. 

Go there, if your taste’s a barbarous whore in a painted veil. 

 

They are also found in many of the aforementioned Christian depictions of Muslims 

(and Muslim depictions of Christians, not discussed here). Although the US-led “war 

 
19 For these quotations and the background to Ambassador Morgenthau’s Story, see Heath Lowry’s 

research on http://www.eraren.org/index.php?Lisan=en&Page=YayinIcerik&IcerikNo=204 
20 https://info.publicintelligence.net/AndersBehringBreivikManifesto.pdf  

http://www.eraren.org/index.php?Lisan=en&Page=YayinIcerik&IcerikNo=204
https://info.publicintelligence.net/AndersBehringBreivikManifesto.pdf


 20 

on terror” has led to a proliferation of literature on the “racialization” of Islam,”21 

many early Christian accounts of Islam use ethnic22 designations for Muslims, as well 

as their cultural or cultic otherness,23 often conflating ethnic and religious 

designations. When they entered southeast Asia, Europeans found Muslims of other 

ethnicities than the Turks, Arabs, Persians or Moors with whom they had been 

previously familiar. Yet, they would still sometimes term the various Muslims they 

encountered  as “Moor” or “Turk.”24 (Although not specific to Islam, one famous 

example of early modern European ethnic depictions can be seen in the church of 

Sant’Ignazio in Rome.) 

  

But pre-modern depictions of Turks and other Muslims, while often menacing or 

cartoonlike, lack the insiduous threat of cohabitation found in Juvenal’s “pollution of 

the Tiber.” And, depending on the political winds of the day, Turks and other Muslim 

powers were not always viewed as the enemy by Europeans.25 In the end, while the 

Crusades ultimately failed, Europe remained (relatively) “untainted.” Similarly, 

 

21 Cf eg S. Garner and Saher Selod. "The Racialization of Muslims: Empirical Studies of 

Islamophobia." Critical Sociology 41/1 (2015): 9-19. M. De Koning, "The Racialization of Danger: 

Patterns and Ambiguities in the Relation between Islam, Security and Secularism in the 

Netherlands." Patterns of Prejudice 54/1-2 (2020): 123-135. For connections to the US-led War on 

Terror, see S. Selod, Forever Suspect: Racialized Surveillance of Muslim Americans in the War on 

Terror (Rutgers, NJ, USA: Rutgers University Press, 2018).  

22 Although not identical to European terms for ethnic exogroups, barrānīyīn was used for the new 

Muslim overlords by Christians who came to write in Arabic. My thanks to John Lamoreaux for 

sharing his unpublished translation of Theodore Abū Qurra’s “Against the Outsiders.” Cf. I Cor 5:12, 

Col 4:5, I Th 4:12, and I Tim 3:7 in the Syriac Peshitta, where   barrīyē are the pagans, those "outside" 

the people of God.  
23 On some of these terms, see e.g. A. Hilhorst, “Ishmaelites, Hagarenes, Saracens,” in Abraham, the 

Nations, and the Hagarites: Jewish, Christian, and Islamic perspectives on kinship with Abraham, ed. 

M. Goodman, George H. van Kooten, and J. T. A. G. M. Van Ruiten (Leiden: Brill, 2010), pp. 421-

434. 
24 While terming the religion of the inhabitants of Java “Moorish” (or Muahmmaden), an early Dutch 

account speaks of their “Turkish” turbans: Op 't hoofd dragen zy groote Turkze Tulbanden van fyn wit 

kattoen, of ook wel van andre verwen, 't zy van zyde of van eenige andre met goud doorwrogte ftoffen 

gemaakt. F. Valentijn, Oud en Nieuw Oost-Indiën (Amsterdam: Van Kesteren, 18622) Vol. 1, 378-9. 

My thanks to Leon Kooijmans for bringing this to my attention. See also P. Kaplan, “Black Turks: 

Venetian Artists and Perceptions of Ottoman Ethnicity”, pp 41- 66 in J. Harper, ed., The Turk and 

Islam in the Western Eye, 1450-1750: Visual Imagery before Orientalism (London: Ashgate 

Publishing, Ltd, 2011); M. Formica, Lo specchio turco: Immagini dell’Altro e riflessi del Se nella 

cultura italiana d’eta moderna (Rome: Donzelli Editore, 2013).  
25 J. Tolan, Henry Laurens, and Gilles Veinstein, Europe and the Islamic World (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 2012).  
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Muslim Iberia and Ottoman eastern Europe left much of Europe’s “heartland” 

“Muslim-free.” And, both of these regions were eventually largely released from 

Muslim domination. 

 

The 20th century saw a very different paradigm – both for ancient Christendom and 

for dār al-Islām. Muslims were emigrating away from Muslim-ruled lands in 

unprecedented numbers.26 For the first time, (historically) Christian lands erected 

mosques for Muslim citizens.27  There is little precedent28 in either Islamic or 

European-derived legal systems for this situation.29 

 

Muslim immigrants: Islamophobia or xenophobia? 

 

In 2015, Europe opened its doors to an unprecedented number of immigrant/refugees, 

many of whom were Muslim; 2016 saw an increase in foreign-born residents in many 

European countries.30 But Muslim immigration to Europe and other historically 

Christian countries predates 2015.  The first European mosque (excluding those 

constructed under Muslim rule) built specifically for Muslim worship in Europe is in 

Woking, England (1889); soon mosques in Paris (1926)31 and Berlin (also in the 

1920s) appeared.32 But it was as part of the larger wave of (initially temporary) “guest 

 
26K. Miller, “Muslim Minorities and the Obligation to Emigrate to Islamic Territory: Two Fatwās from 

Fifteenth-Century Granada,” Islamic Law and Society (2000): 256-288.  
27 For Europe’s history with religious and ethnic pluralism, see J. Casanova, "Immigration and the New 

Religious Pluralism: A European Union/United States Comparison," in Democracy and the New 

Religious Pluralism, ed. T. Banchoff (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), pp. 59-83. 
28 Kh. Abou El Fadl, "Islamic Law and Muslim Minorities: The Juristic Discourse on Muslim 

Minorities from the Second/Eighth to the Eleventh/Seventeenth Centuries," Islamic Law and 

Society 1/2 (1994): 141-187.  For the medieval Muslim colony at Lucera, Italy, see chapter 14 of A. 

Metcalfe, Muslims of Medieval Italy (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2009). 
29 Although Islamic tradition has a rich history of ethnic and religious pluralism, it was not in the 

context of modern ideals of citizenship. For a general introduction to Islamic law and political theory 

that engages western political science, law and moral philosophy, see W. Hallaq, The Impossible State: 

Islam, Politics, and Modernity's Moral Predicament (New York: Columbia University Press, 2012).  
30 https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/06/15/immigrant-share-of-population-jumps-in-some-

european-countries/  
31 N. Avcioglu, “Identity-as-Form: The Mosque in the West,” Cultural Analysis 6 (2007): 91-112, 97-

98. 
32 R. Terrell, “Building the Berlin Mosque: An Episode in Weltpolitik,” Contemporary European 

History 30/1 (2021): 46-59. American Black Muslims (Nation of Islam) are beyond the scope of this 

discussion. 

 

https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/06/15/immigrant-share-of-population-jumps-in-some-european-countries/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/06/15/immigrant-share-of-population-jumps-in-some-european-countries/
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workers” after the second world war that Muslims entered Europe en masse, 

becoming increasingly established.33  By contrast, New Zealand’s oldest mosque (in 

Ponsonby, Auckland) was constructed in 1979; the Christchurch al-Noor mosque was 

built in the mid 1980s.34 

 

“Muslims” did not, however, arrive as a theological or religious grouping – but as 

members of particular linguistic and ethnic groups, many from Asia. They were 

immigrants at a particularly fraught period of world history.35 For example, the US 

Immigration Act of 1924 and Asian exclusionary acts effectively prevented Asian 

immigration (although from Asia, some Arab Christians, however, were exempt).36  

 

The aftermath of the second World War saw a loosening of some long-standing 

discriminatory laws. In the early 1960s, for the first time, the Vatican issued an 

official statement on Islam;37  nations around the globe came to honour, at least in ink, 

the spirit of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.38 But, even with the 1965 

repeal of the US Immigration Act of 1924, in the US and globally anti-Muslim (and 

other xenophobic) sentiments remain well into the 21st century.39  For, in increasing 

numbers, with the end of the second World War, people traveled to places with 

greater GDPs. With the rapid influx of immigrants, the most “visible” newcomers, 

 
33 S. Castles, “Guestworkers in Europe: A Resurrection?” International Migration Review 40/4 (2006): 

741-766. 
34 E. Kolig, New Zealand's Muslims and Multiculturalism (Leiden: Brill, 2009). 
35 H. Vought, The Bully Pulpit and the Melting Pot: American Presidents and the Immigrant, 1897-

1933 (Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 2004). 
36 C. Frazee, Catholics and Sultans: The Church and the Ottoman Empire 1453-1923 (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2006); S. Fahrenthold, 2021. “’Claimed by Turkey as Subjects’: Ottoman 

Migrants, Foreign Passports, and Syrian Nationality in the Americas, 1915–1925,” in The Subjects of 

Ottoman International Law, ed. L. Can et al. (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2020), pp. 

216-237; R. Kayyali, "US Census Classifications and Arab Americans: Contestations and Definitions 

of Identity Markers." Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 39/8 (2013): 1299-1318. 
37 https://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-

ii_decl_19651028_nostra-aetate_en.html But even that was only in the context of statements on 

Judaism and non-Christian faiths. P. Valkenberg and Anthony Cirelli, eds. Nostra Aetate (Washington, 

DC: CUA Press, 2016). 
38 For discussion of the UDHR and its compatibility with Islamic principles, see e.g. T. Gunn, "Do 

Human Rights Have a Secular, Individualistic & Anti-Islamic Bias?" Daedalus 149/3 (2020): 148-169. 
39 https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/08/09/muslims-and-islam-key-findings-in-the-u-s-and-

around-the-world/  

 

https://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_decl_19651028_nostra-aetate_en.html
https://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_decl_19651028_nostra-aetate_en.html
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/08/09/muslims-and-islam-key-findings-in-the-u-s-and-around-the-world/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/08/09/muslims-and-islam-key-findings-in-the-u-s-and-around-the-world/
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especially those who had previously been the object of cultural stereotypes, bore the 

brunt of anti-immigrant sentiment.  

  

With the rise of Muslim emigration to traditionally Christian lands, there has been an 

uptick in public Islamophobia.40 As with other immigrants,41 and as with earlier 

portrayals of Muslims, Muslim immigrants have been portrayed (and caricatured) 

along ethnic, cultural and cultic lines. The othering of Muslims (and other immigrants 

and minorities) range from political ads (such as Switzerland’s white sheep/black 

sheep posters in 2007 and a more explicitly Islam-focused campaign in 201742) to 

laws regulating a range of “foreign” cultural/religious practices and symbols (from 

head43 and face44 coverings to minarets45 to circumcision46 to animal slaughter,47 

many of which also impact Jewish communities48).   

 

Following the infamous 2005 Danish Jyllands-Posten cartoon controversy, 

newspapers and journalists – even politicians – have produced and disseminated, and 

sometimes come under attack for, disrespectful portrayals of Islam, Muslims or 

Muhammad.49 Authors such as Bat Ye’or and Robert Spencer50 have written on the 

 

40 S. Poynting, " Islamophobia Kills. But Where Does it Come From?"   International Journal for 

Crime, Justice and Social Democracy 17 

http://classic.austlii.edu.au/au/journals/IntJlCrimJustSocDem/2020/17.html (2020) 

41 R.S. Appleby and J.T. McGreevy, “Catholics, Muslims and the Mosque,” The New York Review, on 

https://www.nybooks.com/articles/2010/09/30/catholics-muslims-and-mosque/ (30 Sept 2010) 
42 https://www.swissinfo.ch/eng/dirty-campaign-_controversial-poster-launched-against-

naturalisation/42820620  
43 Also in Muslim-majority societies: A. Barras, Refashioning Secularisms in France and Turkey: The 

Case of the Headscarf Ban (Abingdon: Routledge, 2014); R. Gauvain “Salafism in Modern Egypt: 

Panacea or Pest?” Political Theology 11/6 (2010): 802-825, p. 820. 
44 https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/onderwerpen/gezichtsbedekkende-kleding-in-de-media-

boerkaverbod/gezichtsbedekkende-kleding-gedeeltelijk-verbieden  
45 T. Green, “The Resistance to Minarets in Europe,” Journal of Church and State 52/4 (2010): 619–43. 
46 M. Swatek-Evenstein, "Limits of Enlightenment and the Law-On the Legality of Ritual Male 

Circumcision in Europe today." Merkourios-Utrecht J. Int'l & Eur. L. 29 (2013): 42-50. 
47 P. Lerner and A. Rabello, “The Prohibition of Ritual Slaughtering (Kosher Shechita and Halal) and 

Freedom of Religion of Minorities,” Journal of Law and Religion 22/1 (2006): 1-62. 
48 H. Levine, "New Zealand's Ban on Kosher Slaughtering," Ethnology: An International Journal of 

Cultural and Social Anthropology 50/3 (2013): 209-222. 
49 To name just a few examples: the 2008 production of Fitna by a Dutch politician, Geert Wilders; 

Charlie Hebdo, a French satirical magazine; the aforementioned distribution of Obsession.   
50Founder of www.jihadwatch.org   

 

http://classic.austlii.edu.au/au/journals/IntJlCrimJustSocDem/2020/17.html
https://www.nybooks.com/articles/2010/09/30/catholics-muslims-and-mosque/
https://www.swissinfo.ch/eng/dirty-campaign-_controversial-poster-launched-against-naturalisation/42820620
https://www.swissinfo.ch/eng/dirty-campaign-_controversial-poster-launched-against-naturalisation/42820620
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/onderwerpen/gezichtsbedekkende-kleding-in-de-media-boerkaverbod/gezichtsbedekkende-kleding-gedeeltelijk-verbieden
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/onderwerpen/gezichtsbedekkende-kleding-in-de-media-boerkaverbod/gezichtsbedekkende-kleding-gedeeltelijk-verbieden
http://www.jihadwatch.org/
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dangers of Islam. Religious leaders (Christian and Jewish)51 have been reluctant to 

include Islam in the heritage of western  “Judeo-Christian” society, with one US 

evangelical preacher, Jerry Falwell, even urging militant action against Muslims.52  

They may not wield firearms, but some of their ideas have, arguably, instigated others 

to violence.53 

 

Extremist ideologies: behind the screens 

   

While Muslim “villains” are not new to “western” imagination, the 20th century saw a 

shift from localized to globalized stereotypes, especially as technological innovations 

allow global access to books, art, films and other media, as well as virtual meeting 

places. The shift is also arguably the product of a concerted effort between 

Hollywood54 and US government agencies. 55 

 

Nearly a century after the first World War, Hollywood has a very different 

relationship with various US governmental agencies than it did in Wilson’s day. Far 

from discouraging Hollywood productions about their activities, agencies from the 

White House to the CIA actively court them. In the mid 1990’s the CIA began 

working directly with Hollywood to improve the image of the agency on the silver 

screen.56  One “winner” in this scheme was Argo, which purports to portray events in 

the 1979 Iranian hostage crisis. Despite stereotypical representations of Iranian 

 
51 Namely Pope Benedict XVI and Jonathan Sacks, Chief Rabbi of the UK, discussed below. 
52See  https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2015/12/jerry-falwell-jrs-troubling-remarks-on-

guns/419019/  
53 S. Bangstad, “Bat Ye’or and Eurabia,” chapter 11 in Key Thinkers of the Radical Right: Behind the 

New Threat to Liberal Democracy, ed. M. Sedgwick (Oxford: Oxford Scholarship Online, 2019). 
54 For Hollywood’s long-standing stereotypical portrayal of Arabs, see J. Shaheen, "Reel Bad Arabs: 

How Hollywood Vilifies a People." The ANNALS of the American Academy of Political and Social 

Science 588/1 (2003): 171-193. 
55 M. Haider, “The Racialization of the Muslim Body and Space in Hollywood,” Sociology of Race and 

Ethnicity, 6/3 (2020): 382-395. 
56 T. Shaw and Tricia Jenkins. "From Zero to Hero:: The CIA at the Movies Today," Cinema 

Journal 56/2 (Winter 2017): 91-113; cf. T. Secker and Matthew Alford, "Why are the Pentagon and the 

CIA in Hollywood?" American Journal of Economics and Sociology 76/2 (2017): 381-404. 

 

https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2015/12/jerry-falwell-jrs-troubling-remarks-on-guns/419019/
https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2015/12/jerry-falwell-jrs-troubling-remarks-on-guns/419019/
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Muslims57 and historical inaccuracies (including an homage to 9/11),58 the film won 3 

Oscars (including Best Picture) in 2013. 

 

Jimmy Carter, 59 US president in 1979, respected the secrecy of the mission and did 

not exploit it for political gain.60 In fact, it was only at the CIA’s 50th anniversary 

celebrations that a subsequent president (Bill Clinton) declassified the CIA documents 

on which the screen play for Argo was based. And it was the wife of yet another 

president (Michelle Obama, first lady to Barack Obama) who announced Argo as the 

recipient of the Best Picture at the 2013 Oscars. 

 

Hollywood-style imagery has been adopted even by US-designated “Foreign Terrorist 

Organizations.”61  But the US government and extremist Islamist groups62  are not the 

only ones taking to the silver and LCD screens, with various forms of social media. 

The internet hosts a vast network of white supremacist, nationalist, and far right 

ideologues. 63  When the works of Bat Ye’or and Ambassador Morgenthau are freely 

available, in part or in full, a like-minded individual need not access the writings of 

Breivik or Tarrant. But, as Adam Schatz has noted with regards to the 2015 shootings 

at Charlie Hebdo, unless underlying societal ills, such as disaffectation, 

unemployment and a breakdown of social bonds can be addressed, violence – 

scapegoating minority or other groups – cannot be ruled out.64  

 
57 M. Ramelan and Arum Budiastuti, "The Representation of Iranian People in Ben Affleck’s Argo 

2012,” in  Allusion 3/2 (August 2014): 85-93. 
58 For example, children shredding sensitive documents: 

https://www.npr.org/2012/10/18/163171549/former-white-house-aide-reviews-argo and the role of NZ: 

https://www.nzherald.co.nz/nz/nz-survivor-of-hostage-crisis-breaks-silence-over-kiwi-heroism-in-

tehran/ZU325TH6L3LAVC5NM6QYNLX65U/ . Ben Affleck discusses the homage to 9/11 in the Blu-

Ray commentary on the film.  
59 D. Little, “Jimmy Carter and Woodrow Wilson,” Worldview 22/5 (1979): 48-52. 
60 D. Houghton, "Lost Lesson From 'Argo': Dignified Restraint in Face of Victory." UCF STARS (10-

31-2012) on https://stars.library.ucf.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1162&context=ucf-forum 

Accessed 8 Feb 2022. 
61 https://www.state.gov/foreign-terrorist-organizations/ A. Nayed, “Isis in Libya: Winning the 

Propaganda War,” on https://arefnayed.com/en/posts/50492/ (January 2015)  
62 Cf. E.g. N. Delong-Bas, Wahhabi Islam: From Revival and Reform to Global Jihad (Oxford: OUP, 

2008); I. Awan, "Cyber-Extremism: Isis and the Power of Social Media," Society 54/2 (2017): 138-149. 
63 J. Berger, “The Dangerous Spread of Extremist Manifestos,” The Atlantic (Feb 2019)    
64 On https://www.lrb.co.uk/blog/2015/january/moral-clarity 
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https://stars.library.ucf.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1162&context=ucf-forum
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Europe is dying?  

 

The report of the Royal Commission in response to the 2019 mosque attack indicates 

that Muslims have a generally positive experience of NZ, but also experience 

discrimination.65 As of 2018, the overall demographic of NZ66 was: 70 % European; 

15% Maori; just over 10%, Asian and just under 10% Pacific. Combined, those of 

African, Middle Eastern or Latin American descent make up less than 3% of the 

population. While the other ethnic groupings have increased in percentage, there has 

been a slight decrease in the majority ethnicity.  

 

This (slight) decrease in NZ’s European-derived population echoes the observation of  

Jonathan Sacks - a former Chief Rabbi of the UK - that “Europe is dying.”67 While 

white European birth rates may be declining, those of immigrants, including Muslims, 

are not. Does this mean that Muslims are, and can, not be European? What is the basis 

for such a claim? Ethnicity? Historic presence? Belief? On all three counts, Jews 

arguably have a troubled history as “Europeans.”   Certainly, if one traces “Europe’s” 

history back far enough, one finds evidence of non-European ethnicities. 

  

In an infamous speech (at Regensburg, Germany on 12 September 2006), Pope 

Benedict XVI claimed that Christianity “took on its historically definitive character in 

Europe” and “remains the foundation of what can rightly be called Europe.” But 

Christianity is not Euro-specific, non-Christians did and do live in Europe, and even 

the extent and nature of Europe’s “Christianization” is questionable.68 

  

 
65 Found at https://christchurchattack.royalcommission.nz/publications/what-we-heard-from-the-

whanau-of-the-51-shuhada-survivors-and-witnesses-of-the-christchurch-terrorist-attack/life-in-new-

zealand-as-a-muslim/ 
66 https://www.stats.govt.nz/news/new-zealands-population-reflects-growing-diversity  
67 J. Sacks, “Religion in the 21st Century,” The 2009 Theos Annual Lecture, available at  

https://www.rabbisacks.org/archive/religion-in-twenty-first-century-britain/ (November 2009) 
68 R. Stark, “Secularization, RIP,” Sociology of Religion, 60/3 (1999): 249-273; P. Brown, The rise of 

Western Christendom: Triumph and Diversity, AD 200-1000 (Hoboken: John Wiley & Sons, 2012). 

 

 

https://christchurchattack.royalcommission.nz/publications/what-we-heard-from-the-whanau-of-the-51-shuhada-survivors-and-witnesses-of-the-christchurch-terrorist-attack/life-in-new-zealand-as-a-muslim/
https://christchurchattack.royalcommission.nz/publications/what-we-heard-from-the-whanau-of-the-51-shuhada-survivors-and-witnesses-of-the-christchurch-terrorist-attack/life-in-new-zealand-as-a-muslim/
https://christchurchattack.royalcommission.nz/publications/what-we-heard-from-the-whanau-of-the-51-shuhada-survivors-and-witnesses-of-the-christchurch-terrorist-attack/life-in-new-zealand-as-a-muslim/
https://www.stats.govt.nz/news/new-zealands-population-reflects-growing-diversity
https://www.rabbisacks.org/archive/religion-in-twenty-first-century-britain/
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There is no small irony in a Chief Rabbi of the UK speaking of Europe’s Judeo-

Christian heritage little more than half a century after the Second World War. The 

Pope and the Rabbi make similar points to Breivik and Tarrant, albeit with very 

different recommendations. But each of these individuals is speaking in a context of 

unprecedentedly rapid demographic change. From Juvenal to Woodrow Wilson, 

humans have expressed dislike, distaste and fear of newcomers. When these 

newcomers speak, pray, dress and eat differently, they stand out all the more starkly.  

 

Ethnic, cultic and cultural ‘otherness’ is a persistent theme in Christian writings on 

Islam, similar to European portrayals of Jews 69 – and with sometimes similar 

consequences. Parallels can be drawn between the confiscation of Jewish and Muslim 

property in the context of the Inquisition,70  interwar anti-Jewish sentiment71 and the 

War on Terror, in which assets of suspected terrorists are confiscated.72 

  

Concluding reflections 

 

Notably, in many places, violent rhetoric against, or tragic attacks on, (primarily 

recent) immigrant Muslim communities have not eased restrictions placed on 

Muslims. Islamic face coverings are a case in point.73 In 2010, the French government 

banned full face coverings in public places; in 2018 and 2019, the Norwegian and 

Dutch governments, respectively, banned “face-covering clothing” in certain public 

 
69 For parallels of Orientalism and Islamophobia, and the conflation of “Jew” and “Muslim” in 

European Christian imagination, see e.g. I. Kalmar, "The Jew and the Odalisque: Two Tropes Lost on 

the Way from Classic Orientalism to Islamophobia," ReOrient 4/2 (2019): 181-196. 
70 H. Rawlings, The Spanish Inquisition (Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons, 2008), esp. 42 ff. 
71 See https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/1938-nazi-law-forced-jews-register-their-

wealthmaking-it-easier-steal-180968894/  
72 By Muslim (https://www.fatf-gafi.org/media/fatf/documents/reports/mer/MER KSA full.pdf) and 

non-Muslim (https://www.aclu.org/other/how-usa-patriot-act-redefines-domestic-terrorism) states. 
73 https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/03/10/switzerland-europe-burqa-ban-referendum-coronavirus-face-

masks-egerkinger-komitee/ 

https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/1938-nazi-law-forced-jews-register-their-wealthmaking-it-easier-steal-180968894/
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/1938-nazi-law-forced-jews-register-their-wealthmaking-it-easier-steal-180968894/
https://www.fatf-gafi.org/media/fatf/documents/reports/mer/MER%20KSA%20full.pdf
https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/03/10/switzerland-europe-burqa-ban-referendum-coronavirus-face-masks-egerkinger-komitee/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/03/10/switzerland-europe-burqa-ban-referendum-coronavirus-face-masks-egerkinger-komitee/
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places. While NZ has not banned face coverings, they have been resisted on public 

transportation, with allusions to “maskophobia.”74  

 

With the advent of SARS-CoV-2, face coverings and masks were eventually 

mandated in certain public spaces in each of these countries. Bans on “Islamic” 

coverings, however, were not eased.75   That claims of a (European) “cultural” 

importance of seeing faces can be trumped by public health concerns raises questions 

about the motivations behind “burqa bans” - and other regulations affecting ethnic and 

religious minorities.76  

 

In the modern era, religion is one of the few licit reasons for countercultural, even 

intolerant, beliefs and practices accepted  by liberal secular states. Roman Catholics 

are permitted views on marriage that run counter to those of the larger society.  

Religions of politically and socially dominant groups tend, however, to be permitted 

greater freedoms than those of minority groups.77  

 

What expectations are reasonable for host societies, and for immigrants? Ought 

artistic treasures depicting Muslim enemies (such as the Graz Gottesplagenbild) be 

removed from public spaces now the estwhile enemies are immigrants and even 

fellow citizens? Should traditional celebrations  (such as those around the Dutch Sint 

and his helper, Zwarte Piet) be preserved, stopped, studied or altered in an effort to 

 
74 https://www.stuff.co.nz/ipad-big-picture/5231950/All-in-on-burqa-debate-as-woman-kicked-off-bus 

In contrast to Norway’s selective ban on face-coverings post-dating Breivik’s attack and manifesto, NZ 

introduced hijab to its police uniforms in 2020, after the Christchurch mosque attacks.    
75 For commentary, see e.g. https://www.euronews.com/2020/09/23/has-covid-19-destroyed-the-case-

for-banning-the-burqa-in-europe ; https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2020/5/15/coronavirus-exposed-

the-real-reasons-behind-frances-burqa-ban 
76 For another example of differential legislation for historically marginalized groups, see M. Newsom,  

“Some Kind of Religious Freedom: National Prohibition and the Volstead Act's Exemption for the 

Religious Use of Wine,”  Brook. L. Rev.70 (2004): 739-888.  
77 Levine, S.J., 1996. Toward a Religious Minority Voice: A Look at Free Exercise Law Through a 

Religious Minority Perspective. Wm. & Mary Bill Rts. J., 5, p.153-184. 

 

https://www.stuff.co.nz/ipad-big-picture/5231950/All-in-on-burqa-debate-as-woman-kicked-off-bus
https://www.euronews.com/2020/09/23/has-covid-19-destroyed-the-case-for-banning-the-burqa-in-europe
https://www.euronews.com/2020/09/23/has-covid-19-destroyed-the-case-for-banning-the-burqa-in-europe
https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2020/5/15/coronavirus-exposed-the-real-reasons-behind-frances-burqa-ban
https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2020/5/15/coronavirus-exposed-the-real-reasons-behind-frances-burqa-ban
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cause less offense?78 Ought immigrant religions be granted the same license for 

counter-cultural practices as those of more established communities?   

 

Despite modern movements towards social equality, socio-economic inequities 

persist. Income inequality and low social mobility79 exacerbate resentment at 

immigrants (or others) viewed as benefiting from the system – be they “quality 

migrants,”80 the historically marginalized or seasonal labourers.81  

 

The deeper our historical knowledge, however, the better we can refute Islamophobia 

derived from the “Clash of Civilizations” theory.82  Contemporaneous with Ottoman 

advances into Europe, for example, Raphael was painting Averroes - in the Vatican.83  

While it was still effectively preventing Muslim immigration, the US Supreme Court 

included Muhammad among the 12 great lawgivers of history.84  

 

While history may not be the story of the future, knowledge of local traditions and the 

longer history of human interaction contextualizes the present, and may provide 

unexpected bridges between diverse communities. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
78 https://www.aljazeera.com/features/2019/11/27/zwarte-piet-black-pete-is-dutch-racism-in-full-

display. For a Dutch overview of the tradition, see https://www.vrt.be/vrtnws/nl/2018/11/29/zwarte-

piet-wie-is-hij-wat-drijft-hem/  
79 OECD, “A Broken Social Elevator? How to Promote Social Mobility,” 

https://www.oecd.org/social/broken-elevator-how-to-promote-social-mobility-9789264301085-en.htm 

(Feb 2018) 
80 M. Ip, “Here, There and Back Again: A New Zealand Case Study of Cinese Circulatory 

Transmigration,” at https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/here-there-and-back-again-new-zealand-

case-study-chinese-circulatory-transmigration (January 2012) 
81 See e.g. https://www.vox.com/the-big-idea/2018/2/21/17036134/black-immigration-latino-jobs-

unemployment-low-wage-trump 
82 Popularized by Samuel Huntington, see https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/1993-

06-01/clash-civilizations 
83 https://joyofmuseums.com/museums/europe/italy-museums/rome-museums/vatican-museums/the-

school-of-athens/   
84See https://www.supremecourt.gov/about/northandsouthwalls.pdf . The printed description, but not 

the image, was modified in response to Muslim complaints in the late 1990s. 

https://www.aljazeera.com/features/2019/11/27/zwarte-piet-black-pete-is-dutch-racism-in-full-display
https://www.aljazeera.com/features/2019/11/27/zwarte-piet-black-pete-is-dutch-racism-in-full-display
https://www.vrt.be/vrtnws/nl/2018/11/29/zwarte-piet-wie-is-hij-wat-drijft-hem/
https://www.vrt.be/vrtnws/nl/2018/11/29/zwarte-piet-wie-is-hij-wat-drijft-hem/
https://www.oecd.org/social/broken-elevator-how-to-promote-social-mobility-9789264301085-en.htm
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/here-there-and-back-again-new-zealand-case-study-chinese-circulatory-transmigration
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/here-there-and-back-again-new-zealand-case-study-chinese-circulatory-transmigration
https://joyofmuseums.com/museums/europe/italy-museums/rome-museums/vatican-museums/the-school-of-athens/
https://joyofmuseums.com/museums/europe/italy-museums/rome-museums/vatican-museums/the-school-of-athens/
https://www.supremecourt.gov/about/northandsouthwalls.pdf
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Abstract: This reflective piece draws on a range of emerging research and 

discourses on the Christchurch attacks, within the context of Islamophobia in 

Australia and the globe. Based on emerging research and discourse within Australian 

debates on the Christchurch attack, we argue that the Christchurch attacks must be 

understood as a continuum and contextualized within the broader rise of global 

Islamophobia and rise in Right Wing Extremism. We then draw on recent research to 

examine how the Christchurch attacks have shaped the climate of hate activity and 

hate-groups in Australia. Building on this argument, we explore the impacts of the 

Christchurch attacks on the lived experience of Muslims in Australia - ranging from 

the solidarity shown by the public for Muslims, to the looming threat and danger that 

these attacks posed on their safety on both online and offline spaces. We close our 

reflection with five key recommendations derived from the tragedy. 
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Introduction 

 

…of all the things I could say tonight - that I’m gutted and I’m scared and I feel 

overcome with utter hopelessness, the most dishonest thing, the most dishonest 

thing would be to say that I’m shocked. I’m simply not. There’s nothing about 

what happened in Christchurch today that shocked me (Aly 2019, our emphasis is 

added). 

We open this piece with an excerpt of Waleed Aly’s response to the mass shootings at 

two Christchurch mosques in March 2019, delivered on the evening of the tragedy 

from a national TV channel to the Australian public. Waleed Aly is an Australian 

writer, academic, lawyer and broadcaster on ‘The Project’, and among one of 

Australia's most respected and versatile media talents. On the evening of the attacks, 

Waleed used his position as a host on ‘The Project’ to respond to the brutal murder of 

51 Muslims in Christchurch, at the hands of an Australian far-right terrorist. Waleed’s 

broader speech captured the hopelessness, despair, pain, anger, disappointment many 

Muslims in Australia felt in that moment (Aly 2019). What we both resonated with 

deeply, was that like Waleed, we too, weren’t shocked. As academics researching 

Islamophobia in Australia and other Western contexts for almost a decade, we were 

well-aware of the growing anti-Muslim hate, the globalisation of this phenomenon, 

and the dangerous threat of a growing global network of Right Wing on Muslim 

communities.  

Our reflective piece draws on a range of emerging research and discourses on the 

Christchurch attacks within the context of Islamophobia in Australia and the globe. 

We firstly propose that the Christchurch attacks must be understood as a continuum 

and contextualized within the broader rise of global Islamophobia and rise in right- 

wing extremism (RWE). We then examine how the Christchurch attacks have shaped 
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the climate of hate activity and hate-groups in Australia, and finally, explore the 

impacts of the Christchurch attacks on Muslims in Australia - ranging from the 

solidarity shown by the public for Muslims, to the looming threat and danger that 

these attacks have posed on the safety of Muslims in Australia. 

The Christchurch attacks as a continuation of globalised Islamophobia and 

Right-Wing Extremism 

 

Our own research, and the perspectives of many others since the Christchurch attacks 

have argued that this terrorist attack was a continuation of a globalized Islamophobia 

and rising right-wing extremism (e.g., see Campion 2020; Crothers and O’Brien 2020; 

Iner 2022; Itaoui, Dunn and Dufty-Jones 2021). 

  

The term ‘Islamophobia’ has been increasingly employed in the last decade to 

interrogate this rise of anti-Muslim ideologies, discourses and practices towards 

Muslims, emphasising that ‘Islamophobia is real and has become globalised’ (Awan 

2019). In relation to the Christchurch attacks, we adopt the definition that 

Islamophobia is an “anti-Muslim racism” (Runnymede Trust 2017) “rooted in racism 

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

Muslimness. Hiding behind religious criticisms and religious slander to target 

Muslims is also considered Islamophobia (Muslim Council of Britain 2019).  

Islamophobia as an ‘ideological globalization’ was materialized in the Christchurch 

mosque massacre - undertaken by an Australian right-wing terrorist on New Zealand 

soil, after previously touring right-wing extremist institutions and gatherings in 

Europe (Kolig 2019). The attacks were a critical demonstration of how Islamophobia 

is integrated in the right-wing political spectrum world-wide with fascism, neo-

Nazism, white nationalism, white supremacy (Kolig 2019) and right-wing populism 

(Smith and Iner 2021). In the perpetrators manifesto entitled ‘The Great Replacement’ 
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themes concerned ‘white genocide conspiracy theories’, neo-Nazi tropes and symbols 

and copious anti-immigrant sentiment from the Norwegian shooter Anders Behring 

Breivik were central, together with broader ‘racialised traditions’ and a nod to (US 

President) Donald Trump’s racist exhortations (Crothers and O’Brien 2020).  

Practitioners involved in the security sector knew that extreme ‘right-wing’ 

demonstrative thinking was presenting itself in 2018 more regularly, and more 

overtly, within New Zealand society, than had been seen before (Battersby and Ball 

2019). Yet, while practitioners responsible for the detection and mitigation of 

terrorism risk in New Zealand suspected a rise in RWE risk, security agencies were 

pre-occupied with Islamist threats at the expense of focusing on RWE and the rise of 

Islamophobia (Battersby and Ball 2019; Kolig 2019).  

Research undertaken prior to the Christchurch attacks had long-established the 

pervasive impacts of Islamophobia on Muslim health and wellbeing (Samari 2016), as 

well as the ability to access institutions such as workplaces (Council on American 

Islamic Relations 2015a; Padela et al. 2016) and the legal system (Beydoun 2016; 

Choudhury 2015; Dubosh et al. 2015; El Sheikh et al. 2017; Ibrahim 2008). Most 

concerning are the everyday impacts of embodied Islamophobia (McGinty 2020) in 

producing social exclusion, a corrupted national identity and weakened sense of 

personal safety (Poynting 2006; Noble 2005; Dunn and Kamp 2009; Paradies 2006; 

Barkdull et al. 2010; Itaoui and Dunn 2017; Iner et al. 2017; Iner et al. 2019). 

Islamophobia has been embodied by Muslims in a climate of fear that has produced 

anti-Arab and anti-Muslim violence across the globe, evident in various acts of 

vandalism and violence against Muslim sites and bodies in everyday spaces around 

the globe (Kaplan 2006; Noble & Poynting 2010). The continuum of anti-Muslim 

hate was amplified in the lead-up to the Christchurch attacks by right wing 

extremists in Europe (ECRI, 2019) the UK (Bayrakli and Hafez 2020) the USA (Pew 
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Research Centre 2019) and Canada (UN Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion 

and Belief 2020). The alarming rate of anti-Muslim hate was also reflected in 

Australia, whereby research recorded exceptionally high negative attitudes towards 

Muslims in the lead-up to the Christchurch attacks. For example, the Scanlon 

Foundation’s Social Cohesion Report found that negative attitudes towards Muslims 

in 2018-2019 were “in a marginally higher range” (39%-41%) than the negativity 

recorded towards Buddhists and Hindus (6%-7%) and Christians (12%-14%) (Markus 

2020). The Christchurch attacks were a case of the dangerous consequences of RWE 

that emerged from the long lead-up of right wing narratives in both Australia and 

across the globe (Davey, 2019). In drawing on these examples, as well as the well-

established research on global Islamophobia, we argue that these attacks demonstrated 

an extension of the banal nature of everyday Islamophobia that had been well-

established as a critical global issue. Christchurch attacks, indeed, had devastating 

impacts in further entrenching this Islamophobic activity across the globe, which we 

summarize in the next section of this piece. 

Anti-Muslim hate and hate group activity following the Christchurch attacks 

 

Despite the widespread support and solidarity shown to Muslims in Australia by the 

general public following the Christchurch attacks, research on the state of 

Islamophobia in Australia has found that the Christchurch attacks did not improve 

anti-Muslim sentiments and negative attitudes towards Muslims in Australia (Iner 

2022). The third Islamophobia in Australia report has found that, these negative 

attitudes were put into action, in the form of anti-Muslim violence towards Muslim 

sites of worship as well as building of religious significance (Iner 2022). For example, 

58% of the mosques in Australia had faced some form of attack and/or vandalism in 

2014-2019 (Poynting et al. 2020). The same study recorded that the mosque attacks in 

2019 reached up to 29%. The Australian Human Rights Commission’s 2020 report on 
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their research with Muslims in Australia,1 found that 80% of the 1000 Muslims 

surveyed indicated that they had experienced Islamophobia, 43% of which took place 

in the workplace (Sharing the Stories of Australian Muslims, 2020). A similar pattern 

in rising hate towards Muslims following the Christchurch attacks was also seen 

around the world in the UK, Norway, USA and Germany with copycat attacks being 

directed towards Muslims, as well as Jewish groups and sites from far-right terrorists 

after the Christchurch massacre (Bayrakli and Hafez 2020). Incidents reported to the 

Islamophobia Register Australia (IRA) demonstrated that there was an intensification 

of online activities among right-wing hate groups immediately following the 

Christchurch attacks (Iner 2022). These activities included content that applauded the 

Christchurch terrorist, expressed joy for the attacks via insensitive jokes, and posting 

of opinions that sought for more killings of Muslims. This was intensified by the 

blame on Muslims that was endorsed by the anti-Muslim far-right senator Fraser 

Anning in the immediate hours following the Christchurch attacks. Online hate groups 

capitalized on this sentiment and proceeded to shift blame on Muslims, claiming that 

the attacks were an expected outcome due to Muslim immigration and the ‘War with 

Islam’ (Iner 2022). Anning’s facebook page hosted a considerable amount of online 

hate activity towards Muslim and particular individuals like Waleed Aly. Anning’s 

anti-Muslim hate agenda mobilized his followers to spread anti-Muslim hate 

sentiments including life-threatening comments to Muslims in Australia and Waleed 

Aly. These studies on the rise of online hate group activity following the Christchurch 

attacks highlights the ongoing threats of RWE in Australia, and around the world. 

This ‘global web of hate’ has resulted in a significant growth in extremist activity, 

which, as evident in the Christchurch attacks, has real-life, catastrophic implications 

that remain a critical threat today (Spoonley 2020). 

 
1
 https://humanrights.gov.au/our-work/race-discrimination/publications/sharing-stories-australian-

muslims-2021 
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Islamophobia in Australia following the Christchurch attacks 

 

In the aftermath of the Christchurch attacks, support from the Australian Muslim 

community, by officials, interfaith groups and the broader Australian society was 

overwhelmingly positive. Local mosques received letters of support, flowers, and 

visits by those who wished to show their support (Axelrod 2019).  However, after the 

Christchurch attacks, Muslims continued to face the implications of rising right wing 

hate in their everyday lives. The third Islamophobia in Australia report found that of 

the 109 online incidents reported to the IRA, 65% were reported in the two weeks 

following the Christchurch attacks. Offline case reports of Islamophobia increased 

four times, whereas online case reports increased 18 times within the two weeks after 

the Christchurch attacks. Muslims were targeted in a range of spaces, ranging from 

homes or neighbourhood sites, mosques, public spaces such as leisure/beach/parks as 

well as in carparks/vehicular spaces. Increases in incident types for pre- and post-

Christchurch data were observed for graffiti and vandalism, for hate speech and 

threats, as well as nonverbal intimidation increased, as well as verbal threats to people 

or property. A total of ten mosque attacks were reported to the IRA, most of which 

occurred in the aftermath of the Christchurch attacks. For example, a Muslim teacher 

reported to the IRA that her car was vandalized immediately after the Christchurch 

attacks. Another family reported being abused while driving to the mosque a few 

months after the attacks. 

“At roughly 8:10am June 5th, I encountered the owner hurling insults at me 

and other Muslims parking in the parking zone in front of the cafe, which is a 

1-2-minute walk from a mosque. It was just prior to eid salaat [prayer], she 

then proceeded to say ‘this is Australia,’ ‘you look scary,’ ‘what are you doing 

here’ and then proceeded to rant about the local council being corrupt… My 

16-year-old brother was also with me, I’m worried as to whether he will feel 

the same way when putting on Islamic attire, what other impact it had on him. 
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He froze during the incident, and I cannot stop thinking what could have 

happened if I wasn’t there to challenge that woman's views. It’s my 

hometown, this my local masjid, we have been going there for years. To hear 

such hatred thrown at me just leaves me flabbergasted and humiliated.” (Case 

218, 5 Jun 19; cited in Iner 2022). 

 

The data from the third Islamophobia in Australia report (Iner 2022), including the 

above case demonstrates not only the breadth of Islamophobic incident types, but also 

the ripple effect of the Christchurch attacks on the frequency and intensity of 

Islamophobic incidents most of which were reported by Muslims. 

 

Muslims facing physical threats and victims shared their experiences of Islamophobia 

on social media to inform the public and warn Muslims about potential hate incidents. 

For instance, a woman driving with her toddler was threatened by a shooting hand 

gesture two days after the Christchurch attacks, and shared her experience on social 

media. 

"Ladies wearing headscarves please be vigilant. An a…. t in a car driving past 

thought it was a very funny thing to shout, "bang bang" at me while I was 

waiting to cross the road near the Mcdonalds intersection...” The victim 

“urge[d] everyone to be very vigilant and careful of their surroundings.” (Case 

no, 17 Mar 19; cited in Iner 2022). 

 

The Christchurch attacks meant that there was truly ‘no safe space from 

Islamophobia’ including mosques and sites of worship that also became a primary 

place of risk (Itaoui and Dunn 2019). A more comprehensive study with robust, 

systematic and timely analysis of mosque attacks in Australia is currently in progress 

by Iner et al. which aims to enhance long-term security measures for mosques, Islamic 

organisations and their respective communities. There is indeed, a critical need to 
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provide support to Muslim sites and institutions as rising far-right extremist activity 

presents ongoing security threats to these spaces and communities accessing the areas. 

 

The socio-emotional impacts of the Christchurch attacks on Muslims in 

Australia 

 

Three years on from the attacks, it is important to track how the perceived and real 

threat of globalised Islamophobia is affecting Muslim communities in their everyday 

lives, such as how they use public spaces (Itaoui and Dunn 2017; Iner et al. 2022) or 

how they might respond to the trauma of Islamophobic violence both as individuals, 

and a community under attack (Itaoui, Dunn and Dufty-Jones 2021). It is well-known 

that Muslims around the world have negotiated and survived the everyday threats of 

Islamophobia by employing spatial strategies such as avoidance or disengagement 

with certain places (Itaoui and Dunn, 2017), or navigating public spaces in fear and 

being hypervigilant (Najib and Hopkins 2019; Itaoui et al. 2021; Iner et al. 2022). The 

‘Islamophobia in Australia III’ study explored some of these embodied effects of 

Islamophobia on Muslims in Australia. Embodied Islamophobia signifies the 

ultimately lived and emotional experiences of anti-Muslim assaults in the context of 

the everyday (McGinty 2020).  

 

Reporters of Islamophobia to the IRA expressed a range of emotional responses to 

being victimized by Islamophobia or witnessing these cases. ‘Anger (59%), 

sadness/worry (49%) and disappointment (18%) were the more common emotions 

online, while sadness/worry (50%), disappointment (43%) anger (33%) and fear/being 

frightened (32%) were the most common emotions by the offline case reporters’ (Iner 

2022). Significantly, disappointment and fear/being frightened were more closely 

associated with offline incidents, highlighting the significant impact of Islamophobic 

incidents on the sense of safety of Muslims (see Itaoui and Dunn 2017; Itaoui et al. 
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2020; Najib and Hopkins 2019).  Similar to responses cited in other geographical 

studies of Islamophobia, avoidance was common, including ignoring perpetrators or 

walking away from hostile situations in order to avoid escalation (e.g., see Itaoui et al. 

2021; Najib and Hopkins 2019). Emotions were also extended through physical 

reactions like crying, shaking, going crimson and sweating. Beyond these immediate 

responses, the Islamophobia in Australia III study noted the ongoing physical and 

emotional consequences of Islamophobia on the victim’s quality of life and their 

ability to undertake daily activities due to an undermined sense of safety and an 

overall compromised wellbeing. These long-term embodied effects of Islamophobia 

were intensified by repeated experiences of victimization, particularly among young 

victims and women. 

 

Overall, the data presented draws our attention to the impacts of the Christchurch 

attacks on the lived experience of Islamophobia in Australia. Despite public support 

and solidarity with Muslims, there has been an increase in the prevalence of reported 

Islamophobic incidents in Australia following the Christchurch attacks. These 

incidents have taken place across a range of spaces and been associated with an 

increase in violence against Muslim bodies and sites across Australia. Most 

concerning, are the widespread and deep impacts on the wellbeing of Muslims in 

Australia, demonstrating the embodied effects of Islamophobia (McGinty 2021) on 

the emotions, behaviours and responses of victims, particularly in the case of repeated 

victimisation. 

 

Reflecting on Christchurch  

 

Our reflective piece explores the Christchurch attacks as an extension of a globalised 

Islamophobia that has and continues to victimize Muslim individuals and 

communities in various contexts such as Australia. We have drawn on a range of 
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recently published research on Islamophobia in Australia to track the impacts of the 

Christchurch attacks on both far-right extremist activity, as well as the overall lived 

experience of Islamophobia in Australia. In exploring these lived experiences, we 

have uncovered the embodied effects of Islamophobia in the context of an intensified 

Islamophobia following the attacks. 

 

Based on our own personal research and engagement in discourses on Islamophobia 

in Australia, and in connection to the findings we have discussed, we propose five key 

recommendations on how to move forward in this critical moment. 

 

First and foremost, there is a need to interrupt the continuity of Islamophobia, by 

monitoring online hate groups through preventative measures that work to undermine 

the efforts of perpetrators (Kolig 2019). As emphasised by Barton (2019), authorities 

must do better in countering violent right-wing extremism through preventative 

measures targeting hateful extremism, whilst simultaneously addressing the 

permissive political environment that allows such hateful extremism to be 

promulgated so openly. It is equally important to monitor hate crimes through 

consistent measures. This will enable cross-contextual and comparative analyses that 

further illuminate global trends in far-right extremism that undermines the safety of 

diverse groups in our multicultural societies. 

 

Secondly, the Christchurch attacks brought to the fore widespread support and 

solidarity among both the Australian and New Zealand public. The day after the 

attacks, four thousand people attended the ‘Stand Together Against Racism’ rally in 

Melbourne to stand against racist hate. However, “it shouldn’t take tragedies such as 

this to notice how entrenched racism and Islamophobia have become in Australia” 

(Herrera and Sabaratnam 2019, p. 36). It is important that we develop strategies for 

activating and leveraging the silent majority who support Muslims, to take a stronger 

anti-racist stance in their everyday lives. This includes taking active bystander action 
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in other situations of Islamophobia in both online and offline spaces (Nelson, Dunn 

and Paradies 2011). The delivery of anti-racism training across various institutions 

and local community groups can also provide tools and strategies for individuals to 

take bystander action in everyday situations in ways that are safe, and do not further 

disempower victims. 

 

This builds into our third point, which highlights the urgent need for anti-racist 

leadership. Local leaders and politicians should issue declarative statements and 

advocate for anti-racism, reinforcing the inclusion, belonging and value of Muslim 

members in their local communities. Local politicians and government should build 

ongoing partnerships with local Muslim organizations and leaders to foster 

relationships that could further enhance anti-Islamophobia efforts according to the 

needs of Muslim communities. This is particularly critical following global or racial 

events that target Muslim identities, in order to address potential rising levels of 

Islamophobia following these events at the local level and foster a local culture of 

inclusion and safety for all cultural and religious groups. 

 

Fourthly, there is a need to protect Muslim sites and spaces – both existing and those 

in the process of being developed. In response to the tragic Christchurch attacks as 

well as various forms of vandalism against Muslim sites across the globe, Muslim 

communities should be supported in providing security services and technologies to 

protect their sites and congregations against the spatial threat of Islamophobia within 

these welcoming geographies (Itaoui and Dunn 2019). In addition, support should be 

provided for the development process of additional facilities that have previously 

faced backlash and resistance in the past. Within these development processes, 

proactive public education strategies and engagement should be employed to mitigate 

Islamophobic discourse and incidents that produce significant harm on victimised 

communities. The Christchurch attacks demonstrated the violent manifestation of 
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negative discourse towards Muslim sites, and therefore must be prevented at the 

foundation of developing these sites.  

Finally, it is critical to continue documenting and providing support for the embodied 

effects of Islamophobia (McGinty 2020). The individual and community trauma of 

anti-Muslim racism, particularly on vulnerable groups like children, is in need of 

further investigation. As emphasized by Bhatta (2019) in response to the attacks, ‘to 

actively challenge and dismantle racism, we need to create communication platforms 

for people who experience it’. We must find ways of documenting and sharing these 

experiences in ways that transform public discourse and policy to protect vulnerable 

groups from rising levels of hate. Based on this research, we must develop tools and 

strategies that mitigate both adverse short and long-term effects of Islamophobia on 

vulnerable members of the community. 

 

We close our piece with heavy hearts, and our deepest condolences to the families and 

communities who have tragically lost their loved ones to this act of hate, among many 

others.  We must continue to work together towards love, acceptance and peace, 

counteracting hate, intolerance and violence. We must do better and do more to 

prevent the repeat of such a tragedy. 
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Abstract: 15 March 2022 marks the third anniversary of the tragic terrorist attack on 

mosques in New Zealand’s city of Christchurch. Without doubt, the Christchurch 

terrorist attack will remain for many years the most remembered and unprecedented 

tragedy in the psyche of New Zealand, a country that frequently promotes itself as a 

friendly country. I would like to start by acknowledging the 51 lives lost as a result of 

hate and division, expressing my condolences and deepest sympathies to the affected 

families and survivors, who I am sure are still shocked and grieving. In the words of 

Iranian poet Rumi, “Our death is our wedding with eternity” and with that, I wish the 

51 shuhadas eternal peace. This short paper discusses aspects of racism and 

discrimination as they relate to that event. In order to truly stand against such 

appalling attacks on innocent human lives, we need to educate ourselves on the 

contextual issues that contribute to the “othering” of our Muslim communities in New 

Zealand, as well as across the globe. While it is impossible to cover all issues 

pertaining to Islamophobia in such a short discussion piece, this paper highlights 

some key ongoing challenges related to representation and discrimination, with 

associated examples, and concludes with some final thoughts and recommendations 

for moving forward. 

 

 

Ongoing Challenges 

 

Unfortunately, it took the killing of 51 innocent people for the New Zealand 

Government, New Zealand people and even researchers to realize that for quite some 

time, the Muslim community had been experiencing Islamophobic threats, racism and 

discrimination. Numerous Muslim community leaders lamented that since 2015 they 

had been warning high-ranking officials within the New Zealand Government and its 

intelligence services about the threat of increasing Islamophobia in this country. 
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However, such warnings had repeatedly fallen on deaf ears (Politics Today, 2021). 

The later Royal Commission of Inquiry report on the attacks acknowledged that there 

had been disproportionate surveillance of the Islamic community for Islamist 

extremist terrorism and insufficient attention to “threats of terrorism associated with 

other ideologies”, such as right-wing Islamophobic ideologies (Royal Commission of 

Inquiry 2020, p. 22). This failure is particularly important to note, as there had been 

significant evidence of the global rise of alt-right and white supremacist extremism 

and terrorism (Jones 2018), which continues to pose challenges for the Muslim 

community and beyond.  

While such events that explicitly incite violence are quickly and readily etched into 

our minds, it is crucial to acknowledge that these attacks do not occur in a vacuum but 

are nourished by a bedrock of the more ‘subtle’ forms of discrimination and racism 

that Muslims experience on a regular basis. A recent study (Salahshour and Boamah 

2020) conducted in New Zealand universities examined, via a questionnaire, the 

experiences of discrimination of Muslim staff working at universities across the 

country and the impact of these on their well-being. The study found that roughly one 

in four Muslims had been made to feel uncomfortable, unsafe or hurt because of their 

religious identity. While not perceiving themselves as targets, a further 25% indicated 

that they had seen or witnessed discrimination within their workplaces (ibid. p. 508). 

One of the most interesting findings of this study related to the type of discrimination 

that these Muslims had felt that they had experienced:  

The majority of participants indicated that they frequently felt that 

assumptions were being made about their abilities to carry out the job and 

tasks assigned to them as a result of their religious identity. This form of gate 

keeping of the tasks at work are significantly worrying as they could result in 

situations where Muslims are not given the same opportunities to grow in their 

professional roles creating a vicious circle where minorities are held back from 
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professional development opportunities and then not offered senior roles as a 

result of not having the required experience or skills. Other common forms of 

discrimination included excluding Muslims from conversations, meetings and 

using information gate keeping as a means to discriminate. Both these forms 

of discrimination allude to lack of trust in Muslims (ibid. p. 508). 

 

The blocks in professional promotion lines mentioned here ultimately mean lower 

Muslim representation in influential leadership roles across organizations. This 

matches the experience of members of other non-white and/or minority communities, 

who express how they always need to work harder than their white colleagues and go 

the extra mile to be seen, heard, acknowledged and/or promoted in the workplace 

(Abrahamsen and Drange 2015; Croom 2017; Di Stasio et al. 2021) 

The above study also has implications regarding the opportunities, type and level of 

support services available to New Zealand’s small and thus vulnerable Muslim 

community, as well as the channels for making complaints. A subsequent project by 

the same authors explored the way the same community of Muslims within New 

Zealand universities dealt with discrimination (Boamah and Salahshour 2021). 

Through investigating the “information culture” in this community (i.e., what certain 

communities do with information and/or their behavioural patterns with regard to 

information), it aimed to shed light on the required community-specific support that 

could lead to a stronger sense of well-being and belonging in this group. These types 

of studies are important, as they highlight the vulnerability of a community that has 

limited channels and support services to comfortably communicate their experiences 

of discrimination.  

Other studies have examined the level of warmth of New Zealanders towards various 

communities in New Zealand. A useful study that drew on data from 2013 revealed 

the more hidden and subtle forms of discrimination referred to above. Shaver et al. 
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(2017) argued that there was significant variation in levels of warmth towards various 

ethnic and/or religious groups, with warmth ratings for both Muslims and Arabs being 

nearly identical and markedly lower than the warmth levels directed towards other 

migrant groups. Such studies have significant implications for understanding the gaps 

in cohesion within our current society and finding ways to assist and support social 

cohesion within New Zealand. All these studies remind us that the implicit forms of 

discrimination and unconscious biases that we hold towards certain communities can 

harbour more extreme forms of hate.  

Another important factor contributing to the positioning of Muslims as ‘undesirable’ 

(and consequently a target for alt-right and white supremacists) is the way 

governments and the media represent this community. In a rare moment in history, 

and possibly for the first time, the 2019 attack on a non-white population in a 

predominantly English-speaking country2 was called a ‘terrorist’ attack. However, 

discourse studies have shown that such descriptors (e.g., terrorist, terrorism) have 

often been used in close proximity to words like ‘Islam’, ‘Muslim’ and ‘Islamic’ by 

administrations, governments and media companies around the world (Akbarzade and 

Smith 2005; Baker et al. 2013; Bhatia 2009; Rahman and Emadi 2018). This 

repetitive association of specific communities with negative characteristics and 

actions can have a negative effect on racial attitudes and reinforce negative 

stereotypes (Dixon 2008), with long-term repercussions for the affected community; it 

contributes to an incorrect and subconscious association in the minds of the general 

population that terrorism is associated with a particular religious group, in this case, 

the Muslim community. This is incorrect, as at its fundamental level, terrorism is 

“violence … to create terror and fear as a deliberate political act designed to incite 

hatred and further bloodshed that aims to threaten the innocent, to shock the 

 
2 Although English is currently the most widely spoken language in New Zealand, both te reo Māori 

and New Zealand Sign Language have formal special status under the law as official languages of New 

Zealand. 
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population and to create enemies among the non-combatant civil population” (Besely 

and Peters 2020, p 111). Consequently, increased exposure to negative news coverage 

of the community correlates with lower levels of warmth towards the Muslim 

community (Highland et al. 2019; Shaver et al. 2017).  

Moreover, negative representations of communities, sweeping generalizations about 

them and repetitive collocation of communities with negative actions and attributes 

tend to create human hierarchies (Salahshour 2017, p. 236). Such hierarchies 

differentiate between ‘desirable’ and ‘non-desirable’ cultural/religious groups. A 

recent example of this has been the heart-breaking media coverage of the current 

Russia–Ukraine war. While highlighting the terrible plight of the Ukrainian people, 

the Euro-centric media have revealed these ‘hierarchies of humanity’. In their 

coverage of what the war has meant for the average everyday people of Ukraine, 

European and Western media journalists have expressed the opinion that those fleeing 

Ukraine to neighbouring European countries are different to those who originate from 

the Middle East or Africa as they are “more enlightened”, “educated”, “of better 

quality” and “have blue eyes and blond hair” and therefore should be given refuge. 

Such discourses have acted as a double-edged sword, highlighting the deeply racist 

ideologies held by some European and Western journalists while simultaneously 

reproducing and thus reiterating such harmful hierarchies3.  

Other challenges facing Muslims concern the societal and media representation and 

construction of one of the most visible marks of a woman’s Islamic identity, the hijab. 

Through a predominantly Euro-centric and feminist lens, the Islamic hijab worn by 

(some) Muslim women is often seen as a tool of oppression (Sloan 2011), and thus is 

frequently represented as a means of subjugating Muslim women to men’s authority, 

 
3 The racist and offensive categorization of refugees seen during the coverage of the Ukraine-Russia 

war occurred on major news outlets including but not limited to BBC, CBS news among others. This in 

turn led to a strong condemnation by activists, celebrities, academics, and researchers on (social) media 

pages and beyond.  
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contributing to women’s lack of agency over their own lives and bodies. Such 

discourses and representations have been critiqued (Said 2003; Salahshour and 

Salahshour 2012) because these types of generalizations imply that the experiences of 

Muslim women are all the same. Indeed, it may be true that some Muslim women are 

unfortunately pressured by their laws, society and culture to wear a hijab, such as in 

Iran. We should keep these women in mind and heart as we simultaneously fight for 

the rights of women who, out of faith and personal choice, wish to wear the hijab. 

Generalizations about the hijab are extremely harmful, as they ignore the women’s 

subjective experiences and negotiations, which are not represented in the binary and 

static hegemonic discourses presented. Those of us who have lived extensively in 

Muslim-populated countries know how far from the truth such discourses can actually 

be. In fact, many Muslim women have a deep understanding of, and respect for, the 

hijab; they identify strongly with it, and find that wearing it is personally 

empowering, contradicting the Western feminist argument of lack of agency.  

The representation of the hijab as a tool of oppression can result in negative reactions 

towards Muslim women. For example, a recent incident in New Zealand involved 

Hoda Al-Jamaa, a 17-year-old Muslim teenager, and two of her Muslim friends, who 

were subjected to racially and culturally charged physical and verbal abuse at Otago 

Girl’s High School in the quiet South Island city of Dunedin. Hoda (also Huda) was 

hospitalized after suffering from concussion while having her hijab forcibly torn off 

her head when she was at school. During this attack, she was called a “terrorist” 

multiple times and ridiculed. This disturbing event made headlines in New Zealand 

and gained social media attention from international Muslim not-for-profits such as 

Muslims of the World, local not-for profits such as the Khadija Leadership Network, 

and celebrities such as Bella Hadid and professional boxer and former rugby player 

Sonny Bill Williams. The violently racist nature of this incident, as well as the 

excruciating slowness of the media to cover the event and the length of time it took 
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for the school to take punitive action, upset many communities in New Zealand. Such 

examples indicate how global and local racist discourses impact and influence the 

everyday lives of communities. It is important to note that to truly offer women choice 

means conceding that women should be empowered to wear any attire of their choice, 

whether that be the hijab or some other garment. Binary or polarized constructions of 

the debate on the hijab are damaging and do not do justice to the diverse and rather 

complicated experiences of Muslim women.  

The intention of this brief discussion of the issues above (which each deserve a deep-

dive in their own right), with relevant supporting examples, is for the wider 

community to recognize that rather than occurring in a vacuum, the Islamophobia that 

we witness is the residue of a long-standing negative, interest-based anti-Islamic 

narrative, driven predominantly by political interest, public ignorance and poor media 

coverage. Moreover, some of these discussion points show that transnational policies, 

discourses and representations of Muslims play a direct role in the local experiences 

of Muslims in this country. Therefore, on our journey to understanding Islamophobia 

in our local context, we need to become aware of the Islamophobic tendencies in other 

countries and how, through the dynamic nature of media discourses, they affect us 

directly here. It is important to become critically aware of such discourses, to resist 

them via countering positive discourses, and to continue to educate generations to 

come about this issue.  

Reflections and Recommendations 

This section focuses on some final reflections and recommendations for us to consider 

for the future. Since the 15 March 2019 attack, most people are aware of the extensive 

and formal investigation conducted by the Royal Commission of Inquiry. The inquiry 

has led to 44 recommendations covering both national security and wider social and 

community matters. Most of these recommendations have a strong surveillance and 
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security focus, reiterating the importance of the New Zealand Police and intelligence 

systems developing more formalized and integrated approaches to counter-terrorism, 

which may be especially useful as a short-term intervention. However, I would like to 

reiterate the importance of long-term educational and community measures to help to 

bridge the wide gap in our understanding of our Muslim communities and address the 

issues of discrimination and Islamophobia at their roots.  

In terms of practical and long-term solutions, our education system, which exists 

within a social–cultural context, can play a significant role in increasing our 

understanding of the diversity of our New Zealand population and diversity 

management paradigms within our state borders. In particular, intercultural education 

programmes and initiatives could assist in dismantling the negative and politically 

influenced ideologies by providing opportunities for interpersonal engagement and 

exposure among diverse groups. Currently the breadth and depth of intercultural 

education programmes and initiatives in New Zealand is very limited, geared mainly 

towards Māori and Pasifika communities and at times, even invisible (Salahshour 

2021). Consequently, it does not cater for the complex needs of its Muslim 

community: 

Intercultural policies and initiatives need to be all-encompassing and inclusive 

to all communities residing within a country and ideally, should be adhered to 

in all school disciplines. Adequate resourcing and enabling strategies that can 

foster effective and sustained transformative changes should accompany and 

augment existing and new policies. Such initiatives have the potential to 

improve school standards, ameliorate racial attitudes and create inclusive and 

respectful social milieus in the schoolyard and beyond (Salahshour 2021, 

p. 124). 
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Embedded within such intercultural initiatives, exchange programmes (whether within 

New Zealand or in predominantly Muslim states) could be exposure opportunities. 

Research consistently indicates that exposure to racially and culturally diverse 

communities via such initiatives can help to reduce stereotypes and race essentialism 

beliefs, as well as increase cultural appreciation for cultures that are different from our 

own (Sparkman, Eidelman and Blanchar 2016; Zebrowitz, White and Wieneke 2008; 

Pauker et al. 2018). Unfortunately, most current inter-country exchange programmes 

are with culturally similar nations, which does not facilitate the intercultural 

awareness that is required for New Zealand’s diverse population, let alone New 

Zealand’s diverse Muslim population. This is particularly important, as a common 

misconception regarding the Muslim community is that it is a “monolithic bloc” 

(Kolig 2010, p. 42). A positive outcome of these types of intercultural initiatives 

being recommended here could be an increased understanding of the diversity within 

the Muslim community in New Zealand as well as within Muslim countries. This 

includes understanding that Muslims have varying levels of adherence to their 

religious practices, have different practices depending on religious sect, speak 

different languages and affiliate with different ethnic groups (e.g., roughly only 20% 

of the world’s Muslims speak Arabic). Increased intercultural understanding among 

the general public of the diversity within the Muslim community could reduce the 

incidence of mental models founded upon sweeping generalizations in the form of 

negative attributions.  

On this journey of creating awareness, it is crucial to take an all-encompassing 

approach and acknowledge that supremacy views regarding races and cultures are not 

specific to the white population. While supremacy ideologies initially may have been 

instigated by a dominant powerful group, their sentiments are strategically socialized 

to create human hierarchies and are shared and subconsciously held across cultural 

boundaries, including the less powerful communities themselves. As a result, the 
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Muslim community itself is not immune to such views. On our joint mission to tackle 

racism and discrimination, we need to have frank and open conversations with 

members of our own communities to see what role we play in the continuation of 

racist and supremacist ideologies.  

Finally, discussions, such the one at hand, of the ongoing challenges should not be 

interpreted as a disregard of the overwhelming support in this country for the Muslim 

community following the 2019 attacks. New Zealand, with its multicultural fabric, 

and led by peace-loving leaders, clearly demonstrated where we stand with regard to 

vicious and violent Islamophobia. The acts of aroha, kindness and sympathy will 

remain in the memories and hearts of not just Muslim communities in New Zealand 

but also across the globe. And yet, we should be cautious of becoming too complacent 

about this. The discussion above shows that we still have a long way to go to address 

the hidden and subtle forms of discrimination and Islamophobia that the community 

continues to grapple with. The statistics regarding the pay gap among the various 

ethnic groups in New Zealand, our high incarceration rates for diverse members, 

inequalities in our health system, the embarrassing lack of diversity in leadership roles 

across the board – all of these indicate the long journey ahead. They indicate that 

racism and discrimination is very much a reality in this country and remind us of the 

consistent effort required to ensure that countries like Aotearoa New Zealand never 

again become a bedrock for attacks like the ones on 15 March 2019.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 57 

References 

Abrahamsen, B. and Drange, I., “Ethnic Minority Students’ Career Expectations in 

Prospective Professions: Navigating Between Ambitions and 

Discrimination”. Sociology (Oxford) 49/2 (2015): 252–269.  

Akbarzadeh, S. and B. Smith, The Representation of Islam and Muslims in the Media 

(The Age and Herald newspapers) (2005). Monash University. 

Besley, T. and Peters, M.A., “Terrorism, trauma, tolerance: bearing witness to white 

supremacist attack on Muslims in Christchurch, New Zealand”. Educational 

Philosophy and Theory 52/2 (2020): 109–119. 

Bhatia, A, “The discourses of terrorism”. Journal of Pragmatics 41/2 (2009): 279–

289.  

Boamah, E., & Salahshour, N., “Information culture: exploring Muslims’ values and 

attitudes to information when facing discrimination at New Zealand universities”. 

Kōtuitui: New Zealand Journal of Social Sciences Online 17/1 (2021): 56–74. 

Croom, N., “Promotion Beyond Tenure: Unpacking Racism and Sexism in the 

Experiences of Black Women Professors”. Review of Higher Education 40/4 (2017): 

557–583.  

Di Stasio, V., Lancee, B., Veit, S., Yemane, R., “Muslim by Default or Religious 

Discrimination? Results from a Cross-National Field Experiment on Hiring 

Discrimination”. Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 47/6 (2021): 1305–1326.  

Dixon, T. L., “Network news and racial beliefs: exploring the connection between 

national television news exposure and stereotypical perceptions of African 

Americans”. Journal of Communication 58/2 (2008): 321–337.  

Highland, B. R., Troughton, G., Shaver, J., Barrett, J. L., Sibley, C. G., & Bulbulia, J., 

“Attitudes to religion predict warmth for Muslims in New Zealand, New Zealand 

Journal of Psychology (Online) 48/1 (2019): 122–132. 

Jones, S. G., The rise of far-right extremism in the United States, (2018), 

https://www.csis.org/analysis/rise-far-right-extremism-united-states 

Kolig, E., New Zealand’s Muslims and Multiculturalism. Leiden: Brill, 2010. 

Pauker, K., Carpinella, C., Meyers, C., Young, D. M., & Sanchez, D. T., “The role of 

diversity exposure in Whites’ reduction in race essentialism over time”. Social 

Psychological and Personality Science 9/8 (2018): 944–952. 

Politics Today. Living as Muslim in New Zealand after the Christchurch Mosque 

Attacks: An Interview with Anjum Rahman. Retrieved from:  

https://politicstoday.org/living-as-muslim-in-new-zealand-after-the-christchurch-

mosque-attacks-an-interview-with-anjum-rahman/  

Rahman, K., & Emadi, A., “Representations of Islam and Muslims in New Zealand 

Media”. Pacific Journalism Review  24/2 (2018): 166–188. 

Royal Commission of Inquiry, Ko tō tātou kāinga tēnei [This is our home.] Report: 

Royal Commission of Inquiry into the terrorist attack on Christchurch masjidain on 

15 March 2019, (2020). Accessed March, 2022, from 

https://christchurchattack.royalcommission.nz/ 

http://www.csis.org/analysis/rise-far-right-extremism-united-states
https://politicstoday.org/living-as-muslim-in-new-zealand-after-the-christchurch-mosque-attacks-an-interview-with-anjum-rahman/
https://politicstoday.org/living-as-muslim-in-new-zealand-after-the-christchurch-mosque-attacks-an-interview-with-anjum-rahman/


 58 

Said, Edward, Orientalism. London: Penguin, 2003. 

Salahshour, N., Representation of immigrants in New Zealand print media: a critical 

discourse analysis. Doctoral dissertation, Victoria University of Wellington, 2017. 

Salahshour, N., “A critique of New Zealand’s exclusive approach to intercultural 

education”. New Zealand Journal of Educational Studies 56/1 (2021): 111–128. 

Salahshour, N., & Boamah, E., “Perceived discrimination as experienced by Muslims 

in New Zealand universities”. Journal of Muslim Minority Affairs 40/3 (2020): 497–

512. 

Salahshour, N., & Salahshour, F., “Representation of the East in Western literature (a 

critical discourse analysis of the travelogue Eothen)”, Mediterranean Journal of 

Social Sciences 3/2 (2012): 531–531. 

Shaver, J. H., Sibley, C. G., Osborne, D., & Bulbulia, J. “News exposure predicts 

anti-Muslim prejudice”. PloS one, 12/3 (2017), e0174606. 

Sloan, L., “Women’s oppression or choice? One American’s view on wearing the 

hijab”. Affilia 26/2 (2011): 218–221. 

Sparkman, D. J., Eidelman, S., & Blanchar, J. C., “Multicultural experiences reduce 

prejudice through personality shifts in Openness to Experience”. European Journal of 

Social Psychology 46/7 (2016): 840–853. 

Zebrowitz, L. A., White, B., & Wieneke, K., “Mere exposure and racial prejudice: 

exposure to other-race faces increases liking for strangers of that race”. Social 

Cognition 26/3 (2008): 259–275. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 59 

Memorialising Trauma: Islamic Commemoration and 

the Proposed March 15 Memorial 

 

Naimah S Talib and James Ockey 
 
Naimah S Talib is an Adjunct Senior Fellow in the Political Science and International Relations 

Department. Her research interests focus on Muslim minority issues, the politics of Islam and 

democratization in Southeast Asia. 

 

James Ockey is an Associate Professor in the Department of Political Science and International 

Relations at the University of Canterbury in Christchurch.  He has done extensive research on Muslim 

communities in Thailand. 

 

 

Abstract: In the wake of the March 15 mosque attack in Christchurch, the president 

of the Federation of Islamic Associations of New Zealand (FIANZ), Mustafa Farouk, 

proposed a commemorative memorial in June 2019. Estimated to cost between $10 

and $15 million, the memorial was the size of three football fields and would 

incorporate a Māori Pikorua design. The proposed memorial plan was met with a 

mixed response, with some in favour and others in the community strongly opposed to 

it. This paper seeks to explore the dynamics of the response. It will begin with an 

examination of the complexities of building memorials to commemorate tragedies and 

the victims of violence and will also briefly consider the place of memorials in Muslim 

societies, before turning to a discussion of commemorations in Christchurch.  

 

Introduction  

 

In June 2019, the Federation of Islamic Associations of New Zealand (FIANZ) 

president, Mustafa Farouk, proposed building a memorial to celebrate New Zealand’s 

response to the March 15 terrorist attack. The memorial, designed by an architectural 

firm in Rotorua, would be based on a Māori Pikorua figure-of-eight design, would be 

about the size of three rugby fields, and would include a conference centre, a water 

feature, and a playground, at an estimated cost of $10 to $15 million. The plan was 

met with, at best, a mixed response, including some strong resistance. Some argued 

that a memorial was not in keeping with Islamic tradition, others argued that, while 

they would support a memorial if that was the wish of other New Zealanders, they 

found it unnecessary. This acknowledgement of the wishes of others also highlights a 

second issue: the memorial may fill different purposes for those in the Muslim 

community directly affected, for the wider Muslim community, for the Christchurch 
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community, and for the national community, adding further complexity to the design 

of a memorial. In this article, we will seek to better understand the mixed feelings 

towards a memorial in the local Muslim community. We will do so in the context of 

the desires of other communities for a memorial. We begin with a brief discussion of 

the complexities of building memorials in the wake of tragedy, then proceed to 

discuss the traditions and the place of memorials in Islamic societies. We then 

consider the debate within the community, focusing on publicly expressed views. We 

will also discuss other forms of commemoration, before concluding with some brief 

observations on potential pathways forward. 

 

Tragedies and Their Memorials 

 

We are surrounded by memorials in public places, so much so that, despite their 

prominence, they often go unnoticed. There are memorials to past leaders, to war 

heroes, to pioneer ancestors, and to important historical events, such as the signing of 

a treaty or the granting of independence. Among these many types of memorials, 

those built to remember tragedy stand out, as different.  As Sabina Tanović put it: 

  

Terrorism memorials are first-hand witnesses of the bereavement process. 

In terms of timing, they are closest to the traumatic event and to the first 

waves of spontaneous mourning. These memorials are often 

demonstrations of shock and grief. Moreover, they originate from the 

genuine need to act, or rather, counter-act the senseless destruction, and 

therefore epitomize the collective struggle to overcome its consequences.4 

 

With emotions still raw, the process of creating a memorial can also be deeply 

emotional. One purpose of such memorials is to shape the grief and emotion into 

 
4 Sabina Tanović, Designing Memory: The Architecture of Commemoration in Europe, 1914 to the 

Present (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019). 
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something more comprehensible. Simpson and de Alwis argue that through 

memorials: 

  

Names, dates, particular words and sometimes images become the focus 

of public attention, replacing the altogether less palatable … haunting 

image[s]…The memorial flattens the extremes of individual memory—

replacing it, and therefore, in a sense, denying it or suppressing it with 

something altogether more palatable … [a memorial] translates the 

unthinkable into the thinkable, and the event becomes accessible to 

others.5 

 

However, for those most deeply affected, suppressing grief into something more 

palatable can be traumatic. Charles Marmar, a psychiatrist at New York University, 

has argued that, while memorials are healing for those who have overcome the 

trauma, for those still grieving, anniversaries and memorials reinforce the anguish and 

sorrow.6 In effect, a memorial provides closure, an endpoint to the tragedy; yet 

closure forced too quickly may well exacerbate grief and sorrow. Thus, providing 

time for healing can be important, especially for those closest to the tragedy. The 

Hiroshima memorial and the 9/11 memorial in New York City each took about ten 

years to complete,7 and the memorial for the victims of the Christchurch earthquake 

was only completed six years after the tragedy. The delay allows time for healing, and 

also allows time for a shared narrative to develop, before introducing a sense of 

closure.8 

 

 
5 Edward Simpson and Malathi de Alwis, “Remembering Natural Disaster: Politics and Culture of 

Memorials in 

Gujarat and Sri Lanka,” Anthropology Today 24 (August 2008): 7. 
6 Cited in Daniel Denoon, “Why Memorialize Disasters?” WebMD 1 September 2011, online at 

https://www.webmd.com/mental-health/features/why-memorialize-disasters. 
7 Sébastien Penmellen Boret and Akihiro Shibayama, “The Roles of Monuments for the Dead during 

the Aftermath of the Great East Japan Earthquake,” International Journal of Disaster Risk Reduction 

29 (August 2018): 56 
8 Boret and Shibayama, "The roles of monuments," 58. 

https://www.webmd.com/mental-health/features/why-memorialize-disasters
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The form of the memorial may also provoke resistance, particularly if it is at odds 

with the developing shared narrative. The first accepted proposal for a memorial in 

Norway to commemorate the terrorist attack at Utoya and central Oslo on 22 July 

2011 came from a Swedish artist, Jonas Dahlberg. The design, chosen for its artistic 

appeal and symbolism, was focused on a sharp cut in the landscape, representing the 

sudden and permanent damage to the community. To the artist, and to the selection 

committee, that symbolism comprised a narrative of permanent loss and grief. But the 

design and the narrative it encompassed did not suit the developing narrative in 

Utoya. People there saw the design as damaging to the local landscape, and a constant 

reminder of the trauma. Subsequently, a new design was developed, with the 

participation of the community. The new monument, located in a clearing in the forest 

where no lives were lost, reflects a narrative focused on the natural healing process, in 

the way that nature slowly heals wounds in the forest. The memorial includes the 

names of the victims, but allows family members to add the names of loved ones at 

any time, when they are ready to do so.9 

 

Thus, while memorials to tragedies serve a valuable and important purpose, they can 

also create controversy, by suppressing grief too quickly, by differences in the nature 

of the shared narrative, and by differences over the most appropriate form of 

memorial. Seen in this context, the reception to the proposed memorial in 

Christchurch may well indicate that the time is not yet ripe for a memorial, 

particularly for those most directly affected.  It may also take time to resolve 

differences over the appropriate form of a memorial, one that suits both the context 

and culture of the local community, and of the developing narrative. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
9 Tanović, Designing Memory, 166-67. 
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Commemoration in Muslim Communities  

 

It is important to note that belief systems rooted in religion provide important coping 

mechanisms for many individuals and communities. With traumatic loss, religious, 

spiritual and cultural values and traditions can provide solace and meaning.10 Many 

believe that traumatic events and violent deaths are beyond human comprehension but 

regard sudden loss of lives as a test of faith or part of God’s larger plan. Prayer, 

meditative practices and the network of faith communities can provide strength and 

support. In coping with death, prayers, invocations, spiritual connections, kind deeds, 

and shared memories may serve as mechanisms for dealing with grief and mourning.   

 

Muslims acknowledge the importance of death and the consequent bereavement 

process. The Quran, Hadith and Sunnah highlight the relationship between God 

(Allah) and humans, emphasizing that life is a divine gift from God.11 Similarly, death 

is considered as God's will and therefore sacred and viewed as predetermined, 

inevitable and irreversible. To Muslims, death marks the transition from one existence 

to another. The 51 victims of the Christchurch attacks, taken from their families while 

performing prayers at two mosques, are regarded as Shuhada (martyrs)12, the highest 

form of acknowledgment of sacrifices made to Islam.  

 

Remembering and memorialising also has to be sensitively articulated taking into 

account the religious, cultural and political context. Trauma that is shared by the 

victims directly impacted by the tragedy and the wider community raises questions on 

how best to commemorate and memorialise painful events in ways that best allow 

communities to mourn and grieve together. 

 
10 Owen J. Dwyer, "Symbolic Accretion and Commemoration," Social and Cultural Geography 5 no.4 

(September 2004): 422. 
11 Quran 4:1, "Surah An-Nisa," available at Quran.com, retrieved from https://quran.com/an-nisa. 
12 While many in the Christchurch Muslim community have acknowledged the March 15 victims, it 

should be noted that there is wide acceptance by the government in recognizing the victims as 

"martyrs". The Royal Commission of Inquiry consistently refers to the victims of the Christchurch 

attacks as "Shuhada". See Royal Commission of Inquiry into the Terrorist Attack on Christchurch 

Masjidain on 15 March 2019, retrieved from https://christchurchattack.royalcommission.nz/. 
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Although Muslim communities sometimes choose not to build memorials to 

commemorate tragedies, such as in the case of the seizure of Masjid al-Haram and the 

deaths of many pilgrims in 1979, in other cases, communities have decided to create 

memorials to remember victims of terrorism or mass murders. In an effort to provide 

meaning to tragedy, impacted communities have often focused on the construction of 

physical memorials to create durable and long-lasting collective memory. The 

cemetery-memorial complex in honour of more than 8,000 mostly Bosniak and some 

Croat Muslims who were massacred by the Bosnian Serbs in 1995 was unveiled in 

2003. The Srebrenica massacre was regarded as the worst atrocity on European soil 

since the Second World War. The memorialisation of the genocide provides a lens 

into how memories of violence are inscribed into public and collective consciousness. 

Jacobs argues that the women survivors of the genocide were instrumental in 

advocating for Srebrenica as the burial site and for the creation of a memorial as a 

constant reminder of the atrocities.13 The Srebrenica cemetery-complex symbolizes 

Muslim victimization and suffering and has provided "focal points for both national 

and international remembrance."14  

 

The Mindanao Garden of Peace memorial in the Southern Philippines commemorates 

the deaths of young Muslim soldiers who were killed at Jabidah in the Philippines in 

1968. The massacre is believed to have been a catalyst for the beginning of the 

Muslim insurgency and conflict in Southern Philippines. According to Curaming, the 

complex political dynamics that marginalized narratives on the massacre meant that 

40 years passed before concrete steps were taken towards memorialising the tragic 

deaths.  The memorial was eventually unveiled in 2015.15  

 

 
13 Janet Jacobs, "The Memorial at Srebrenica: Gender and Social Meanings of Collective Memory in 

Bosnia-Herzegoniva," Memory Studies 10, no.4 (2017). 
14 Jacobs, "Memorial at Srebrenica," 431. 
15 Rommel A. Curaming, "From Bitter Memories to Heritage-Making?: The Jabidah Massacre and the 

Mindanao Garden of Peace," Sojourn: Journal of Social Issues in Southeast Asia 32, no.1 (March 

2017). 
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Following the shooting at the Grand Mosque in Quebec on 29 January 2017, which 

claimed 6 lives and seriously injured 19 others, more than 70 Canadian Muslim 

organizations and other civil society organizations called on the federal government to 

commemorate the attack. Additionally, the Canadian Muslim Forum (FMC-CMF) and 

Canadians for Peace and Justice in the Middle East (CJPME) launched a social media 

campaign for the federal government to acknowledge and recognize 29 January as an 

annual National Day of Remembrance.16 With the support of the Canadian federal 

government and in consultation with the families of victims as well as the local 

Muslim community, a memorial designed by Luce Pelletier was constructed near the 

Quebec Islamic Centre. The memorial was unveiled nearly 4 years after the attack in 

December 2020; entitled, "Vivre Ensemble" (Live Together), the memorial is in two 

parts, one symbolizing the meeting of different communities and the other site close 

to the mosque providing an area for reflection and commemoration.17 A national day 

of remembrance was announced by the federal government in early 2021 and the first 

National Day of Remembrance of the Quebec City Mosque Attack and Action against 

Islamophobia was observed on 29 January 2022, the fifth anniversary of the attack. 

 

Response to the Christchurch Mosque Attack 

 

Following the tragedy of March 15, 2019, which claimed the lives of 51 Shuhada and 

resulted in dozens of serious injuries, Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern addressed the 

nation here in New Zealand. In her message, she stressed that the pain of the March 

15 mosque attack was felt by everyone in the country. In her speech to parliament on 

19 March 2019, Ardern explained that:  

 

 
16 Jasmin Zine, "Remembering the Québec City mosque attack: Islamophobia and Canada’s 

national amnesia," January 29, 2021, https://theconversation.com/remembering-the-quebec-city-

mosque-attack-islamophobia-and-canadas-national-amnesia-152799. 
17 CTV News, "Quebec City's memorial to 2017 mosque shooting victims symbolizes defeat of 

hatred," 

December 2, 2020, https://montreal.ctvnews.ca/quebec-city-s-memorial-to-2017-mosque-shooting-

victims-symbolizes-defeat-of-hatred-1.5212080 
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The 15th of March will now be for ever a day etched in our collective 

memories. On a quiet Friday afternoon, a man stormed into a place of 

peaceful worship and took away the lives of 50 people. That quiet Friday 

afternoon has become our darkest of days. But for the families, it was 

more than that. It was the day that the simple act of prayer, of practising 

their Muslim faith and religion, led to the loss of their loved ones' lives. 

Those loved ones were brothers, daughters, fathers, and children. They 

were New Zealanders. They are us. And because they are us, we, as a 

nation, mourn them.18 

 

The official response to the attacks was swift and initiated by the government and its 

agencies. The firm support provided by the wider community, especially Ngai Tahu, 

helped with the grief and healing process. The empathy shown by Ardern with her 

“we are one” message struck a deep chord within the Muslim community and won 

worldwide admiration. The image of a compassionate Ardern donning the hijab was 

reassuring not just to the New Zealand Muslim community but also to the global 

Muslim ummah.19 Muslims and non-Muslims stood in solidarity with the victims of 

the tragedy. 

 

In a spontaneous outpouring of grief by the Christchurch community and the wider 

New Zealand community, many placed flowers, cards, messages and other items of 

remembrance close to Masjid An-Nur. The floral display was then transferred to a 

designated space at the Christchurch Botanic Gardens and formed a floral wall so 

members of the community could pay their respects.20 Soon more floral and other 

 
18 New Zealand Parliament, Rt Hon Jacinda Ardern (Prime Minster), Ministerial statement to 

Parliament, Hansard (Debates), March 19, 2019, https://www.parliament.nz/en/pb/hansard-

debates/rhr/combined/HansDeb_20190319_20190319_08.  
19 Sharon Mazer, "From Performance to Performativity: The Christchurch Mosque Murders and What 

Came After," Te Kaharoa: The Indigenous e-Journal of Indigenous Pacific Issues 15, no. 1 (2020). 
20 Rachel Graham, "Christchurch mosque attacks: Flowers, tributes to be removed from Botanic 

Gardens," Radio New Zealand News (RNZ), April 10, 2019, 

https://www.parliament.nz/en/pb/hansard-debates/rhr/combined/HansDeb_20190319_20190319_08
https://www.parliament.nz/en/pb/hansard-debates/rhr/combined/HansDeb_20190319_20190319_08
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tributes appeared at mosques throughout New Zealand signifying solidarity with the 

victims and their families and with the Muslim community across the nation. These 

commemorations were an important part of the community level response dealing 

with grief and the shock and horror at the loss of innocent lives. Margry and Sánchez-

Carretero describe these attempts as "grassroots memorials" unifying individuals in a 

spontaneous act of grief.21 These spontaneous grassroots attempts at memorialization 

are unguided, and indicate the powerful desire of the community to express mutual 

love and support. The floral and other tributes show how public spaces, often spaces 

directly connected with the tragedy are appropriated for community mourning. 

 

Another example of these community level attempts at memorialisation can be seen in 

the temporary memorial that was created to commemorate the first anniversary of the 

March 15 tragedy. The memorial was initiated locally by a group of Christchurch 

businesses and individuals and supported by the local Muslim community and the 

Christchurch City Council. The spokesperson of the group described the temporary 

memorial as a "gesture of love and compassion" driven by a strong desire to show 

respect to the "loss and hurt suffered by us all, but most especially by our Muslim 

brothers and sisters."22 It should be pointed out that the collective of businesses and 

individuals responsible emphasized that they preferred to remain anonymous. A 

spokesperson of the group explained that one year after the tragedy, "everyone needed 

a place to go and reflect and pay their respects."23 The temporary memorial was 

located at South Hagley Park close to Masjid An-Nur where 44 Muslims lost their 

lives. It is in the form of a light installation with the predominant colour green chosen 

 
https://www.rnz.co.nz/news/national/386736/christchurch-mosque-attacks-flowers-tributes-to-be-

removed-from-botanic-gardens. 
21 Peter J. Margry and Cristina Sánchez-Carretero, "Introduction," in Margry and Sánchez-Carretero, 

eds., Grassroots Memorials: The Politics of Memorializing Traumatic Deaths (New York: Berghahn 

Books, 2011). Also see Jack Santino, Spontaneous Shrines and the Public Memorialization of Death 

(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006). 
22 Vicki Anderson, "Lighting up Christchurch with 'love and compassion' after March 15 terror attack," 

March 13, 2020, https://www.stuff.co.nz/national/christchurch-shooting/119720791/lighting-up-

christchurch-with-love-and-compassion-after-march-15-terror-attack 
23 Anderson, "Lighting up Christchurch." 

https://www.rnz.co.nz/news/national/386736/christchurch-mosque-attacks-flowers-tributes-to-be-removed-from-botanic-gardens
https://www.rnz.co.nz/news/national/386736/christchurch-mosque-attacks-flowers-tributes-to-be-removed-from-botanic-gardens
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as it symbolically represents Islam. The colour green also evokes calmness and 

reflection in the wake of tragedy. The light display on the copper beech trees in the 

park formed a "natural archway"24 with each tree highlighted creating an effect 

similar to columns. Images of the 51 Shuhada supplied by family members were 

projected on a screen and accompanied by an original piece of music that was 

composed for the occasion. This attempt at a temporary memorial shows the 

participation of both individuals, civic groups, the local council and importantly the 

families of the victims in commemorating the first anniversary of the tragedy. The 

temporary nature of these types of memorials, and the broad-based participation, 

contribute to the development of a shared narrative, without enforcing a premature 

closure. 

 

The FIANZ Proposed Memorial 

 

As noted above, there is often a strong desire to make “the unthinkable into the 

thinkable”25 by inscribing the memory of an event into a lasting material form. 

However, the form that the memory is supposed to be represented physically is 

contested and sometimes marked by public debates and disagreements. While the two 

examples of temporary memorials above were driven by the local community and the 

second with the participation of civic groups, the local government council and the 

Muslim community, the initiative for a more permanent and physical memorial came 

from the umbrella organization for Muslims in New Zealand, FIANZ. Physical 

memorial spaces, while more enduring, are more difficult to negotiate as they are 

often definitive and, as a result, may evoke different responses, as we saw in the case 

of the Utoya memorial.26  Accepting that participation is vital, should the initiative for 

memorials come from the state or should civil society groups take the lead in 

 
24 Anderson, "Lighting up Christchurch." 
25 Simpson and de Alwis, "Remembering Natural Disaster," 7. 
26 Matthew Allen and Steven Brown, "Memorial Meshwork: The Making of the Commemorative Space 

of the Hyde Park 7/7 Memorial," Organization 23, no.1 (2016). 
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negotiating the shared narrative that gives meaning to the material form and memorial 

site? How would cultural meanings of physical memories be negotiated? Some of the 

issues in the process of commemoration involve balancing the interests of the 

bereaved families that the memorial is intended to serve and the interests of the wider 

community.27 

 

An initiative by FIANZ was announced in June 2019, just three months after the 

Christchurch mosque attack. The FIANZ proposed memorial was deemed to be 

ambitious and included a large water feature, a playground and plans for a conference 

centre. The aim of the memorial was to "capture the legacy of how New Zealanders 

all came together as one" as seen in the spontaneous outpouring of grief by many in 

the community.28 This, the proponents of the FIANZ memorial argued, would be in 

keeping with the response of the government and in particular, the "we are one" 

narrative, advocated by Jacinda Ardern. An architectural firm was engaged by FIANZ 

to draw up the concept plans and the project was estimated to cost between $10 to $15 

million. In a press interview, the then FIANZ President, Mustafa Farouk suggested 

that there could be two memorials; the first would focus on memorialising the 51 

Shuhada who lost their lives; the second was intended to celebrate the New Zealand-

wide community response to the attacks, which brought people together in mourning 

for the victims. The FIANZ memorial is embedded in Māori symbolism. The Pikorua, 

which is a figure-of-eight, is central to the design; it depicts two intertwined piko piko 

ferns. The Pikorua suggests the coming together of different communities in New 

Zealand, joined in their grief, exemplifying one of the most important dimension of 

the initial national and local narratives. 

 
27 Cristina F Fominaya and Rosemary Barberet, "The Right to Commemoration and 'Ideal Victims': 

The Puzzle of Victim Dissatisfaction with State-led Commemoration after 9/11 and 3/11," Critical 

Studies on Terrorism 11, no.2 (2018): 222-223. 
28 Charlie Gates, "Ambitious memorial proposed for Christchurch mosque attack response," June 25, 

2019, https://www.stuff.co.nz/national/christchurch-shooting/113720828/ambitious-memorial-

proposed-for-response-to-march-15-christchurch-mosque-attack  

https://www.stuff.co.nz/national/christchurch-shooting/113720828/ambitious-memorial-proposed-for-response-to-march-15-christchurch-mosque-attack
https://www.stuff.co.nz/national/christchurch-shooting/113720828/ambitious-memorial-proposed-for-response-to-march-15-christchurch-mosque-attack
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FIANZ explained that the memorial concept plans were drawn up to gauge interest of 

the families of the Shuhada and the Christchurch community to the idea of a physical 

and longer lasting memorial.29  After the concept plans for the memorial were 

announced, it transpired that the memorial initiative was promoted by FIANZ without 

much community consultation.  The families of the victims were not consulted about 

the memorial. While there was no consensus on the FIANZ memorial initiative, one 

local leader, the Muslim Association of Canterbury's president, Shagaf Khan, 

supported the idea of a physical memorial "somewhere in the city where people can 

contemplate."30 The Christchurch mayor, Lianne Dalziel, while not opposed to a 

permanent memorial, was also not consulted on the concept plan. Mustafa Farouk was 

able to brief Prime Minister Ardern on the memorial. She maintained that there was 

no decision as yet on a memorial.  She did suggest that plans for a physical memorial 

may be "too soon for some of those conversations."31 By August 2020, after the trial 

of the gunman, Ardern was more receptive to the idea of a memorial; she suggested 

that March 15 was "one of the blackest days in the history of New Zealand and it left 

a big scar on our hearts - all Muslims and non-Muslim - so there should be a memorial 

for this, something to remember."32 Yet she did not suggest a time frame. The Imam 

of Masjid An-Nur, Gamal Fouda, believed that a permanent memorial would serve the 

purpose of documenting March 15 so that future generations would understand the 

tragedy; he called for an annual memorial day in Christchurch to both honour March 

15 and remember the "cohesion and harmony of the response."33 Subsequently, in 

September 2020, while on a visit to Christchurch to campaign for the national 

election, Ardern visited Masjid An-Nur and unveiled a 1.2 metre tall memorial plaque 

with the following words inscribed, "In memory of the 51 Shuhadah who lost their 

 
29 Gates, "Ambitious memorial." 
30 Gates, "Ambitious memorial." 
31 Gates, "Ambitious memorial." 
32 Dominic Harris, "Hope for memorial as Christchurch terror sentencing allows 'victory of love over 

hate,'" August 28, 2020, https://www.stuff.co.nz/national/christchurch-shooting/122596473/hope-for-

memorial-as-christchurch-terror-sentencing-allows-victory-of-love-over-hate 
33 Harris, "Hope for memorial." 

https://www.stuff.co.nz/national/christchurch-shooting/122596473/hope-for-memorial-as-christchurch-terror-sentencing-allows-victory-of-love-over-hate
https://www.stuff.co.nz/national/christchurch-shooting/122596473/hope-for-memorial-as-christchurch-terror-sentencing-allows-victory-of-love-over-hate
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lives, 15 March 2019".34 At the unveiling ceremony, Fouda underscored the role of 

memorials saying that they "convey to future generations the spirit of cohesion and 

harmony that prevailed in New Zealand after 15 March".35 The memorial plaque is 

likely to be only a preliminary memorial while conversations on a larger memorial 

continue.  

 

Local Resistance to a Permanent Memorial 

 

Violence as traumatic as the Christchurch mosque attack leaves a profound impact not 

just on the minds and bodies of those who were directly affected but also on the lives 

of the wider community. The process of remembering and the production of narratives 

of memories are often contested. Official commemorations of violence and in this 

case a traumatic terrorist attack highlight issues of participation in commemorations. 

The FIANZ-initiated memorial concept and the idea of a permanent memorial has 

been met with some resistance among other leaders and representatives of the Muslim 

community, and in November 2019, the proposed FIANZ memorial was put on hold. 

A shared narrative has not yet fully developed, as members of the Christchurch 

Muslim community have varying views about memorials, ranging from those who 

think that memorials have no relevance to Muslims to those who are supportive.  

 

Since the concerns of the local community had not been carefully assessed or taken 

into account, resistance to the FIANZ proposal is unsurprising. One leader in the local 

Muslim community was so unhappy he labelled the proposal “obscene”.36 A 

 
34 Derek Cheng, "Election 2020: Jacinda Ardern in Christchurch to honour Al Noor Mosque victims," 

New Zealand Herald, September 24, 2020, https://www.nzherald.co.nz/nz/politics/election-2020-

jacinda-ardern-in-christchurch-to-honour-al-noor-mosque-

victims/BXIKNJ7IVLJZORGAOXPMHV4B5I/ 
35 Radio New Zealand News (RNZ), "Christchurch terror attacks victims remembered with plaque 

unveiling," September 24, 2020. https://www.rnz.co.nz/news/national/426822/christchurch-terror-

attack-victims-remembered-with-plaque-unveiling. 
36 Ethan Donnell, "Building unity in New Zealand a year after Christchurch attacks," Al Jazeera, 

March 15, 2020,  

https://www.aljazeera.com/features/2020/3/15/building-unity-in-new-zealand-a-year-after-

christchurch-attacks.  

https://www.aljazeera.com/features/2020/3/15/building-unity-in-new-zealand-a-year-after-christchurch-attacks
https://www.aljazeera.com/features/2020/3/15/building-unity-in-new-zealand-a-year-after-christchurch-attacks
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representative of the Christchurch Muslim community maintained that Islam forbade 

the commemoration of any event after death, and therefore the memorial was not a 

natural fit. He characterized a physical memorial as a “dead wall… It’s a static wall. 

You want something that gives back, something that rebuilds the community.” The 

representative alluded to the importance of the healing process for those still grieving, 

a process that may take time to evolve. 

 

Resistance to commemoration has emerged in other contexts as well. In the weeks 

leading up to the remembrance service organised for the first anniversary of March 15 

and scheduled to take place on 13 March 2020, there was debate within the 

Christchurch Muslim community regarding whether it was appropriate to hold a 

remembrance service. An official of the Muslim Association of Canterbury suggested 

that there was a diversity of opinion within the Muslim community regarding a 

remembrance service. To some, the idea of holding a remembrance service each year 

was seen as a practice that is not part of Islamic tradition and culture. According to a 

spokesperson for the local Christchurch Muslim association, Muslims do not 

generally observe death anniversaries as in Islam "memorialising is a constant" but he 

noted that the remembrance service also involved the wider community.37 Imam 

Abdul Alabi Lateef of Christchurch's Linwood mosque, one of the sites of the March 

15 violence, maintained that Muslims are guided by the Quran and Hadith in 

remembering their loved ones.38 Grieving for the loss of a loved one is done on a daily 

basis through prayers and invocations. Yet Imam Lateef also maintained that if the 

purpose of a remembrance service was to bring people together, both Muslims and 

non-Muslims, to commemorate March 15, then that would be something that could be 

 
37 Cate Broughton, "Christchurch Muslims prepare to mark one year anniversary of mosque attacks,", 

March 3, 2020, https://www.stuff.co.nz/the-press/news/119941771/christchurch-muslims-prepare-to-

mark-one-year-anniversary-of-mosque-attacks. 
38 Ira'a Emhail, "Christchurch mosque attacks: Remembering the martyrs: Our memorial is daily," 

Radio New Zealand News (RNZ), March 15, 2020, 

https://www.rnz.co.nz/news/national/411754/christchurch-mosque-attacks-remembering-the-martyrs-

our-memorial-is-daily. 
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supported.  Many Christchurch Muslims acknowledged that if other New Zealanders 

felt a strong desire to commemorate March 15, they would take part in the service.39 

The proposed national remembrance service was eventually supported by many 

members of the two Christchurch mosques. Ultimately, the differences were rendered 

temporarily moot, when the service was cancelled due to the Covid-19 pandemic. 

With another year to discuss, debate, and come to some sort of shared narrative, a 

remembrance service was held for the second anniversary on 13 March 2021. The 

service was held at the Christchurch Arena and attended by more than 1,000 people 

including many Muslims. A number of the March 15 Shuhada families addressed the 

service.40 

 

Conclusion 

 

In the wake of the March 15 attack, many of us in the Christchurch community felt a 

powerful desire to do something to help, and a helplessness in realising that there was 

little we could do. And so, members of the community brought flowers and cards and 

messages and other small items, because they wanted so much to do something, 

anything, to help. The desire to build a permanent memorial comes from the same 

impulse of wanting to do something to help, and to remember. Yet sometimes such 

good intentions must await the appropriate time, after trauma has had an opportunity 

to heal, and shared narratives have coalesced. Evidence from similar cases indicates 

that a permanent memorial, if it is to help heal the trauma and grief, should take into 

account the cultural context, and should encourage the participation of those most 

deeply affected, those who experienced the trauma most strongly. For many in the 

community, grieving and mourning is something that is done on a daily basis and 

 
39 Emhail, "Christchurch mosque attacks." 
40 Sam Sherwood and Nadine Porter, 11 remembrance service marks second anniversary of 

Christchurch terror attack, March 14, 2021, https://www.stuff.co.nz/national/christchurch-

shooting/300251749/remembrance-service-marks-second-anniversary-of-christchurch-terror-attack. 
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there is a reluctance to commit to a physical collective memorial as a place of 

remembrance, at least for now.  

 

In the meantime, commemorations of a temporary nature, carefully consulted, may 

help create shared memories and a shared narrative for the local and national 

community. Ultimately, creativity in memoralising March 15 may also be needed.  

While a site for remembrance will be important to the wider community, as local 

Muslim leaders have acknowledged, it need not be a stele nor a building; rather it 

might, as in Utoya, be a more natural memorial, with particular respect paid to the 

families of the Shuhada in the timing and in the way their loved ones are 

memorialised.  In the interim, it may be helpful to consider other practical forms of 

commemoration, such as scholarships, an Islamic teaching centre, an educational 

foundation or an Action Against Islamophobia initiative. The local community should 

play a leading role in these interim decisions as well. The desire for closure, the desire 

to help, is a powerful emotion, and an important aspect of the March 15 attack. 

Employing that desire effectively requires wisdom and understanding. 
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Abstract: Islam has a history of being misunderstood in the West. This directly 

affects immigrant Muslims in general and immigrant Muslim women in particular. 

Muslim women migrate with their embodied practices of piety and modest attire, 

which stands out at public places as markers of their religion. Muslim immigrant 

women live at the disjuncture of piety and modernity. Headscarves, veiling and burqa, 

the visible markers of Muslim women’s faith, are perceived as symbols of oppression 

rather than tools for resistance. Through a detailed literature review, the paper 

highlights the issues of headscarves and the challenges that immigrant Muslim 

women face throughout the world. It then documents the experiences of my research 

participants in New Zealand who also face similar stereotypes despite having no 

history of Jihadi extremism in New Zealand. The paper also highlights that the March 

15th mosques incident which was an incident not ‘by Muslims’ but ‘on Muslims,’ to 

see if that has changed the perceptions about Muslims in New Zealand. Finally, it 

outlines recommendations to address misperceptions and racism related 

to Muslims and other minorities in New Zealand.       

 

Background 

 

An excerpt from the letter of Ottomon princess Seiha Sultan that she wrote to her 

French friend, Simone de la Cherte in 1910, refers to the manner in which the West 

viewed Turkish women:  
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“My dear! We, Turkish women, are not known in 

Europe at all. I can even say that we are much less 

known than Chinese and Japanese women. They make 

up really unimaginable stories about us. Not important! 

They anticipate us to be slaves, to be imprisoned in 

rooms, to live only behind lattice windows, to be 

chained up and watched over by ferocious black and 

other slaves who are armed from head to foot and who 

are also sought to put us into sacks and then throw us 

into the Bosporus from time to time. We are assumed to 

live in a group of numerous rivalling wives, and they 

expect every Turkish man to have a harem of his own, 

that is, to have at least eight or ten wives”. (Göle, 1996, 

p. 27) 

A quote from Said’s Orientalism is relevant here: 

“The Orient and Islam have a kind of extra real, 

phenomenologically reduced status that puts them out 

of reach of everyone except the Western expert. From 

the beginning of Western speculation about the Orient, 

the one thing the orient was credible only if it had 

passed through and been made firm by the refining fire 

of the Orientalist work.” (Said, 2003, p. 41) 

The first quote allows one to follow the trajectory of Muslim women’s consciousness 

and to demonstrate the ways they are framed within discourses of the Secular Modern 

West, and the parameters to judge the ‘Other’. The quote depicts the feelings of an 

ordinary Muslim woman. The second Edward Said’s quote from Orientalism shows 
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the analysis of these feelings by critical researchers. Although these quotes are not 

recent, they still have a lot of relevance in today’s world, especially with regard to 

presentday debates around tenets of Islam (and other religions), fundamentalism, 

terrorism, and women’s rights. In the past, it might have been less important what 

others thought about Muslims when they were not physically present among them, 

however, it does make a substantial difference when Muslims migrate to live in 

Western countries.  

 

My lived experience 

 

My experience of living this misconception becomes obvious in the following story: 

my walk with a friend, Iqra. She became my friend after coming to Palmerston North. 

Her husband was doing his PhD in the same department as mine. We became family 

friends. Iqra belongs to the ‘Pashtoon’ tribe in Pakistan where women often wear the 

veil. She is used to coverng her face with colorful veils. 

One day, Iqra and I were roaming around the Square, just to kill time. We were both 

housewives without children, and both of our husbands were full time students. For 

Pakistanis, ‘full time’ does not mean from 9:00am-5:00pm, but from 10:00am to 

11:00pm. This gave me and Iqra enough time to do some window shopping. Window 

shopping for two reasons; first, because we both were jobless and second, our 

husbands were on stipends that were only enough to support one person.  As couples 

who managed to live within limited means, for us shopping meant from ‘windows’ 

only. As we passed by the City Library, I saw a fabric shop that I was coming across 

for the first time, with bolts of cloth in different patterns and colours rolled on giant 

pipe like rollers. I became very excited. I realized that they were of no use to me as I 

cannot sew, but I still wanted to explore the shop. Iqra was telling me that once she 

had bought maroon velvet from here and the like – we were lost in our conversation, a 

fascinating topic to many women, when we heard a loud voice saying ‘Osama bin 
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Laden’. We turned our heads around and saw two men, one pointing his finger 

towards Iqra, and the other grinning cheekily. We quickly entered the shop. 

 

The narrative is framed in a context when Osama Bin Laden was caught in Pakistan. 

Although Muslims in the West had been perceived as ‘potential threats’ and opposed 

to western values of freedom and democracy (Said 1978; Kerboua, 2016; Ahmed and 

Matthes 2017; Cesari 2013), events such as 9/11 and the ‘war on terror’ have 

deepened the ‘Otherness’ of Muslims in the West. Media, especially social media 

platforms have been instrumental in creating the divide between Muslims and the 

West by spreading anti-Muslim hate crimes globally (Alibašić and Rose 2019).   

 

I have been researching Muslim women's experience of Islamophobia in 

contemporary New Zealand.  My interviewees have often told me that they have 

always wondered why people in New Zealand accuse them of terrorist tendencies, 

when nothing had ever happened here. One of the women reported that “I was sent 

threats and hate messages from an anonymous person”. Many of the women had their 

headscarves snatched at in public places in New Zealand, and were yelled at for being 

terrorists, had eggs thrown at them and were spat upon. Some had changed or 

shortened their Muslim names to hide their identity. A few had removed their pictures 

from work CVs, to minimise any prejudices attached to wearing a head covering or 

having a non-white face.  

 

Muslim women as a problem 

 

The history of being an immigrant Muslim woman in the West has changed distinctly 

after 9/11 (Schissel 2005). According to Said (1978), the West and Europe had a role 

in making Islam known to the world. However, this Western version of Islam, most 

often, presents Islam as a backward, fundamentalist and ‘terrorist’ religion. The role 
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of mass media in disseminating this Western view of Islam cannot be denied. Henry 

Giroux (1997), for example, writes that mass media, besides shaping identities, 

individual and nation, also serve as the lens to perceive truth. Immigrant Muslim 

women, particularly those who use a head covering, have remained the target of 

Western media because of their religious marker.  

 

In the Western context, studies on immigrant Muslim women have been conducted 

mostly in the context of ‘problematic’ immigrants (Dossa 2004; Patton 2014), and 

around their religious attire – the hijab or veil which is referred to as a symbol of 

Muslim women’s oppression and always remains a barrier to their integration and 

assimilation (Ajrouch 2007; Bahramitash and Esfahani 2011; Bartkowski and Read 

2003; Bruenig and Fleischmann 2015; Dwyer 1999; Foot 2000; Göle 1996; Jelen 

2011; Kassissieh 2006; Moors 2009; Ruby 2006). The hijab is an evaluation tool to 

judge Muslim women’s integration and assimilation in the host society.  Ajrouch’s 

(2007) study presents a comparative picture of Muslim women wearing hijab in two 

different Western contexts, USA and France. It argues that though the choice of 

wearing hijab is based on an individual’s negotiation and interpretation of Islamic 

norms and values, the national context has an influential and critical role in shaping 

the interpretation of veiling. Hijab being a most contentious issue in the context of 

Muslims integration into the West symbolizes the Otherness of Muslims. The author 

takes the example of USA and France and analyzes the policies of both countries to 

see their flexibility regarding the incorporation of religious minorities. While both the 

countries announce themselves secular, they have starkly different meanings of being 

secular. In the United States, secularity gives the freedom to its people to publicly 

demonstrate religious symbols and legally recognizes differences by ethnicity and 

race. In contrast, in France, secularity refers to removing all signs and symbols of 

religious affiliation from public places. The article highlights that these different 
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structural arrangements in two different Western countries impinge on the ability and 

productivity of the Muslim immigrants in these countries.  

 

Veiling, a cultural expression 

 

The veil is a cultural expression, but its manifestations have different connotations in 

different countries. Ruby (2006) explores the relationship between gender and identity 

by discussing the concept of hijab and the various meanings associated with it. She 

points out a gap between western understanding of hijab and her participant’s 

experiences. According to her, the negative portrayal of hijab in the Canadian media 

is due to the lack of understanding about the cultural and historical background of the 

immigrant women. Thus, there is a gap between a negative and ‘oppressed’ portrayal 

of Muslim women in Western societies and the experiences of immigrant Muslim 

women themselves. For the immigrant Muslim women, the hijab is not only an 

identity marker, but it also provides them with control over their lives and gives them 

the status of ‘respectable persons’ within Muslim communities. Although the 

meanings and practice of hijab differs among Muslim women depending upon their 

interpretation of the concept, both muhajibs (the ones wearing hijab) and non-

muhajibs relate different meanings with it ranging from attire to modesty, respect and 

control over their lives.  

 

Meanings associated with hijab 

 

What hijab actually means has remained a debatable issue among scholars, and this 

was reflected in the responses of the participants of Ruby’s (2006) study.  Some think 

that covering the head is hijab, others are of the view that veiling is hijab while some 

regard hijab as a lowering of the gaze. But whatever meanings are associated with the 

hijab, it has remained an important part of Muslim women’s lives. My participants’ 

experiences showed that muhajib women face negative stereotypes in public spaces 
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but they continue to wear it in order to maintain their Islamic identity in a non-

Western society, and they think that hijab also works as a safety barrier from potential 

‘immodest’ Western values. Non-muhajibs consider the wearing of modest clothing as 

hijab in the western culture and they try to assimilate within non-Muslim contexts in 

this way. Though they avoid facing negative stereotypes, their respect within the 

Muslim community is compromised at times. 

 

Muslim women at work 

 

The studies on working Muslim women also problematize the issues of hijab and 

veiling. The religious attire of Muslim women and its relationship with their work 

have become very popular topics among academics (Forstenlechner and Al-Waqfi 

2010; Ghumman and Jackson 2009; Jelen 2011; Pasha-Zaidi, Masson, and Pennington 

2014; Syed and Pio 2009). In line with the other studies, such as of Arjouch and 

Ruby, which see hijab as a barrier to integration, these studies on working Muslim 

women see hijab as not only a barrier to integration but also a hurdle in finding a job. 

Ghumman and Jackson (2009) explain that there is a direct relationship between 

religious attire and expectations of job offer among Muslim women in the US. In the 

US, a 153% increase was reported of workplace discrimination against Muslims after 

9/11. Muslim females who used religious attire at workplaces were found to 

experience more discrimination than Muslim women who did not use religious attire 

For this study, data was collected from 219 Muslim women, both hijabis and non-

hijabis, and was analyzed through stereotype threat theory. This theory is used in 

social psychology and posits that stigmatized individuals are more likely to confirm to 

the stigmas (negative characteristics) attached to their (stigmatized) group. Hence, the 

stigma attached to hijab causes Muslim women to perform poorly at work and also 

reduces their expectations of getting a job offer.  
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Another study done by Pasha-Zaidi et al. (2014) found that hijab has a negative 

influence on  perceptions of employability of Muslim women in western societies as 

compared to mainstream Islamic contexts.  Muslim women are considered ‘outsiders’ 

in Western societies because of the different values and norms in these societies. This 

negative perception has various consequences for hijabis that may limit their 

employability. It can cause undue psychological stress when they have to choose 

between faith and work that may further influence the efficacy of Muslim women and 

their organisational commitment.  

 

In line with findings of above study, Kabir (2004) gives a historical account of 

Muslim settlement in Australia and highlights tensions between Muslim immigrants 

and Australian population in recent times. Although she does not focus entirely on 

Muslim women immigrants, she briefly mentions the perceptions of Muslim women 

towards their acceptance in the Australian society. One of her respondents, a Syrian 

born female but an Australia-qualified optometrist, said that she did not get an 

appropriate job because of her being a Muslim. She made the following statement for 

Kabir’s (2004, p. 280) research: 

 

“I have had four weeks of work experience in Perth that was 

organized through the university with OPSM. All the graduates prior 

to graduation had secured jobs at places of their choice except for me. 

I still am not being accepted at the position due to my religious dress, 

abaya and hijab. Three recent cases made it very clear that I will not 

be accepted. 

The first case of prejudice I encountered was with a recruitment 

agency visiting the University. I did not pass the interview. 

Employer’s comment when I asked him what I did wrong in the 

interview so that I could do better next time he replied, “You did 
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nothing wrong personally. I found it a bit off putting that you 

wouldn’t shake hands with me – I just may be a little concerned that 

this may affect patient communication with regards to patient 

contact”. 

Secondly, someone got my reference from an optical representative 

salesman and phoned me up and begged me to work for them. After I 

visited the place, they saw the way I dress and told me abruptly they 

don’t need me anymore. 

Thirdly, someone in Melbourne had my CV on their records, called 

me up and said that they needed me for an optometrist job in 

Brisbane. They came up from Melbourne to sign the contract with me. 

On seeing me, they didn’t mention anything about the contract.” 

 

The response of Kabir’s study participant reinforces the findings of the above studies 

that religious attire has a strong impact on the lives of immigrant Muslim women. 

These studies show that headscarf is an important symbol that has come to signify the 

cultural divide between the West and Muslim immigrants (Crabtree and Husain 

2012). It is not only a symbol limited to express religious affiliation, it is also 

portrayed as a symbol of oppression, submission, patriarchal norms, and being 

orthodox, which lead many European countries to impose a ban on the headscarf at 

public places (Bruenig and Fleischmann 2015; Foner and Alba 2008).  

 

Above studies show that the tension between Muslim piety and Western modernity 

remains a controversial and well-debated topic inside and outside academia. However, 

scant attention has been given to see the visible religious symbols as tools of 

resistance and agency. This paper addresses this gap by discussing my research 

participants’ experiences of wearing hijab. The encounter between religion and 

modernity potentially creates modern religious experiences which in return demands 
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changes in understanding and practicing Islam for immigrant Muslim women.  

However, those changes still have the least impact in changing the perceptions around 

Muslim women. After 9/11 Muslims in general and hijabi Muslim women in 

particular, remained the target of Islamophobic harassment. They were even targeted 

in New Zealand – a place that is understood to have had no history of modern 

terrorism – although incidents from the past and ongoing Maori and Pasifika 

experience of colonialism could be interpreted that way. The March 15 mosque 

attacks can also be seen in this context and Islam was considered as an outside ‘threat’ 

to New Zealand society in the eyes of the terrorist.  

 

Muslim women in New Zealand 

 

Although there has been a lot of research conducted in New Zealand on immigrants in 

general and Muslim immigrants in particular (S. Dobson 2011; Kolig 2010; Kolig and 

Shepard 2006; Shepard 2006; Spoonley and Bedford 2012; Spoonley and Peace 

2012), studies on Muslim women immigrants are few. Stephanie Dobson (2011, 

2012a, 2012b) has conducted a few studies on Muslim women immigrants in New 

Zealand. She studied identity creation in the lives of Muslim women in New Zealand 

after 9/11. She has used concepts such as ‘hyphenated identities’, and ‘third space’ to 

explain the process of identity formation through the self-conceptions of Muslim 

women. She draws on the ethnography of Muslim women in New Zealand from 

different origins such as Asia, Middle East and Africa. Although she primarily 

focuses upon the issue of identity negotiations of Muslim women, she briefly explains 

the perceptions of Muslim women immigrants with regards to the job market. She 

highlights that “most of the women participating in this study described New Zealand 

as a peaceful society with a lot of ‘kind people’, but they felt discrimination 

manifested itself in the job market, basing these opinions on personal experiences of 

difficulties in securing employment” (S. Dobson 2012a, p. 95).  Similarly, Kolig 
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(2006, 2010) also discusses Muslim women in New Zealand. He highlights the 

challenges of multiculturalism by discussing the “Burqa case” and also draws upon 

the concepts of “decency” and “gender inequality”. Other researchers have studied 

issues, such as intergenerational cultural gap and transition, adaptation of Muslim 

women (Joudi 2002), Muslim women’s clothing and head covering (Boulanouar 

2006) and the psychological wellbeing of Muslim women (Jasperse 2009). 

 

During my PhD research, one of my hijabi research participants said that her manager 

opens his mouth wider and uses extra body language when talking to her, because she 

was misperceived as not knowing enough English. When she told me about her 

manager, she was mindful of the stereotypes associated with hijab. She said, before 

this experience she used to put extra efforts into wearing colorful headscarves, but 

after this she started wearing black mostly. She said she stopped caring what others 

think of her. This shows my participant’s resistance and deliberate actions to respond 

to her experience. 

  

This reminds me of an experience I had at Auckland airport, when a staff member 

asked me to become a mediator to communicate with a woman in headscarf. When I 

asked her why she didn’t ask the woman directly, she said that she was unsure if a 

woman in headscarf could speak English. This is one of the many stereotypes that are 

associated with visible markers of religion.  

I also attended one Pakistani Eid party at the Wellington Police Academy and one of 

the police officers told me that he respected Muslim women so much that he never 

talked to them. He assumed that he needed men's permission to talk to Muslim 

women. I was surprised by that as I had thought police were working closely with 

communities. 
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I have written the following poem that captures the experiences of my research 

participants in New Zealand.  

 

Would I lie to you? – A poem 

 

Do I lie to you when I say… 

They pull my scarf 

Throw eggs on me 

Spit on me 

Yell Bin-Laden at me, 

Call me terrorist 

Fu*king Muslim 

 

Do I lie to you when I say… 

 

They slam bus doors on me 

Refuse to give me can-drinks 

So, I do not make a weapon out of them 

Scan myself at the airports 

In the name of random checks 

 

Do I lie to you when I say? 

Their jokes are taunting me 

They don’t call me back for interviews  
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After seeing my name or  

my photo on CVs 

 

Do I lie to you when I say? 

They ask me to go back where I come from 

Give me unwelcoming looks 

Either stop their conversations as I enter 

Or change the topics 

 

Do I lie to you when I say? 

They think I am oppressed 

Uncivilised 

My degrees have not taught me a thing 

I do not learn anything from exposure 

 

Do I lie to you when I say? 

My colleagues and friends  

Unconsciously and consciously 

Think terrorists are part of me 

Consider me guilty of their actions 

Look at me like they want to say something 

But then their questioning eyes  
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Eithers become hate  

Or rain fire 

 

Did I lie to you when I say? 

They (mis)understand me  

They hear me before I speak 

I never understand 

Why these many biases? 

Why this much hate? 

Am I a threat to you? 

You call me uncivilised, oppressed, dominated 

You think of me as weak, a degree holder but yet illiterate 

Why would you hate me then? 

Or be weary of me? (Continued) 

March 15th onwards  

 

Within three days of the Christchurch attack, two Muslim women were harassed at 

Auckland train station (Russel 2019). A man wearing a Nazi sign on his singlet was 

noticed walking around Manawatu Islamic Centre (Stuff 2019). An activist group 

having an ideology similar to that of the perpetrator was identified in Wellington 

(March 2019). A group of men yelled at Muslims at Hamilton Islamic Centre, saying 

‘It’s your turn next41.’ A letter containing a hate message was received on Race Unity 

 
41 Personal communication. 
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Day in Nelson,42 and endless anti-immigrant and anti-Muslim debates are still doing 

the rounds on social media.  

We all respond to events and incidents happening around us, sometimes hurriedly, 

letting our emotions rule. Sometimes too that immediate response-mode carries over, 

as we share the experience with close friends, post it on social media, trying to work 

out what it meant, and how serious it is - and whether or not our response was valid, 

and justified. That's part of how we move on with our lives. We don't expect such 

one-off events to rule us forever. The everyday tasks of paying bills and feeding 

ourselves and our families gain the foreground again. We've digested this new 

experience and come to terms with it.   

Our media, too, work this way. Today's news is tomorrow's fish-and-chip wrapper, 

they used to say. Media industries make their money selling the sensational, and 

whatever is current. Like all of us, they spend a day or two “talking up” their story, 

finding ways to fit it into the ongoing narratives everyone uses to make sense of life's 

experiences. Then they too, move on.  

The recent incident where a Muslim girl’s hijab was “ripped off” by fellow high 

school students in Dunedin highlights that Muslim women are still the subject of 

abuse and racism post March 15. According to the victim, this was not the “first 

violent attack she had been involved in and she frequently had the fingers pointed at 

her and called a terrorist by other students” (Radio New Zealand 2022). My research 

participants also confirm that the incidents of hate have not decreased after the March 

15 attack.  

In the wake of the Christchurch terrorist attack, with sentencing of the gunman, every 

sensible person must know that ordinary, everyday people had nothing to do with this. 

 
42 Personal communication. 
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A terrorist is one who tries to embody all the fears that are caused by a culture, an 

ethnicity or an ideology which he feels are a threat. He goes beyond responding with 

mere feelings, or words, or anonymous messages on social media, hurtful comments 

thrown on the street. He seeks out guns, builds bombs, considers arson. Thankfully, 

these are rare individuals - otherwise modern life would be insupportable.  No one 

sees a white supremacist terrorist in every New Zealand citizen they meet.  Nor 

should we demonise all Muslims, for the actions of terrorists who have abused Islamic 

ideology and claimed to act in its name.  

Almost all the Muslim women I spoke to said they constantly try to prepare 

themselves with answers in response to questions posed by people in New Zealand, 

after a terrorist incident anywhere in the world. For instance, after the cafe attack in 

Australia, one of my participants was faced with the comment at her workplace: "look 

what your friends have done in Australia”. My participant said that it took her a while 

to process exactly what her colleague meant. Ordinary Muslims had become targets of 

hate and discrimination, for sins they had never committed.  Misunderstandings, yes - 

but the Christchurch mosque attacks did not happen in a vacuum. The poison fruit had 

been ripening for a very long time when it manifested itself in its worst form on the 15 

March 2019.  

Muslim women are as much citizens of the country they live in as any other citizen. 

The second part of the poem that I started above, shows my participants’ ordinariness 

through a different cultural lens. 

 

Would I lie to you – a poem (continued)  

 

I never lied to you when I say 

I am also against injustice 
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I am also a feminism advocate 

But my feminism is different 

My standards of freedom and liberty are not like yours 

 

I never lied to you when I say 

I hate those bloody extremists just like you do, 

Indeed, a bit more than you do 

They accuse my faith 

Misinterpret it 

For their own benefits  

And I become the culprit and sinner  

Of their actions 

All Muslims are not terrorists 

And all terrorists are not Muslims 

 

You have witnessed this so many times 

In Massacres of Charleston church, Norway summer camp 

and in Christchurch now 

 

I never lied to you when I say 

A little ignorance is changing into hatred 

And that hatred is fertilizing a poison tree 
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It has poisoned the whole of New Zealand 

A small heaven on earth 

Has been painted red  

By a river of blood 

Of fifty-one New Zealanders 

 

I never lied to you 

When I was complaining for years and years 

And now when the air is echoing with the cries of those innocent people 

Most of New Zealand is mourning 

The damage has been done 

The lives have been taken 

And can? never be reversed 

 

I never lied to you,  

Why would I? 

New Zealand is my home, 

It is my love, 

It is part of me, 

My children are growing here 

My parents, and uncle, aunties have New Zealand in their wrinkles 
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Why would I lie to you? 

Why would I lay blame on something? 

Why would I accuse you? 

You have given me freedom  

You have given me confidence 

You have given me respect 

I might not be able to have this in any other country 

I have challenged that patriarchal Islam 

I have analysed and thus created my own version of Islam 

Much more logical 

A little western 

A little eastern 

A soothing and satisfactory combination 

Which is still Islam but not that much cultural? 

More global, rational and logical 

I have been able to question  

I grew in confidence 

I acknowledge this 

But I don’t lie 

I never lied 

Why would I? 
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Conclusion and recommendations 

 

Despite Muslim women’s consciousness and ability to respond to the changes 

demanded in the context of migration, which are ways of showing their agency, they 

are still viewed as alien Other. Their agency, resistance and understanding of the 

challenges of the society are undermined. They are considered supporters of terrorist 

ideologies and even the March 15th attack couldn’t change this perception.  

Perceptions can only be changed through ongoing processes of education and 

exposure. This cannot be done simply by spreading messages of peace and support. 

We need to speak out our fears. We need to air them - respectfully.  If we don't, they 

burst forth, unpredictably, hurtfully - and maybe violently. It is okay to have different 

views, but   we are in the civil society of the 21st century. We all need to act like 

civilized citizens. We need to develop tolerance, and active acceptance of other views, 

to solve issues of difference with dialogue. This needs to be done within Muslim 

communities and minority groups, and across the broader New Zealand society. “We 

are one”. No one is exempt. All of us have a duty towards an inclusive society, not 

only the government, or the police and official agencies. There is a need for a 

collective approach, coming from the hearts of ordinary people. 

For institutions, the challenge is to recognize that society has fundamentally shifted. 

Culturally, demographically, and in all other aspects of life, including business, 

recreation, and ordinary everyday behaviors, everywhere a much wider range of 

practices confronts us all.  

That is not necessarily something that can be learned at a festival. One Saturday 

afternoon of sampling unfamiliar food and watching some traditional dancing doesn't 

alter everyday behaviors - and anyway, those most in need of adapting their practices 
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are the most unlikely to be there. This is not a platform, which can engage with a 

wider public.  

Increasingly, I believe that we need to foster that engagement at every level of our 

social immersion. Every one of us has a role to play in our own capacity. We can all 

create dialogue as a daily part of the inter-personal, talking not just to our friends, but 

to colleagues and those encountered more casually, bringing into the conversation 

cultural differences, aspects of religious belief, food, attire – anything that helps 

breaking open the many misunderstandings and stereotypes that still exist. We need to 

make ourselves accessible to all of the others around us – not just those we find 

familiar or sympathetic.  

Integration, assimilation, inclusion, for many these are still threats. It is all too easy to 

view them as ways to obliterate a past, which still has meaning, and relevance, in 

people's identity. What is harder to show such people is that it is these very values and 

practices, which those arguing for integration also value - that attracted them to be 

here, or to express what were previously hidden or suppressed identities. The 

inclusion of something new does not deny existence to what is already there - it 

simply chooses not to mimic it - or mimic it exactly. Everyone in an open society such 

as this has a right to make choices on what it is they like; who it is they want to be. 

Rawiri Waititi did not want to wear a tie in the parliament (de Jong 2021) – so he 

didn’t. No big deal. It did not mean that he was disrespectful of those who did wear a 

tie. Rules around cultural and religious dress can be revisited.  

This is the right time to have a properly structured program in place, with induction 

into other cultures and beliefs, and integration of a multi-cultural curriculum into all 

educational offerings and settings.  
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For now, let’s pay our tribute to those New Zealanders, who sacrificed their lives on 

March 2019, by making these values an integral and eternal part of New Zealand 

society. Let’s be united, and fight this global menace of terrorism together, in our own 

way. Let’s play our role, and hope that the rest will follow - for now we have learned 

that peril is not always something that seeks us out from somewhere else. In the words 

of a lesser known verse of the national anthem: 

Peace, not war, shall be our boast, 

But, should foes assail our coast, 

Make us then a mighty host, 

God defend our free land... 

Some of the foes we confront are already here - inside us all.  
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