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Misrecognised as Muslim: the racialisation of Christians of
Middle Eastern heritage in the UK
Alistair Hunter * and Fiona McCallum Guiney

School of International Relations, University of St Andrews, St Andrews, UK

ABSTRACT
Since the early 2000s in many countries of the Global North, Muslim
religious identities have become racialised through the global ‘war
on terror’, the ascendancy of right-wing populists, and localised
but high-profile disturbances in disadvantaged urban areas. The
racialisation of religion, which conflates concerns about the
religious Other with race and ethnicity, has led to an environment
where those from non-white ethnic backgrounds are mistakenly
presumed to be Muslim. Drawing on theorisations of
misrecognition by Taylor and Fraser, the present study contributes
to the emergent literature on misrecognition as Muslim by
exploring a novel case study, Middle Eastern Christians in the UK.
Findings are based on qualitative research with Coptic, Iraqi and
Assyrian Christian communities in London and central Scotland,
involving 53 semi-structured interviews and six focus groups with
members of the case study communities. We identify three main
types of response by those who are misrecognised, namely
education, resignation, and differentiation. Following Taylor, the
education and differentiation responses are interpreted as forms
of cultural defence, yet such responses also risk producing the
‘problem of reification’ theorised by Fraser, exerting pressure on
members to conform to a unitary fixed view of the group.
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Introduction

In many countries of the Global North, the first two decades of the twenty-first century
witnessed several inter-related developments – the global ‘war on terror’, the political
ascendancy of right-wing populist and nationalist politicians, as well as more localised
challenges to conviviality in the form of urban disturbances – which in combination pro-
blematised the presence of migrant communities. In all these instances, the presence of
populations of Muslim migrant heritage was particularly contested. Several scholars have
argued that religious ‘otherness’ in the case of Muslim (and Jewish) minorities goes hand
in hand with a perceived cultural and racial ‘otherness’ (Meer 2013; Rana 2007; Husain
2017; Khabeer 2017). Topolski (2018, 59) identifies the term ‘race-religion constellation’
in relation to ‘the practice of classifying people into races according to categories we now
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associate with the term “religion”1’. Thus, the process of racialisation can be understood
as one ‘where new racial meanings are ascribed to bodies, actions and interactions. These
meanings are not only applied to skin tone, but other cultural factors such as language,
clothing, and beliefs’ (Selod 2014, 79). This racialisation of religion which conflates con-
cerns about the religious Other with race and ethnicity (Dunn, Klocker, and Salabay
2007; Selod 2014; Rana 2007; Husain 2017), has led to an environment where those
from a non-white ethnic background are sometimes presumed to be Muslim, with the
often negative labels that have been indiscriminately attached to this community.

The racialisation of Muslims has therefore impacted on non-Muslims who appear to be
Muslim– through features such as skin colour, dress, hair, Arabic-soundingEnglish accent,
and givennames– orwhoappear to be followersof Islam– throughpractices such as fasting,
dietary habits, or requesting time offwork to attend religious feasts. This misrecognition of
non-Muslims asMuslimhas been documented in a small body of literature, limited initially
to the experiences of Sikhs in theUSafter 9/11 (Ahluwalia andPellettiere 2010;Mahalingam
2012), but subsequently encompassing a more diverse range of contexts and racialised
groups, including South Asians and other ethnic minorities in the UK (Hopkins et al.
2017), Hispanics in the US (Romero and Zarrugh 2018), and Christians of Middle
Eastern origin in various Western countries (Bakker Kellogg 2021; Kayyali 2018; Sparre
2021; Lukasik 2021). Among other manifestations, these studies report that non-
Muslims who are misrecognised asMuslimsmay suffer physical violence and fears for per-
sonal safety (Ahluwalia and Pellettiere 2010; Awan and Zempi 2020; Lukasik 2021);
depression and anxiety (Awan and Zempi 2020; Mahalingam 2012); and unemployment
or discrimination in the workplace (Awan and Zempi 2020; Kayyali 2018).

The present study aims to contribute to this emergent literature on misrecognition as
Muslim by exploring a novel case study, namely Middle Eastern Christian communities
in the UK. Our analysis yields some novel findings, including instances of being misrecog-
nised as Muslim by Muslims, leading to a more nuanced understanding of the power
relations at play in misrecognition contexts. Our paper is based on research conducted
with Coptic, Iraqi and Assyrian Christian communities in London and central Scotland.2

We start by introducingmisrecognition as an analytical concept and thenprovide contextual
background andoutline ourmethodology. In our analysis,wepresentMiddle EasternChris-
tians’ everyday experiences of misrecognition based upon inferences about physical appear-
ance andmisconceptions about theMiddle East.We identify threemain types of response by
those who are misrecognised, namely education, resignation, and differentiation.

It is important at the outset to affirm that any form of anti-Muslim prejudice is repug-
nant, whether the addressees of such abuse are ‘correctly’ identified or not. As Mahalin-
gam (2012) has noted, studies of racialised misrecognition can be problematic when they
implicitly condone violence against the targets of such violence who are not misrecog-
nised. Yet, as will be shown in what follows, it was rare for our respondents to express
solidarity with Muslims despite the shared experiences of misrecognition which Chris-
tians and Muslims encounter.

Analytical framework

Theoretical concern with struggles of recognition can be traced back to Hegel’s concep-
tualisation of subject formation, which was then taken forward in the 1990s in the work
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of Charles Taylor (1994) on multiculturalism and Axel Honneth (1995) on inter-subjec-
tivity. Of the latter two contributions, Taylor’s essay is the more pertinent here given this
article’s focus. Taylor (1994, 26) identifies two historical developments, first apparent in
eighteenth century Europe, which in combination rendered inevitable ‘the modern pre-
occupation with identity and recognition’. The first trend concerns the shift from a hier-
archical society based on the unequal distribution of ‘honour’, to a modern democratic
society based on a different currency, that of humanity’s inherent dignity, conferred
ostensibly on all citizens as the precondition for political rights. In practice, of course,
equal recognition of dignity could not simply be wished into existence, leading to a poli-
tics of universalism which has manifested in various recognition struggles, including dis-
ability rights, gender equality, and anti-racist movements. If this first change – from
hierarchical honour to equal dignity – has heralded a politics of universalism in the
public sphere, the second change – the emergence of the ideal of ‘authenticity’ – has
yielded a politics of difference (Taylor 1994). Not incidentally, the second trend arises
in part from the first. With social identity no longer being defined by one’s position in
the hierarchy, people were free to cultivate their own ‘authentic’ ways of being, ‘an indi-
vidualised identity, one that is particular to me, and that I discover in myself’ (Taylor
1994, 28, emphasis in the original) and through which subjects develop their self-
worth and self-fulfilment and become true to themselves. It is through this quest for
authenticity that recognition becomes important in the personal sphere, through
expression of an inner voice.

Nonetheless, Taylor maintains that the cultivation of self-identity cannot develop fully
formed in isolation, in monologue, but rather – following Hegel – is always dialogical,
which is to say formed in the interaction with – and crucially via the recognition of –
others (Thompson and Yar 2011). For Xie et al. (2021, 1177), ‘Recognition relates to a
person’s sense of who they are, having that identity approved by others, and being
treated in terms they recognise. It conveys care and respect’. The opposite of recognition
occurs when ‘people or society mirror back to [the recognisee] a confining or demeaning
or contemptible picture of themselves’ (Taylor 1994, 25). These negative depictions can
produce real harms in misrecognised individuals, in some cases culminating in self-
hatred through the internalisation of negative views of themselves (ibid). Moving from
the individual to the public sphere, Taylor argues that what is at stake, socially and pol-
itically, in this cumulative misrecognition of identity is the continued survivance and
defence of minority cultures in an increasingly multicultural world. In response, the poli-
tics of difference predicated on authenticity enunciates a demand for recognition of our
capacity to develop distinct identities, as part of a broader reflex of cultural defence
(Thompson and Yar 2011).

A second approach to problems of recognition has been developed by the feminist
social theorist Nancy Fraser. For Fraser, the ‘identity model’ of recognition developed
by Taylor and others is problematic, for two reasons. Firstly, the identity model ‘treats
misrecognition as a free-standing cultural harm’ (Fraser 2000, 110), obscuring issues
of resource inequality between groups and silencing questions about the just redistribu-
tion of such resources, in favour of identity politics. Secondly, insofar as the solution to
misrecognition problems within the identitarian framing is for the group to affirm and
valorise a self-generated group identity, Fraser argues that the identity model leads to
the reification and over-simplification of group identities by putting moral pressure on
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members to conform to a unitary fixed view of the group, intolerant of internal diversity
(Fraser 2000). Against the identity model of recognition, Fraser (2000, 113) argues for
‘treating recognition as a question of social status. From this perspective, what requires
recognition is not group-specific identity but the status of individual group members as
full partners in social interaction’. We will return to both Taylor’s and Fraser’s
approaches to recognition in the Discussion.

The risk of misrecognition is more likely when the recogniser ascribes to dominant
assumptions about ‘seemingly incompatible identities’, such as the combination of
‘white British’ and ‘Muslim’ (Amer 2020, 534) or gay religious men (Jaspal and Cinnirella
2014). A similar dynamic prevails in our study, with the combination of ‘Middle Eastern’
(an out-group) and ‘Christian’ (nominally an in-group) in Britain provoking bafflement
among some of our respondents’ interlocutors (McCallum 2019). The potential for harm,
for Muslim and Christian alike, which is inherent in these ‘reductive binaries equating
Europe with Christianity and the Middle East with Islam’ (Bakker Kellogg 2021, 620)
calls us to better understand such dynamics of racialisation and misrecognition. We
do this through a qualitative study of a ‘minority within a minority’ (Galal et al. 2016),
namely Middle Eastern Christians in the UK.

Material and methods

In the Muslim-majority Middle East, Christians are a ‘minority’ religious Other (Kym-
licka and Pfostl 2014).3 In Egypt, the population is over 90% Sunni Muslim and 5–6%
Christian with over 90% of Christians being adherents of the Coptic Orthodox Church
(McCallum 2010, 2). Iraq has a more religiously and ethnically diverse population
with three main groups – Shia (55%), Sunni (20%) and Kurds (15–20%) (Machlis
2022, 46). Due to insecurity since the overthrow of the Baath regime in 2003, the
number of Christians has dropped from 1.4 million in 1987 to estimates of 300,000–
400,000, under 3% of the population (Monier 2020, 363). Christians belong to a range
of denominations and include Assyrians who also identify as an ethnic group (Monier
2020; Donabed 2015). Christians’ indigenous origins and contribution to Middle
Eastern society is acknowledged but recognition of their presence is not the same as
enjoying full equality and rights (McCallum 2010). Christians (as well as other religious
and ethnic groups) have been subject to discrimination through legislation and societal
practices as well as targets of violence during periods of unrest and conflict (McCallum
2010; Lukasik 2021; Monier 2020). This turbulent political and socio-economic environ-
ment combined with national and regional instability has led to increased emigration
from the region (Hunter and McCallum Guiney 2020; Schmoller 2018). While this
affects citizens of all backgrounds, there has been a significant decrease in the size of
Christian communities in the region with estimates of around 12 million (Schmoller
2018, 13–14).

Middle Eastern Christians immigrating to Western states discover a different
majority-minority structure. Migration particularly since World War Two has led to
Muslims becoming the largest ethnic and non-Christian community in the West (Burch-
ardt andMichalowski 2014). The UK 2011 census shows that Muslims make up 5% of the
population in England and Wales, compared to 1.5% Hindu, 0.7% Sikh, 0.5% Jewish and
0.4% Buddhist. In Scotland, Muslims are just over 1% but account for 56% of the non-
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Christian population.4 The ethnic background of Middle Eastern Christians means that
from the perspective of the majority population, they are categorised as an immigrant
minority Other (McCallum 2019). The consequences of their ‘invisibility’ (Sparre
2021) means that they are likely to share similar experiences as Muslims.

The data discussed in this article is part of a project on Coptic Orthodox, Assyrian and
Iraqi Christians entitled ‘Defining and Identifying Middle Eastern Christians in Europe’
conducted between 2013 and 2015.5 The UK project fieldsites were Kirkcaldy (the
location of the main Coptic Orthodox Church in Scotland) and London (home to
several churches serving the three communities). There are around 20,000 Copts and
8–10,000 Iraqi (including Assyrian) Christians in the UK (Hunter and
McCallum Guiney 2020).6 Middle Eastern Christians are active in medical professions
as well as engineering, architecture, teaching and business (McCallum 2019). Our
respondents indicated that there were multiple motives for migrating to the UK includ-
ing economic difficulties, political instability, conflict and discrimination or violence tar-
geted towards them because of their religious identity. Skilled labour and student
migrants from Egypt and Iraq started arriving from the 1950s onwards. Due to several
conflicts in Iraq, there has also been a small number of refugees since the 1980s
(Hunter and McCallum Guiney 2020).

The material presented in this paper comes from fifty-three semi-structured inter-
views with ‘active’ members of the case study communities as well as six focus
groups.7 Interviewees are anonymised and assigned a community according to self-
identification. Coptic respondents were members of the Coptic Orthodox Church, the
largest Christian denomination in Egypt and the diaspora (McCallum 2010). ‘Assyrian’
relates to adherents of the Assyrian Church of the East and the Ancient Church of the
East. ‘Iraqi Christian’ includes Chaldeans, Syriac Orthodox, Syriac Catholic, and Latin
Catholics.8 We recognise that the respective homeland situations and histories of
migration vary between the three case study groups but for the purpose of this article,
it is their shared identity and misrecognition experiences as Christians from the
Middle East that are paramount. The generation term relates to their migration biogra-
phy with ‘1st generation’ referring to those born in the Middle East, ‘2nd generation’
those born in the West (usually the UK) and ‘1.5 generation’ those born in the Middle
East but spending their formative years in the West (usually the UK). ‘Youth’ refers to
those aged between 18 and 30, who are primarily 1.5 or 2nd generation. The interviews
were conducted in English and fully transcribed and coded using the NVivo software
package. The researchers were ‘outsiders’ in terms of being from the majority society
(white British) but were also considered by some interviewees as being ‘insiders’ due
to presumed shared religious faith as Christians. The research was granted ethical
approval in 2013.9

The data used in this study comes from questions relating to the role of religion in an
individual’s life, interactions with British society, and relations with other migrant com-
munities. A key focus of our discussions with interviewees concerned the circumstances
in which religion featured as a topic of everyday conversation with people outside their
religious community. Respondents frequently answered by saying that the prompt for
such conversations was not their Christianity but the fact that due to outward appear-
ances and Middle Eastern origins, they were misrecognised as being Muslim by their
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interlocutors. Such misrecognition was a frequent experience for our interviewees, as we
will now discuss.

Results

Middle Eastern Christian experiences of misrecognition

We explore two different modalities of misrecognition as a consequence of the racialisa-
tion of Muslims when being Muslim is associated with ‘brown skin, “Middle Eastern”
looks, and particular national origins’ (Khabeer 2017, 104). The first focuses on unspoken
interactions where identity is inferred through visual appearance. The second examines
misconceptions based on knowledge that the individual has Middle Eastern origins.
Regarding appearance, our findings resonate with those of Hopkins et al. (2017) who
in their study on youth from ethnic backgrounds in Scotland reported that all their inter-
viewees had experiences of misrecognition.

These experiences varied in their nature and intensity, but all were characterized by a racist
reading of the phenotypical features of our participants – such as their skin colour, hair
texture, and style – that problematically (and often incorrectly) associated them with
specific countries of origin and with the Islamic faith. (Hopkins et al. 2017, 939)

In our study, respondents recounted that their outward characteristics and dress led people
outside of their community to assume their religious identity as Muslim. For example:

People in the UK, when they see us, they think we are Muslims. (Coptic Orthodox male, 40s,
1st generation, emphasis added)

My look is Arabic, it’s very Arabic, yeah, it’s very, very Arabic and some people when they see
me like this wearing this (priest robes), even English people they say, ‘are you Muslim?’
That’s the first question.… I’m not surprised because, because, it’s the main, the main
reason, main thing that don’t surprise me because my look is really Arabic, see this beard
and this my skin and my shape, it’s really Arabic.10 (Cleric, emphasis added)

Another community member went further, specifying particular physical features
which in the eyes of outsiders marked him and his fellow worshippers as being perceived
as Muslim. Relating to a barbecue which his church had organised for the local commu-
nity to mark the 20th anniversary of the church he worshipped at, this individual
recounted:

When we spoke to some people [who attended the barbecue] they said, ‘Oh yeah, we know
that place, and we see you guys going in and out, and obviously you look very Mediterranean
– we always thought you were Muslims’ … They see all these dark skinned, moustached males
and their families that come in every Sunday, go into a building, disappear for a couple of
hours, and then come back and go home. (Coptic Orthodox male, 30s, 1st generation)

In our respondents’ accounts of outsiders’ perceptions, churches are often mistaken
for mosques. These accounts resonate with Atto’s findings on Assyrians/Syriacs in
Europe as ‘their church is referred to as mosque, their Bible as the Koran and their
fast as Ramadan’ (Atto 2011, 251; see also Bakker Kellogg 2021). A cleric recounted
explaining about the church and community to a repairman who had presumed the
building was a mosque.
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And then he entered in the church, and he sees the icon and he says ‘yes, it’s a very nice
mosque’ [interviewee laughs]. (Cleric)

Religious symbols such as icons and crosses, and dress, were also highlighted as objects
of misrecognition. While donning such symbols of faith can be interpreted as attempts to
‘perform’ a religious identity (Amer 2020; Kayyali 2018), our respondents discussed how
the wearing of a cross tended to cause confusion in initially non-verbal interactions as
people struggled to associate the cross as a symbol of Christianity with their racialised
assumptions about the religious identity of the wearer (see also Bakker Kellogg 2021).
For example:

Sometimes I’ll be wearing a cross and they’ll be like are you not a Muslim or something?
(Assyrian female, youth, 1.5 generation)

This apparent contradiction seems heightened when addressed to clerics who often
have long black robes and full beards. One respondent claimed that:

the people, when they see the priest, wearing the black, they think we are Shi’ites. They see
the cross, like that [pointing to his chest]. It doesn’t matter, because his looks look like a
Shi’ite Muslim, with the beard. (Coptic Orthodox male, 60s, 1st generation)

This failure in using religious emblems to signpost and perform one’s religious iden-
tity resonates with research on Middle Eastern Christian diasporas in other countries
such as Syriac Christians in the Netherlands (Bakker Kellogg 2021) and Maronites in
Australia (Hyndman-Rizik 2008). According to Hyndman-Rizik, ‘Although they claim
that their Christianity diffuses anti-Lebanese racism and that wearing symbols of their
Christianity assists in this, many are experiencing racism on a daily basis’ (2008, 43).
This quote also highlights that misrecognition based on appearance can lead to hostile
encounters, including Islamophobia. In their study on Sikh men in 9/11 United States,
Ahluwalia and Pellettiere argue that anti-Muslim sentiment ‘has been generalized to
all those who “appear” Muslim and Arab’, leading to verbal and physical attacks
(2010, 303). Similarly, Lukasik describes several incidents of verbal and physical abuse
of Copts in the United States due to misrecognition as Muslims (2021). While few of
our respondents reported verbal abuse and none mentioned physical attacks, the anti-
Muslim political context causes concern and fear amongst the wider community that
they could experience Islamophobia. As one cleric stated:

We look Middle Eastern, so we are misunderstood to be Muslim sometimes and in the wake
of September 11 and July 7, that was a very dangerous place to be. (Cleric)

Clerical attire can lead to them being singled out for misrecognition as Muslims (see
also Lukasik 2021, 7). A cleric referred to the reception which he and guests from the
Middle East were subjected to during study visits which he organises in a major UK
city twice a year. Touring the city, he and his Middle Eastern Christian visitors were
more than once victims of Islamophobic abuse by passers-by in the street:

the whole street is full of drunk people and drunkards outside. So, they used to come and
scream in my face and say ‘Allahu Akbar!’ [chuckles] yaani, believing that I am a
Muslim. (Cleric)

Another priest, again referring to abuse in the street from youths, remarked:
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Some of the youth they say, ‘why are you here?’, shouting and that, it is not many times you
are mistaken but sometimes. But mistaken not only as Muslims but as Jews, rabbis…
Definitely when sometimes when they feel that, this is younger generation, especially
youth, I’m wearing, I’m growing my beard and some having this hate now against you
know terrorism and all those things. (Cleric)

Our findings show that in everyday unspoken interactions, the racialisation of religion
can result in Middle Eastern Christians being misrecognised as Muslims, through misin-
terpretation of outward characteristics and dress.

A second modality of misrecognition relates to encounters where the geographical
origins of the individual (i.e. the Middle East generally or a specific country) are made
known. Here, our findings resonate with other studies which note a reductionist dis-
course equating the Middle East with Islam (Khabeer 2017; Dunn, Klocker, and
Salabay 2007). According to Atto (2011, 251),

a common occurrence in all European countries has been that Assyrians/Syriacs are
assumed to be or identified as Muslims, a misconception perhaps attributable to the
common idea in western countries that people in the Middle East are all adherents of Islam.

This inaccurate understanding of the demographics of the Middle East was a common
theme amongst our respondents as is shown by the below examples:

when I say I’m from Egypt, ‘oh so are you a Muslim?’, no I’m Christian. You know so it’s
always this, people think because I’m Egyptian, I have to be Muslim because 90% of the
population are Muslim. (Coptic Orthodox female, 50s, 1st generation)

lots of people, when I’ve said my parents are Iraqi, lots of people have assumed that I’m
Muslim. (Iraqi Christian male, youth, 2nd generation)

One recurring theme was ‘the Muslim priest’ response. One cleric describes his usual
experience of encountering people in the street who address him as ‘Father’ and ask
where he is from.

‘I am from [Middle Eastern country]’, and the next question it is ‘are you a Muslim priest?’.
This is, you know, this reflects the total ignorance of people here. (Cleric)

Similarly, the daughter of a cleric recounted:

so, people think I’mMuslim even though I used to tell them we go to church. […] or if they
ask what my dad does ‘he’s a priest’; ‘oh so are you a Muslim?’. (Coptic Orthodox female,
youth, 1.5 generation)

Additionally, Assyrian respondents encountered misperceptions relating to both their
religious and national identity, connecting them to Syria. For example:

The first thing they go ‘oh you’re from Syria?’ and you go ‘A, Ah letter A’. (Assyrian female,
40s, 1st generation)

you say to someone ‘Assyrian’; ‘are you Syrian?’; ‘No I’m not Syrian’ – ‘oh there is a lot of
killing in your country’, ‘no that’s not my country I’mAssyrian, I’mChristian, I’m not Arab,
I’m not Muslim’. (Assyrian male, 50s, 1st generation)

This failure to understand the indigenous presence of Christians in the Middle East
also leads to assumptions that Middle Eastern Christians must be recent converts to
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Christianity. As Hopkins et al. argue, this type of misrecognition questions the authen-
ticity of an individual’s religion (2017, 939). In the examples given below, our respon-
dents stress the Middle East as the birthplace of Christianity when encountering
questions regarding conversion. Kayyali (2018) notes similar encounters experienced
by Arab Christians in the US, who – to rebut doubts about their Christian authenticity
– would sometimes deploy the term ‘ancient Christian’ to describe themselves. Describ-
ing a conversation, one recounts being asked:

‘When did you become a Christian?’ I said I think if you examine my DNA, I think I will be
related to Jesus. (Iraqi Christian female, 70s, 1st generation)

Another interviewee discussed her initial experience with UK immigration officials.

When I came here, they asked me when did you become Christian? I said from beginning,
from Jesus. (Iraqi Christian female, 40s, 1st generation)

Misrecognition as being Muslim was also experienced by our respondents from inter-
actions with Muslims. This is a novel finding which has not emerged in previous
research. It is noteworthy empirically, but also theoretically, insofar as it complicates per-
spectives on the power dynamic within misrecognition studies, which is often assumed to
be between the recogniser (white/majority) and the recognisee (the racial ‘other’/min-
ority) (Hopkins et al. 2017; Hyndman-Rizik 2008). Given the tendency of our intervie-
wees to practise in the medical profession, several acknowledged that Muslim patients
and colleagues assumed that they shared the same faith, especially when they have a
name common to both Muslims and Christians. For example:

So, they assume that because I’m from Egypt, automatically I’m Muslim. I see quite a few
Arab patients and almost all of them know that I’m or think that I’m Muslim because of
my name. (Coptic Orthodox male, 40s, 1st generation)

Everyday encounters in shops also lead to Muslims inferring a shared faith. One inter-
viewee discussed visiting a kebab shop where the employees asked where he was from.

I’m Egyptian, from Egypt, and then ‘salaam alaykum’ and, and they’ll go, you know, um
they’ll call me brother and that often means that, you know, they kind of associated me
as Muslim. (Coptic Orthodox male, youth, 2nd generation)

It is evident from the above examples that the racialisation of Muslims has led to
misrecognition being a frequent and persistent feature of Middle Eastern Christians’
lives in the UK. Misrecognition is experienced by all respondents regardless of
gender, age or migration generation. While in some scenarios, the positionalities of
the recogniser (white/majority) and recognisee (racialised ‘other’/minority) indicate
an uncomplicated power relationship where the recogniser holds the power in legiti-
mising an individual’s identity (Hopkins et al. 2017, 937), in other situations of mis-
recognition where both the recogniser and recognisee are subject to racialisation, the
issue is less clear-cut, as will be discussed further in the concluding section. Having
highlighted a range of experiences of misrecognition, we now explore three types of
responses to these encounters – education, resignation, and differentiation. Following
Taylor (1994), we view the education and differentiation responses as strategies of cul-
tural defence, which potentially assumes an outsized importance for Middle Eastern
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Christian migrant groups in a context where their communities face existential threats
in Middle Eastern homelands. The resignation response, by contrast, is a manifestation
of the harms of misrecognition, with some respondents internalising a distorted self-
image.

Middle Eastern Christian responses to misrecognition

The first response of Middle Eastern Christians identifies the problem as a lack of knowl-
edge on the part of their interlocutors, with attendant possibilities to educate and
enlighten and thereby defend a particular identity and culture. For some of our respon-
dents, misrecognition could lead to an opening to discuss the history and context of the
Christian presence in the Middle East. For example:

because I’m Egyptian – ‘do you know anything about Islam? And can you tell us about
Islam?’ And I say ‘yes, I can tell you, but I’m not a Muslim’. ‘Oh, why are you not a
Muslim?’ And then I say to them – I go into the history, and who am I really in terms of
a real Copt, with descendants from the Pharaohs, not from the Arabs. (Coptic Orthodox
male, 40s, 1st generation)

This was particularly true of some respondents (especially the more evangelical) who
welcomed an opportunity to bring the teachings of Christ to non-believers. For example:

Well, the answer is usually ‘oh I never knew there was Christians in Iraq’ and I’m like ‘hello’.
And then I refer to the Old Testaments. (Iraqi Christian male, 30s, 1.5 generation)

Just the fact that I come from Egypt, which is one of the lands of the Bible, the conversation,
you know, has to include something about God, and the Bible (chuckles). So – it’s an
attempt at least – I pray that God can use me, to talk about Him and Christianity.
(Coptic Orthodox male, 30s, 1st generation)

Some respondents believed that once people knew that the individual and community
were Middle Eastern Christians, their attitude towards them changed. This mirrors
Sadjed’s findings that her Iranian Jewish and Bahá’í respondents ‘had experienced
relief among German fellow citizens when they found out that they were not Muslim’
(2017, 84). This was presumed to be due to pejorative generalisations about the behaviour
and values of Muslims.

I find sometimes how people look to me and how people treat me before and after, some-
times it is totally different. (Coptic Orthodox male, 40s, 1st generation)

One respondent explained that initial reactions to the establishment of a new church
were hostile until the bishop visited neighbours to explain their background.

You could tell oh, some of them worried about the Muslims and the Middle East and terror-
ism people, terrorists living next door to us. So, he explained to them, we are Christians, and
we all pray in the church, all what we do so-and-so. Now, they come and join us. (Coptic
Orthodox male, 60s, 1st generation)

The above example demonstrates that the racialisation of Muslims and subsequent
negative connotations of the group can lead to attitudes towards Middle Eastern Chris-
tians becoming more positive once Christian identity has been established. However, as
the remainder of the article will show, this scenario of successfully changing people’s

10 A. HUNTER AND F. McCALLUM GUINEY



attitudes once religious identity was known was a rare example of education having a
positive outcome. Informing Muslim interlocutors of their religious identity can also
lead to a change in attitude towards Middle Eastern Christians. For example, when dis-
cussing his relationship with Muslim colleagues, one interviewee stated:

when they know that I am not Muslim they just, you know, just withdraw…One of the first
things that happens is that ‘oh hi’ – ‘salaam alaykum… there’s joma’a prayers11’ – ‘Oh, I
don’t pray joma’a prayer’ – ‘ah, okay, yes, see you later’ – ‘bye’. (Coptic Orthodox male,
30s, 1st generation)

In this scenario, the interaction leads to resentment felt by our interviewee at the
change in behaviour they experience due to claiming their religious identity, showing
that assumptions as to ‘who’ a Muslim is i.e. skin colour, name and origins are not
limited to the white majority (Khabeer 2017).

Narratives relating to educating the British public tend to put the onus on the misre-
cognised community to address this issue. Several respondents blamed the failure (or
lack) of their own outreach activities for situations where churches had been present
for several years but were still presumed to be mosques by the local population.

It is something that we are lacking, it is our fault that we did not go out to this very local area.
(Coptic Orthodox male, 40s, 1st generation)

And if this happens in [location], I fault here the Copts. Do you know why? The people have
been there all their lives, for years – you are new. It’s the onus on you to go to the community
and introduce yourself, give them an idea about your background. They will appreciate you.
(Coptic Orthodox male, 60s, 1st generation)

These narratives echo the findings of Hopkins et al. in their study on Scottish youth
where respondents blamed their misrecognition experiences on the failure of their com-
munity to engage in wider society so that their identities were understood (2017, 943).
Interestingly, none of our youth interviewees discussed education as an option.
Instead as our quotes above show, it was older first-generation migrants who not only
advocated for educating the majority society but also blamed their community for lack
of success. As Hopkins et al. argue, normalisation ‘points to the worrying consequences
of persistent misrecognition in that it can lead people to hold their own communities to
account for the racist misrecognition they experience from others’ (Hopkins et al. 2017,
944). Such self-blame is a further example of the harm of misrecognition, whereby nega-
tive images of the self are internalised (Taylor 1994).

The second response of resignation was shared by many respondents across the
migrant generations. It is based on the premise that the ignorance of wider society
means that if initial attempts to correct the misperception fail, it is pointless to reason
any further. This sense of futility in explaining their identity is illustrated by one respon-
dent who recounted an incident when a visiting Church of England bishop asked him if
he was Muslim despite the individual worshipping regularly in a Church of England
parish and his two sons serving as altar boys. His incredulous response sums up the exas-
peration experienced by many.

‘Reverend I can’t believe;would aMuslimcome to a church andhavehis sons become readers in
the church?’ That shockedme. So, you can see, you can’t go explaining to people where you are
from and your heritage – you know, you can’t. (Assyrian male, 50s, 1st generation)
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Several respondents noted the time and energy they had invested in enlightening their
interlocutors about Middle Eastern Christian religious identities, only for these efforts to
be in vain. One woman recounted that after fully explaining her religious identity, the
next question asked was ‘Does that mean that you fast Ramadan?’ (Coptic Orthodox
female, 40s, 1st generation). Similarly:

And even if I am wearing the cross, and in the end ‘so why are you wearing a cross if you are
a Muslim?’, after I had been speaking for an hour about [Christianity]! (Cleric)

Similar to our respondents, Atto’s Assyrian/Syriac interviewees ‘express their
astonishment about how, even after several corrections, individuals still do not
understand that they are Christians and not Muslims’ (Atto 2011, 251). Thus, the
extent of ignorance of British society was raised by many respondents. First, there
was a sense that few British people had much awareness of other countries or cul-
tures. For example:

A very, very small minority of the, you know the British people are, you know, aware of, of,
you know, the culture – not culture I would say, but other peoples like countries or where
they come from. They’re not really knowledgeable in that sense. (Assyrian female, 40s, 1st
generation)

It’s like you’re talking to someone who doesn’t really understand and if you try to make
them understand, just because there’s no kind of background knowledge so you try and
explain something that they’ve never even heard of in their life. (Coptic Orthodox
female, youth, 1.5 generation)

Second, the lack of religious knowledge, specifically Christianity, was highlighted.
There was a sense that people struggled beyond the two main denominations in the
UK – Protestant and Catholic. As one interviewee claimed:

They’re not aware of even the fact that there’s more than just Protestants and Catholics.
(Coptic Orthodox female, youth, 2nd generation)

Another respondent explained his attempts to describe his denomination.

And they would just come to the conclusion ‘so it’s like Catholic but a bit different’. And
then you’d be like ok, whatever. That’s the only way they’ll understand I guess. (Iraqi Chris-
tian male, youth, 1.5 generation)

Consequently, this level of ignorance encountered by our respondents led many to
resign themselves to incidents of misrecognition to avoid endless and tedious conversa-
tions. In these examples, the racialisation of religion proved an obstacle that could not be
overcome to have their correct religious identity acknowledged. Here, misrecognition is
harmful at the individual level in denying their identity and accepting a distorted view of
themselves (Taylor 1994).

The third response to misrecognition seeks to differentiate their community from
Muslims which, following Taylor (1994), we view as a further strategy of cultural
defence. There were two approaches to differentiation. The first was voiced by second-
generation respondents who were keen to stress that misrecognition as Muslim was pro-
blematic not in the sense that this represented a pejorative and stigmatised identity in
majority discourse, but because their Christian identity was denied:
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It’s not that I don’t like Muslims, oh you’re calling me a bad word, it’s not like that. I just
really wish that you would know more about me because this means so much to me. (Coptic
Orthodox female, youth, 2nd generation)

Yes, it is upsetting to be constantly confused for another religion. Not because that other
religion is anything bad but because you can’t express your identity very well and people
just don’t get it. (Coptic Orthodox female, youth, 2nd generation)

The second and more widespread approach amongst first-generation respondents was
what Mahalingam (2012, 303) terms ‘discriminating marginality…where immigrants
internalize their model minority status and distance themselves from other marginalized
communities’. In our study, some respondents echoed right-wing narratives regarding
the ‘threat’ posed by Islam to British values and culture in an attempt to differentiate
themselves from Muslims.12 This ‘threat’ narrative was not discussed so much in
specific terms such as potential violent attacks, which is the narrative usually heard
from public officials or the media, but a wider societal menace which has a long-term
goal of fundamentally changing the nature of the British state. Interestingly, a distinction
betweenMuslims in general and radical or extremist elements is rarely made by the inter-
viewees drawn on for this paper. In these narratives as illustrated below, reference is
made to sharia law and Islamisation of areas as an indication of the threat posed by
Muslim migration.

It [radical Islam] is coming here – that’s what we believe. It is going to affect everybody.
There is already – 2 years ago there were 85 sharia laws in England.13 (Coptic Orthodox
male, 60s, 1st generation)

They go to Hyde Park, these Muslims, and they’re telling us we are nonbelievers and all that
sort of thing. (Assyrian male, 70s, 1st generation)

These themes resonate with the British political context which is marked by increasing
street-level hostility to ‘radical Islam’ and alarmism over what is claimed to be the creep-
ing Islamisation of Britain, as seen in marches and demonstrations against sharia. This
eagerness amongst Middle Eastern Christians to highlight a shared concern with anti-
immigrant (i.e. anti-Muslim) political campaigns can be linked to efforts to differentiate
their community to both avoid misrecognition and the consequences of misrecognition
as Muslim. In his study on Coptic and Syriac Orthodox Christians in Austria, Schmoller
(2020, 203) argues that anti-Islamic expressions should be seen as an ‘expression of
experiences with Islamophobia, xenophobia and anti-religious forms of secularism in
the host society that strongly connects issues of migrants with that of Islam, and/or of
religion with social problems’. In some cases, our respondents went beyond expressing
views and empathised with organisations deemed as right-wing extremists. For
example, one interviewee discussed organisations such as the English Defence League
and noted that due to their violent tendencies, it would be counter-productive for any
Middle Eastern Christian organisation to have links with them as it would cost them
support from the British political establishment. However,

We appreciate what they are doing and [what] they are feeling, they would like to support us
… But I am glad to see people like [them] – demonstrates against the Muslim Brotherhood. I
am glad to see them doing that, but we can’t participate in things together. (Coptic Ortho-
dox male, 60s, 1st generation)
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This correlates with Sparre’s findings in Denmark where Middle Eastern Christians’
efforts to co-operate with far-right organisations can be seen as damaging due to diver-
ging frommainstream politics while failing to gain more visibility for the community and
thus addressing misrecognition (Sparre 2021). Similar experiences have also occurred in
the United States where Coptic lobby organisations have allied with the Christian Right
and groups with strong Islamophobic rhetoric (Lukasik 2021). Differentiation is used as a
strategy of cultural survival and defence (Taylor 1994) to address the challenges raised by
being misrecognised as Muslim and for some first-generation respondents, this can take
the form of ‘discriminating marginality’ (Mahalingam 2012, 303).

Discussion

Our findings lend further support to the argument that certain religious identities have
become racialised since the turn of the century (Husain 2017; Selod 2014; Dunn, Klocker,
and Salabay 2007), and that such racialisation of religion can lead to misrecognition,
especially for groups like Middle Eastern Christians who embody ‘seemingly incompati-
ble identities’ (Amer 2020, 534). Our analysis adds to the small but growing body of work
on non-Muslims who are misrecognised as Muslims, by presenting qualitative findings
from research with a diverse population of Middle Eastern Christians in the UK, of
various denominations and origin countries, both first generation migrants and their
children raised in Britain.

In terms of experiences of misrecognition, we identified two main modalities: firstly,
inferences based on appearance, and here we showed how clerics in particular were
objects of misrecognition; secondly, misconceptions about the Middle East, and here
we noted the conflation of the Middle East with Islam in instances of misrecognition,
and attendant doubts about the authenticity of our respondents’ Christian convictions,
as other studies have shown (Hopkins et al. 2017; Kayyali 2018). One novel finding
relates to instances when non-Muslims are misrecognised as Muslim by Muslims, a
phenomenon not discussed in previous studies. Such instances of misrecognition com-
plicate the majority/minority power dynamic which has typically been discussed in
studies of misrecognition (Hopkins et al. 2017) and show the analytical value of including
populations in research who may be described as a ‘minority within a minority’ (Galal
et al. 2016). This empirical manifestation of misrecognition by Muslims bears out Mar-
tineau’s (2012) contention that misrecognition can be a generalised phenomenon com-
mitted by all social actors and is not exclusively the domain of majority actors
misrecognising minority group members.

Our identification of three types of response to misrecognition – education, resignation,
and differentiation – accords with other research on non-Muslims who are mistaken for
beingMuslim.A common initial reaction to beingmisrecognisedwas to see such encounters
as an opportunity forMiddle Eastern Christians to educate people about their communities
and origins (see also Ahluwalia and Pellettiere 2010; Hopkins et al. 2017; Kayyali 2018).
When these educative efforts failed, which was often the case, some of our respondents
became resigned to being misrecognised, and attempted to ignore the situation (see also
Hopkins et al. 2017; Sparre 2021; Bakker Kellogg 2021). The resignation response shows
the harm caused by misrecognition insofar as those who are misrecognised internalise a
demeaning or confining identity (Taylor 1994), leading in some instances to self-blame
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for not engaging actively enough with wider society so that their particular identities are
understood. Others – especially older first-generation respondents – engaged in what we
refer to as ‘differentiation’, when themisrecognised redouble their educative efforts by high-
lighting not only their ethnic and/or confessional identities, but also explicitly framing these
in relation to an Islamic ‘other’ (see also Awan and Zempi 2020; Sparre 2021; Lukasik 2021).
Following Taylor (1994), we interpret the education and differentiation responses as strat-
egies of cultural survival and defence. Given the existential threats facing Christians in the
Middle East, this cultural defence reflex potentially assumes an outsized importance for
Middle Eastern Christians in the diaspora, and further comparative research to explore
the relationship between cultural defence and homeland context for this and other diaspora
groups would advance the literature on misrecognition.

However, educative and differentiating responses are potentially problematic, insofar
as they reproduce the ‘problem of reification’ theorised by Fraser (2000), as discussed
above. As Kayyali (2018, 2) notes in her US-based study, ‘terms such as “ancient Chris-
tian” and “Middle Eastern Christian” have become more popular in public discourse to
denote intersecting religious and regional identity, yet these terms give the impression of
a monolithic community’, whereas the confessional, ethnic, national, generational, and
gendered reality is much more diverse. An alternative approach to the identity model’s
reification problem would be to develop a pan-ethnic solidarity to mobilise against the
underlying institutionalised value structures (Fraser 2000) which generate misrecogni-
tion of racialised Muslims and non-Muslims, such as terrorism prevention agencies,
airport security practices and so on. Mahalingam (2012, 303) uses the term ‘empowering
marginality’ to refer to situations where members of a marginalised group ‘strongly
identify with other marginalised groups’ and support pan-ethnic movements to challenge
white privilege. ‘Such efforts… help the community members to cultivate critical inter-
sectional awareness about their identities and the interdependent nature of our lives’.
One example of such activism was documented in McDowell’s study of ‘taqwacores’ in
the US – ‘brown kids’ of various ethnic and faith backgrounds who take inspiration
from punk music to challenge their racialisation and misrecognition (McDowell 2017).
However, judging by our research, such a pan-ethnic identification has yet to materialise
among Middle Eastern Christians in the UK. Indeed, instances of Middle Eastern Chris-
tians being misrecognised as Muslim by Muslims may be a further barrier to developing
the intersectional awareness necessary for pan-ethnic solidarity, as indicated in our
respondents’ narratives of resentment and withdrawal in such circumstances. Further-
more, prior exemplars of such activism in the UK, such as South Asians mobilising as
‘black’ in British anti-racist movements of the 1970s and 1980s, proved to be short-
lived (Peace 2015). As in Awan and Zempi’s (2020) study of non-Muslim victims of Isla-
mophobic abuse, there was little evidence among our respondents of a more solidaristic
disposition towards Muslims, which might foreground empathy with a similarly racia-
lised group and the misrecognition which is their shared experience.

Notes

1. Several scholars have argued that racialisation of religion is not a new phenomenon as race
as a category was devised from the use of religion to categorise people in pre-modern
Europe. See Husain (2017) and Rana (2007).
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2. While homogeneity of the different Christian communities should not be overplayed, the
data on this topic would indicate convergence regarding the key themes.

3. The term ‘minority’ is generally rejected by Christians in the Middle East as they perceive
that it negates from their indigenous origins.

4. Office of National Statistics (2013) and Scottish Government (2014).
5. See https://arts.st-andrews.ac.uk/dimecce/ for more information.
6. Due to the lack of official statistics for the size of the case study communities, figures given

are estimates gathered from community representatives, especially churches.
7. ‘Active’ members were categorised as those who contributed to representing their commu-

nity. These figures included clergy (bishops and priests), deacons, lay representatives,
Sunday school teachers, church youth leaders, political activists, and representatives of cul-
tural and charitable associations. While the interviews aimed to have diversity in terms of
gender, age and migration generations, many in the above-mentioned positions tended to
be middle-aged 1st generation males. To compensate for this, some of the focus groups
were targeted at groups under-represented in interviews such as youth and women.

8. Due to the small numbers of Assyrians and Iraqi Christians in the UK, we have not provided
denominational information to safeguard anonymity.

9. Ethical approval was granted by the School of International Relations Ethics Committee at
the University of St Andrews under approval number IR10582.

10. Given the limited numbers of Middle Eastern Christian clergy in Britain, we have opted to
omit personal attributes when quoting the testimony of priests.

11. Joma’a prayer is the congregational Friday noon prayer.
12. These narratives of ‘protective patriotism’ are discussed in Hunter and McCallum Guiney

(2020).
13. This is in reference to sharia councils which exist in the UK on a voluntary basis for Muslim

communities to use to resolve family matters, what would be determined as personal status
issues in the Middle East but are not part of the court system or have any legal standing. For
further information, see an e-petition to the UK government on this issue http://epetitions.
direct.gov.uk/petitions/48352
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