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Roundtable Report

Understanding Islamophobia: Structural Dynamics, Internal
Challenges, and Strategic Responses

This article synthesises discussions from the third roundtable ofthe Nexus
Muslim Minorities Global Conference held at the International Islamic
University Malaysia (ITUM) by the Peace, Dialogue and Xenophobia
Studies Centre (PEDIXS). It was convened on 30 July 2025 under the
theme “Voices of the Oppressed: Addressing Islamophobia and Internal
Challenges in Muslim Communities. ” Situating participant interventions
within contemporary debates on Islamophobia, Orientalism, and
postcolonial modernity, this report conceptualises Islamophobia as a
multidimensional phenomenon encompassing structural discrimination,
media distortion, cultural hierarchies, internalised marginalisation, and
institutional fragmentation. It further examines strategic responses
proposed at the forum, including narrative reclamation, intellectual
renewal, technological engagement, and the establishment of a global
data infrastructure — the Madani Muslim Minority Prosperity Index for
Southeast Asia (M3PI SEA). The roundtable’s deliberations collectively
advance a framework that moves beyond reactive condemnation toward
constructive institutional strategy.

Islamophobia as Structure, Not Sentiment

Participants at the roundtable approached Islamophobia not merely as
prejudice or irrational fear, but as a structural phenomenon embedded in
systems of representation, governance, and knowledge production. The
discussion echoed insights associated with Edward Said, whose work
on Orientalism demonstrated how Western scholarship historically
constructed Islam as civilisationally inferior, static, and threatening.
Such representations continue to inform contemporary media and
political discourse. Professor Hamidullah Marazi (ISTAC) emphasised
that epistemic marginalisation remains a persistent challenge. Muslim
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scholars and intellectual traditions are often underrepresented within
global academic institutions and international conferences, particularly
where secular epistemologies define normative frameworks of
legitimacy. Islamophobia, in this sense, operates not only at the level
of social hostility but also through exclusion from authoritative spaces
of knowledge. The forum, therefore, conceptualised Islamophobia as
layered: discursive, institutional, political, and cultural.

Media Framing and Political Silence

Participants noted that Muslims are frequently framed in global media
as primary perpetrators of violence, despite being among the principal
victims of war, terrorism, and geopolitical conflict. Such framing
sustains simplified binaries of “moderate” versus “extremist” Islam
and reduces complex political struggles to civilisational narratives. Dr.
AbuBakar Usman Abubakar (University of Malaya), reflecting on the
Nigerian context, observed how extremist violence is often portrayed as
Muslim aggression against Christians, obscuring the reality that Muslim
communities themselves suffer heavily from such insurgent groups.
The absence of coordinated Muslim media infrastructure, he argued,
allows distorted narratives to circulate globally and unchecked. Parallel
to media distortion, participants raised concerns about inconsistent
or muted responses (during US university protests for Palestine, for
example) from segments of the Muslim world to global crises affecting
Muslim populations. This silence was framed not only as a moral
issue but as a structural deficit in advocacy coordination. Without
credible, data-driven mechanisms, communities struggle to influence
international policy or public discourse.

Cultural Islamophobia and the Politics of Modernity

The roundtable also examined subtler manifestations of what was
termed “cultural Islamophobia.” Arief Arman (PEDIXS) described
how everyday Muslim practices — including modes of dress, eating,
or bodily comportment — are sometimes portrayed as backward or
incompatible with modernity, such as in the case of the newly elected
NYC mayor, Mamdani. Such judgments reflect enduring hierarchies
of civilisation rooted in colonial discourse. Here, participants analysed
how colonial governance divided populations into “modern” and
“traditional” subjects, assigning civilisational value to certain cultural
forms while marginalising others. Cultural Islamophobia operates
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within this inherited logic, pressuring minorities toward assimilation
while delegitimising visible religious identity. The forum debated
strategies of integration. Some advocated contextual adaptation (of not
wearing Muslim dress, for example) to reduce social friction, while
others warned that excessive assimilation risks eroding religious and
cultural confidence. The tension reflects broader questions regarding
identity in multicultural societies.

Internalised Islamophobia and Identity Confidence

Islamophobia’s impact extends inward. Ahmad Akhlaq (ISTAC)
described instances in which Muslims in minority contexts conceal
aspects of their religious identity (of prayer in public, for example) to
avoid discrimination. Such internalisation reflects the psychological
effects of persistent negative stereotyping. Dr. Muhammad Shafiq
Borhanuddin (IKIM) argued that countering this dynamic requires the
construction ofa well-informed, affirmative narrative capable of restoring
intellectual and ethical confidence. Da‘wah was reframed not narrowly
as proselytisation but as being a good example as ethical witness —
embodying justice (‘adl), compassion, and excellence (ihsan) in public
engagement. In this framing, Islamophobia cannot be addressed solely
through protest or reactive discourse. It must be countered by visible
competence, integrity, and constructive participation in society.

Educational Fragmentation and Intellectual Renewal

A recurring theme was concern regarding fragmentation within
contemporary Muslim educational systems. Classical centres of learning
produced polymaths — Ibn Sina, Al-Farabi, Ibn Khaldun — who
integrated philosophy, science, and theology. Contemporary systems, by
contrast, are often divided between religious traditionalism and secular
technocracy. Today, however, religious and secular knowledge often
operate in isolation from one another, with traditional religious schools
lacking a broader outlook and separate from universities. Professor
Marazi called for intellectual renewal within Muslim society, capable
of engaging modern philosophy, science, and ethics without defensive
retreat. Without such renewal, participants warned, Muslim societies risk
remaining consumers rather than producers of knowledge. Intellectual
marginalisation, in turn, reinforces broader structural vulnerabilities.
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Educational reform was thus presented not merely as internal
development, but as a strategic response to Islamophobia at the level of
global knowledge hierarchies.

Technology, Media, and Strategic Capacity

The digital sphere emerged as a critical arena. Qaisar Gibran (ISTAC)
observed that social media can amplify misinformation yet also
provide platforms for advocacy and outreach. Technological lag within
the Muslim world, he argued, compounds vulnerability: narrative
power increasingly depends upon digital literacy, data analysis, and
communication infrastructure. “Unity without progress will not protect
us,” he remarked. Ethical commitment must be accompanied by visible
scientific and technological competence amongst Muslims. Participants
emphasised that contemporary influence and identity are inseparable
from media strategy and digital engagement.

Beyond Identity: Class and Structural Anxiety

Dr. Zahid Zamri (CENTRIS) broadened the discussion by urging
attention to socioeconomic factors underlying xenophobic sentiment.
Economic insecurity and labour competition often intensify hostility
toward immigrants, including Muslim minorities. In this reading,
Islamophobia sometimes operates as a displacement mechanism for
broader structural anxieties (of people concerned about losing jobs to
immigrants). Such economic analysis complicates purely theological
explanations. Islamophobia may be religiously framed, yet materially
driven, envisioning Muslims as a lower class. Addressing it, therefore,
requires sensitivity to economic integration, mobility, and social
cohesion.

Rethinking Terminology and Intellectual Literacy

Joining virtually from Australia, Dr. Zuhair Gabsi questioned whether
the term “Islamophobia” adequately captures contemporary hostility.
The language of “phobia” suggests irrational fear, whereas many
manifestations appear organised and ideological. Whether framed
as Islamophobia or “anti-Islam,” participants agreed that conceptual
precision matters. Associate Professor Dr. Danial Yusof, Director
of PEDIXS, emphasised the need for intellectual literacy regarding
competing ideologies, such as Judaism. Communities seeking
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recognition must also study the intellectual foundations of adversarial
narratives with rigour and nuance.

Institutional Strategy: The M3PI SEA

The roundtable concluded with a concrete initiative: the Madani
Muslim Minorities Prosperity Index for Southeast Asia (M3PI-
SEA), to be housed at the PEDIXS Centre. The proposed index aims
to document both negative indicators — incidents of Islamophobia,
discrimination, and structural exclusion — and positive indicators
such as civic contribution, socioeconomic mobility, and resilience.
Participants stressed methodological transparency and international
credibility. The M3PI SEA would not function solely as a register of
grievance but as a balanced instrument documenting both vulnerability
and agency. Importantly, contributors proposed that the database also
record instances in which Muslims themselves perpetuate injustice,
underscoring intellectual honesty and normative consistency. Through
this initiative, the forum shifted from critique toward institution-
building.

Conclusion: From Condemnation to Construction

The PEDIXS roundtable articulated Islamophobia as structural rather
than episodic — embedded in representation, media, knowledge
hierarchies, and socioeconomic tensions. At the same time, it identified
internal challenges: fragmentation, educational decline, technological
lag, and diminished confidence. Most significantly, the discussions
moved beyond diagnosis. Dialogue, ethical excellence, intellectual
renewal, digital competence, and credible data infrastructure were
proposed as strategic responses. In this framework, resilience depends
not solely on resisting prejudice but on constructing institutions capable
of shaping narrative and policy. The forum thus advanced a constructive
thesis: confronting Islamophobia requires both critique and capacity —
moral clarity accompanied by intellectual and institutional strength.

Michelle R. Kimball

Senior Research Fellow

Peace, Dialogue and Xenophobia Studies Centre (PEDIXS)
International Islamic University Malaysia (IIUM)
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