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In recent years, many European countries have passed policies regulating the wearing of 
religious symbols in public places. Many see these laws as targeting religiously-observant 
Muslim women. What effect might these policies have on public attitudes towards immigrants 
from outside of Europe, many of whom are Muslim? We argue that public discussion of 
restricting religious symbols can influence public attitudes towards immigrants by signaling to 
the public that religiously-observant Muslims are not members of a socially constructed in-group 
and by heightening in-group/out-group distinctions, leading public attitudes to become more 
negative towards immigrants. To test this hypothesis, we draw on public opinion data from the 
Eurobarometer Survey Series to measure public affect towards immigrants between 2009 and 
2018 in three European countries that passed laws banning the wearing of full-face veils: France, 
Belgium, and Austria. We also use Pew Global Attitudes Survey data to look closely at specific 
attitudes towards Muslims in France and other European countries in 2006 and 2011. This study 
provides a deeper understanding of anti-Muslim and anti-immigrant attitudes in Europe and how 
they are affected by public policy.  
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In recent years, many European countries have passed policies to restrict the wearing of religious 

symbols in public places. Beginning in the mid-2000s, several Western European countries 

began discussing religious symbols bans, with some focusing specifically on banning face 

coverings. Since 2011, five European Union countries (France, Belgium, Austria, Denmark, and 

Latvia) have instituted total or partial bans on wearing face coverings. Furthermore, in addition 

to the Lombardy region of Italy in 2015, numerous cities, including major European hubs, such 

as Barcelona, have instituted bans (“The Islamic Veil Across Europe” 2018). 

These laws and regulations are often perceived as targeting Muslims (Bilsky 2008, 

Howard 2013) arising in response to a perceived cultural threat (Scott 2005, Edmunds 2012). 

Given this perception, we may expect these laws to impact public attitudes towards Muslims. 

Yet, we know little about whether these expectations are born out in reality. When countries pass 

policies seen as restricting the religious practices of religious minority populations, how do 

public attitudes respond?  

 In Europe, immigration from outside the European Union is dominated by those coming 

from Muslim-majority countries (for more on the relationship between Islam and immigration in 

Europe, see Pfaff and Gill (2006)). For most Europeans, non-EU immigrants are assumed to be 

Muslim. Many Europeans have expressed some degree of identity threat over increasing levels of 

immigration into the EU by Muslims. As Pfaff and Gill (2006) write, “Most Europeans see the 

assimilation of Muslim immigrants into secular society as essential to preserving their heritage.” 

In November 2020, French President Emmanuel Macron asked Muslim leaders to support a 

“charter of republican values” to counter Islamist separatism (BBC News 2020). To understand 

the impact of such policies on public attitudes towards non-EU immigrants, we use 
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Eurobarometer survey data from three countries that enacted laws restricting religious clothing 

(France, Belgium, and Austria). 

 We propose that policies directed at restricting the wearing of religious clothing send the 

public a signal about the identity of Muslims in the country; specifically, they are not part of the 

national in-group. Because this signal will make in-group/out-group distinctions more salient, we 

expect it will lead attitudes towards Muslims to become more negative. Additionally, because 

immigrants are overwhelmingly understood to be Muslim, we expect attitudes towards 

immigrants to become more negative in the time leading up to the passage of these laws. Finally, 

as the time from the passage of the law increases, we expect attitudes towards immigrants to 

return to baseline levels as public attention to the laws decreases. 

 

Religious Clothing Restrictions  

In 2004, France instituted a religious symbols ban, which restricted the wearing of “ostentatious” 

religious symbols in public schools. While this ban included symbols such as yarmulkes and 

large crucifixes, it was seen by many as targeting the Islamic veil (Croucher 2008), a religious 

head covering worn by observant Muslim women. In 2011, France enacted a law directly 

prohibiting the covering of one’s face in public, a law that was perceived by many as intending 

to prevent Muslim women from wearing the niqab or burqa. Belgium quickly followed suit, 

enacting a similar law a few months later. Further still, Austria passed a law banning face 

coverings in 2017, Latvia also banned face coverings in 2017, and Denmark enacted a ban in 

2018. While these bans on face coverings are broadly worded, they are colloquially known as 

“burqa bans” (Roberts 2011), indicating that they are widely viewed as being aimed at the 

wearing of veils by Muslim women. 
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What is the impetus behind such laws? Explanations for why such laws are necessary 

generally fall into two categories: the first, most frequently used, and most important for our 

argument in this study, concerns identity. A second and far less cited explanation focuses on 

safety concerns. For many European countries, religious symbols are viewed as inappropriate for 

the public square (Mullally 2011) and even offensive to secular, Western culture (Grillo and 

Shah 2013, Bowen 2007). This is especially true in France and Belgium, where laïcité1 is written 

into national law and where visible signs of Muslim religiosity are sometimes interpreted as 

deliberate provocation (Bila 2019). Although some see Muslim women who wear the veil as 

displaying a political and not a religious symbol (Joppke 2009, 53), for many, the tension 

between religion and secularism has led to cultural conflict as religious immigrants have moved 

into Western European societies (Fernando 2014).  

Looking specifically at the issue of Muslim women wearing head and face coverings, 

some view it as symbolizing the oppression of women (Hewitt and Koch 2011)2 and associate it 

with extremist groups, such as the Taliban (Silvestri 2012). It has been argued that women, 

especially young girls, do not want to wear the veil and are forced to do so by men (Grillo and 

Shah 2013). Those who see women who veil as oppressed or ill-treated fear that cultural norms 

of unequal treatment of women will erode Western, liberal norms (Silvestri 2012). They view 

laws restricting religious clothing as liberating for women who would otherwise be forced to 

wear a veil they would rather not. These laws also protect Western values of equal rights for men 

and women.   

                                                           
1 Laïcité is a type of secularism that prescribes a prohibition of government involvement with religious organizations 
and a prohibition of religious engagement with the state while also promoting civic and republican ideals (Naas 
2007). 
2 Hewitt and Koch (2011) explicitly examine the wearing of the hijab, a headscarf that does not cover the face. Other 
coverings include the niqab, which covers a large portion of the face, leaving the area around the eyes clear. The 
burqa covers the entirety of the face, including the eyes, which are covered with a mesh screen. 
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Beyond women’s rights issues, there are other cultural reasons why Western European 

countries may be uncomfortable with the overt religious symbolism displayed by Muslim women 

who veil. One reason may be that clothing that conceals the face is unusual and can be offensive 

in Western culture (Hewitt and Koch 2011). For example, Jack Straw, a leader of the UK Labour 

Party in 2006, published an editorial about how meeting with veiled women made him 

uncomfortable because he could not see whom he was talking to (Straw 2006). 

The evident cultural roots of opposition to religious veils that cover all or part of the face 

became particularly clear after the onset of the Covid-19 pandemic in 2020 when many countries 

began to mandate the wearing of face masks for health reasons. These masks obscure the faces of 

the wearers in a similar way to a niqab, yet are accepted and even embraced by European 

society. As historian Joan Wallach Scott put it, “the secular science versus religious Muslim 

dichotomy is operating so that nobody sees it as ironic or as a contradiction at all” (McAuley 

2020).   

 Although explanations for religious clothing restrictions that are explicitly tied to identity 

are the most common, some explanations focus on safety concerns. For instance, some argue that 

terrorists could use hijabs to hide bombs or their faces. Indeed, Yassin Omar, one of the bombers 

in London on July 21, 2005, fled dressed in a burqa. Likewise, Belgian convert Muriel 

Degauque, a suicide bomber in Baghdad on November 9, 2005, was also dressed in a burqa 

(Silvestri 2012). However, these safety arguments may be overstated. As Hunter-Henin (2012) 

writes, “the French ban on the burqa is therefore likely to be regarded as a disproportionate 

reaction to a minority practice which no evidence connects to any security threats or social 

unrest, except for a feeling of social discomfort.”  
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 Notably, the explanations regarding identity place Muslims as cultural and religious 

“others” outside of the traditional European identity (similar to how Kalkan, Layman, and 

Uslaner 2009 argue they are outsiders in American society). That is, wearing the hijab is the 

most visible symbol of Islam (Chakraborti and Zempi 2012). Thus, laws restricting religious 

symbols cast Muslims as outsiders, indicating that Muslims should not be considered entirely 

European.  

As research on Social Identity Theory (SIT) has established, an individual’s attitudes are 

influenced by whether someone is perceived to be a member of one’s own in-group or a member 

of an out-group (Tajfel and Wilkes 1963, Tajfel and Turner 1979, Tajfel 1981). Moreover, those 

outside of one’s own in-group are often thought of in less-positive terms (Pettigrew 1979, Miles 

1990). These judgments are usually made based on readily-observable traits like race, ethnicity, 

or gender; or based on frames provided by the media or political leaders (Feezell, Glazier, and 

Boydstun 2019, Iyengar 1991). Much of the recent controversy in Europe around immigration 

and identity has centered on Muslim immigrants, and therefore, one may be tempted to focus 

specifically on Islam. However, there is reason to believe that feelings of identity threat are not 

tied to Islam or any one religion.  

Research by Helbling and Traunmüller (2018) uses a survey experiment to demonstrate 

that, rather than Islam itself, it is the anti-liberal religious conservatism that many associate with 

Islam that leads many Europeans to hold negative attitudes towards Muslim immigrants. 

Importantly, respondents included in the experiment hold similarly negative attitudes towards 

anti-liberal religiously conservative Christians. This suggests that rather than any specific 

religion, it is values seen as different from liberal and secular values that are being rejected. This 

reflects some of the justifications for religious clothing restrictions (Grillo and Shah 2013, 
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Silvestri 2012). In simple terms, values, which are associated with social identity, are the key 

marker for favorability.  

 As political and social discussions around Muslim religious clothing, and proposed laws 

restricting clothing typically worn by Muslim women, became more salient in the lead up to the 

passage of these laws in European countries, Muslims were increasingly portrayed as being 

threatening outsiders who do not adhere to societal values (Carland 2011). Media coverage 

became more focused on the idea that Muslim women should not veil in public as common sense 

(Byng 2010) and, in France, as fundamentally unFrench (Roberts 2011, 11). Many saw the face 

coverings as a symbol of otherness and cultural difference (Weber 2004, 33). In France, research 

by Amiraux (2016) shows “the omnipresence of public discussions about religious otherness”  

related to Muslim women and the veil laws. In line with SIT, we posit that these discussions and 

the way they signal Muslims’ outsider status contribute to increasing negativity toward Muslims.  

Further, as attitudes towards Muslims and immigrants from outside the EU are very 

closely tied amongst Europeans (Echebarria‐Echabe and Fernández‐Guede 2006), increasing 

perceptions of Muslims as outsiders likely carry over to the issue of immigration. As such a large 

number of immigrants in Europe are Muslims, anti-immigrant sentiment is functionally anti-

Muslim sentiment (Dolezal, Helbling, and Hutter 2010, Fetzer and Soper 2003). Bila (2019) 

describes the situation in France as one where Islam was portrayed as an entirely foreign religion 

with no place in French society, where the terms “immigrant”, “Arab”, and “Muslim” were 

interchangeable in public discourse.  

Anti-Muslim rhetoric likely also impacts attitudes towards immigrants through another 

path: heightening in-group identity. As the lines between in-group and out-group are drawn more 

starkly, “Europeans” might find themselves on one side, with both Muslims and immigrants on 
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the other. By making identity more salient in daily conversation, anti-Muslim rhetoric could 

increase animosity towards any group perceived to be part of an out-group (Haslam et al. 1999, 

Reynolds et al. 2001).  

Thus, in considering the impact of laws prohibiting religious symbols, we expect to see a 

negative effect on attitudes towards both Muslims and immigrants. Time, however, is an 

important component of understanding the impact of these laws on individual attitudes. The 

passage of the laws and the public discussion around them places Muslims outside of the 

national in-group and heightens feelings of division between the in-group and out-group. It 

follows, therefore, that there will be greater discussion of in-group/out-group boundaries when 

the passage of a veil ban approaches. These conversations are likely to trigger negative attitudes 

towards both Muslims and immigrants, who are perceived as part of Europe’s out-group. Thus, 

we hypothesize:  

H1: Attitudes towards immigrants will grow more negative as the passage of a 
religious symbols ban approaches. 

 

After the passage of the laws, we expect public discussion, and heightened in-group/out-

group divisions, will decline. Thus, we hypothesize:  

H2: Attitudes towards immigrants will grow more positive as time since the 
passage of a religious symbols ban increases. 

 

Research Design 

To test our expectations, we use individual-level data from the Eurobarometer Survey Series 

from 2009 through 2018 in France, Belgium, and Austria (i.e., three countries that have passed 

bans on face coverings). We also compare Pew Global Attitudes data in France in 2006, when 

there was little public discussion of banning full-face veils, to 2011, when the law banning full-
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face coverings was passed. We compare the French data to data from three other European 

countries: Germany, Spain, and the United Kingdom. The primary statistical model discussed 

below uses data from the Eurobarometer Survey Series. Compared to the Pew data, it contains a 

more complete dataset in terms of having consistent questions asked over time and having 

necessary control variables. The dependent variable we use in testing the above expectations is 

individual affect towards immigrants in France, Belgium, and Austria.  

This variable is operationalized using the question, “Please tell me whether each of the 

following statements evokes a positive or negative feeling for you…Immigration of people from 

outside the EU.” Respondents were asked to indicate if their feeling was “very positive,” “fairly 

positive,” “fairly negative,” or “very negative.” Respondents who indicated a “very positive” 

feeling were coded with a value of 0, while those with a “very negative” feeling were coded with 

a value of 3. The mean for this variable is 1.804, with a standard deviation of 0.862.3 As the 

dependent variable in this study ranges from 0 to 3, all analyses use ordered logistic regression.4 

We use two main independent variables to test the above hypotheses. First, we expect 

that public attitudes towards immigrants will grow more negative as the passage of a religious 

symbols ban approaches and that attitudes towards immigrants will grow more positive as time 

                                                           
3 For descriptive statistics regarding all variables in this study, see Table A.1 in the appendix. 
4 Observations are nested in countries. Ideally, we would cluster standard errors on the country. However, as we have 
limited data in Austria after the ban, clustering standard errors by country creates a highly singular variance matrix, 
making it challenging to calculate confidence intervals for marginal effects. Therefore, we do not cluster our standard 
errors on the country in our main analysis. However, we have run a similar model in which we cluster the standard 
errors on the country (see Model A.1 in Table A.2 in the appendix). The results of this model are nearly identical to 
the results in our primary model, in which standard errors are not clustered. Further, we also run models in which 
dummy variables for Belgium and Austria are included (see Model A.2 in Table A.2 in the appendix). As these dummy 
variables make substantive interpretation difficult, they are not included in the main models. However, the results are 
nearly identical to those of the primary model of this study. 
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after the passage of a religious symbols ban passes. Simply put, we expect a curvilinear 

relationship.  

Therefore, the first main independent variable measures the number of months before or 

after the passage of a religious symbols ban in a country an observation occurs. For example, the 

religious symbols ban was passed in France in April 2011. In Belgium, it was passed in June 

2011. In Austria, a ban was passed in February 2017. The range for this variable is -27 to 77, 

with a mean of 32.856 and a standard deviation of 33.924. The second main independent variable 

included is a quadratic of the number of months before or after the passage of a religious 

symbols ban an observation occurs. This second independent variable accounts for the 

curvilinear expectation.5 

Beyond the main independent variables, several control variables are also included in the 

following analysis. First, as there is a likelihood that the overall number of immigrants in a 

country might influence public attitudes towards immigrants, we include a control for the 

proportion of the population that is foreign born. The data regarding the number of foreign-born 

residents in a country is derived from the OECD, while data regarding the population of each 

country is derived from Eurostat. Importantly, for each country in the analysis, the proportion of 

foreign-born residents to the total population grows each year, except in 2012 in Belgium and 

2016 in France, where there are drops of less than .001. 

Further, several individual-level demographic variables are included. As the left-right 

position of an individual is likely to be correlated with attitudes towards immigration, we include 

                                                           
5 Our choice of modeling strategy—using months before and after the passage of a religious symbols, as well as the 
quadradic—in order to capture the curvilinear nature of the public opinion, means that modeling countries that did 
not pass bans impossible. We are able to compare attitudes between countries with and without bans using Pew data 
later in the paper.  



 
 

10 

a measure of each respondent’s self-reported position on a left-right scale, 1 being the most left 

and 10 being the most right. Additionally, we include a dummy variable indicating if a person is 

employed or not.6 We also include a variable indicating the age at which a respondent completed 

their education, with a higher value likely indicating a higher degree of education. A variable 

indicating respondent age is also included. Further, a variable indicating a respondent’s gender is 

included with a value of 1 if a respondent identified himself as male and a value of 0 if a 

respondent identified herself as female. Moreover, a dummy variable for marital status is 

included, with a married respondent being denoted with a value of 1 and all others as zero. 

Finally, as anti-immigrant attitudes may have increased with time, due in no small part to 

political contestation over this issue, we include a variable indicating the year of an observation.7 

While the Eurobarometer survey asks about immigrants from outside the EU, it does not 

ask directly about attitudes towards Muslims. We can more directly gauge the influence of laws 

restricting religious clothing on attitudes towards Muslims by looking at Pew’s Global Attitudes 

data. Unfortunately, the Pew data is limited in several ways. First, France is the only European 

country with such a law for which data exists. Second, a very small number of control variables 

makes inferential modeling impossible. What we can do is compare attitudes in 2006, prior to 

much of the conversation regarding veil bans in France, to attitudes in 2011, after more than a 

year of intense public discussion (Adrian 2015, Roberts 2011) and the ultimate passage of Law 

2010-1192: Act prohibiting concealment of the face in public spaces. We can also compare other 

European countries for which the same data is available for the same time periods (e.g., the 

                                                           
6 Ideally, we would include a variable indicating a respondent’s self-reported income. However, this variable does not 
exist in the Eurobarometer data. However, the dummy variable indicating if an individual is employed should pick up 
the effects of income as it is likely highly correlated with income. 
7 As radical right (i.e., anti-immigrant) political parties exist in all three countries included in this analysis, we do not 
include a variable indicating if a radical right party exists in a country as there would be no variance in this variable. 
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United Kingdom, Spain, and Germany) to see whether those countries experienced similar 

changes.  

 

Results 

We begin by analyzing data from the Eurobarometer Survey. After that, we present descriptive 

statistics regarding France and three other European countries using Pew data. Hypothesis 1 

argues that attitudes towards immigrants will grow more negative as the time until the passage of 

a religious symbols ban decreases. Further, Hypothesis 2 posits that attitudes towards immigrants 

will be more positive as time after the passage of a ban increases. Thus, we expect a curvilinear 

relationship. Model 1, presented in Table 1, displays the results of a direct test of these 

hypotheses.  

Table 1: Effect of Time Before or After Ban on Affect Towards Immigration 

DV: Affect Towards Immigration Model 1 
Months Before or After Ban** 0.003 (0.001) 
Months Before or After Ban2*** -0.0001 (0.000) 
Proportion of Population Foreign Born** -2.656 (0.965) 
Ideological Position*** 0.294 (0.008) 
Education (Age at Completion)*** -0.066 (0.004) 
Age*** 0.004 (0.001) 
Married -0.19 (0.031) 
Employed*** -0.235 (0.039) 
Male -0.051 (0.031) 
Year** -0.065 (0.020) 
N 15,058 
Pseudo R2 0.057 

Note: Standard Errors are in parentheses; * p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001 

 

The main independent variables are the number of months before or after the passage of a 

face-coverings ban and its quadratic. As Table 1 illustrates, the non-quadratic variable is 
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statistically significant and positive. As a higher value for the dependent variable indicates 

greater negativity towards immigrants, this finding suggests that attitudes towards immigrants 

have grown more negative due to the passage of a religious symbols ban. The quadratic variable 

is also statistically significant but negative. This indicates a curvilinear relationship, suggesting 

that the effect of the ban on religious symbols diminishes over time. These inferential findings 

suggest support for hypotheses 1 and 2. 

As we expect the effect of the laws banning full-face coverings to change depending on 

the temporal distance from the law’s passage, it is particularly important to examine the marginal 

effects of these variables. Figure 1 plots the effect of the time until and after a religious symbols 

ban on the probability that an individual is very positive towards immigrants. The x-axis ranges 

from -27 to 77, indicating the time, in months, before and after the passage of a religious 

symbols ban, with 0 representing the time at which the ban is passed. The y-axis is the likelihood 

of an individual feeling very positively towards immigration. The solid black line shows the 

expected likelihood of an individual feeling very positively towards immigration. The dashed 

lines are the 90% confidence interval. 

As seen in Figure 1, 27 months prior to the introduction of a religious symbols ban, an 

individual’s likelihood of feeling very positively toward immigrants is nearly 0.055. This finding 

is, of course, not exceptionally high and indicates that even more than two years prior to a 

religious symbols ban, individuals were unlikely to feel very positively toward immigrants. 

However, as the passage of a ban approaches, one sees a decline in the likelihood that an 

individual feels very positively toward immigrants. At the time of a religious symbols ban, an 

individual's likelihood of feeling very positively toward immigrants is roughly 0.047. 



 
 

13 

Importantly, Figure 1 also shows that the decline in very positive attitudes toward 

immigration begins to level off after the passage of a ban. For example, the likelihood that an 

individual feels very positive toward immigration begins to increase about 25 months after the 

passage of a religious symbols ban. Eventually, the likelihood that an individual feels very 

positive towards immigration recovers to the level 27 months before the ban is passed. However, 

this does not happen until about 65 months (about 5.5 years) after the ban is put in place. This 

finding indicates that attitudes do rebound after the passage of the ban. However, the rebound 

effect does not occur as quickly as the initial decline. 

 

Figure 1: Effect of Religious Symbols Ban on Likelihood of Feeling Very Positive Towards 
Immigrants from Outside the EU 
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It should be noted that the changes in the likelihood that an individual feels very positive 

toward immigration are relatively modest. Further, the 90% confidence overlaps for nearly the 

entirety of time period examined, until about 60 months after the passage of a ban. Thus it is 

impossible to say with certainty that a ban influenced the likelihood of feeling very positive. 

However, these findings do fit with our theoretical expectations. 

 

Figure 2: Effect of Religious Symbols Ban on Likelihood of Feeling Fairly Positive Towards 
Immigrants from Outside the EU 

 

Figure 2 plots the marginal effects of the time before and after the passage of a religious 

symbols ban on the likelihood that an individual feels fairly positive towards immigration. The 

likelihood of feeling fairly positive towards immigration 27 months prior to the passage of a 

religious symbols ban is 0.31, substantially higher than the likelihood of an individual feeling 
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very positive at the same time. The overall shape of the curve in Figure 2, however, is very 

similar to that seen in Figure 1. The likelihood of viewing immigration fairly positively drops to 

about 0.29 at the time of the passage of a ban, with the effect flattening out before rebounding 

about 35 months after a ban is passed. 

Unlike Figure 1, the 90% confidence interval in Figure 2 does diverge, with the upper 

bound of the 90% confidence interval at around 20 months after the passage of a ban dropping 

below the lower bound of the 90% confidence interval at 27 months prior to the passage of a ban. 

This finding provides greater certainty that there is a substantive effect. Further, the overall 

results firmly fit with the aforementioned theory and expectations. 

The effect of time to and after the passage of a religious symbols ban on the likelihood 

that an individual feels fairly negatively towards immigration is plotted in Figure 3.  The 

likelihood that an individual feels fairly negatively towards immigration 27 months before a 

religious symbols ban is passed is relatively high, about 0.44. We see very small increase in this 

likelihood by the time a ban is passed.  

Importantly, however, the likelihood of viewing immigration fairly negatively continues 

to increase slightly until about 20 months after the passage of a religious symbols ban, when this 

likelihood begins to decline. Similar to the results seen in Figure 1, one does not see a return to 

the likelihood seen 27 months before the passage of a religious symbols ban until more than 60 

months after the passage of the ban. It should be reiterated that the effect in Figure 3 is modest. 

The change in likelihood across time is more than 0.02, and the 90% confidence intervals 

overlap for the entirety of the time period examined. However, as with Figures 1 and 2, the 

overall trend in Figure 3 does fit with theoretical expectations. 
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Figure 3: Effect of Religious Symbols Ban on Likelihood of Feeling Fairly Negative 
Towards Immigrants from Outside the EU 

 

Figure 4 plots the effect of time until and after the passage of a religious symbols ban on 

the likelihood that an individual feels very negatively toward immigration. As can be seen, 27 

months prior to the passage of a religious symbols ban, the likelihood that an individual feels 

very negatively toward immigration is just under 0.20. However, when a ban on religious 

symbols passes, the likelihood of feeling very negatively toward immigration increases to 0.22. 

Further, the likelihood of feeling very negatively continues to increase until about 20 months 

after the passage of a religious symbols ban, when it reaches about 0.23. After which, the 

likelihood decreases, reaching a likelihood of 0.20 about 60 months after the ban is passed. 
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Figure 4: Effect of Religious Symbols Ban on Likelihood of Feeling Very Negative Towards 
Immigrants from Outside the EU 

 

While the substantive effects in Figure 4 are relatively modest, the 90% confidence 

intervals do not overlap across the entirety of the time. This indicates that a clear substantive 

effect can be seen in Figure 4. Further, the overall trend in Figure 4 fits with the above theory.  

In sum, the results in Table 1 suggest support for both hypotheses. Additionally, the 

marginal effects displayed in Figures 1 through 4 paint a clear picture. In the lead-up to the 

passage of a religious symbols ban, attitudes towards immigration grew more negative. This 

greater negativity eventually dissipated after the passage of a religious symbols ban. However, 

public affect took a substantial amount of time to return to the levels they were before the 

increased in-group/out-group salience, approximately two years after the passage of a religious 

symbols ban. 
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Several control variables in the models are statistically significant. First, the proportion of 

the population that is foreign-born is statistically significant and negative. This finding indicates 

that when the proportion of the population made up of immigrants is larger, positivity towards 

immigrants is greater. Additionally, an individual’s left-right position is positively and 

significantly related to affect toward immigration. This indicates that those further to the right 

are more negative towards immigration. Older respondents are also more negative towards 

immigration, while those who completed their education at a later age and those who are 

employed are more positive towards immigrants. Finally, the year is negative and statistically 

significant, indicating that attitudes towards immigration were more positive in later years. 

 

Descriptive Statistics using Pew Data 

The theoretical explanation we propose for this pattern is based on Social Identity Theory—

restricting the visible markers that identify Muslims as members of an out-group makes their out-

group status more salient to the public and makes in-group and out-group identity more salient in 

general. In 2006 and 2011, the Pew Global Attitudes survey included a number of questions to 

ascertain a country’s non-Muslim population’s views of Muslims. There are only four European 

countries for which data are available: France, Germany, Spain, and the United Kingdom. Only 

one of these countries passed a veil ban. France meets our theoretical standard, as they had more 

public conversations about religious symbols due to the passage of Law 2010-1192 regarding 

face-covering in public spaces in 2011. Thus, we expect a greater percentage of French 

respondents in 2011 to hold negative views of Muslims.  

To check that any changes we see are not part of a broader European trend, we compare 

them to a pooled sample of the other three European countries for which we have data: the 
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United Kingdom, Spain, and Germany. The data for France is presented in Table 2, showing the 

percent of French respondents who believe Muslims want to adopt French customs vs the percent 

who believe they want to be distinct from larger French society, as well as the percent who 

associate Muslims with a variety of positive and negative characteristics.   

 There are two statistically significant changes in the French data in Table 2. From 2006 to 

2011, there is actually a decline in the percent of people who say that Muslims want to be 

distinct from French culture, which is counter to our expectation about an increase in viewing 

Muslims as outsiders. The other significant change is a decline in views of Muslims as tolerant, 

which is in line with our expectation of increasingly negative views of Muslims as discussion of 

the veil ban becomes more prominent in French society.  

 
Table 2. French Respondents’ Views of Muslims  
 

Note: p < .05 * p < .01 ** p < .001 *** 

 
 We can compare the French data to the pooled sample of data from the United Kingdom, 

Spain, and Germany, which is presented in Table 3. The data from the pooled sample reveal four 

statistically significant changes from 2006 to 2011. There is an increase in the percentage of 

people saying the Muslims want to adopt their country’s customs, as well as a large decrease of 

almost 15 points in the percentage saying that Muslims want to be distinct. There is also a 

significant increase in people who see Muslims as tolerant and a decrease in those who see them 

as fanatical across these two time periods.  

 2006 2011 Change 
Adopt Customs 44.95 45.22 +0.27 

Be Distinct 53.47 47.11 -6.36* 
Respect Women 23.96 22.31 -1.65 

Tolerant 45.15 36.16 -8.99*** 

Fanatical 49.05 49.80 +0.75 
Violent 39.80 41.83 +2.03 
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Table 3. Pooled Sample (United Kingdom, Spain, and Germany) Respondents’ Views of 
Muslims  
 

Note: p < .05 * p < .01 ** p < .001 *** 

 
The data presented in Table 4 explicitly compares the change in public opinion from 

2006 to 2011 in France—where a veil ban was passed—to those in the pooled sample of three 

other European countries where no such bans took place. The values in the two columns 

correspond to the values presented in Tables 2 and 3, with statistically significant changes for 

each sample highlighted in bold.  

 

Table 4. Comparison of Change in Public Opinion from 2006 to 2011 between France and 
Pooled Sample of European Countries (Great Britain, Germany, Spain). 

Note: p < .05 * p < .01 ** p < .001 *** 

 

The asterisks in Table 4 are the statistically significant differences between the two 

samples, making clear that, although respondents from France did decline in terms of the 

percentage that view Muslims as wanting to be distinct, at 6.36 points, that decline was 

 2006 2011 Change 
Adopt Customs 20.12 26.09 +5.97*** 

Be Distinct 67.29 52.32 -14.97*** 
Respect Women 17.29 15.96 -1.33 

Tolerant 25.06 28.32 +3.26* 

Fanatical 66.20 61.41 -4.79** 

Violent 45.50 46.45 +0.95 

 France Pooled Sample (GB, DE, ES) 
Adopt Customs +0.27 +5.97*** 

Be Distinct -6.36* -14.97*** 

Respect Women -1.65 -1.33 
Tolerant -8.99*** +3.26* 
Fanatical +0.75 -4.79** 
Violent +2.03 +0.95 
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significantly less than the decline for the rest of the European countries for which we have data, 

which was nearly 15 points. The starkest difference in Table 4 is on the question of tolerance, 

where respondents in France significantly decline in their views of Muslims as tolerant, while 

those in the other European countries increase their views of Muslims as tolerant.  

 

Conclusion 

This study sought to understand how the passage of bans on religious symbols in three European 

countries influenced public attitudes towards Muslims and immigrants in those countries. 

Specifically, we draw on Social Identity Theory to argue that discussion of these laws in the 

public square necessarily leads Europeans to see Muslims, and by extension, immigrants, as 

members of an out-group. This “othering” of Muslims and immigrants leads individuals to view 

these groups more negatively. However, we also argued that as time moved on after the passage 

of the ban, attitudes towards Muslims and immigrants would return to previous levels. 

 We tested our theoretical proposition using both Eurobarometer Survey data and 

descriptive statistics from Pew. First, we used ordered logit regression to examine the 

Eurobarometer data, finding support for our hypotheses. In particular, we found that as the ban 

drew closer, negative attitudes towards immigrants in France, Belgium, and Austria increased, 

with those negative attitudes receding as the time since the ban's passage increased. Moreover, 

the descriptive statistics using Pew Global Attitudes data suggest that in France, attitudes 

towards Muslims were significantly more negative at the time of the passage of a ban in 

comparison to 5 years prior to the passage of a ban, especially when we look at data from other 

European countries during the same time period. 



 
 

22 

 These findings have important implications for understanding attitudes towards Muslims 

and immigrants in Europe. In essence, we show that laws targeting Muslims do not assuage 

concerns of cultural threat in European countries but instead may contribute to growing concern 

among the public about Muslims and immigrants. Furthermore, in the context of the rise of 

radical right xenophobic and Islamophobic parties in Europe, these findings indicate that anti-

Muslim and anti-immigrant policies may contribute to these parties’ electoral fortunes. This is 

particularly problematic as research suggests that as niche parties, such as radical right parties, 

become more electorally successful, they influence the positions of mainstream parties (Meijers 

2017, Williams and Ishiyama 2018), which in turn affects the likelihood of mainstream parties 

losing voters to radical right parties (Meijers and Williams 2018). 

Of course, these findings are only one step in understanding how policies, such as face-

covering bans influence public attitudes towards Muslims and immigrants. Future research 

should dig more deeply into the effects of these laws on Muslims specifically. For instance, 

Abdelgadir and Fouka (2020) find that religious clothing restrictions in France led to lower 

educational attainment and lower workforce participation for Muslim women, directly counter to 

the gender equality goals they claimed to hope to achieve. Additionally, it may be fruitful to 

examine how the enforcement of these laws affects public attitudes. Finally, this study examines 

how these bans influence public attitudes generally. It is important to examine how these laws 

affect the attitudes of the group that is being “othered” by the law. That is, when Muslims and 

immigrants are targeted by laws, what effect does that have on not just their attitudes, but their 

behaviors.  

 

 



 
 

23 

Bibliography 
 
Abdelgadir, Aala, and Vasiliki Fouka. 2020. "Political Secularism and Muslim Integration in the 

West: Assessing the Effects of the French Headscarf Ban."  American Political Science 
Review 114 (3):707-723. 

Adrian, Melanie. 2015. "Outlawing the veil, banning the Muslim? Restricting religious freedom 
in France."  Cross Currents 65 (3):371-380. 

Amiraux, Valérie. 2016. "Visibility, transparency and gossip: How did the religion of some 
(Muslims) become the public concern of others?"  Critical Research on Religion 4 
(1):37-56. doi: 10.1177/2050303216640399. 

BBC News. 2020. "France's Macron asks Muslim leaders to back 'republican values' charter." 
November 19, 2020. https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-55001167. 

Bila, Andrea. 2019. "Countering Islamophobia in France." In Countering Islamophobia in 
Europe, edited by Ian Law, Amina Easat-Daas, Arzu Merali and S. Sayyid, 213-251. 
London: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Bilsky, Leora. 2008. "Uniforms and Veils: What Differences Does a Difference Make."  Cardozo 
L. Rev. 30:2715. 

Bowen, John Richard. 2007. Why the French don't like headscarves: Islam, the state, and public 
space. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press. 

Byng, Michelle D. 2010. "Symbolically Muslim: Media, Hijab, and the West."  Critical 
Sociology 36 (1):109-129. doi: 10.1177/0896920509347143. 

Carland, Susan. 2011. "Islamophobia, fear of loss of freedom, and the Muslim woman."  Islam 
and Christian–Muslim Relations 22 (4):469-473. doi: 10.1080/09596410.2011.606192. 

Chakraborti, Neil, and Irene Zempi. 2012. "The veil under attack:Gendered dimensions of 
Islamophobic victimization."  International Review of Victimology 18 (3):269-284. doi: 
10.1177/0269758012446983. 

Croucher, Stephen M. 2008. "French-Muslims and the Hijab: An Analysis of Identity and the 
Islamic Veil in France."  Journal of Intercultural Communication Research 37 (3):199-
213. doi: 10.1080/17475750903135408. 

Dolezal, Martin, Marc Helbling, and Swen Hutter. 2010. "Debating Islam in Austria, Germany 
and Switzerland: Ethnic citizenship, church–state relations and right-wing populism."  
West European Politics 33 (2):171-190. 

Echebarria‐Echabe, Agustin, and Emilia Fernández‐Guede. 2006. "Effects of terrorism on 
attitudes and ideological orientation."  European Journal of Social Psychology 36 
(2):259-265. 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-55001167


 
 

24 

Edmunds, June. 2012. "The ‘new’ barbarians: governmentality, securitization and Islam in 
Western Europe."  Contemporary Islam 6 (1):67-84. doi: 10.1007/s11562-011-0159-6. 

Feezell, Jessica T., Rebecca A. Glazier, and Amber E. Boydstun. 2019. "Framing, identity, and 
responsibility: do episodic vs. thematic framing effects vary by target population?"  
Politics, Groups, and Identities:1-22. 

Fernando, Mayanthi L. 2014. The Republic Unsettled: Muslim French and the Contradictions of 
Secularism. Durham, NC: Duke University Press. 

Fetzer, Joel S., and J. Christopher Soper. 2003. "The roots of public attitudes toward state 
accommodation of European Muslims' religious practices before and after September 
11."  Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 42 (2):247-258. 

Grillo, Ralph, and Prakash Shah. 2013. "The Anti-Burqa Movement in Western Europe." In The 
Burqa Affair Across Europe: Between Public and Private Space, edited by Alessandro 
Ferrari and Sabrina Pastorelli, 197-224. London: Routledge. 

Haslam, S. Alexander, Penelope J. Oakes, Katherine J. Reynolds, and John C. Turner. 1999. 
"Social Identity Salience and the Emergence of Stereotype Consensus."  Personality and 
Social Psychology Bulletin 25 (7):809-818. doi: 10.1177/0146167299025007004. 

Helbling, Marc, and Richard Traunmüller. 2018. "What is Islamophobia? Disentangling 
Citizens’ Feelings Toward Ethnicity, Religion and Religiosity Using a Survey 
Experiment."  British Journal of Political Science:1-18. 

Hewitt, Anne, and Cornelia Koch. 2011. "Can and Should Burqas Be Banned?:The Legality and 
Desirability of Bans of the Full Veil in Europe and Australia."  Alternative Law Journal 
36 (1):16-20. doi: 10.1177/1037969x1103600104. 

Howard, Erica. 2013. Law and the Wearing of Religious Symbols: European bans on the 
wearing of religious symbols in education. London: Routledge. 

Hunter-Henin, Myriam. 2012. "Why the French Don't Like the Burqa: Laïcité, National Identity 
and Religious Freedom."  International & Comparative Law Quarterly 61 (3):613-639. 

Iyengar, Shanto. 1991. Is Anyone Repsonsible? How Television Frames Political Issues. 
Chicago: University of Chicago Presss. 

Joppke, Christian. 2009. Veil: Mirror of Identity. Cambridge, UK: Polity. 

Kalkan, Kerem Ozan, Geoffrey C. Layman, and Eric M. Uslaner. 2009. "“Bands of Others”? 
Attitudes toward Muslims in Contemporary American Society."  The Journal of Politics 
71 (3):847-862. doi: doi:10.1017/S0022381609090756. 

McAuley, James. 2020. "France mandates masks to control the coronavirus. Burqas remain 
banned." The Washington Post, May 10, 2020. 



 
 

25 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/europe/france-face-masks-
coronavirus/2020/05/09/6fbd50fc-8ae6-11ea-80df-d24b35a568ae_story.html. 

Meijers, Maurits J. 2017. "Contagious Euroscepticism: The impact of Eurosceptic support on 
mainstream party positions on European integration."  Party Politics 23 (4):413-423. 

Meijers, Maurits J., and Christopher Williams. 2018. "When Shifting Backfires: The Electoral 
Consequences of Responding to Niche Party EU Positions." Annual Meeting of the 
Midwest Political Science Association, Chicago, IL, April 5-8. 

Miles, Hewstone. 1990. "The ‘ultimate attribution error’? A review of the literature on 
intergroup causal attribution."  European Journal of Social Psychology 20 (4):311-335. 
doi: doi:10.1002/ejsp.2420200404. 

Mullally, Siobhán. 2011. "Civic Integration, Migrant Women and the Veil: at the Limits of 
Rights?"  The Modern Law Review 74 (1):27-56. doi: 10.1111/j.1468-2230.2010.00835.x. 

Pettigrew, Thomas F. 1979. "The ultimate attribution error: Extending Allport's cognitive 
analysis of prejudice."  Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin 5 (4):461-476. 

Pfaff, Steven, and Anthony J. Gill. 2006. "Will a million Muslims march? Muslim interest 
organizations and political integration in Europe."  Comparative Political Studies 39 
(7):803-828. 

Reynolds, Katherine J., John C. Turner, S. Alexander Haslam, and Michelle K. Ryan. 2001. "The 
Role of Personality and Group Factors in Explaining Prejudice."  Journal of 
Experimental Social Psychology 37 (5):427-434. doi: 
https://doi.org/10.1006/jesp.2000.1473. 

Roberts, Anne. 2011. "Veiled Politics: Legitimating the Burqa Ban in the French Press." 
Communication, Georgia State University  

Scott, Joan W. 2005. "Symptomatic Politics."  French Politics, Culture & Society 23 (3):106. 
doi: 10.3167/153763705780793531. 

Silvestri, Sara. 2012. "Comparing burqa debates in Europe: Sartorial styles, religious 
prescriptions and political ideologies." In Religion in Public Spaces. A European 
Perspective, edited by Silvio Ferrari and Sabrina Pastorelli, 275-292. London: Routledge. 

Straw, Jack. 2006. "'I felt uneasy talking to someone I couldn't see'." The Guardian, October 5, 
Opinion, Politics. 

Tajfel, Henri. 1981. Human groups and social categories: Studies in social psychology: CUP 
Archive. 

Tajfel, Henri, and John C Turner. 1979. "An integrative theory of intergroup conflict."  The 
social psychology of intergroup relations 33 (47):74. 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/europe/france-face-masks-coronavirus/2020/05/09/6fbd50fc-8ae6-11ea-80df-d24b35a568ae_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/europe/france-face-masks-coronavirus/2020/05/09/6fbd50fc-8ae6-11ea-80df-d24b35a568ae_story.html
https://doi.org/10.1006/jesp.2000.1473


 
 

26 

Tajfel, Henri, and Alan L Wilkes. 1963. "Classification and quantitative judgement."  British 
journal of psychology 54 (2):101-114. 

Weber, Beverly. 2004. "Cloth on her Head, Constitution in Hand: Germany's Headscarf Debates 
and the Cultural Politics of Difference."  German Politics & Society 22 (3 (72)):33-64. 

Williams, Christopher, and John Ishiyama. 2018. "Responding to the left: the effect of far-left 
parties on mainstream party Euroskepticism."  Journal of Elections, Public Opinion and 
Parties 28 (4):443-466. 

 



 
 

27 

Appendix 
 

Table A.1: Descriptive Statistics for Eurobarometer Data 
 

Variable N Mean Std. Dev. Min. Max. 
Affect Towards Immigrants 15,058 1.804 0.862 0 3 
Months Before or After Ban 15,058 32.856 33.924 -27 77 

Proportion of Population Foreign Born 15,058 0.158 0.024 0.116 0.189 
Ideological Position 15,058 5.137 2.061 1 10 

Education (Age at Completion) 15,058 19.108 4.334 0 87 
Age 15,058 52.435 16.702 15 1 

Married 15,058 0.523 0.499 0 1 
Employed 15,058 0.542 0.498 0 1 

Male 15,058 0.489 0.500 0 1 
Year 15,058 2015.581 0.998 2014 2017 
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Table A.2: Additional Models 
 

DV: Affect Towards Immigration Model A.1 Model A.2 
Months Before or After Ban 0.003 

(0.001)** 
0.016 
(0.007)* 

Months  Before or After Ban2 -0.0001 
(0.000)*** 

-0.0002 
(0.000)*** 

Proportion of Population Foreign Born -2.656 
(0.267)*** 

-22.119 
(10.845)* 

Ideological Position 0.294 
(0.048)*** 

0.294 
(0.008)*** 

Education (Age at Completion) -0.066 
(0.013)*** 

-0.066 
(0.004)*** 

Age 0.004 
(0.000)*** 

0.004 
(0.001)*** 

Married -0.19 
(0.063) 

-0.020 
(0.031) 

Employed -0.235 
(0.029)*** 

-0.236 
(0.039)*** 

Male -0.051 
(0.041) 

-0.051 
(0.031 

Year -0.065 
(0.014)** 

-0.071 
(0.072) 

Belgium . 
 

0.827 
(0.459) 

Austria . 
 

1.794 
(0.832)* 

N 15,058 15,058 
Pseudo R2 0.057 0.057 
Number of Clusters 3 . 

Note: Model A.1 clusters standard errors by country. Model A.2 includes dummy variables for 
Beligum and Austria. Standard Errors are in parentheses; * p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001 

 
 


