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4 Introduction

Introduction

For the year 2000, the FBI recorded some 29 Islamophobic hate crimes.1 Two 
decades later, in 2020, that number had grown to 110.2 Similarly, in Australia, 
80% of Muslims report having experienced discrimination at some point in 
their lives,3 and a further 88% say that Islamophobia is on the rise.4 This trend 
is not unique to the US and Australia. As noted by UN Special Rapporteur on 
freedom of religion or belief Ahmed Shaheed, the past twenty years have seen 
the worldwide escalation of anti-Muslim hatred to ‘epidemic proportions’.5 
And, with the rise of social media, much of that hatred has also found its way 
online.6 Indeed, recent research indicates that Islamophobia is now more 
prevalent on the web than it is in real life.7 According to experts, this growth 
in digital Islamophobia is fuelling a vicious cycle whereby online expressions 
of hate incite offline attacks on Muslims, which in turn provoke more online 
hate.8 Brenton Tarrant is a prime example. Not only was it online that he was 
radicalised, but it was also there that he was able to livestream his massacre of 
51 New Zealand Muslims, triggering an explosion in Islamophobic material and 
the corresponding brainwashing of countless new far-right extremists.9

Despite the apparent severity of rising digital Islamophobia, there has been 
relatively little research into its prevalence and causes. This report aims 
to change that. Harnessing cutting-edge machine learning techniques to 
automatically identify hateful content, our investigation reveals that there were 
at least 3,759,180 Islamophobic posts made on Twitter between 28 August 
2019 and 27 August 2021. Even more concerning, however, is our discovery that 
only a mere 14.83% of anti-Muslim tweets end up being removed. We conclude 
from these findings that radical changes are necessary to both Twitter’s 
moderation policies and online safety law, without which it is all the more likely 
that the problem of digital Islamophobia will grow to a point of intractability.
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Key Findings

 ● There were at least 3,759,180 Islamophobic posts made on Twitter between 
28 August 2019 and 27 August 2021.

 ● After close to a year, 85% of hateful tweets were still online.

 ● Nearly 86% of geolocated anti-Muslim posts originated in just three places: 
India, the US and the UK.

 ● Spikes in hate strongly correlated with newsworthy events related to 
Islam, particularly protests, terrorist attacks and eruptions of conflict in the 
Muslim world.

 ● The most common themes observed in Islamophobic tweets were, in order 
of prevalence:

 ○ The association of Islam with terrorism;

 ○ The depiction of Muslim men as perpetrators of sexual violence;

 ○ The fear that Muslims wish to impose the Sharia on others;

 ○ The conspiracy theory that Muslims are being sent as migrants 
to outreproduce non-Muslim communities (known as the ‘Great 
Replacement’ in the West and ‘population jihad’ in India);

 ○ The targeted harassment of Muslim public figures; and

 ○ The characterisation of halal slaughter as an inhumane practice that 
reflects the barbarity of Islam.
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Methodology
Collection

We relied on community consultation, existing literature and the Hatebase 
lexicon10 to develop a complex Boolean query comprised of 84 search terms 
that would allow us to capture as many Islamophobic posts as possible. Due to 
practical limitations, however, we were unable to survey non-English tweets, 
retweets, and tweets containing photos, videos and GIFs.

Using our query, we collected 6,603,114 tweets posted between 28 August 
2019 and 27 August 2021 (a period of two years from when we began our 
investigation). Ten thousand were then randomly sampled and set aside for 
annotation – the largest dataset of its kind to date.

Annotation
In annotating tweets, we employed the definition of Islamophobia provided by 
our Islamophobia Position Statement:

Islamophobia is ‘rooted in racism and is a type of racism that targets 
expressions of Muslimness or perceived Muslimness’. Very simply, 
Islamophobia ‘is anti-Muslim racism’. Islamophobia involves the ‘rejection 
of Islam, Muslim groups and Muslim individuals on the basis of prejudice 
and stereotypes. It may have emotional, cognitive, evaluative as well as 
action-oriented elements.’11

Included within this definition is hate speech that, although not explicitly 
derisive, constitutes an implicit attack on Muslims. A post stating that ‘the US 
is being overrun by Islamists’, for instance, would be labelled Islamophobic on 
the basis that the term ‘Islamists’ is being used as a codeword for Muslims. 
Furthermore, a tweet asserting that ‘a head chopping Muslim migrant has 
just brutally murdered five Christian prayer goers’ would also be classified as 
Islamophobic for implying a connection between the fact that the perpetrator 
is a ‘Muslim migrant’ and the fact that the victims are ‘Christian prayer goers’.

Out of 10,000 posts, 5,518 were found to be Islamophobic and 4,482 neutral.
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Training
ELECTRA-Small12 was pretrained on our dataset of 6,603,114 tweets and 
then finetuned on our annotations. We tested our model with 10-fold cross-
validation, resulting in an accuracy of 86.68% and an F1 score of 87.95.

Fold Accuracy Precision Recall F1 score

1 86.5% 90.25 84.89 87.49

2 85% 86.38 86.69 86.54

3 86.1% 87.79 87.32 87.56

4 86.2% 84.78 90.21 87.41

5 87.8% 88.42 89.07 88.75

6 87% 86.56 89.78 88.14

7 85.6% 86.14 88.59 87.35

8 85.7% 88.71 86.09 87.38

9 88.2% 90.07 88.79 89.43

10 88.7% 89.59 89.42 89.51

Mean 86.68% 87.87 88.09 87.95

Figure 1 – Results of 10-fold cross-validation.

Our model was further applied to the only publicly available dataset of anti-
Muslim posts, that of Heena Khan and Joshua L Phillips.13 We achieved an 
accuracy of 82.12%, precision of 65.51, recall of 82.94 and F1 score of 73.2, 
finding such results to be satisfactory in light of the significantly imbalanced 
nature of their data (just 29.45% of posts were labelled as hateful).14

In manually reviewing misclassifications, we observed that the model had 
the most difficulty with tweets that were not written in grammatically correct 
English, contained sarcasm, could be misconstrued as using terms such as 
‘Islamism’ and ‘radicals’ to refer to Islam and Muslims, or were contextually 
dependent. We were not surprised to find these weak points as they were also 
challenges that we had faced while annotating posts. Accordingly, we felt 
confident in applying our model to the totality of our dataset.

Out of 6,603,114 tweets, the model classified 3,759,180 (56.93%) as 
Islamophobic and 2,843,934 (43.07%) as neutral.



8 Results

Results
Removal

After rerunning our original query on 27 June 2022, 
we found that 557,446 (14.83%) Islamophobic 
tweets were no longer online, either because 
they had been hidden through a change 
of privacy settings, taken down by users 
or deleted by moderators. We conclude 
from this that Twitter is drastically 
failing at removing anti-Muslim content. 
This is unsurprising given that they do not 
automatically screen posts for hate, but rather 
only act once a report has been filed.15 In practice, 
however, even when Islamophobia is brought 
to their attention, a mere 3% of flagged tweets 
end up being removed.16 Change is clearly necessary, and to that end, we 
recommend that Twitter discontinue its policy of not screening content, and 
instead begin developing new capabilities for the automatic detection and 
deletion of hate speech. Considering that some 85% of anti-Muslim posts go 
by unremoved, and a further 97% of reports are ignored,17 such reforms appear 
essential to the continued viability of Twitter’s moderation policies.

Time
In analysing the daily frequency of Islamophobic tweets, we observed a strong 
correlation between spikes in hate and newsworthy events related to Islam, 
particularly protests, terrorist attacks and eruptions of conflict in the Muslim 
world.

With regard to the relationship between Islamophobia and terrorism, we 
note that attacks in the West were more likely to lead to anti-Muslim hate 
than those committed elsewhere. For example, whereas we recorded 6,264 
Islamophobic tweets the day after more than 50 people were beheaded by

Removed
15%

Remaining
85%

Figure 2 – Proportion of Islamophobic 
tweets removed (as of 27 June 2022).
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extremists in northern Mozambique, there were 10,091 such tweets made after 
the London Bridge stabbing. Furthermore, a manual review of the 50 days 
with the highest number of anti-Muslim posts reveals that none of them were 
connected to attacks outside the West.

We also observe that the response of politicians to current events connected 
to Islam can have a considerable impact on the prevalence of Islamophobia. 
The rise in anti-Muslim tweets on 26 October 2020 stands out as a clear 
example of this. Most of the posts reviewed from that day were linked in some 
way or another to French President Emmanuel Macron’s controversial assertion 
that Islam ‘is in crisis all over the world’.18 Likewise, the third-largest spike 
in Islamophobic tweets on 25 February 2020, was found to be the result of 
hateful remarks made by leaders of India’s ruling Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) 
against Muslim protesters of the Citizenship Amendment Act.19

Figure 3 – Daily frequency of Islamophobic tweets between 28 August 2019 and 27 August 2020.

Figure 4 – Daily frequency of Islamophobic tweets between 28 August 2020 and 27 August 2021.
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Geography
We geolocated 1,581,005 (42.06%) anti-Muslim posts by manually geocoding 
the 6,000 most popular normalised self-reported user locations, in addition 
to extracting geotags. This data was then used to calculate the number of 
Islamophobic tweets produced by individual countries.

Figure 5 – Choropleth map where countries are coloured by number of geolocated Islamophobic tweets 
(using Jenks natural breaks interpolation).

Figure 6 – The 10 countries with the largest number of geolocated Islamophobic tweets.

We found that over 85% of all anti-Muslim posts originated in just three 
places: India, the US and the UK.

With regard to India, we link the rampancy of Islamophobia to the fact that 
the BJP is currently in power. Indeed, from their refusal to condemn Ranjeet 
Bahadur Srivastava’s assertion that ‘the party will bring machines from China 
to shave 10–12 thousand Muslims and later force them to adopt Hindu
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religion [sic]’20 to their passing of a law that discriminatorily deprives Muslim 
refugees of a pathway to citizenship,21 there are an endless number of 
examples of how the BJP has actively normalised hatred towards Muslims such 
that 55.12% of Islamophobic tweets now originate in India.

In the case of the US, although Islamophobia has long been a problem, we 
find that it was dramatically exacerbated by the racist, conspiratorial and 
inflammatory rhetoric employed by Donald Trump. We note, for instance, that 
Trump’s response to the assassination of Qasem Soleimani triggered a massive 
spike in hate on 3 January 2020, with some 9,302 anti-Muslim tweets being 
made that day. We also observe that Trump ranked as the third most frequently 
mentioned user in Islamophobic posts, a great many of which were focused on 
defending his ban on Muslim immigration, in addition to forwarding his theory 
that the Democrats were collaborating with ‘the Islamists’ to take over the 
West.22

As for the UK, we attribute the prevalence of anti-Muslim tweets to a multitude 
of factors, including the global reach of Trump’s hatred, the country’s long-
standing issues with anti-migrant sentiment and, most importantly, the casual 
racism of former PM Boris Johnson, who once said of women who wear the 
niqab, ‘It is absolutely ridiculous that people should choose to go around 
looking like letter boxes.’23

Content
We preprocessed tweets by tokenising them, removing non-alphabetic 
characters, stripping stopwords and lemmatising inflected forms. From 
the resulting texts, a wordcloud of the 50 most frequently used terms in 
Islamophobic tweets was then generated.

Figure 7 – The 50 most frequently used terms in Islamophobic tweets.
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By analysing these results alongside observations noted during the annotation 
phase, we were able to identify several key themes in the content of anti-
Muslim posts.

Terrorism
Associations of Islam with terrorism were pervasive throughout our dataset. 
The origins of this trope can be traced in large part back to 9/11, when a myriad 
of ill-defined yet highly charged labels for terrorists suddenly sprung into 
existence.24 ‘Islamofacist’, for instance, is said to have only entered common 
parlance after George W Bush employed it in a 2005 speech to refer to al-
Qaeda.25 Likewise, Google Ngram Viewer shows a 182.5% increase in uses of 
the phrase ‘radical Islam’ between 2000 and 2019.26 The problem with these 
terms is that they imply that Islam is in some way connected to terrorism, or at 
the very least, that the Islamic faith of terrorists is relevant to their actions.27 
And thus, just as their use has grown amongst public officials and news media, 
so too has that perceived link between Islam and terrorism, leading to the 
present state of affairs where ‘kill’, ‘attack’ and ‘jihad’ are all some of the most 
frequently used terms in anti-Muslim tweets.

Figure 8 – Sample of Islamophobic tweets associating Islam with terrorism.

Lacking any real consensus on its definition and whether it includes non-violent 
extremism, ‘Islamist’ illustrates yet another glaring problem with labels that 
imply a relationship between Islam and terrorism: they can easily be exploited 
by racists to discredit their critics. Indeed, on several occasions, we observed 
Muslim activists being defamed with baseless allegations that they were part 
of an Islamist conspiracy to take over non-Muslim governments, subverting 
local authorities by pretending to be ‘moderates’. More generally, we also 
witnessed the ‘Islamist’ label being employed as little more than a slur for 
Muslims, a trend that has certainly not been helped by the fact that Emmanuel 
Macron is currently leading a neo-McCarthyist ‘crackdown on Islamism’ which 
human rights experts say is actually targeted at Muslims.28 

Its not stupidity and 
arrogance, its terrorism and 
jehadism of indian chuslims 
(F*ck that pig religion)

Muslim people can’t be classified as human 
beings, they not more than animals, even 
animals are better, because they always 
separate between terrorism and their religion, 
However they are both two sided similar coin.
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Figure 9 – Sample of Islamophobic tweets exploiting the ‘Islamist’ label to attack Muslims.

Sexual Violence
Another major trope observed in Islamophobic tweets was the depiction of 
Muslim men as perpetrators of sexual violence. This usually occurred through 
the propagation of the ‘love jihad’ theory – defined by Iselin Frydenlund and 
Eviane Leidig as the ‘conspiratorial notion that Muslim men strategically allure 
and entrap [typically South Asian] non-Muslim women with the intent to marry 
and convert them to Islam as part of an Islamization project’.29 The popularity 
of this theory was such that ‘lovejihad’ ranked as the most frequently used 
hashtag in Islamophobic tweets, a finding we largely hold the BJP responsible 
for. Indeed, rather than attempting to dispel the hateful myth, the BJP 
has effectively endorsed it by, inter alia, passing new ‘love jihad laws’ that 
criminalise forcible conversions via marriage.30

Figure 10 – Sample of Islamophobic tweets propagating the ‘love jihad’ conspiracy theory.

In addition to love jihad, it was also often asserted that Muslim men were 
disproportionately involved in grooming gangs. The persistence of this myth is 
somewhat interesting given that the UK Home Office has already thoroughly

These Islamists breed children 
as either cannon fodder, or food 
for paedophiles! They Do Not 
value children or females! Adult 
males have no ethics, morals, 
compassion, honour of love! They 
are inferior!#ReformNeeded 
#CrushGlobalism #DissolveUN 
#ExitEU#DefendDemocracy

Islamists are hiding as liberals in India, 
because of being in minority. God 
forbidden the day they even become 1/4 
of majority they will wreak such havoc 
in India, that no democracy can endure.

But thanks to their #TablighiJamaat 
support, their real face is exposed now.

im talking bout Love Jihad where 
somebody hides / fakes their identity 
to lure girls into love and later 
convert them and also instances of 
taking them to Syria for selling as 
Sex slaves ! 
even Mughals used to have sex 
slaves . 
Legacy continued now -

There are forces active across 
the country that are targeting 
susceptible and vulnerable Hindu 
women, luring, brainwashing and 
forcefully converting them into Islam 
- in a Systematic, Planned Manner.

Hindus MUST wake up to the perils 
of Love Jihad!

#LoveJihadKills
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debunked it:

Research has found that group-based child sexual exploitation offenders 
are most commonly white. Some studies suggest an over-representation 
of black and Asian offenders relative to the demographics of national 
populations. However, it is not possible to conclude that this is 
representative of all group based CSE offending.31

Figure 10 – Sample of Islamophobic tweets pushing the ‘Muslim grooming gangs’ narrative.

Sharia
A recurring theme in Islamophobic content was the idea that Muslims 
are conspiring to impose the Sharia on other nations. We view this as an 
amalgamation of the Orientalist notion that Islam is a barbaric, irrational and 
cultish faith with the slightly more modern theory that Muslims desire total 
world domination. To some extent, the news media can be held responsible for 
their tendency to associate ‘Sharia law’ with perverted interpretations of Islam, 
ignoring the fact that the overwhelmingly majority of Muslims have absolutely 
no difficulties whatsoever reconciling their understandings of the Sharia with 
contemporary life.

Figure 11 – Sample of Islamophobic tweets asserting that Muslims wish to impose the Sharia on others.

Coward, specifically denounce 
the Muslim grooming gangs. 
Acknowledge the backwards culture 
that is being imported from the 
Middle East and destroying the lives 
of young girls. I’m sure @metpoliceuk 
will respect your right to free speech.

Crock of shit headline anyway. 

By dint of demographics, yes 
most pedophiles in the UK will be 
Caucasian. 

But grooming gangs are a decidedly 
“South Asian” Muslim problem. A 
racially-targetted campaign against 
white girls  to.

What would you know about real 
leadership? You’re muslim. Your values 
are not compatible with western values. 
You belong to a religion that’s barbaric 
and cruel, that has made you backward. 
You are trying to impose your disgusting 
muslim values, your  sharia on western 
society.

UK is filled with Pakistanis 
already .. Now they control most 
of residential socienties .. Already 
implemented sharia in thsoe 
socienties .. But Font is sleeping 
.. Bcz one’s wife is Pakistani and 
other is Pakistani ..
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Migration
Muslim migrants were blamed for a wide variety of social, economic and 
political problems, including unemployment, inequality, crime and terrorism. Of 
the many issues attributed to migration, however, there was one that attracted 
exceptional attention: overpopulation. In Europe, this grievance was expressed 
through the Great Replacement theory. In India, the population jihad myth was 
preferred. The central feature of these two conspiracy theories is that Muslims 
are deliberately being sent (whether by Islamists, Marxists, Jews or some other 
shadowy group) as migrants to outreproduce non-Muslim communities. The 
growth of this trope forms just one component of the broader problem of rising 
anti-Muslim sentiment in Europe and India.

Figure 12 – Sample of Islamophobic tweets attacking Muslim migrants.

Harassment
An extraordinary amount of hate was directed towards Ilhan Omar and Rashida 
Tlaib. Indeed, Ilhan was the 5th most mentioned user in Islamophobic tweets, 
and Rashida Tlaib the 52nd. Their harassers, most of whom were found to be 
Trump supporters, would tend to call them ‘The Jihad Squad’ – a reference to 
the fact that they are the only Muslim members of the group of six Democrat 
politicians known as ‘The Squad’.

Figure 13 – Sample of Islamophobic tweets targeted at Ilhan Omar and Rashida Tlaib.

In addition to Ilhan and Tlaib, we also observed a considerable degree of hate 
being launched at Indian journalists Rana Ayyub and Arfa Khanum Sherwani, 
who were the 2nd and 4th most mentioned Twitter users, respectively. We

Muslims will immigrate like this to India 
also before NRC, like what they are doing 
to UK now. Brexit for UK is same as NRC 
for India. These are  measures taken by 
UK and India to stop population Jihad.

Britons are going to be 
outnumbered in short order by 
allowing jihadist bigamy in their 
country

I’m not surprised Rep. Ilhan Omar 
is a whorish slut. What else would 
you expect from a woman who 
is a Sharia loving Muslim and a 
Democrat?

Disgusting, clueless girls. They follow 
Trashida & the the Jihad Squad’s Omar 
who hate the host country that took 
them in. Love it or leave it� . They 
should go find husbands in Syria & lose 
their citizenship.
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conclude from this that Twitter is critically failing to protect Muslim public 
figures from religiously motivated harassment.

Figure 14 – Sample of Islamophobic tweets targeted at Rana Ayyub and Arfa Khanum Sherwani.

Halal
Another trend observed in Islamophobic content was the characterisation of 
halal slaughter as an inhumane practice, reflective of the barbarity of Islam. At 
times, it was also asserted that the proceeds of halal certification are used to 
fund terrorist groups, a theory that lacks any real factual basis and has been 
repeatedly debunked by researchers and public officials alike.32 According to 
Randa Abdel Fattah, the ‘halal funds terrorism’ myth is but one expression of 
the broader narrative ‘that Islam and terrorism are inextricably linked’.33

Figure 15 – Sample of Islamophobic tweets characterising halal slaughter as an inhumane practice that 
reflects the barbarity of Islam.

Rana ayyub you are a 
terrorist under your burkha 
.#Islamic_Terrorist #islam 
#religionofterror .All islamic 
countries are in shambles and 
now people immigrating to 
other secular countries and 
destroying them.This is your 
hateful plan against india too. 
Bigot

Hey Bitch,

You spew Venom 24×7 against Hindus & 
uet u have the F**king Audacity to defame 
Hindus. 

Hindus lost lives in Kashmir & Godhra due 
to Muslim Jihad, yet you call Muslims as 
Victims. 

Bitches lyk u are responsible, why Muslims 
are seen with suspicion in this Country.

We need to ban halal slaughter 
and also ban mosques in our 
country.

Mosques are the breeding ground 
for terrorists & hatred towards 
Christians.

Halal slaughter belongs in the 
dark ages.

Govt will never ban halal as they would 
lose the Muslim vote.

Zakat tax on halal meat is funding 
Islamic mosques & schools in the UK 
essentially, the taxpayer is paying for an 
archaic culture to be embedded here.

Brilliant idea Puffin regarding taking 
children to slaughterhouses.
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Recommendations

Relying on intensive community consultation as well as independent research, 
we have devised a series of recommendations for Twitter and policymakers. 
Although a great many are quite radical, we find them to be critically necessary 
to ensure that users are adequately protected against the rampancy of vile 
anti-Muslim content on social media. Indeed, in the event that no changes are 
made, it is all the more likely that the problem of online Islamophobia will grow 
to a point of intractability.

Policymakers
 ● Impose a statutory duty of care on social media platforms to protect users 

from Islamophobia, as is currently being done in the UK through the Online 
Safety Bill;

 ● Introduce penalties for platforms that fail to act to prevent the mass 
dissemination of anti-Muslim content;

 ● Legislate against anti-Muslim hate by either creating new anti-vilification 
laws or lowering the threshold for what constitutes unlawful speech;

 ● Pressure the Indian government to work on combatting Islamophobia, 
understanding that anti-Muslim content produced in India is contributing 
to the radicalisation of far-right extremists in the West in a vicious cycle of 
affirmation and amplification;

 ● Cease using terms for terrorists that are prone to manipulation by 
Islamophobes, such as ‘Islamic extremist’, ‘Muslim radical’ and ‘jihadist’; and

 ● Generally, recognise that online Islamophobia breeds offline hate, 
incorporating this knowledge into the design of anti-discrimination 
legislation as well as strategies to counter right-wing terrorism.
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Twitter
 ● Discontinue the policy of not screening tweets, and instead begin 

developing new capabilities for the automatic detection and removal of 
hateful content;

 ● Establish an independent oversight body comprised of experts in 
Islamophobia to continuously evaluate the effectiveness of moderation 
policies;

 ● Prepare for spikes in anti-Muslim tweets after terrorist attacks and other 
newsworthy events related to Islam by deploying more resources for 
content moderation;

 ● Monitor changes in the nature of online hate to prevent the spread of 
new, viral expressions of Islamophobia such as the love jihad and Great 
Replacement conspiracy theories; and

 ● Overall, be proactive in fighting Islamophobia – users should not have to do 
the job for you.
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