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A recently conducted survey in Germany has shown that 80 % of its citizens associate the word ‘Islam’ with terrorism and persecution of women (Rzeczpospolita 2005a). Similarly negative attitude towards Muslims and their religion have also other Europeans (Le Soir 10.12.2004). Even in Poland where the Muslim population consist of only 25 000 and where one-fifth of the Polish Muslims are descendents of the Tatars who settled in the country already in the 15th century, the anti-Muslim sentiment is widespread. The European Values Survey 2000 shows actually that the anti-Muslim sentiment among Poles is even stronger than among other European nations where Muslims make up significantly larger groups within the total populations. Thus, in the Polish case we can talk about a peculiar ‘platonic Islamophobia’, that is a strong anti-Muslim sentiment in the situation of actual absence of significant Muslim community.

One of the events that have significantly contributed to the construction of such an image of Islam and its followers was the terrorist attack on the WTC and the Pentagon in September 2001. It provoked shock waves of enmity and anger towards Muslims not only in the USA but also in other non-Muslim countries. Oriana Falaci’s article ‘Rage and Pride’ reprinted by numerous newspapers was the best example of it. Although the 9/11 took place in the USA, the mosques were being vandalized and oriental-looking people attacked also in Europe. In Rome, for example, children threw stones at a Syrian Orthodox archbishop. The victims of the anti-Muslims were also many Sikhs in turbans (Allen and Nielsen 2002, Nielsen 2004:167). That is why after the terrorist attacks on London Transport Network on 7th July 2005 some Sikhs put on t-shirts with an inscription ‘Don’t freak, I’m a Sikh’ (The Guardian 05.09.2005). The outbreaks of anger (sometimes even violence) towards Muslims have resulted in the fact that the word ‘Islamophobia’ which started to appear in the press already in the 90s entered to the everyday discourse. I will shed light on the key dimensions of the phenomenon which it describes. I am going to talk about historic, media, religious and political faces of European Islamophobia. Before I do so I shall explain the meaning and the origin of the term.

Imperfection of the term ‘Islamophobia’
The neologism that refers to ‘unfounded hostility towards Islam’ as well as to ‘the practical consequences of such hostility in unfair discrimination against Muslim individuals and communities, and to the exclusion of Muslims from mainstream political and social affairs’ was coined by the British Non-governmental organization Runnymede Trust in 1997 (Runnymede Trust 1997). In the report entitled ‘Islamophobia: Challenge for Us All’ the organistion justifies the usage of the neologism on the grounds that ‘anti-Muslim prejudice has grown so considerably and so rapidly in recent years that a new item in the vocabulary is needed so that it can be identified and acted again’ (Ibid: 1). The authors of the report point out that in Great Britain the stereotypical image of Islam goes hand in hand with the belief about the unavoidable conflict between Islam and the West. This belief is grounded in false assumptions that: Islam is monolithic and static; that it has little in common with values and practices of other (especially Western) culture and that in these ways Islam is inferior to ‘the West’; Islam is perceived as violent, aggressive, undemocratic and supportive of terrorism, and therefore represents an enemy. The Runnymede report contains also sixty recommendations how to fight with Islamophobia among which there are suggestions to make religious discrimination illegal and to include a question about the religious belonging in the census
.
Although the Runnymede Trust’s report was essentially about the anti-Muslims sentiment in the United Kingdom, the term ‘Islamophobia’ has been quickly popularized also in other European countries inhabited by significant Muslim populations. However, it does not mean that the term was welcomed with enthusiasm. One of the critical voices was raised by Fred Halliday who pointed out that the Western societies are not afraid of Islam, as such, but rather of its believers. Thus, the author of ‘Islam and the Myth of Confrontation’ suggests to use the term ‘anti-Muslimism’ (Halliday 1999:898) rather than the one coined by the Runnymede Trust, since it is the anti-Muslimness which is the essence of the phenomenon described by the report. The suggestion of Halliday is uphold by numerous research. Therefore it is important to remember that the analyzed dimensions of Islamophobia are to a large extent also faces of Muslimophobia. 
Other authors, while agreeing with the analysis of the phenomenon described by the report, were concerned that the definition of Islamophobia was of a nature that could open anyone engaging critically with aspects of Islam to accusations of being an Islamophob (Nielsen 2004:169). This is also a reason why the concept has been initially rejected by the major Muslim organizations and personalities across Europe. While they acknowledged that public antipathy towards Islam and Muslims was widespread, and often associated with deeply rooted forms of racism, they resisted the implication, as they saw it, of Islam and Muslims being cast in a role of victimhood. This was mostly grounded in a fear that Islamophobia might become a new-antisemitism (Ibid). 
As the anti-Muslim sentiment has been getting more widespread in recent years, an increasing number of Muslim organizations have internalized a new concept and started to use it as one of the tools of mobilizations. Today many of them not only publicly acknowledges the existence of Islamophobia but also try to actively fight with it. The vast majority of Muslim organizations emphasize positive aspects of being a European Muslims and use positive mobilization to encourage young people to join their ranks. However there are also organizations which try to profit from the anti-Muslim sentiment and to build on the basis of it overarching conceptions of the world in which everything what is good is emanation of Islam and everything what is evil is a manifestation of the West.
 Aside the imperfection of the term Islamophobia, let us now look at the key dimensions of the phenomenon that it describes.
Historic Islamophobia

First of all it is worth reminding that unfounded hostility towards Islam is almost as old as historical Islam. The fact that the term Islamophobia was coined at the end of 20th century should not make anyone blind to the 14 centuries of a very tense relationship between Europe and the Muslim world, based on mutual ignorance, prejudices and false images (Esposito 1995:25). All kinds of people among whom the most important role played clergymen, poets, writers and travellers have contributed over the centuries to the creation of a stereotypical image of Islam. St. John of Damascus (675 - 749) stated for example that Muhammad was an impostor who wrote the Qur’an borrowing teachings from the Old and New Testament. Dante Alighieri (1265 - 1321) in his ‘Divine Comedy’ describes Muhammad and Ali (the cousin of Muhammad) being punished in Hell close to the devil. Voltaire (1694 -1778) in ‘Mohammed and Fanaticism’, charged Muslims with extremism, violence and fanaticism. Finally, a French traveller Constantine de Volney (1757 - 1820) in his ‘Travels in Egypt and Syria’, wrote about the Qur’an: “…of all the absurd creations of the human mind none is more wretched than this book.” (Esposito 1995:37-46, Daniels 1997). These and many other opinions about Islam and Muslims popularized in Europe over the centuries have contributed to building of an image of the Muslim ‘Other’. As Francois Burgat points out it is in opposition to this ‘Other’, represented first by the Saracens and then by the Ottoman Turks that the European cultural and political identity was born (2003:22).
Contemporary European Islamophobia is to a large extent a historic creation in a sense that it draws heavily from the legacy of several centuries of mutual suspicion, misinformation and often enmity. The mechanism of building of mutual misinformation was clearly depicted by Edward Said in his ‘Orientalism’ (1991). Until Said’s pioneering critique of the studies of Orient, orientalism was simply an academic label describing disciplines that studied ‘Eastern’ societies, histories and languages. Since then, it has come to denote an exercise in power/knowledge by which the ‘non-Western’ world is domesticated. With its book, Said has opened new areas of scientific inquiry and equipped the researchers of Islam with new analytical tools.

Media Islamophobia

The Islamophobia has also its strong media dimension in a sense that the stereotypical images of Islam and Muslims in contemporary Europe have been largely diffused by the mass media. One of the most popular images shown by the television, diffused by the radio stations and depicted in the newspapers is an image of a Muslim terrorist. This image has become so popular that some Muslim pupils in the primary schools in London asked who they would like to become when they grow up, answer without hesitations – ‘terrorists’, thinking that it is some special profession reserved for them (Pedziwiatr 2004a). This amalgamate has also been very popular in Poland. One may track it, for example, in the following letter of the reader published by the daily newspaper Rzeczpospolita: ‘Muslims living in Europe are not only not assimilating but what is more they might be striving for the abolishment of the existing legal order…If  a certain religious group is more susceptible to create environments which are breeding ground of terrorism, why should not we make this group a subject of a special control?’ (Rzeczpospolita 2005b). As the surveys of the public opinion show that television, radio and press are the main sources of information on Islam of the majority of people. In Great Britain, for example,  where above 1,6 million of British citizens are Muslims, 65 % of people learn about Islam from the media (YouGov 2002).

In order to fully understand the role of the media in dissemination of the stereotypical images of Islam one must remember that the information diffused by the media are not only depicting the existing world but also actively creating it. According to Vincent Geisser the essence of the media Islamophobia is not in demonization of Muslims since no professional journalist tries a priori to paint a negative image of Islam and its believers, but it lies in a tendency to standardize and simplify opinions in such a way that they fit into the existing ideas and images (Geisser 2003:25). According to the author of ‘La nouvelle islamophobie’ the mass media have not been creating new Islamophobia but rather strengthening  and re-creating the existing Islamophobia by operating within the existing commonsense opinions on Islam and Islamism. In practice this has been realized by an adequate choice of topics of the articles, experts and members of the Muslim populations (ibid:26).
Religious Islamophobia
In Western Europe which has been often described by the sociologists of religion as one of the most secularized places on earth (Davie 2002), Islamophobia has often a character of a religiophobia, that is a fear of sacrum in the public sphere in whatever form it is. In that sense some authors talk about the doubled exclusion of European Muslims. They are often excluded not only as the representatives of the religion that is ‘culturally alien’ to the West, but also as people who are not afraid of publicly demonstrating their religiosity (Geisser 2003:11). Francois Burgat points out, that the ‘Islamic tension’ and the fear of the Muslim public mobilization is less a reflection of the competition between two (divine) revelations (Chritian/Muslim), than that of the stir created by the stating of a demand for spirituality in societies that thought they had moved beyond any need for public intervention regarding the sacred realm (Burgat 2003:23).
Yet another explanation of the religious aspect of Islamophobia one may find in the scholarship of Talal Asad. According to one of the most eminent Muslim scholars the general aversion to the Muslims seeking space for their heritage and values in the public sphere has its roots in a nature of the contemporary liberal state which insists that religious practice and belief should be confined to the space where they cannot threaten political stability or the liberties of a ‘free-thinking’ citizen and tolerates them in the public sphere only in the form of religious organizations with formalized socio-juridical status. If sacrum (especially sacrum of the religious minority) enters to the public sphere in a form different then formally recognized religious organization then it provokes a lot of criticism. In other words a secular state accepts religion in a public sphere only on its own conditions (Asad 2003). One of the manifestations of religious Islamophobia are the tensions over wearing by Muslim girls hijabs at schools. In France, as well as in some regions of Germany and in some schools in Belgium and Switzerland, hijab is considered to be an ostentatious religious sign and as such wearing it is forbidden (Arripe 2005, Pedziwiatr 2005a).  

Political Islamophobia

Last but not least, a widespread conviction that Islam is an intolerant and aggressive religion has also a clear political dimension. As Shadid and Konigsveld point out the stigmatization of Islam by ascription to it all possible values contradictory to the ones cherished by the West became in recent years one of the most popular vehicles of mobilization of all sorts of far-right parties (1995:71). Today, the voters are being frightened with images of Muslim extremists not only by the French National Front and the British National Party, but also by other extreme right parties in Europe. Since 2001 the Islamophobic discourse has been for example an integrnal part of the ideological repertoire of the Austrian Freedom Party, until recently led by Jorgen Heider.

The  effectiveness of using anti-Muslim discourse in order to gain more votes has been proved inter alia in Belgium. The election results of Vlaams Belang (former Vlaams Blok) speak for themselves. Created in 1978 a populist far right party seeking the secession of Flanders from Belgium, for a very long time saw the inhabitants of Wallonia as its main enemies. With time, however, its category of ‘enemies of Flanders’ has been expanding and begun to include also the people working in the EU institutions. When the party leaders noticed that attacking the EU workers and their privileges does not result in significant increase in the popularity of the party they quickly changed the strategy and begun to attack all the allochtons (foreigners). The most remarkable increase in votes the party recorded when the main target of its populist propaganda became not all the foreigners but one group of it, Belgian Muslims, or ‘Allah-thons’ as they are called by the party leaders (Ceuppens 2003). Although the party has been kept in political isolation by other political forces for more than 13 years now its popularity has not been ceasing to grow. In the last ten years only the Vlaams Belang has recorded 10 % increase in votes and today is the strongest political party in Flanders.
Conclusion

Listening to the discussions about  ‘the Muslim problem’ in the West, Henry Louis Gates aptly notices that they carry many features of the debates on the ‘Jewish problem’ from the interwar period (1993). Knowing the results of those debates numerous individuals and organizations (including my own Association Arabia.pl) have been trying to fight with the stereotypical images of Islam and Muslims. One of the Muslim organization that have been recently set up to do so is for example Forum Against Islamophobia and Racism. Many initiatives aiming at providing quality information about Muslims in Europe have been also undertaken by non-Muslim organizations. All these initiatives constitute an important counterbalance to the anti-Muslims discourses of the European Extreme Right and other social groups characterized by unfounded hostility towards Islam. Will they manage to hold back a peculiar fashion for dissemination of unbalanced images on Islam and its faithful? The future will show.
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� Both recommendations were later implemented (Pedziwiatr 2005a:86)


� Al-Muhajiroun (dissolved in 2005) and Hib-ut Tahrir (exiting in several European countries) are just two organization which use (used) the concept of Islamophobia in such a way (Pedziwiatr 2005b).





