Man’s Koran burning case in London sparks fears of blasphemy law revival
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On the 13th of February, in Knightsbridge, London, Hamit Coskun, a 50-year-old from Derby, ignited significant public interest and debate after publicly burning a copy of the Koran outside the Turkish consulate. During the act, Coskun shouted derogatory statements about Islam, claiming it is “a religion of terrorism.” The incident, captured on mobile phones by bystanders, escalated into violence, as he was confronted by another man who reportedly attempted to attack him, prompting a chaotic scene.
Coskun is currently facing charges for a “religiously aggravated public order offence,” which alleges that his actions were motivated by hostility towards followers of Islam. He has vehemently denied these charges, asserting that his actions were a form of protest against the Turkish government, led by President Recep Tayyip Erdogan. He expressed that he considers his actions a part of his right to free expression, a stance echoed by the Free Speech Union and the National Secular Society (NSS), who are financing his legal fees.
What amplifies the stakes of this case is the potential implications for blasphemy laws in the UK. Critics, including the NSS's chief executive, Stephen Evans, have warned that a successful prosecution could inadvertently revive the blasphemy offences that were abolished in England and Wales in 2008. Evans stated, “A successful prosecution in this case could represent the effective criminalisation of damaging a Koran in public.” This sentiment was echoed by human rights advocates, who have pointed out that the charges, if successful, may set a dangerous precedent that curtails free expression.
The prosecution has clarified that the core issue at hand is not the act of burning the Koran itself, but rather the disorderly conduct associated with Coskun’s behaviour and the ensuing public disorder. The prosecutor, Philip McGhee, maintained that the case focuses on the disorderly nature of the actions rather than an attempt to limit criticism of religion.
The event's rapid devolvement into violence saw a man named Moussa Kadri, who confronted Coskun, later admitting to assaulting him. Kadri has faced charges for his actions, though he has denied possessing a bladed weapon during the incident. This response underscores the charged atmosphere surrounding the event, revealing deeper societal tensions regarding religious expression and protest.
Legal experts have also weighed in, with barrister Akua Reindorf KC criticising what she termed “defective” charges against Coskun. This sentiment has been mirrored in various discussions across media outlets, with commentators warning against the risks of framing offences in a manner akin to blasphemy—a clear reflection of the ongoing debates regarding the boundaries of free speech in relation to religion.
As the legal deliberations continue, District Judge John McGarva is expected to pass a verdict soon, leaving many to wonder about the broader implications of this case on the principles of free speech and religious expression in the UK. The societal ramifications of this event extend beyond the immediate individuals involved, sparking a crucial dialogue about the limits of protest, the nature of offence in public discourse, and the delicate balance between freedom of expression and communal sensitivity.
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