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Introduction:

	The impact of Islam within the United States can be convoluted due to its contemporary relevance. Founding on the premise of religious freedom since its inception, the United States and its founders have directly addressed its relationship with Islam and Muslims. Thomas Jefferson, the 3rd president of the United States and writer of the Declaration of Independence, held the first annual Iftar dinner to the Tunisian government on December 9th, 1805, as well as owned and studied the Quran, which is still preserved today[footnoteRef:1]. Although speculative, researchers have intrigued the idea of the possible impact Islamic history may have had on Jefferson, specifically in terms of some of the similarities of the Prophet Muhammad’s Constitution of Medina and the United States’ constitution.[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  Alexandra Méav Jerome. [n.d.]. “The Jefferson Qur’an” (Oxford Islamic Studies Online) http://www.oxfordislamicstudies.com/Public/focus/essay1009_jefferson.html [accessed 26 December 2021]]  [2: Jerome, “The Jefferson Qur’an” [accessed 26 December 2021]

] 

	Over a century later, Islam garnered more attention, due to the involvement of prominent Civil Rights activists and icons, such as Malcolm X and Muhammad Ali. Although distinct from mainstream Islam, the Nation of Islam was significant in how Islam was perceived during the Civil Rights era, as the alternative, non-pacifistic approach to civil rights, contrasting with Reverend Martin Luther King Jr’s methodology. 
	However, when evaluating the impact Islam has had on the United States during the past forty years, there has been a dramatic shift in Islam’s relationship with the U.S., particularly how Islam and Muslims are perceived. This essay is going to examine the impact Islam has had on the United States within the last 40 years. Part I. will analyze the 1980’s and 1990’s, particularly the events surrounding the Iranian hostage crisis and the 1993 World Trade Center bombings, respectively. Part II will analyze the impact Islam has had from 2001, particularly after the September 11th attacks and onward. Both parts will analyze and dissect Islam’s impact on the United States and its contemporary relevance.

I. The 1980’s and the 1990’s.  

	Prior to the 1980s, Americans were not commonly familiar with Islam or Muslims. Although immigration of Muslims was steadily increasing, and to increase years after, Islam was still a phenomenon not understood by America. Especially due to the U.S.’ ambition to thwart communism and the Soviet Union, Islam as a philosophy (though not geographically since there were involvements of Muslim-majority countries in the Cold War) was not a point of focus.
	However, that changed in regressive terms, after the November 4th, 1979, Iranian hostage crisis, in which Iranian students, loyal to the newly appointed Shia cleric Ayatollah Khomeini, held 52 Americans hostage, ending on January 20th, 1981.[footnoteRef:3] The imagery of the newly formed Iranian government, under Ayatollah Khomeini and the Shia clergy was opposite to the newly deposed Iranian monarch, Shah Pahlavi often depicted as a Westerner, contrasting with the image of the anti-western Shia theocracy. [3:  Elaine Kamarck. 2019. “The Iranian Hostage Crisis and Its Effect on American Politics” (The Brookings Institution) https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2019/11/04/the-iranian-hostage-crisis-and-its-effect-on-american-politics/ [accessed 26 December 2021]] 

	During the time of its publication, foreign policy expert Fawaz Gerges stated that the Iranian hostage crisis had “the most formative effect on the U.S. foreign policy establishment and the public’s views of Islam.”[footnoteRef:4] For many Americans, this was their introduction to the religious phenomenon of Islam, a philosophy which at first seemed exotic and curious, but was now viewed with questionable intentions. The effect of the Iranian hostage crisis on Islam’s perception was consequential. When surveys were conducted and gathered on the American public’s perception of Islam and Muslims, 50% of the participant’s described “all” or “most” Muslims as “warlike and bloodthirsty,” as well as a U.S. government official privately stating that the event changed the perception of how the U.S. would approach the “violent, anti-American nature of fundamentalist Islam.[footnoteRef:5] Although the hostages were eventually freed, the damage Islam’s perception had on the United States was profound, with tensions still high between the two countries.  [4:  Fawaz A. Gerges. 1997. “Islam and Muslims in the Mind of America: Influences on the Making of U. S. Policy,” Journal of Palestine Studies, 26.2 (University of California Press): p. 70 https://www.jstor.org/stable/2537784 

]  [5:  Gerges, p. 70] 

	The 1990s didn’t fare better when analyzing Islam’s impact and its perception on the United States. On February 26, 1993, terrorist Ramzi Yousef (who was in the United States on asylum), and others drove a vehicle filled with explosives, into the garage of the World Trade Centers in New York City, killing 6 and wounding over a thousand people.[footnoteRef:6] This attack was the first radical-Islamic motivated attack on United States soil, with Yousef’s motives being the U.S.’ foreign policy support to Israel.[footnoteRef:7]  [6:  Allen Pusey. 2016. “Precedents: Feb. 26, 1993. The World Trade Center Is Bombed,” ABA Journal, 102.2 (American Bar Association): p. 1 https://www.jstor.org/stable/24806845 ]  [7:  James L. Payne. 2008. “What Do the Terrorists Want?” The Independent Review, 13.1 (Independent Institute): p. 36 

] 

	Although Islam’s impact and perception of the hostage crisis in Iran were significantly negative, the 1993 World Trade Center bombing elevated this on a larger scale. Although American lives were at stake in Iran, the events were distant for the common American to feel seriously threatened, since it was not an attack that occurred within the confines of the United States’ sovereignty. The American hostages were held, in a foreign land, by a hostile government. Although the hostages were held captive for 444 days, they survived the ordeal, with no casualties of those held captive. However, the 1993 World Trade Center bombing made Americans feel threatened within their sovereignty, and Yousef’s ideology of Islamic radicalism was projected as the forefront threat to the United States.

II. 2001-Present

	With the 1980s and the 1990s being destructive decades on Islam’s perception and impact on the United States, the 9/11 terrorist attacks would continue this trend, with much more ferocity. On the morning of September 11th, 2001, two commercial airlines would crash into the World Trade Center in New York City, as well as separate attacks on the Pentagon in Washington D.C. and an airline crash in Pennsylvania. The attacks killed close to 3,000 people, making it the deadliest attack on U.S. soil, with Islamic terror group Al-Qaeda claiming responsibility.[footnoteRef:8] The attack prompted a swift change in not just how the United States reacted to external threats, but how it perceived them, leading to the invasions of Iraq and Afghanistan. [8:  Peter L. Bergen 2003. “September 11 Attacks,” Britannica (Britannica) https://www.britannica.com/event/September-11-attacks ] 

	Newly inaugurated, President George W. Bush, was adamant about the involvement of Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein, prompting an invasion of Iraq. However, there was little to no evidence of Hussein’s or Iraq’s involvement found at the time, with no evidence found to this date.[footnoteRef:9] However, it is important to analyze the imagery of not just the 9/11 attacks, but the response of the Bush administration. [9:  Bruce Riedel. 2021. “9/11 and Iraq: The Making of a Tragedy,” The Brookings Institute https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2021/09/17/9-11-and-iraq-the-making-of-a-tragedy/   [accessed 28 December 2021]] 

	With Al-Qaeda claiming the attack, hostility to Islam was already at the forefront, adding to the existing unfavorable perception of Islam of the past decades. Yet, with the accusation of Iraq’s involvement, under the brutal dictator Saddam Hussein, the imagery is that of a Muslim-majority country, aiding and possibly masterminding the attacks alongside Al-Qaeda, giving the impression of Islam and its adherents being generally hostile to the United States, although various Muslim-majority countries had allied with the United States post 9/11. As a response, the hate crime statistics against Muslims, or those perceived to be Muslim, rose from 12 incidents of anti-Muslim assault in 2000 to 93 acts of assault in 2001.[footnoteRef:10]  [10:  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].] 

	With the continuous global and domestic tensions between Islam and the United States throughout the Bush administration, Islam’s impact on American society can be witnessed with the attempt to reconcile after the inauguration of President Barack Obama. Often questioned due to his own suspected past with Islam, newly inaugurated President Obama’s first interview was with the international Arabic news network Al Arabiya, in which he unequivocally states that “[his] job to the Muslim world is to communicate that the Americans are not your enemies.”[footnoteRef:11] [11:  “Obama Tells Al Arabiya Peace Talks Should Resume.” 2009. Al Arabiya https://english.alarabiya.net/articles/2009/01/27/65087 ] 

	Along with this, on June 4th, 2009, Obama gave a speech at Cairo University in Egypt, addressing the Muslim world with the intent to better relations between the United States and Islam’s adherents.[footnoteRef:12] Although Obama’s speech was a reconciliation attempt, with the tumultuous wars and invasions in Muslim majority countries ongoing, Obama’s speech illustrates the impact Islam has had on American society, including foreign affairs and domestic relations, addressing both. With the looming wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, the domestic situation of Islam and America was also significantly tense. This can be witnessed in 2010, of a mosque opening a few blocks away from the previous World Trade Centers. Although the freedom of religion is one of America’s primary foundations, the public sentiment was polarizing, and generally unfavorable towards the building of the mosque, although no laws were broken.[footnoteRef:13]  [12:  Fawaz A. Gerges. 2013. “The Obama Approach to the Middle East: The End of America’s Moment?” Royal Institute of International Affairs, 89.2 (Oxford University Press): p. 303 https://www.jstor.org/stable/23473538 ]  [13:  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 https://www.jstor.org/stable/43284761] 

	Although reconciliation by the Obama administration was attempted, Islamophobia continued to be a factor in American society during and after President Obama’s presidency. With the arrival of Donald Trump into the political landscape and eventual presidency, the rhetoric of President Trump and his base fueled further division of the United States’ relationship with Islam and Muslims. This can be witnessed, by his call to ban the entrance of Muslims to the United States as a presidential candidate and later implementing an executive order within a few days of his presidency on January 27th, 2016, barring entry from seven Muslim-majority countries, commonly referred to as the “Muslim ban.”[footnoteRef:14]  [14:  Eleanor Acer and Robyn Barnard. 2017: Civil Rights: The Muslim Ban Violates U.S. Law and Treaty Commitments, American Bar Association. p. 9-10 https://www.jstor.org/stable/26402071] 


Conclusion:

	This essay presented the case of Islam’s significant impact on the United States, within the past 40 years. Unfortunately, the impact and relationship of Islam within the United States has not been positive, due to the acts of terrorism by radical terror groups, foreign events which triggered knee-jerk foreign policy, and the jingoistic response by segments of American society, fueling Islamophobia against Muslim citizens and residents. Although some of the analyzed events occurred 40 years ago, they are relevant in the contemporary understanding of Islam’s impact in the United States, as well as with Muslims.
	With the growing involvement of Muslims in American society, there is optimism for a change in the negative relationship between Islam and the United States. However, if this is to be achieved, the involvement of Muslim perspectives regarding the American decision-making process needs to occur, including at a national political level, as well as the grassroots level. With a collaborative effort, the impact of Islam in the United States can be more positive, taking a turn away from the negative relationship that has occurred in recent decades. 
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