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Abstract
The Grenfell fire catapulted North Kensington into the
spotlight, an area both synonymous with immigration
and social policy innovation for over a century. How-
ever, it remains under examined how this extraordinary
event re-defined the discursive landscape around
British Muslims and how they have been situated in the
national landscape. To do this it analyses the twitter
activity in the 96 hours after the fire and also the victim
profiles published in the Guardian Newspaper. It finds
that the narratives that emerge blur British Muslim
social boundaries through narratives both around the
exceptional and banal narratives which emerged during
and after the fire. This constructs British Muslims as
both saviours during Grenfell, and also as a super-
diverse population that resists topologizing as pre-
dominantly South Asain. This article also raises
broader questions about the not only the role that
social media has in the creation of vernacular memory,
and also that in this case twitter was importantly not a
conduit for the fake news and hate speech created
against British Muslims during Grenfell.
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INTRODUCING GRENFELL AS A LENS INTO CONTEMPORARY
BRITISH MUSLIMNESS

The early hours of the 14th June 2017 would shake British politics and its guiding doctrines of
austerity and public services for profit to their core. Rooted in a doctrine of austerity since the
2008 financial crisis, atrophied by the Thatcher government right to buy legislation enacted as
part of the Housing Act of 1980, the Grenfell tragedy laid bare failings of generations of politi-
cians to improve the lot of social housing tenants across the country. These key themes emerged
in both public and political discourse in the aftermath of the fire as country as a whole was
forced to reflect on how a ‘vertical village’ in the wealthiest borough of Europe’s richest city,
which has received a six-million-pound refit, had now become a social housing death-trap.

However, aside from the more obvious social policy and political economy implications of
the disaster, Grenfell has far more-wide ranging social and political consequences. It has
become a rallying cry for a new generation of activism both in North Kensington and beyond.
Additionally, and somewhat neglected thus far are the implications that Grenfell has for
notions of lived multiculturalism and superdiversity in contemporary Britain. As global atten-
tion would focus on the tower, North Kensington and the social and political context of the
UK, light would be shone on the everyday British multiculturalism. However, the particularities
of Grenfell would mean that this focus would be particularly sharp on one community, already
so central to ongoing discussion about British nationhood; British Muslims. This is where this
paper seeks to intervene within the context of Grenfell to argue that the fire paradoxically con-
structed British Muslims both through narratives of the ‘exceptional’ in the unique context of a
major disaster, and also through the ‘banal’ aspects of their daily lives and biographies.

While the fire occurred in an area of ‘superdiversity’ (Vertovec, 2007) owing to generations
of inward migration to the area, British Muslims would feature most prominently in discourses
created in the wake of the fire. The North Kensington area has an established history for both
poverty and diversity since its urbanisation in the 18th century; caused by an influx of Irish and
West Indian migrants in the early 20th century, further arrivals of those from Mediterranean
countries such as Morocco, Spain and Portugal in the mid 20th century (de Haas et al., 2011)
with asylum seekers and refugees arriving from across the world in more recent years. The later
waves of migration involved significant numbers of Muslims from a range of national, religious
and political contexts. However, it is the Moroccans who are most associated with the area,
coming mainly from the “Larache region” of northern Morocco (de Haas et al., 2011, p.7)
which in turn explains how the tower itself became colloquially known as the ‘Moroccan tower’
shortly after its construction (Graham-Harrison, 2017). This association of the area with a large
Muslim population quickly appeared in the broader public discourse on the subject;

‘if it wasn’t for all these young Muslim boys round here, helping us, coming from
Mosque, people would have dead, nuff more people would have dead. Nuff more
people there, they want to talk about them when they are doing wrong, and all this
kind of things, when they doing bad, when they doing good they were the first peo-
ple with bags of water giving to people, helping people, running and telling people’

(The Sun, 2017)

Here, this woman’s dramatic testimony from the kerbside of North Kensington in the
immediate aftermath of the fire directly reference a) not only that the area has an established
Muslim population and Muslim institutions (a Mosque in this case) but b) she engages directly
with, and contests, the dominant political discussions of the time which have framed British
Muslims as a threat to national identity and security which requires regulation, surveillance and
control. As the both the fire, and relief effort in the coming days and weeks, unfolded, both tra-
ditional global media and social media alike would consistently reference the local areas
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Muslim population and their contribution to relief both during and after the fire. It is in this
context that this paper seeks to intervene to investigate how the narratives created by Grenfell
in both traditional and social media contribute to contemporary constructions of British
Muslims.

This is an important intervention because of several interrelated reasons. Grenfell as an
event was heavily ‘editorialised’ even before the fire was extinguished (Joseph Watson, 2017).
However, this means that as well as Grenfell becoming a key ideological battleground for con-
tending vision of the political economy of welfare in the UK, it also became an ideological bat-
tleground for those on the far right who sought to use the fire to further stigmatise British
Muslimss. For example the conspiracy theory website ‘infowars’ was quick to publish an article
that spread on twitter detailing how Muslims celebrated the fire as revenge for British foreign
policy in Iraq and blamed the fire on the chickens of colonialism coming home to roost (Joseph
Watson, 2017). This is rendered even more relevant when considering the dominant conceptions
of social media as a vector for creating and spreading narratives that enable the far right. It has
been argued that social media has been central in ‘meming’ into existence Donald Trump
(Nussbaum, 2017) in an election where significant numbers of individuals believed fake news
stories spread on social media platforms (Allcott & Gentzkow, 2017). This poses the important
question what kinds of discourse would social media facilitate in creating and spreading in such
an ideologically charged situation as the Grenfell fire when discussing such a politicised and
securitized population as British Muslims?

Thus, here insights can be gleaned about British Muslims from the perspective of not only
their social roles in British society, but also how their social boundaries are constructed. This
stems from the specifics of the situation on the ground, occurring in June 2017 during
Ramadan, the Muslim holy month. This actually meant many Muslim residents of the tower
were awake when the fire broke out and were first on the scene at around 01:00 in the morning
as this fell between the nightly opening and closing of the fast before sunrise. Furthermore, this
meant these residents, as a function of the fire occurring at that time of day in that particular
month were pushed into roles as the first responders who went through the building, waking up
many other residents, and being rightly credited as saving lives because of their actions.

Additionally, driven by horrific ineptitude of the local authority and national government
and the specific geographical position of North Kensington, the relief effort in the following
days became dominated by spontaneous efforts and work of transnational aid agencies such as
Islamic Relief. Furthermore, important in this were the local sites that provided space both for
displaced residents to sleep and aid activities to be coordinated, giving local mosques and
Muslim organisations - as well as churches and leisure centres - prime position in media
narratives about the fire’s aftermath. This was in significant contrast to the usual ‘securitised’
(Cesari, 2013; Downing et al., 2015; Eroukhmanoff, 2015; Mavelli, 2013) forms of media
attention given to British Muslims, which has been found to overwhelmingly focus on security,
terror, extremism and debates about best policy response to these issues (Moore et al., 2008).

Social media was not the only important site of discourse that comes out of the Grenfell fire.
More established media outlets such as the Guardian newspaper heavily publicised the victims
of the fire (Guardian, 2017) and their biographical information. This is important because 44 of
the victims were British Muslims, with origins in 10 countries outside of the UK with only one
family have roots in South Asia. Thus, this victimhood offers important insights into the con-
temporary ‘superdiversity’ of the British Muslim population, something that is underexplored
both conceptually and empirically. It is well established that in the sociological and political lit-
erature ‘British Muslim’ is conflated with the numerically dominant communities from South
Asia, namely Pakistan and Bangladesh (Modood, 2006; Moore et al., 2008). Yet, the Grenfell
tragedy, by placing a focus on an area such as North Kensington nuances notions of British-
Muslimness by offering a lens on British Muslims that is not associated with the dominant
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media coverage of them as security concerns and vectors of religious extremism (Moore
et al., 2008).

Rather, Grenfell occurring June 2017 render this moment all the more important as the
disaster occurred during Ramadan, the holy month. This actually meant many Muslim resi-
dents of the tower were awake when the fire broke out and were first on the scene at around
01:00 in the morning as this fell between the nightly opening and closing of the fast before sun-
rise. Furthermore, this meant these residents, as a function of the fire occurring at that time of
day in that particular month were pushed into roles as the first responders who went through
the building, waking up many other residents, and being rightly credited as saving lives because
of their actions.

CONCEPTUALISING BRITISH MUSLIMS, GRENFELL AND
VERNACULAR MEMORY

It is clear from the outset that in bringing an inter-disciplinary approach to bear on an emerging
and complex feature of the social-political landscape that this paper requires utilization of a
number of literatures. This is also in part because this paper seeks to answer both the ‘what’
and the ‘how’ questions regarding the creation of narratives about British Muslims on social
media. In this regard it is important to understand both what is said, in terms of discourses and
narratives that are created, and also how these messages spread across social networks. The first
step on this road is to understand the current context of the dominant discourses around British
Muslims and how as a group they are constructed. This draws on literature about both the spe-
cifics of the British Muslim experience and how it is covered, but also the more theoretical liter-
ature on social boundaries and the mechanisms through which they are constructed. Secondly,
it is also important to understand how online platforms are important sites for the creation of
forms of vernacular and how current accounts lack the ability to account for the means by
which social media platforms are accounted for here. This is important because online vernacu-
lar memory has entered it’s 2.0 phase with the increased use of social media platforms – it is no
longer limited to two-dimensional website online memorials, but it’s construction now occurs
interactively, from the bottom up, across large social networks.

The very discussion of a ‘Muslim’ group raises the spectre of essentialism – it is important
to argue that neither ‘Muslim’ nor ‘British Muslim’ are deployed here unproblematically. The
very use of these terms opens a conceptual ‘can of worms’. The word ‘Muslim’ should not be
used to reinforce unitary and homogenous understandings of social, economic, cultural and
political realities of over a billion individuals, where some are religiously devout and others
entirely secular. Here ‘Islam’ is often used in both scholarship and popular discourse as an
explanatory framework that overrides all other social, political and economic factors in a very
deterministic manor (Semanti, 2011). Furthermore, in a more defined, narrow political sense,
the idea of being ‘Muslim’ is deployed with diverse meanings within the central state in Europe
(Adamson, 2011). This paper must remain open to a diversity of expressions of notions of
British Muslims and their positions vis-à-vis social boundaries in British society. While this is
easier said than done, this task is helped by well-developed body of literature on the formation
of social boundaries in relation to minority communities (Alba, 2005; Anderson, 2006;
Bhabha, 2006). The relational concept of the brightening and blurring of social boundaries
(Alba, 2005) best suites a discussion centred on British Muslims and Grenfell; in its original
conception it highlights ways in which Muslims are constructed as religious, but also ethnic and
racial minorities and how their relations with broader notions of national identity are struc-
tured, which can occur as the ‘brightening’ of boundaries. For Alba, a ‘bright’ boundary is
where there is “no ambiguity in the location of individuals with respect to it” (Alba, 2005;24) and
as such, through processes of social construction, a boundary that is sharp, concrete and
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difficult for individuals to transgress. This contains a clear sentiment that “they are not like us
because …” (Alba, 2005;22) which is clearly seen in the context of extremism where Islamist ter-
rorists do a great deal to differentiate themselves from broader society and repeatedly echoed in
European political discourse that links Islam and political violence (Cesari, 2013;
Eroukhmanoff, 2015).

It is clearly not contentious to argue that in a multitude of ways the social boundaries for
British Muslims have been significantly brightened. However, to fully grasp how this has hap-
pens, and thus in what context this study sites, it is essential to examine how boundaries have
been brightened. The constructivist origin of the category ‘British Muslim’ did not emerge solely
because of migration into the UK, but instead has occurred through successive political and
social developments indivisibly linked to security. Muslims in the UK were subsumed into the
‘black’ category in the early race relations era; the British Muslim category began to take on
salience politically and in media discourse in the era after the Iranian revolution and Satanic
verses episode (Modood, 2006) where Islam and Muslims become situated as existential threats
to the liberal political and social order of the UK. This is something that has accelerated post-
9/11, an event which rapidly increases the coverage of British Muslim related issues in the UK
press (Moore et al., 2008; Poole, 2002). Specifically, this coverage has also been dominated by
specific sub-themes; the recurring principle concerns are terror, religious and cultural differences
between Muslims and the rest of UK society and Islamic extremism (Moore et al., 2008). In
fact, two thirds of coverage during this period situates Muslims as a threat and/or problem
(Moore et al., 2008). To a large degree this coverage strips British Muslims of their
agency – they are reported on, written about yet rarely given a voice (Ahmed, 2009). That said,
this is perhaps misleading, because as a group they have not lacked agency in the forging of
instrumental and political dimensions to the representation of what it means to be a British
Muslim; therefore, ‘British Muslims’ do also express agency and are not solely constructed by
the media (Adamson, 2011; Kahani-Hopkins & Hopkins, 2010). Furthermore, Abbas (2004)
finds that the bringing together of the processes of media and political manufactured
Islamophobia, including increases in radical Islamist political activity, means Muslims are pro-
verbially now caught between a ‘rock and a hard place’; here these two processes intersect to
form a powerful discursive dynamic of negative marginalization.

This curious normative position not only means that boundaries are brightened, but also
that there exist nuanced sub-categories of Muslims – specifically the ‘good’ and the ‘bad’. This
has important ramifications here because as well as boundaries being brightened, they can be
blurred, i.e. that the boundary between an individual and society can become more ambiguous
where “individuals are seen as simultaneously members of the groups on both sides of the bound-
ary” (Alba, 2005;25). However, many examples of the blurring and/or brightening of Muslim
social boundaries have resulted in the creation of a dichotomy of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ Muslims
(inter alia Maira, 2009; Mamdani, 2008; Sirin & Fine, 2007). This is important because even if
social boundaries between British Muslims and British society become blurred as a product of
their coverage during Grenfell, this may not apply to all British Muslims equally. This has been
expressed repeatedly in many different contexts 9/11, for example in gendered discourses where
women in Muslim societies or in the diaspora in the west require liberation from ‘bad’ oppres-
sive Muslim men (Maira, 2009; Mamdani, 2008). In the diaspora context, Sirin and Fine (2007)
uncover a dynamic where Muslims are encouraged to be ‘good’ Muslims to differentiate them-
selves from ‘bad’ Muslims that commit acts of terror.

In examining how online forms of vernacular memory creation around Grenfell intersect
with these diverse ideas of British Muslimness, it is also important to understand the current
state of play vis-à-vis online vernacular memory. It is important here to contrast vernacular
memory, which originates ‘from below’ regarding events which immediately affect them, with
official representations of events which seek to stabilize the dominant social, political and ideo-
logical status quo (Bodnar, 1994). The ability of this to occur online has been enabled the
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internet to be a place where memories are made, remade and stored (Robertson, 2017). Within
such literature, online memorials and responses have been mainly theorized in terms of memo-
rials to terror events and as such those online form important sites of ‘vernacular’ memory
about terror events (Haskins, 2007; Jarvis, 2011). Furthermore, it has been argued they offer
important opportunities to broaden understanding of how events are constructed beyond ‘offi-
cial’ state accounts (Jarvis, 2011). An example such as online commemorations of spontaneous
ground zero memorials to 9/11 demonstrate a tendency to attempt to codify events into perma-
nent or semi-permanent online memorials (Haskins, 2007), an example of such being that cre-
ated by The Guardian Newspaper (Guardian, 2017) listing victims of Grenfell. Absent in these
discussions of online memorials is analysis of the opportunities created by social media commu-
nication; online user generated content created and disseminated about events has been found
to construct, subvert or reinforce notions of social boundaries (Kavakci & Kraeplin, 2017). This
is important because the creation of vernacular memory online has developed into its ‘2.0’ itera-
tion where it is no longer the case that it is created on ‘flat’ websites where the editorial control
rests with the webmaster. Rather, social media platforms enable a ‘3D’ creation of vernacular
memory where the twitter events that occur in the wake of major events enable individuals to
form, shape, share and/or contest narratives of vernacular memory from below outside of edito-
rial control.

This has particular importance within the Grenfell context because here user generated con-
tent constructed major aspects of the unfolding event. This crossed over into mainstream media
coverage where much of the now iconic images of the outside of the building on fire and the
harrowing videos of those trapped inside who would die were broadcast in the mainstream
media. This was user generated and sent via social media platforms such as Facebook and
Snapchat. This was something of a novel situation, because previously even if those inside had
been able to film, without sharing platforms footage would have perished with the victims; this
connectivity provided important insights into the disaster as it unfolded in real time from the
victim’s perspective. Additionally, and importantly for this analysis, uncertainty reigning both
during the disaster and in the days that followed about causes and the inadequacy of the gov-
ernment and local authorities in the relief effort were significant subjects of debate on social
media platforms such as twitter. They key aspect of this massive discussion which this paper
picks up on and uses to analysis the constructions of social boundaries for British Muslims
behaviour of narratives and networks during this event is the construction of Muslims during
the disaster. This brings this question of vernacular memory to bear not just on discussions of
the ongoing definition of British Muslims in broader discourses, but also offers broader insight
into the ability of social media, due to its lack of editorial control, to act as a conduit of fake
news during such situations of uncertainty. Thus, the social media data analysed here directly
discusses Muslim residents of the tower in terms of being victims, providers of relief and worry-
ingly, potentially protagonists in starting the fire as a terror attack. Therefore, as well as the
more ‘traditional’ constructions of vernacular memory such as that created by the Guardian in
terms of victim profiles after the fire, social media was one of the prime means by which mem-
ory was created during the fire and in the days after.

MIXED METHODOLOGICAL APPROACHES TO BRITISH MUSLIMS

This study applies a critical discourse analysis (CDA) approach to narratives produced about
British Muslims during the Grenfell fire using two data sets – the discourses created on the
social media platform Twitter, and victim profiles published in the Guardian Newspaper. These
data sources have been selected because they offer two different kinds of insights into the con-
struction of social boundaries for British Muslims with the twitter data (44,007 tweets) offering
a ‘bottom up’ look into the spontaneous creation of narratives by social media users. The
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Guardian victim profiles (44 Muslim victim profiles) provide the kinds of in-depth biographical
information about Muslim victims that provide details about their countries of origins and life-
styles which are often all to absent from media coverage which disproportionately covers them
as ethnically ‘South Asian’ and extremists/security threats.

CDA offers insights into how texts can be analysed critically, examining text for narratives
and the power relations contained within (Kress, 2012; van Dijk, 1993; Weiss & Wodak, 2003).
To adapt this approach to the specifics of the data analysed here, the paper uses a common
framework of thematic analysis to enable the coding of both data sets for themes, using a six-
step process (Braun, 2006; Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006). This begins with familiarisation
with the data to create thematic coding categories which are then employed in a reflexive pro-
cesses where they are constantly evaluation as a research codes the data. However, while a simi-
lar thematic CDA approach can be applied to the two sets of data, both have very different
access requirements. While the Guardian victim biographies can be easily found online under
the title ‘The lives of Grenfell’ (Guardian, 2017), twitter data requires either a) capture during
an event or b) purchasing after the event.

Here the data was purchased post-facto from a third-party supplier, Texifter. This was
because it was not clear during the initial unfolding of the fire that Muslims would receive such
attention in the discourse, which only became clear in the days following the fire. Additionally,
the purchasing of the data in this way also guaranteed not only a full data set of every un-
deleted tweet, they also come with a number of useful metrics, such as influence score, which
can be helpful in their analysis. As preliminary research using twitters advanced search feature
demonstrated that no central hashtag (#) emerged during discussions of Muslims during the
fire, it was decided that the data would be collected using a keyword search (Grenfell and
Muslim) in a time series (96 hours or 4 days, from the 14th to the 17th June 2017 inclusive), giv-
ing a total of 44,007 tweets. Discovertext was then used to analyse the tweets as the software
enables a use to generate both samples based upon a random percentage of the total sample,
and to conduct the thematic coding with its online text analytics platform. A key advantage of
Discovertext, as well as its intuitive user-friendly design, is its powerful machine learning capa-
bilities. This means that the platform contains a classifier which can be trained using a small
sample to classify the rest of a data set. This is extremely important for researchers that are
seeking to thematically analysis a data set such as this who are working alone and do not have
the resources of research assistants or teams to aid in the coding process. Here, 5% samples were
chosen (2,200) for the final analysis. This allowed 10% of the sample (220) to be manually
coded to train the classifier to classify the full 2,000 tweets. These classifications were them
checked manually with any necessary alterations made, which saved significant time and effort.

ANALYSING NARRATIVES ABOUT BRITISH MUSLIMS THROUGH
GRENFELL: NUANCING AND RECONSTRUCTING WITH BOTH THE
BANAL AND THE EXTRAORDINARY

The two different data sets enabled insight to be gained into two different ways that the social
boundaries of Muslims were constructed during the Grenfell fire. The twitter data provided
insights into how social boundaries are constructed extra-ordinarily in the particularities in a
one-off tragic event where Muslims spontaneously acted as first responders during the fire and
aid givers in the days after. The particularities of the fire present a unique and tragic moment
where the Muslim residents of the fire, through being up for Ramadan, are the ‘first responders’
seeking to alert, evaluate and shelter neighbours as the fire unfolded and again became care
givers in the coming days due the incompetence of both the national and local British state.
However, as with any major social or political event, social media was also quick to circulate
‘fake news’, conspiracy theories and hate narratives that situated Muslims as celebrating the
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fire, even causing it, and using it as an excuse to convert people to Islam. Given the established
knowledge of social media platforms as conduits for such information (Allcott &
Gentzkow, 2017; Nussbaum, 2017) it is not a foregone conclusion that the positive narratives
would be spread on social media.

The paper also seeks to analyse how social boundaries for British Muslims are constructed
through Grenfell in the ‘banal’ aspects of Muslim lives and biographies which emerged after
the fire in the Guardian newspaper in the feature ‘The Lives of Grenfell’ (Guardian, 2017).
Here these provide important narratives which nuance discourses of British Muslimhood by
shining a light onto the regional, ethnic and professional composition of the community. Thus,
these are the ‘banal’ aspects and unrelated to the fire – however they only come to light through
the fire taking place and thus the media shines a light onto a poorly examined and understood
feature of the British Muslims experience, albeit through the specifics of a neglected tower block
in West London.

Saviours or Protagonists? British Muslims and Discourse During Grenfell

Referring back to the conceptualization of Grenfell as a highly ‘editorialised’ event
(Rustin, 2018), analysing the discourse of the tweets involved in the fire is an important step in
understanding what kinds of narratives were created and shared on twitter. This is important
because this paper has also demonstrated the paradoxical nature of events which could be
spread about the role of Muslims during the fire, both positively as first responders during the
fire, but also negatively as celebrating the fire (Joseph Watson, 2017). This is made all the more
relevant by the significant uncertainty which rained during and after the fire where objective,
reliable facts about any aspect of the fire and the response to it were hard to come by. Thus, it
is important to pose the question how these objective occurrences translated into subjective
social constructions on social media. To answer this question discourses created on twitter
about Muslims and Grenfell are measured in two different ways which give two different kinds
on insights into the how discourse is created and shared on social media. The first, and broad-
est, insights are gained from coding a 5% random sample taken from the total mass of tweets.
This gives a broad picture of all discourses created on the subject and thus provides an insight,
if partial, into the big picture of total discourse created. However interesting these insights are,
there is a limitation to this approach because all discourse on social media is not ‘created equal’.
This is because not all discourse is engaged with or spread, with the most extreme case being an
individual tweeting something about Muslims and Grenfell and it receiving no engagements at
all by other users – i.e. no retweets, likes or responses – and thus just sits isolated in the twitter
ether. This does beg a question as to how we account for discourses that are more important
and spread with vigour through the social network, are liked, retweeted and responded to and
thus are not only likely to reach a much wider audience, through retweets and likes making
them show up in more peoples feeds, but also demonstrate engagement from individuals. Fortu-
nately, the full ‘fire hose’ data supplied by Texifter comes with many metrics attached, one of
which is an ‘influence score’ that is a metric of how much is a tweet is engaged with thus it is
possible to rank the entire data set by this influence score and thus get a snapshot of what are
the most influential discourses. This is somewhat limited as this remains a crude metric – it does
not provide a) a factored of whether engagements are positive, negative or neutral and b) can-
not account for the motivation that the audience has for engaging with the tweet, nor whether
they take the information contained in the tweet seriously. Thus, will the sample ranked by
influence score adds something to the wide-angle picture provided by the random sample, it still
comes with caveats. Here it is worth analysing the two discourses separately and contrasting
how they construct Muslims during the fire differently. This is important because not only do
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the proportions of tweets under certain categories change, but also categories disappear once
the tweets are ranked by influence score.

The discourse which appears in the 5% of random tweets (table 1) overwhelmingly con-
structs Muslims in positive terms (69%) as providing support during the fire (61%) and aid in
the days after (8%). This is important because in broad terms this blurs the social boundaries of
British Muslims through their contribution to the humanitarian effort during and after the fire.
In addition to this, a further 2% of the random sample of tweets directly promoted the
Britishness reflected in the Muslim contribution to the relief effort, thus further strengthening
this process of enabling individuals from this group to ‘blur’ the boundary and thus be both
Muslims and British. Indeed, the tweets went further simply spreading positive stories, with the
second most numerous category condemning a protest outside a mosque which was offering
relief by the far-right group ‘Britain First’ who have been linked to spreading hate speech about
Muslims in the UK. Interestingly, only 2% of the random sample reflect anti-Muslim sentiment
and fake news stories about the fire. This is important because even in this sample, where
engagement is not taken into account, fake news and hate speech do not play a significant role
in the constructions of British Muslims during Grenfell thus the pre-disposition of twitter to
spread fake news or right-wing narratives (Allcott & Gentzkow, 2017; Nussbaum, 2017) is not
expressed in this sample.

To gain insights into how the total discourse expressed on twitter towards Muslims during
Grenfell changes when considering engagements this paper also analysed the top 5% of tweets
by influence score (table 2). This provides interesting results because it actually amplifies the
proportion of tweets covering the positive actions of Muslims during and after the fire to a score
of 74%. Again, despite the possibility of negative narratives to spread through the network, the
overwhelming twitter coverage commented on Muslims as making a positive contribution to
the relief effort during and after the fire. This accounts for 74% of the most influential tweets
during the fire. As such, while social media responses to political events have received signifi-
cant coverage in the for being conduits of ‘fake news’ (Allcott & Gentzkow, 2017;
Nussbaum, 2017) and ‘hate speech’ this example actually presents a countervailing logic.
Rather, here the stories that spread concentrated on Muslims raising the alarm and alerting
neighbours to the fire, partially due to them being awake due to Ramadan. In line with the

TABLE 1 Proportion of tweets and their coding category for a 5% random sample of all tweets.

Coding Category: % of random sample

Positive coverage of Muslim relief during and after fire 69%

Condemning far right protest outside mosque 21%

Parodies of fake news stories created about fire 5%

Anti-Muslim sentiment and anti-Muslim fake news stories 2%

Promoting the Britishness of Muslims 2%

Disgust at the scale of the fire 1%

TABLE 2 Proportion of tweets in the top 5% of influence score and their narrative content.

Coding Category % of sample ranked by influence score

Positive coverage of saving lives during fire and f 74%

Condemning far-right protest outside mosque 15%

Parodying conspiracy theories about the fire 3%

Tweets negative about Muslims i.e. using fire to convert Christians 1%

Un-codable (non-Latin characters/foreign languages) 7%
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random sample above, tweets went further by also condemning the Britain First protest, but the
proportion of this story as proportion of total narratives dropped from 21% to 15%. Again,
some anti-Muslim tweets did appear, but once again were an extremely small number (1%) of
the total tweets by influence, but here the narrative content did change, with the particular this
small narrative clustering around a conspiracy theory that Muslims were using the fire and its
aftermath to convert Christians in the area to Islam. Thus, the proportion of tweets does not
change dramatically when one samples by influence score, with the only group of tweets dis-
appearing relates to those tweets promoting the Britishness of those Muslims which took part in
the relief effort once the tweets were ranked by influence score. However, both samples show
that both anti-Muslims conspiracy theories and hate speech did not make any significant gro-
und in the tweets analysed, which importantly demonstrates that social media platforms are not
per se destined to be ripe for the spreading of such narratives.

However it would unwise to cover the positive nature of such narratives without going
deeper into examining how such positive depictions of Muslims relate to the ‘good Muslim’
‘Bad Muslim’ dichotomy so prevalent since 9/11 and the war on terror (Mamdani, 2008; Sirin
& Fine, 2007). Here, a dichotomy is created both within the Muslim diaspora and within
Muslim societies where ‘good’ Muslims should be protected from, or indeed armed to violently
confront, ‘bad’ Muslims who violate human rights and/or take part in terror episodes. This was
a key logic which justified the intervention in Afghanistan in the wake of 9/11 and the arming
of proxy militias to confront the Taliban. Here, while not explicitly mentioned, the Muslims
acting in interest of their neighbours during the Grenfell fire did so not to make a point of being
‘good’ Muslims but rather on humanitarian grounds. However, it is possible that this action
could be used to contrast with other ‘less god’ or ‘bad’ Muslims who either are not presented
with such a dramatic opportunity to aid in saving lives, or were physically unable to. The micro
theatre of British Muslimness in which this operates is particularly relevant here, as the broader
North Kensington/North Westminster area in which the tower sat has produced a large number
of British Jihadis who committed atrocities for the so-called Islamic State in Syria and Iraq.
This includes ‘Jihadi John’ (Mohammed Emwazi) and Abdel Majed Abdel Bary the so called
‘hip-hop jihadist’ (Herrman, 2014). Thus, although not prominent in the coverage of the fire,
the micro-politics of the area produces both ‘good’ and ‘bad’ Muslims. However, turning the
logic on its head somewhat, given the chronology of the narratives about British Muslims which
emerge out of this micro WHAT the jihadis appeared before the Grenfell saviours, and as such
by highlighting positive Muslim actions during an such an event, it greatly nuances the coverage
of Muslims in the area as not simply security threats, ready to depart to the next jihadi theatre
of war to commit heinous acts of violence. Thus, on balance this has clear implications for
social boundary construction because in this particular case the dominant narratives to emerge
in the discourse about British Muslims was positive, and constructed them as important human-
itarian parts of British society, even stepping into the gulf left by the British state. Here, as
Alba (2005; 25) points out ‘individuals are seen as simultaneously members of the groups on
both sides of the boundary’ by being both Muslims, and also part of the relief effort in one of
the most significant national disasters in British living memory.

Examining Contemporary British Muslim Superdiversity through the lens of
victimhood

Moving on from the discourse created on twitter about British Muslims during Grenfell, this
paper also analyses a second data set in the victim biography’s presented in the guardian news-
paper as ‘The Lives of Grenfell’ (Guardian, 2017). The emergence of victim biographies in the
guardian newspaper are powerful instances of public discourse about British Muslims and have
the ability to shape social boundaries in important ways. In particular, they do this by
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showcasing the heterogeneity of the British Muslims population. Sociologically, this is an
important phenomena to observe when thinking about how this event nuanced constructions of
British Muslims. This is because the discourse has been dominated by conceptions of ‘British
Muslims’ as intrinsically linked to South Asia (Abbas, 2004). The Grenfell tragedy demon-
strated something quite different. As Vertovec (2007) has argued, diffuse migrations from
increasingly diverse locals have produced a situation where the post-World War II situation of
clearly identifiable minority groups, mostly from a countries ex-colonies, dominated labour
migration and policy debates, has broken down. Here, migrations from diverse locals, moti-
vated by diverse concerns such as war, famine, political oppression in addition to economic
migration have meant these structures have been supplanted by a ‘super-diverse’ picture of
migrant communities being increasingly diverse, but also increasingly scattered. This notion has
yet to be applied to specific sub-groups of migrants and minorities. Here, the fact that the vic-
tims of Grenfell tower were either born in, or had ancestry in, 10 Muslim countries with only
one family having roots in South Asia (Bangladesh)1. This shows how the British Muslim popu-
lation has become increasingly diverse in the past 50 years, driven by such diverse political
events as the war in Afghanistan, revolution in Iran, oppression in Eritrea and even the recent
conflict in Syria. This is important because it opens up the notion of being a British Muslim to
far broader conceptions of diversity of cultures, customs, origins and indeed reasons for coming
to Britain than has received mainstream coverage which has all too much focused on either
Muslims as South Asian, and/or British Muslims as security concerns. Indeed, this diversity,
while on the surface having very little to offer in terms of a broader discussion of the securitiza-
tion of British Muslims, on deeper inspection offers some interesting insights. Roe () argues that
one of the key ways to de-securitise minority groups is through moving discourse around them
from homogeneity to heterogeneity. Thus, this exposure of the diversity of British Muslimness
by Grenfell not only demonstrates the empirical reality of a highly dynamic, diverse and varied
community, it also opens the door to de-securitising British Muslims through showing this
diversity.

CONCLUSIONS ON BRITISH MUSLIMHOOD AND GRENFELL

This paper has demonstrated that the Grenfell fire, as well as shining a light on the problematic
nature of austerity and social housing policy in the UK, it also has far wider political and social
implications as a lens through which to view the contemporary British Muslim experience. This
is important because it is not only the exceptional circumstances of the fire that forced British
Muslims into the heroic role of first responders that is important here, but also the banal narra-
tives that emerge out of the victimhood of Muslims who died in the fire. This victimhood
enabled details to emerge about the makeup of the British Muslim population that showed,
at least in the North Kensington context, the population has become ‘super-diverse’
(Vertovec, 2007) and defies the simplistic conceptions of British Muslims as being synonymous
with being ‘South Asian’. Rather, the significant world events that have driven inward migra-
tion into the UK in the decades since mass labour migration from South Asia have meant that
British Muslims have roots across Asia, Africa and the Middle East. Indeed adding to the
nuancing of Muslims identities are the ways in which the banal details of everyday life which
emerge in these victim profiles also blur social boundaries for British Muslims because they give
depictions of British Muslims that do not confirm to the ‘brightened’ conceptions of Muslims
as security threats or religious extremists which sit outside of notions of Britishness.

Analysing the twitter output in the 96 hours after the fire shows that the exceptional events of
the fire, and the fact that British Muslims acted as first responders also had important blurring

1The countries were: Syria Morocco, Lebanon, Eritria, Ethiopia, Sudan, Egypt, Bangladesh, Afghanistan and Iran.
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consequences for social boundaries because this concern for humanity goes far beyond specifi-
cally caring for other Muslims and shows how British Muslims are part of British society and not
living separately from it. However, what is also significant are the broader observation this
enables us to make about social media more generally – despite there being fake news narratives
created in the context of Grenfell, it is noteworthy that in this instance twitter was not a conduit
for their spread. Rather, both in a random 5% sample of tweets, and 5% ranked by influence
score, such stories do not account for more than single digit percentage totals in each case.

Additionally, this paper contributes to a broader discussion of the role of social media plat-
forms in acting as new ways of creating online vernacular memory. Previous conceptions of
websites being important places where vernacular forms of memory require a greater compliment
of work which also looks at the ways that social media platforms act in this way and also give a
far broader dimension to the editorial and participatory possibilities in the creation of such mem-
ory. This is particularly important when it comes to vernacular memory given that it is the impor-
tant site for the creation of accounts about events away from official, state lead accounts of
events. Thus social media seems to be the ideal place to look when seeking to understand how
individuals look to create narratives about specific events. This case study of Grenfell buttresses
this idea because twitter here has been important in creating a site of vernacular memory that sit-
uates Muslims as having a positive role in what was an extremely negative situation. This does,
however, not totally negate the roll of more static web-based forms of vernacular memory as the
analysis of the guardian profiles demonstrate how such sites are still important. Additionally, fur-
ther investigation is required to fully flesh out the relationships that form during such events
between social and mainstream forms of media. This is because many of the narratives spread by
twitter are not totally user generated but rather draw on media stories from mainstream outlets.
The contemporary media landscape is rendered all the more complex by the fact that mainstream
media also made extensive use of user generated content both inside and outside the tower during
the fire. Thus in the field more generally, as well as within the specifics of the study of vernacular
memory more specifically more thinking is required to fully understand this relationship. Thus, it
is becoming ever more clear that discussing social media separately from established forms of
media is unwise, and that any predictions that social media would totally eclipse traditional forms
of media would be incorrect and rather what we are saying is every more interdependence
between tradition and social forms of media.
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