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The term ‘hate crime’ is used with regularity by practitioners, policymakers, activists and 

academics in the United Kingdom (UK). It is however a relatively recent term, coming to 

prominence in the wake of much-publicised events that included the racist murder of 

black teenager Stephen Lawrence in London in 1993, the racist and homophobic nail 

bomb attacks by neo-Nazi David Copeland in London in 1999, and the terror attacks of 

9/11 and 7/7 each of which drew public and political attention to the harassment and 

violence experienced by minority groups. It was however the publication of the 

Macpherson Report and its documenting of flaws within the Metropolitan Police Service’s 

investigation of Lawrence’s murder that led to significant changes in how crimes 

motivated by prejudice and hostility were recognised and dealt with by the UK’s criminal 

justice system. 

 

Key policy guidance on hate crime in the UK comes from the College of Policing. The 

College’s guidance defines a hate crime as any criminal offence which is perceived, by the 

victim or any other person, as being motivated by hostility or prejudice1. With official 

data relating to hate crime having been published annually since 2012, the UK currently 

recognises five monitored strands: disability, race2, religion, sexual orientation and 

transgender. While so, the College acknowledges that people can be targeted as a result 

of other hate-related hostilities or prejudices, for instance due to migrant status or 

belonging to an alternative subculture. Recognising this, a more inclusive definition of 

hate crime has been posited by the Centre for Hate Studies3. Founded on the UK’s biggest 

                                                           
1 College of Policing (2014) Hate Crime Operational Guidance. Coventry: College of Policing. 
2 While ‘race’ is typically understood within the social sciences to be socially constructed, it is used here in the 
context of the official language and terminology of the UK’s legislation relating to hate crime, race relations 
and equalities among others. According to the Equalities Act 2010, race includes skin colour, nationality and 
ethnicity. 
3 For more information, see https://le.ac.uk/hate-studies. 
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ever study of hate crime victimisation, hate crime is any act of violence, hostility and 

intimidation directed towards people because of their identity or perceived ‘difference’4. 

Accentuating ‘difference’, the definition illustrates how anyone from any background is 

liable to becoming a victim of hate, prejudice and targeted hostility, a point often 

overlooked by academics, policymakers and practitioners.  

 

The UK in Crisis? 

In recent years, hate crime numbers have been on an upward trajectory in the UK. 

According to the most recently released official data5, 2017 saw a 29% overall increase 

in all hate crimes (figure 1). With numbers of racially and religiously-motivated hate 

crimes reaching record levels, 2017 saw the largest overall annual increase since 

recording began6. In previous years, the Government had explained the year on year 

increases as being ‘likely’ due to a better awareness of hate crime, improved recording 

and a willingness of more victims to come forward7. While so, the Government’s 

explanation is as one-sided as it is overly simplistic in that it ignores analyses that point 

to the UK’s socio-political landscape as being determinative and causal. Before 

considering this landscape however, three factors require consideration that were 

pertinent to hate crime in 2017. 

                                                           
4 Chakraborti, N., Garland, J. & Hardy, S. (2014) The Leicester Hate Crime Project: Findings and Conclusions 
Executive Summary. Leicester: University of Leicester. 
5 O’Neill, A. (2017). Hate Crime, England and Wales, 2016/17: statistical bulletin 17/17. London: Home Office. 
6 Dearden, L. (2017) Hate-crime reports rise by almost a third in year as Home Office figures illustrate EU-
referendum spike. The Independent, https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/crime/hate-crimes-eu-
referendum-spike-brexit-terror-attacks-police-home-office-europeans-xenophobia-a8004716.html. 
7 Casciani, D. (2015) Hate crimes reported to police up 18% in England and Wales. BBC News, 
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-34515763. 
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Figure 18 

 

First was 2016’s Brexit referendum. Unofficial data showed that in the 11 months 

following the vote, hate crime numbers surged by 23% per cent9. ‘Leave’ campaigners 

were less convinced by the argument however. As Tom Goodenough in the right-leaning 

The Spectator put it, “perhaps the referendum did lead to a rise in hate crime…perhaps it 

didn’t…the only thing that is clear is that there is little proof either way”10. More evidence 

has since become available. As figure 2 shows, there was an immediate and sudden 

increase in the number of hate crimes in the days and weeks that followed the vote. Unlike 

traditional racially-motivated hate crime in the UK which typically targets non-whites, 

distinct to Brexit catalyst was an increase in the undue targeting of white Eastern 

European people11. It would seem that the xenophobc nature of the Leave campaign 

informed and shaped the ensuing bigotry and hate. 

                                                           
8 O’Neill, A. (2017). Hate Crime, England and Wales, 2016/17: statistical bulletin 17/17. London: Home Office. 
9 Bulman, M. (2017) Brexit vote sees highest spike in religious and racial hate crimes ever recorded. The 
Independent, https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/racist-hate-crimes-surge-to-record-high-
after-brexit-vote-new-figures-reveal-a7829551.html. 
10 Goodenough, T. (2017) Hate crime is up – but it’s not fair to blame Brexit. The Spectator, 
https://blogs.spectator.co.uk/2017/10/hate-crime-is-up-but-its-not-fair-to-blame-brexit/. 
11 Sime, D. (2018) Young Eastern Europeans Are Reporting Increased Racism And Xenophobia After The Brexit 
Vote, Huffington Post, https://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/entry/eastern-europe-
brexit_uk_5accc2f5e4b0152082fdd6c8 
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Figure 2 – NB the vertical dashed line marks the referendum12 

 

The Government subsequently acknowledged the referendum’s impact as it did the 

second causal factor: the unprecedented number of terror attacks. Evident in the official 

data, ‘spikes’ or sharp increases in the number of hate crimes were noticeable after terror 

attacks in Westminster (March), Manchester (May), London Bridge (June), Finsbury Park 

(June) and Parsons Green (September). In some way expected, research has shown that 

similar has occurred in the UK after every terror attack since 9/11 including those in 

Europe13. Taking the form of a ‘backlash’ against Muslims, research shows this also 

typically involves notions of ‘revenge’14. This trend was identified by third-party sources 

also. Data from Tell MAMA (Measuring Anti-Muslim Attacks) - a third-party reporting 

                                                           
12 Devine, D (2018) Hate crime did spike after the referendum – even allowing for other factors. LSE Brexit, 
http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/brexit/2018/03/19/hate-crime-did-spike-after-the-referendum-even-allowing-for-other-
factors/. 
13 Allen, C., & Nielsen, J. S. (2002). Summary Report on Islamophobia in the EU after 11 September 2001. 
Vienna: EUMC. 
14 Allen, C. (2010) Islamophobia. Farnham: Ashgate; Allen, C., Isakjee, A., & Young, Ö. Ö. (2013) “Maybe we are 
hated”: The experience and impact of anti-Muslim hate on British Muslim women. Birmingham: University of 
Birmingham. 
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mechanism for hate crimes against Muslims in the UK – clearly shows this, spikes in its 

recorded number coinciding with  each of the different attacks (figure 3). A clear 

relationship therefore exists between the incidence of terror attacks and levels of 

religiously-motivated hate crime.  

Figure 315 

 

Akin to Tell MAMA, the Community Security Trust (CST) monitors Antisemitism in the 

UK. According to the CST, Antisemitic hate crime reached record levels in 2017 to the 

extent that Britain’s Jewish communities were targeted approximately four times daily16. 

Increasing by 3 per cent overall, 2017 was the second year in succession when record 

numbers had been recorded. Explaining this, the Campaign Against Antisemitism’s 

Stephen Silverman pointed to the third causal factor: the growth in domestic extremism 

from the far-right, far-left and Islamist and associated espousal of anti-Jewish messages 

                                                           
15 Tell MAMA (2018). Beyond the incident – outcomes for victims of anti-Muslim prejudice. London: Tell MAMA. 
16 Community Security Trust (2018) Annual Review 2017. London: Community Security Trust. 
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from each. Evidence can be seen in the UK Government’s decision to proscribe National 

Action, a nationalist youth movement known for its overtly anti-Semitic – as also racist 

and homophobic - ideology17. 

 

Permission to Hate 

In isolation, little significant overlap seems to exist between the causal factors to the 

extent they might even appear specific to the socio-political conditions of 2017. Such a 

view is however skewed, failing to take into account the broader socio-political 

landscape; one where hate and violence is increasingly justified and seemingly enacted. 

Drawing on Ponyting and Perry, the UK’s socio-political landscape is one where a 

hospitable climate has been established which subsequently bestows 'permission to hate' 

and by consequence, permission to engage in hate crime18. This has been possible 

through the ongoing predication of divisive ideologies and ideas as also political actors 

and mechanisms that have sought to demarcate ‘us’ from ‘them’ as a means of 

constructing various ‘Others’ that are indeterminably and insidiously oppositional, 

fearful and threatening.  

 

For Abrams and Travaglino, people feel threatened by enemy Others which are perceived 

to have negative socio-cultural impacts, employment prospects, health outcomes and 

way of life for instance19. All – they add - were routinely and effectively drawn on by Leave 

                                                           
17 Allen, C. (2017) Proscribing National Action: Considering the Impact of Banning the British Far‐Right Group. 
Political Quarterly, 88:4, pp.652-9. 
18 Poynting, S., & Perry, B. (2007). Climates of hate: Media and state inspired victimisation of Muslims in 
Canada and Australia since 9/11. Current Issues in Criminal Justice, 19:2, 151-71. 
19 Abrams, D. & Travaglino, V. A. (2018) Immigration, political trust, and Brexit – Testing an 
aversion amplification hypothesis. British Journal of Social Psychology, 57:2, 310–26. 
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campaigners to Other those deemed not to belong in the UK: ‘immigrants’ and 

‘foreigners’. Not only did this ratify the argument that halting immigration was the 

solution but so too that leaving the EU would enable this and subsequently, reduce the 

threat posed. In successfully constructing a populist ‘us’ and ‘them’ dichotomy, the Leave 

campaign legitimated who was able to ‘remain’ and who was not. Resonating with Yuval-

Davis’ concept of the ‘politics of belonging’, Brexit afforded legitimation through 

processes of stigmatisation, marginalisation and intolerance20. For Allen and Young, this 

was exactly the function of the Brexit referendum21. If Poynting and Perry are correct 

when they observe how political constructions of difference are able to legitimate hate 

crime, then the Brexit referendum can be understood to have functioned through 

bestowing ‘permission to hate’22. 

 

Similar too as regards the second causal factor. Over the past decade, mainstream 

political discourses in the UK about Muslims have routinely and repeatedly reinforced 

notions of them being problematic due to the threat they pose to ‘our’ culture, values and 

way of life23. So too have mainstream political discourses about Muslims become 

increasingly aligned to those emanating from the extreme right-wing. Evidence of this 

can be seen in the Government’s Britishness agenda. Premised on ‘new racism’ principles, 

Allen contests that in preference of a notion of Britishness that reflects an increasingly 

diverse country the Britishness agenda prefers to confer legitimacy on a hollow and 

                                                           
20 Yuval-Davis, N. (2006). Belonging and the politics of belonging. Patterns of Prejudice, 40:3, 197–214. 
21 Allen, C. & Young, Ö. Ö. (2017). Brexit, Birmingham and Belonging: Anxieties About 'Home' Among 
Secondary Migrant Somali Families. Sociological Review, https://www.thesociologicalreview.com/blog/brexit-
birmingham-and-belonging-anxieties-about-home-among-secondary-migrant-somali-families.html. 
22 Poynting, S., & Perry, B. (2007). Climates of hate: Media and state inspired victimisation of Muslims in 
Canada and Australia since 9/11. Current Issues in Criminal Justice, 19:2, 151-71. 
23 Allen, C. (2010). Fear and loathing: The political discourse in relation to Muslims and Islam in the British 
contemporary setting. Politics and Religion, 4:2, 221-36. 
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meaningless discursive concept that rather more seeks to differentiate ‘us’ from ‘them’ or 

more appropriately, ‘us’ from ‘Muslims’24. The Britishness agenda not only functions by 

differentiating, demarcating and subsequently discriminating against Muslims but so too 

contributes to the UK’s wider socio-political landscape. If it is therefore right to suggest 

that political discourses legitimating negative evaluations of difference give rise to hate 

crime, then the link between the socio-political landscape of the UK and the rise in 

numbers of hate crime can be seen to be premised on the basis of bestowing ‘permission 

to hate’. 

 

The recent furore surrounding comments made by the Conservative Member of 

Parliament and former Foreign Secretary, Boris Johnson can be seen to evidence this. 

Writing for the Daily Telegraph25, Johnson criticised the “heavy handed attempt[s]” of 

European governments – namely France and Denmark - to restrict what Muslim women 

wear in public. Seemingly offering support to the small number of Muslim women who 

wear the full face veil in the UK, Johnson went on to use the piece to mock those same 

women as looking like ‘letterboxes’ and ‘bank robbers’. While suggesting his comments 

were mere ‘jokes’26, there was a marked increase in the number of hate crimes recorded 

that targeted veiled Muslim women the following week27. Clearly, political discourses 

that legitimate difference give rise to hate crime. 

                                                           
24 Allen, C. (2015). Britishness and Muslim-ness: differentiation, demarcation and discrimination in political 
discourse. Identity papers: a journal of British and Irish studies, 1:2, 1-12. 
25 Johnson, B. (2018) Denmark has got it wrong. Yes, the burka is oppressive and ridiculous – but that's still no 
reason to ban it. The Daily Telegraph, https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2018/08/05/denmark-has-got-
wrong-yes-burka-oppressive-ridiculous-still/. 
26 Allen, C. (2018). It Was Always Islamophobia, Never A ‘Gaffe’ - How Attention Is Now Being Deflected Away 
From Johnson. Medium, https://medium.com/@mail.chrisallen/it-was-always-islamophobia-never-a-gaffe-
how-attention-is-now-being-deflected-away-from-johnson-c2f1ffc7d8d6. 
27 Dearden, L. (2018) 'Letterbox' insults against Muslim women spike in wake of Boris Johnson comments. The 
Independent, https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/boris-johnson-burqa-muslim-women-
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While the mainstream media was complicit in Johnson’s political discourses, so too is the 

mainstream media complicit as regards the third causal factor. Noting the UK mainstream 

media’s marked shift towards the political right in recent years, some have recently 

suggested it is also increasingly ‘normalising’ the extreme right-wing and its dangerous 

ideologies28. Evidence of this has been in the extensive coverage afforded the release of 

Tommy Robinson - former leader of the far-right anti-Islam English Defence League and 

PEGIDA UK – from prison following his successful appeal against an earlier conviction. 

While recent coverage has seen various figures from the American alt-right appearing on 

mainstream news programmes to support Robinson and his views, Robinson himself 

having previously appeared on a diversity of programmes that have conferred legitimacy 

on his status as a ‘voice of the people’29. In doing so, the mainstream media has the 

potential to play down and trivialise the detrimental impact bigotry and hate has on 

individuals, communities and wider society. So too does it have the potential to confer 

legitimacy as also normalise the extreme right-wing. This was none more evident than in 

a recent article in the Sunday Times about the UK’s new generation of ‘hipster fascists’, 

preferring to focus on their penchant for New Balance trainers and skinny jeans than any 

                                                           
veil-attacks-islamophobia-letterboxes-rise-a8488651.html; Tell MAMA (2018) Pensioners loudly echo Boris 
Johnson’s niqab comments in doctor’s surgery, https://tellmamauk.org/pensioners-loudly-echo-boris-
johnsons-niqab-comments-in-doctors-surgery/. 
28 Allen, C. (2018) Why the mainstream media should stop giving extreme views a platform. The Conversation, 
https://theconversation.com/why-the-mainstream-media-should-stop-giving-extreme-views-a-platform-
101040; Allen, C. (2018) “Hipster Fascists”: The Normalization Of The Radical Right Isn’t Just Happening In 
America. Rantt Media, https://rantt.com/hipster-fascists-the-normalization-of-the-radical-right-isnt-just-
happening-in-america/. 
29 Allen, C. (2018) Why the mainstream media should stop giving extreme views a platform. The Conversation, 
https://theconversation.com/why-the-mainstream-media-should-stop-giving-extreme-views-a-platform-
101040. 



Understanding the Landscape of Hate Crime in the United Kingdom 

Dr Chris Allen 

Page 11 

of their dangerous views30. In the context of bestowing permission to hate, the 

mainstream media then can be seen to be complicit in establishing a 'guide to action' for 

the willing31. 

 

Conclusion 

To understand the UK’s record levels of hate crime, it is necessary to understand its 

contemporary socio-political landscape. Year on year increases and record highs 

therefore are consequential of a landscape that has established a hospitable climate 

where permission to hate has not only been bestowed but importantly, where permission 

to engage, enact and indeed justify hate and violence has also been afforded. Hate crimes 

numbers and levels then can be seen as an echo chamber of its socio-political landscape, 

one where embedded notions of demarcation, differentiation and division have been 

allowed to shape and inform who and what ‘we’ are. It is for this reason that the definition 

posited by the Centre for Hate Studies and its emphasis on ‘difference’ is important32. This 

is because hate crimes are unlike other crimes in that they specifically target difference 

in order to convey the message that they will always be the ‘them’ to ‘our’ norms. That 

this message also typically conveys that they are hated, not wanted here and do not 

belong further reinforces the ‘us’ and ‘them’ dichotomy. This message is also embedded 

in the socio-political landscape of today’s UK, where ‘they’ interact and exist on a day to 

day basis.  

                                                           
30 Gilligan, A. (2018) The ‘hipster fascists’ who anti-racism campaigners say are breathing new life into the far 
right. Sunday Times, https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/the-hipster-fascists-breathing-new-life-into-the-
british-far-right-6hvtmq63k. 
31 Poynting, S., & Perry, B. (2007). Climates of hate: Media and state inspired victimisation of Muslims in 
Canada and Australia since 9/11. Current Issues in Criminal Justice, 19:2, 151-71. 
32 Chakraborti, N., Garland, J. & Hardy, S. (2014) The Leicester Hate Crime Project: Findings and Conclusions 
Executive Summary. Leicester: University of Leicester. 
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The UK’s record levels and increased numbers of hate crime are therefore both the 

consequence and culmination of a country and society that is increasingly divided, 

demarcated and discriminatory, where permission to hate has been socially and 

politically bestowed on the willing. It is likely that this will continue for the foreseeable 

future. Noting the concerns of Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire & 

Rescue Services – the UK’s police watchdog – there is a very ‘real possibility’ that the UK’s 

formal exit from the EU in 2019 will catalyse even higher numbers of hate crime33. Add 

in the potential of further terror attacks and a greater receptivity towards the ideas and 

ideologies of the extreme right-wing and the future looks increasingly bleak. That the 

police watchdog also notes how increasingly stretched police forces already are – many 

failing to effectively respond to rising levels of hate crime - the situation in the UK is 

extremely concerning. 

                                                           
33 Dodd, V. (2018). Brexit will trigger rise in hate crimes, warns police watchdog. Guardian, 
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2018/jul/19/brexit-will-trigger-rise-in-hate-crimes-warns-police-
watchdog. 


