Essay Two

Islam Today


Discuss the Damage 9/11 has had on the status of Muslims within the United States*


Instructor: Dr. Gary Bunt

University of Wales Trinity Saint David




Syed Mohammad Haider




















*Change of initial country from the U.K. to the U.S. approved by Dr. Bunt.
Introduction:

	For many throughout the world, the September 11th, 2001, attacks, perpetrated by Al-Qaeda against the United States on its soil, was an introduction to not just Islam, but also to Muslims. Although the history of Islam in the United States is vast and significant, such as the involvement of prominent Black-Muslim civil rights activists and icons such as Malcolm X and Muhammad Ali, the United States was not immune to this knee-jerk reaction. This often translated to a jingoistic response, leading to mass speculation of Islamic doctrine, as well as Muslim Americans and residents, whose lives had also significantly changed. Although Muslims make an important mark in the fabric of American society within various domains, the September 11th attacks damaged the status of Muslims within the United States. Islam was (and still is) perceived to be not just a threat, but an ideology whose roots collide with American values, often echoing the “clash of civilization” mentality Edward Said argues against in his acclaimed text Orientalism.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Edward W. Said. Orientalism (New York: Vintage Books, 1979), p. 327] 

	This essay will highlight how the position of Muslims within the United States has significantly damaged after the September 11th attacks. Part I will analyze factors such as the rise of hate crimes against Muslims, as well as those perceived to be Muslims, along with Islamophobic sentiment within American society. Part II will follow with an analysis of American political rhetoric towards Muslims a few years after the September 11th attacks to the eventual presidency of Donald Trump. Both parts will illustrate the impact and damage the September 11th attacks have had and continue to have on its relationship with Muslims.




I. Rise of Hate Crimes & Public Islamophobic Sentiment

	Undoubtedly, one of the most notable factors in the damaged status of Muslims within the United States is the rise of hate crimes and bias incidents against Muslims, or those perceived to be Muslim. Interestingly, this also presents a factor of race relations within the United States, since the identity of Muslims becomes racialized, with the Arab ethnicity often being associated with Islam and Muslims, although Muslims come from various ethnic backgrounds. 
	The Federal Bureau of Investigation’s (FBI) analysis of hate crimes and bias incidents reveals that crimes against people who were perceived to be Muslim, rose from 12 reported assaults in 2000 to 93 reported assaults in 2001, illustrating the direct impact the September 11th attacks had on the public perception of Muslims and the rise of Islamophobic sentiment. Shockingly, the FBI’s data reveals that in 2016 there were more incidents of assaults against victims who were perceived to be Muslims (127), than that in 2001[footnoteRef:2] coinciding with the candidacy of future President Donald Trump. With the most current data available from the FBI in 2019, the number of bias incidents against Muslims, although not to be confused with assault, is a reported 176.[footnoteRef:3]  [2:  Katayoun Kishi. Assaults Against Muslims in the U.S. Surpass 2001 Level (2017), Pew Research Center <https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/11/15/assaults-against-muslims-in-u-s-surpass-2001-level/> [accessed 11 December 2021].]  [3:  United States. U.S. Department of Justice- Federal Bureau of Investigation. 2019 Hate Crime Statistics.2019.
] 

	Along with this, there are visible Islamophobic attitudes to dissect. An instance of this was in late 2010, during the construction of a mosque in New York City, a couple of blocks from where the World Trade Centers once stood (often dubbed the “Ground Zero Mosque”). Although no laws or regulations were broken, the public discourse regarding the location of the mosque was critical to its construction near the location of the September 11th attacks, with public opinion overwhelmingly critical of the mosque’s location, according to surveys conducted at the time.[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  Brian Schaffner. 2013. 'Support at Any Distance? The Role of Location and Prejudice in Public Opposition to the "Ground Zero Mosque"', PS: Political Science and Politics, 46: p.753] 

	   Although the administrators of the mosque (named the “Cordoba House”) were initially supported by members of various interfaith groups, there was a rise of organized opposition to the mosque, with members not just critical to the location of the proposed mosque, but to Islam as well. This is depicted when researchers who were investigating the location of the “Ground Zero Mosque,” concluded that the proposed location had little to no effect on the perception of the mosque, raising the possibilities of overall negative sentiment against Muslims being the primary grounds of opposition.[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  Schaffner, p.757] 

	The overwhelmingly negative sentiment against Muslims during the period of the mosque’s construction was further exemplified by organized attempts to discredit the validity of the construction, with Islamophobic sentiment accompanying their discourse. For example, Pamela Geller and Robert Spencer both led organized attempts to publicly criticize the location of the mosque near Ground Zero. However, both were staunch opponents of Islam, with Geller praising the ideas of the English Defence League’s stance on “radical Islam” and Spencer often attacking Islamic doctrine and being the editor of the “Jihad Watch” website[footnoteRef:6] further depicting the overall negative sentiment of Muslims and Islam within the “Ground Zero Mosque” controversy.  [6:  Nadia Marzouki and Catherine Smith. 2011: 'Moral Offense versus Religious Freedom: The Ground Zero Controversy', Revue française de science politique (English Edition), 61: p.4] 

	This negative sentiment of mosques and Muslims were not immune to other geographical areas across the United States. Although still in the state of New York, Staten Island is a considerable distance from downtown Manhattan, and the negative association of Muslims was witnessed there as well during this period. Father Keith Fennessy of Staten Island’s Saint Margaret Mary’s Church signed a contract to sell the empty Church to the Muslim American Society. However, Fennessy was forced to cancel the agreed deal to sell the space, due to overwhelming public opposition.[footnoteRef:7] This further supports the notion that the opposition to the Cordoba House near Ground Zero had less to do with its location, but more with the overall negative sentiment of Muslims illustrating how 9/11 damaged the status of Muslims within the United States. [7:  Marzouki and Smith, p.9] 


II. American Political Rhetoric 
	 
	Although one may argue that bias crimes and sporadic incidents of negative publicity do not necessarily constitute a definitive damaging status of Muslims post 9/11, the rhetoric of politicians within the United States depicts, not just the lasting damage that 9/11 has had on Muslims, but also the public support (or indifference) to these sentiments and of politicians engaging in such rhetoric. Although the ascension of the candidacy (and eventual presidency) of Donald Trump is the epitome of such sentiment, statements of the negative association of Muslims and Islam occurred prior to the ascension of Donald Trump.
	This was evident with the succession of President Barack Obama, with critics often highlighting his middle name, Hussein, and associating negative criticism of Obama’s policies towards his background. Obama himself was raised in Indonesia for a part of his childhood, along with his father born as a Muslim in Kenya. To counter many of Obama’s policies with the upcoming midterm election, the Republican party often associated Obama with “Muslim” and this was having a considerable effect on potential voters.[footnoteRef:8]  [8:  Michael D. Giardina. 2010. 'Barack Obama, Islamophobia, and the 2008 U.S. Presidential Election Media Spectacle', Counterpoints, 346: p. 141] 

	When analyzing the “Ground Zero Mosque” fiasco, mainstream Republican politicians eventually participated in their vocal opposition to the building of the Cordoba House in downtown Manhattan. Vice Presidential candidate, Sarah Palin and former mayor of New York City (who served as Mayor during the 9/11 attacks), Rudy Giuliani were heavily critical of the location of the mosque, claiming insensitivity to the families of 9/11 victims.[footnoteRef:9] The controversy of the mosque’s location, as well as the constant association of Barack Obama with “Muslim”, highlights the negative connotation of Muslims or Islam within American political rhetoric to further political endeavors, such as using these sentiments to further Republican interests in the U.S. midterm elections. [9:  Schaffner, p. 737] 

	The negative sentiment of Muslims is not purely a partisan issue. Even amongst registered Democrats, a research poll found that “23% of those holding negative views of Obama believed he was a Muslim, with the same poll finding that only 61 percent of the electorate viewed him as patriotic,” with another poll indicating that 45% of those surveyed would be less likely to vote for a Muslim running for public office.[footnoteRef:10] It came as no surprise when the “birtherism” controversy emerged, which accused Obama of not being born within the United States and therefore not fit for public office,[footnoteRef:11] often hoisted by Donald Trump. These indicators illustrate the environment of general mistrust of Muslims in American society within the political landscape, often doubting the patriotism of a political figure who may have some sort of connection with Islam, not discounting other racial factors contributing to this sentiment. [10:  Giardina, p. 141-142]  [11:  Daniel Tope, Justin T. Pickett, Ryon J. Cobb, and Jonathan Dirlam. 2014. 'Othering Obama: Racial Attitudes and Dubious Beliefs about the Nation's First Black President', Sociological Perspectives, 57: p. 452] 

	These early indicators are given credence with the candidacy and eventual presidency of Donald Trump. Although a billionaire celebrity prior to his political ambitions, Trump had no organized political background. However, his political rhetoric caused considerable turbulence (as well as approval from his vote bank), regarding the tone and public persona of a presidential candidate. This can primarily be depicted with Trump’s rhetoric regarding Muslims and Islam. As a candidate, Trump publicly called for a blanket ban on Muslims entering the United States, with a part of this achieved within a few days after his inauguration with an executive order titled “Protecting the Nation from Foreign Terrorist Entry into the United States”, which was a ban of entry from seven Muslim majority countries[footnoteRef:12]. [12:  Eleanor Acer and Robyn Barnard. 2017: Civil Rights: The Muslim Ban Violates U.S. Law and Treaty Commitments, American Bar Association. p. 9-10] 


Conclusion:

	This essay examined the negative impact 9/11 has had on the American Muslim community and the continuing damage it has within contemporary American society. From the negative attitudes of Muslims and Islam witnessed to constructions of mosques, to the political rhetoric of prominent American politicians, the September 11th attacks have continued to damage the social stature of Muslims within the United States. Accusations of President Obama’s nationality and negative correlations of a possible Muslim identity as well as President Trump’s comments on Muslims and Islam, highlight the damaged status of Muslims, post 9/11.
	However, there is the optimism of a reversal of damage 9/11 has had on Muslims within the United States. Muslims continue to make a profound impact within various mediums in American society, including but not limited to the significant impact on academic discourse. With the growing number of Muslim Americans embedded within American society, as well as the opportunity for Muslims to engage in critical discourse regarding Islam, this provides the opportunity for Muslims to alter the damage 9/11 has had on Muslims, as well as to the negative perception of Islam. 
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