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Preface

This book is born of my experience teaching college students about
Islamophobia. I teach two courses in particular that allow me
continually to cultivate my knowledge of Islamophobia and to
explain this subject to an audience with little prior understanding.
The first, a study-abroad course called Islam in Europe, enables me
to travel with students to a variety of countries in order to analyze
firsthand the tensions between Muslim minorities and the non-
Muslim majority in Europe. The second, a survey course on
Islamophobia, provides a forum for debating some of the more
difhcult questions surrounding this topic, including what
distinguishes Islamophobia from legitimate criticisms of or
disagreements with Islamic beliefs and practices. I am fortunate to
work at an academic institution that encourages faculty to explore
challenging and controversial topics like this inside and outside the
classroom. This book would not be possible without the rich teaching
opportunities and the supportive learning environment that Luther
College provides.

Teaching about Islamophobia is a daunting task, though in recent
years many excellent scholarly sources have emerged that make this
topic increasingly accessible to students and nonspecialists. Even so,

as of this writing, no single-author volume exists that surveys
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Islamophobia in its historical and contemporary manifestations in
both Europe and the United States. Most scholarly books and articles
focus on one side of the Atlantic or the other, or concentrate on a
particular slice of Islamophobia, such as media portrayals of Muslims
or constructions of the Muslim enemy in the War on Terror. With
this book, I aim to provide an introduction to the problem of
Islamophobia that covers a wide range of topics and that draws
comparisons between Europe and the United States. This is a massive
undertaking, but, in light of the growing interest in the study of
Islamophobia, a broad introductory book aimed at nonspecialists
seems timely and necessary.

To pull off this ambitious endeavor, I needed plenty of help. After
all, no author flies solo. An author’s ideas materialize only through
an engagement with the ideas and perspectives of others. Writing
is always a collaborative endeavor, and I am grateful for so many
people whose ideas and feedback have strengthened this book. I want
to begin by thanking my editor at Fortress Press, Michael Gibson.
Michael is an author’s dream editor. He knows exactly when to
nudge you in a different direction and when to step aside and let you
run with an idea. I benefited greatly from his feedback along the way
and from his ability to troubleshoot logistical issues that were all but
lost on me. Michael is one of a kind!

I am indebted to those whom I interviewed for the final chapter
of the book: Keith Ellison, John Esposito, Myriam Francois-Cerrah,
Marjorie Dove Kent, Ingrid Mattson, Dalia Mogahed, Eboo Patel,
and Tariq Ramadan. Their impact on this book extends well beyond
the excerpts from their interviews found in chapter 9. Their
perspectives and insights inspired me to revisit and revise portions of
the book and to make some connections that I did not see the first
time around. I am grateful for their wisdom and witness, and I am

honored to have their voices included in this book.
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PREFACE

Colleagues near and far agreed to read drafts of chapters and to
offer constructive feedback. The final product is much improved
because of their suggestions. To each of the following, I offer my
sincere thanks: Kimberly Connor, Jeanine Diller, Kathleen Fischer,
Lee Jefferson, Marc Pugliese, Bob Shedinger, and Ria Van Ryan.
I can add to this list my wife, Tabita Green, who read the entire
manuscript and whose aptitude for writing helped her to see things I
might have easily missed in the editing process.

I want to thank my research assistant, Emily Holm. Emily provided
stellar support by proofreading portions of the manuscript and by
tracking down sources and other supplementary material when
needed.

My participation in two seminars prompted considerable thought
on this topic and on how one tells and engages the story of a religious
tradition and community that are not one’s own. I am appreciative
of the fellows and instructors of the Luce Summer Seminar in
Theologies of Religious Pluralism and Comparative Theology,
sponsored by the American Academy of Religion, and the Teaching
Interfaith Understanding Seminar, sponsored by the Interfaith Youth
Core and the Council of Independent Colleges. My conversations
with participants in both seminars made a huge difference in my
thinking and writing.

The Koebrick Endowment Fund at Luther College provided
generous financial support that enabled me to conduct research trips
and interviews for the book. The final chapter is greatly enhanced
because of this funding.

Finally, I want to thank my wife and daughter, Tabita and
Rebecka, for all of their encouragement. It is not easy to have a
spouse or parent who writes and speaks on what is an unpopular
topic in many circles. My work on the problem of Islamophobia is

increasingly public, and, on occasion, this opens the door for folks
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with more intemperate views to write some really nasty things about
me on social media or elsewhere on the Internet. Of course, this
comes with the territory, but I am always sensitive to the impact
this can have on my family. Fortunately, Tabita and Rebecka are
unyielding in their support. They are also my partners in the fght
to make an unjust world more just, to make a broken world more

whole. I dedicate this book to them.

Todd Green
Luther College
January 2015

X1v



Introduction

In the fall of 2010, the Muslim Students Association (MSA) at a
university in the United States invited me to give a public lecture on
the controversy surrounding a proposed Islamic center in New York
City. The controversy attracted lots of media attention that summer,
with many prominent politicians speaking out against the center
because of its proximity to Ground Zero. Since my own research
at the time focused on mosque and minaret conflicts in Europe, I
eagerly accepted the invitation and looked forward to sharing my
perspectives on how these conflicts in Europe might shed light on
what was happening in New York.

I arrived in my hotel room the night before the lecture. The
MSA president called to welcome me to campus. He proceeded to
tell me that campus security intended to station additional ofhicers
at my lecture the following day. The fear was that the topic and
the presence of Muslims in the audience might raise tensions among
those in the community who were already anxious about Islam.
The MSA president wanted to reassure me that security was a high
priority. Better safe than sorry, I thought, so I expressed my gratitude
and how much I was looking forward to giving the lecture.

The following day, I arrived at the campus auditorium about

twenty minutes prior to the lecture. The MSA president approached
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me and gave me another update. Campus security was now advising
him not to stand up in front of the audience to introduce me because
it might not be safe for him to identify himself publicly. If someone
in the audience wanted to lash out against Muslims after the lecture,
he would be the most obvious target. So he asked me if I would
introduce myself. I agreed, but at this point I was definitely starting
to get a little jittery.

The event went off without a hitch, but, as I was heading home, I
could not help but ask myself what just happened. Keep in mind that
I am a historian of religion. When I give lectures, I typically do not
need extra muscle or security precautions. I am just thrilled if anyone
shows up! Of course, I was not the reason campus security was on
edge. It was the topic. What happened that day was just another
example of the extraordinary anxieties that accompany any attempt
to have a calm, rational conversation about Islam in the United States
and indeed the West.

Many polls confirm just how much apprehension there is
concerning Muslims and Islam. In the United States, 53 percent of
Americans hold views of Islam described either as “not favorable at
all” or “not too favorable.” In the Netherlands, 63 percent of Dutch
citizens believe Islam is incompatible with modern European life.” In
France, 74 percent believe Islam is at odds with French society.” Just
fewer than one in four people in Britain believe Islam is compatible

with the British way of life.*

. Gallup Center for Muslim Studies, “In U.S., Religious Prejudice Stronger against Muslims,”

Gallup, January 21, 2010, hetp://www.gallup.com/poll/125312/religious-prejudice-stronger-
against-muslims.aspx.

. World Economic Forum, Islam and the West: Annual Report on the State of Dialogue (Geneva:

World Economic Forum, 2008), 42.

. Stéphanie Le Bars, “La religion musulmane fait 'objet d’un profond rejet de la part des

Frangais,” Le Monde, January 24, 2013, http://www.lemonde.fr/societe/article/2013/01/24/la-
religion-musulmane-fait-l-objet-d-un-profond-rejet-de-la-part-des-
francais_1821698_3224.html.
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These statistics point to the larger reality with which this book
is concerned—Islamophobia. Islamophobia refers to the fear, hatred,
and hostility toward Muslims and Islam. This book surveys both
the history and the contemporary manifestations of Islamophobia
in Europe and the United States. My purpose in writing this book
is twofold. First, I aim to provide readers with an accessible
introduction to the fears and anxieties toward Islam that dominate so
much of the cultural and political landscape in the West. Second, I
want to help improve the conversation about Islam and its 1.6 billion
practitioners. Frankly, we in the West are doing a poor job when
we talk about Muslims and Islam. We must do better. We must
learn where our fears come from so that these fears no longer fuel
policies and practices that both dehumanize Muslims and perpetuate
discrimination and at times violence against Muslims.

The challenge facing anyone writing a book on Islamophobia is
that the news headlines seem to speak against any notion that the
West has an unfounded fear of Islam. In the year prior to this book’s
publication, cable news networks inundated audiences with coverage
of Israel’s invasion of Gaza in the wake of the kidnapping and killing
of three Israeli teenagers by Muslim militants. Newspapers called
attention to Muslims chanting anti-Semitic slogans and attacking
synagogues in Europe. Videos circulated of the beheadings of
American journalists James Foley and Steven Sotloff by the radical
organization ISIS, or the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria. Columnists
and commentators called on Muslims to denounce terrorism and
to afhrm their support for freedom of expression after two Muslim
extremists killed twelve people at the ofhces of Charlie Hebdo, a

French satirical magazine with a history of ridiculing Islam. Name

. Tim Shipman, “Fewer Than One in Four People Think Islam Is Compatible with British Life,
Faith Minister Warns,” Daily Mail (UK), January 24, 2013, http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/
article-2267515/Baroness-Warsi-Fewer-people-think-Islam-compatible-British-life.heml.
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the global conflict of the day, and Muslims seem to be right in the
thick of it. But as I hope to demonstrate throughout the book, there
is more than meets the eye when it comes to the way many in
the West understand conflicts involving Muslims. At the very least,
much of the Western discourse about Islam conflates the actions of a
minority with the majority of Muslims. This conflation is also one of
the building blocks of Islamophobia.

Because the study of Islamophobia is still a relatively new field of
research, misunderstandings about the topic abound. For this reason,
let me clarify what this book is and is not. This book is not an
introduction to Islam but to Western fears of Islam. I am interested in
the historical origins of the anxiety over Islam, the forms this anxiety
takes today, and the consequences of this anxiety for Muslims. The
book will certainly provide information about Islam along the way.
But what readers learn about Islam will primarily be in the service of
comprehending the nature of anti-Muslim bigotry.

This book is also not an attempt to condemn every person who
has suspicions or misgivings about Islam. True, there are some people
who deliberately stir up animosity toward Muslims in order to
mobilize voters, increase ratings, generate trafhc to blogs and
websites, sell books, or justify wars. In other words, there are folks
who are in the business of manufacturing Islamophobia for personal
or professional gain, and they do deserve special condemnation. But
they are also in the minority. In my experience, many of the people
who harbor suspicions toward Muslims or Islam do not do so for
personal gain or with malicious intent. Oftentimes, they are eager to
learn more about Islam and those who practice it in order to see if
their fears are justified. It is my hope that this book can be of help to
those who may be apprehensive of Islam but who recognize that they
need to learn more about where their misgivings come from and how

they can be addressed.
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Finally, this book is not an attempt to dismiss legitimate criticisms
of Muslims. I recognize that for those most skeptical of the study of
Islamophobia, such an enterprise comes across as a blatant attempt
to ignore all of the problems that exist in Muslim communities
inside and outside the West. Islamophobia skeptics often ask the same
questions to make their point: Aren’t many of the people committing
violence in the name of religion Muslims? Don’t women in many
Muslim-majority countries have restricted freedoms and rights? Isn’t
it true that many Muslims hold anti-Western or anti-American
sentiments? And if the answer to all of these questions is yes, then
doesn’t it seem like a fear of Islam is more than justified?

These questions sound so simple and are often asked rhetorically.
The answer to each question is supposed to be an obvious yes. But
when we dig beneath the rhetorical questions and wrestle with the
underlying issues, we quickly discover that there are more profound
questions we must ask, questions that require considerable self-
examination from the non-Muslim majority in the West.

To take one example—the issue of violence: Why do a small
minority of Muslims commit violence against civilians in the name of
Islam? Why are their efforts increasingly aimed at the West, and why
now? If the Quran or something inherent to Islam supposedly makes
them commit this violence, why aren’t the majority of Muslims
following suit? What do we make of the fact that the overwhelming
majority of the victims of Muslim terrorism are other Muslims? And
is it possible that the roots of what is called “Islamic terrorism” are
found in historical and political conditions that include European
colonialism and Western intervention in Middle Eastern countries
and governments?

Conversely, why are Muslims constructed as violent whereas
Western governments that carry out extensive military actions in

Muslim-majority countries are considered peaceful? Why is the
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killing of innocent Muslims by US drone attacks in Pakistan not an
act of terrorism, but the killing of innocent Americans by Muslim
extremists is? What does the United States’ history of supporting
regimes that practice torture, from prerevolutionary Iran to Jorge
Videla’s Argentina in the late 1970s to Egypt’s current military
dictatorship, say about its commitment to peace and human dignity?
What does the United States’ own practice of torture in the War
on Terror, a practice supported by a majority of white Christian
Americans, say about its dedication to human rights?

When we wrestle with these types of questions, the answers
become more complex and easy assumptions about “violent” Muslims
versus the “peaceful” West dissipate quickly. However, wrestling
with these questions does not prevent us from criticizing or
condemning the violence carried out by some Muslim extremist
groups. We can analyze the problem of Islamophobia and critique
Muslim individuals or groups when appropriate.

As an introduction to the problem of Islamophobia in the West,
this book traverses considerable historical, political, cultural, and
geographical terrain. The book begins this journey with an opening
chapter that discusses both the debates over how to define
Islamophobia and the most common questions concerning the
concept of Islamophobia. The next two chapters cover the history of
anti-Muslim prejudice. Chapter 2 surveys European views of Islam
and Muslims from the Middle Ages through the Enlightenment.
Chapter 3 examines the European colonization of Muslim-majority
regions in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and includes
a discussion of how the colonial enterprise generated Orientalism, a
particular way of thinking that has shaped the modern study of Islam.

Chapters 4 and 5 illuminate the key events in the modern West
that have heightened fears and anxieties toward Muslims at home

and abroad. Chapter 4 discusses the terrorist attacks of September
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11, 2001, and the subsequent US War on Terror. The focus is on
how US politicians constructed the Muslim enemy to justify the war
and to deflect attention from imperial ambitions in the Middle East.
Chapter 5 surveys the most significant events on European soil in
recent decades that generated fears of the Muslim “enemy within”
and exacerbated tensions between Muslim minorities and the non-
Muslim majority.

The next two chapters analyze the most influential sources of the
negative images of Muslims in the West today. Chapter 6 addresses
the rise of individuals and organizations that make a living
manufacturing and perpetuating Islamophobia. Chapter 7 examines
the negative representations of Muslims and Islam in the mainstream
news media, in television programming, and in Hollywood movies.

Chapter 8 shifts our focus to the practical consequences of
Islamophobia for Muslims living in the West. It surveys the
discrimination, exclusion, and even violence experienced by Muslims
due to surveillance programs, detentions, deportations, renditions,
hate crimes, and restrictions on the free exercise of religion.

The book concludes on a constructive note for combating
Islamophobia. Chapter 9 invites readers into a conversation with
eight prominent individuals who are invested in the battle against
anti-Muslim bigotry. Readers have the opportunity to gain insights
from Keith Ellison, John Esposito, Myriam Francois-Cerrah,
Marjorie Dove Kent, Ingrid Mattson, Dalia Mogahed, Eboo Patel,
and Tarig Ramadan on how best to respond to the problem of
Islamophobia.

It is impossible to do complete justice to any one of the topics
covered in these chapters. As with all introductory books, the intent
here is to provide a bird’s-eye view of the subject in an effort to

stimulate critical thought and encourage further exploration. This
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book marks only the beginning of a conversation about the most

widely accepted prejudice in the West today.



What Is Islamophobia?

The word Islamophobia is not new, despite the fact that one would be
hard pressed to find many instances of it prior to the 1990s. It first
appeared in its French form,

Islamophobie, in a book by the  Islamophobia: hatred,
painter Etienne Dinet in 1918."  hostility, and fear of

In the past few decades, Islamand Muslims,and
however, the word has become the discriminatory

an integral part of political and practices that result.

public discourse. This is due

largely to a much-cited study conducted by a British think tank, the
Runnymede Trust, in 1997. The study defines Islamophobia as “dread
or hatred of Islam” and as “unfounded hostility towards Islam.™ It also

defines Islamophobia in light of the concrete expressions this hostility

1. Jocelyne Cesari, “Islamophobia in the West: A Comparison between Europe and the United
States,” in Islamophobia: The Challenge of Pluralism in the 21st Century, ed. John L. Esposito and
Ibrahim Kalin (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 21.

2. Commission on British Muslims and Islamophobia, Islamophobia: A Challenge for Us All
(London: Runnymede Trust, 1997), 1, 4.
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takes, such as the deliberate exclusion of Muslims from mainstream
social and political life. This definition is the one most frequently
employed in debates pertaining to anti-Muslim sentiment in the
West.

The term has plenty of critics. Some scholars, sympathetic with
the need to analyze and combat anti-Muslim prejudice, maintain
that the very word Islamophobia is a misnomer. They argue that
a literal interpretation suggests that the primary object of fear or
discrimination is religion (Islam), when in fact the prejudice in
question is best understood under a different framework, such as
racism or xenophobia. Other critics reject the word because they
believe it stifles freedom of speech and the freedom to criticize the
beliefs and practices of a particular religious tradition or community.

This chapter will unpack this controversy and develop a working
definition of Islamophobia. After an overview of the Runnymede
Trust’s findings in its 1997 study, I will tackle some of the most
common questions and criticisms raised about Islamophobia. I will
conclude by putting forth a definition of Islamophobia that is
informed largely by the Runnymede definition—the fear, dislike, or
hatred of Muslims and Islam—yet nuanced to address some of the

more signiﬁcant concerns from critics.

The Runnymede Report

The Runnymede Trust was established in 1968 during a time of
significant social and cultural upheaval in Europe and the United
States. Its purpose was to counsel the British government on race
relations. In 1996, the Runnymede Trust created the Commission
on British Muslims and Islamophobia. The commission’s purpose
was to analyze the discrimination experienced by many Muslims in

Britain and to make policy recommendations to the government that

10
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would help combat this discrimination. Its report, Islamophobia: A
Challenge for Us All, was released one year later. Often referred to
as the Runnymede Report, this study has served as the starting point
for many subsequent analyses of Islamophobia in Europe and North
America.

The timing of the report was not coincidental. Increasing tensions
between non-Muslims and Muslims, both in the West and between
the West and Muslim-majority regions, fed the conditions that gave
rise to the report. The Israeli-Palestinian conflict and the Iranian
Revolution of 1979, for example, contributed to negative perceptions
of Muslims and Islam in the West. On the domestic front, the
Rushdie Affair of 1988-1989 revealed the tensions between non-
Muslims and Muslims within Britain. The Rushdie Affair refers to the
publication of The Satanic Verses (1988), a novel by the British-Indian
writer Salman Rushdie. It provoked considerable controversy among
some Muslims in Britain and abroad due to its critical depictions of
Islam. This episode will be described in more detail in chapter 5,
but for now what is important is that the strong reaction by some
Muslims to The Satanic Verses gave rise to a backlash against Muslims
in Britain and to the perception that Islam could not adapt to Western
standards of free speech. The authors of the Runnymede Report
have this event in mind when reflecting on the rise of anti-Muslim
prejudice in Britain and the recognition that “there is a new reality
which needs naming.”

As stated above, the Runnymede Report defines Islamophobia as
“dread or hatred of Islam” that, by implication, translates into “fear
or dislike of all or most Muslims.”™ It notes that prejudice against
Muslims has reached a scale requiring action to protect the basic

rights of Britain’s Muslim citizens. By identifying Islamophobia as

3. 1bid., 4.
4. 1bid., 1.
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a distinct phenomenon that singles out Muslims for special
consideration and protection, the commission recognizes the
challenges and even dangers of conveying the message that Muslim
beliefs and practices should somehow fall outside the realm of critical
inquiry. This is why the report goes to great lengths to differentiate
what it deems legitimate criticisms of Islam, rooted in “open” views,

from the “closed” views that constitute Islamophobia.

Features of Islamophobia

What follows is a brief discussion of the eight closed views identified
by the Runnymede Report as characteristic of Islamophobia. While
the commission has Britain in mind, its observations apply more
broadly to the West. For this reason, the examples I use to illustrate

each closed view will reflect a variety of Western contexts.

1. Islam as monolithic and static. The list of closed views begins
with the notion that Islam lacks both diversity and internal
differences and disagreements. In other words, all Muslims are
basically the same, holding uniform worldviews and ideologies.
In many ways, this perception drives much of the Islamophobia
that one encounters in the West. If Islam is monolithic and
unchanging, and if media coverage focuses on violence or
terrorism carried out in the name of Islam by a small minority
of Muslims, then it is easy to draw the conclusion that what
one sees on the news is somehow endemic to Islam and all
Muslims. Similarly, if women in a Muslim-majority country
such as Saudi Arabia face severe restrictions on their public
behavior—for example, the prohibition to drive—many in the
West might conclude that all Muslim women face similar

restrictions, when in fact Saudi Arabia is the exception and not

12
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the rule. This contrasts with the assumption that other religions
or belief systems are diverse and dynamic and do not lend
themselves to easy characterizations that apply to all

practitioners.

To put the difference starkly, if al-Qaeda launches violent attacks
against Western targets, some might conclude that this is due to
an inherent quality in Islam and that, by extension, all Muslims
are prone to violence because all Muslims are fundamentally the
same. By contrast, when Anders Breivik, a self-identified Norwegian
Christian, went on a killing rampage in and near Oslo in July 2011,
Christianity and Christians as a whole were not implicated in his
crimes.

Another example involves the US presidential campaign of then
Senator Barack Obama in 2008. Some of Obama’s opponents
frequently suggested that he was a Muslim. They emphasized the
time he spent as a child in Indonesia, his Muslim father, and his
Muslim-sounding middle name, Hussein. The motivation to brand
Obama as a Muslim rested in the assumption that Islam is monolithic.
Since the Muslims most Americans were familiar with were the
terrorists they saw or read about in the news, any connection
between Obama and Islam might also be construed as a link between
Obama and terrorism or extremism. The assumption that Islam is
monolithic easily lends itself to the guilt-by-association principle at
work in the campaign to label Obama a Muslim and in much of the

Islamophobic discourse one finds in the West.
2. Islam as separate and other. Another characteristic of

Islamophobia is the idea that Islam shares none of the core values

found in other religions, particularly Judaism and Christianity,

13
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or in Western culture. Western values such as respect for

religious diversity or freedom of religion have no home in Islam.

The debate over the building of minarets in Switzerland illustrates
this perception. In 2009, the Swiss People’s Party, a radical right
party, led a campaign in Switzerland to prohibit the construction of
new minarets—that is, towers located on or next to mosques. During
a television interview, a reporter asked Ulrich Schliier, a member of
the party and a major figure behind the anti-minaret campaign, if
the proposed ban was fair in light of the fact that it targeted minarets
but not church steeples. Schliier responded that the comparison was
invalid because the steeple and the minaret represent two religions
that hold two very different sets of values: “I think Christianity is an
attitude of freedom, of recognizing different meanings, of tolerance.

Islam has nothing to do with tolerance.”

Put another way,
Christianity embraces and epitomizes Western secular values such as
toleration and freedom, the very values Islam rejects. Since Islam is so
different, so “other,” its symbols cannot be allowed to occupy public

space and promote values that are “foreign” to the Swiss people.

3. Islam as inferior. A third closed view is that Islam is not only
different from but also inferior to the West. Islam is barbaric,
irrational, and sexist, in contrast to the civilized, enlightened,

and gender-equal West.

Ayaan Hirsi Ali, a former Muslim and prominent critic of Islam,
frequently invokes these types of critiques in her writing and

speaking. She contrasts the Enlightenment principles pervading the

. Ulrich Schliier, interviewed by Julie Hunt, “Anti-Minaret Campaigner Puts Case,” October

6, 2009, swissinfo.ch, http://www.swissinfo.ch/eng/multimedia/video/Anti-
minaret_campaigner_puts_case.html?cid=1012760.
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West, such as free inquiry and individual freedom, with Islam.
“Islam,” she writes, “is incompatible with the principles of liberty that
are at the heart of the Enlightenment legacy.” She argues that Islam’s
“obsession with subjugating women is one of the things that makes
[it] so reprehensible.” She does not believe that Islam has anything
to offer the West because it lags behind the West intellectually,
culturally, and ethically.

4. Islam as the enemy. Islam, according to a fourth closed view,
is identified as hostile, violent, and aggressive. Islam is a religion
bent on conquest, and, for this reason, there is an inevitable

“clash of civilizations” between Islam and the West.

We will return to the clash of civilizations thesis in subsequent
chapters, but what is important at this point is to emphasize how
Islam is linked inextricably to violence and terrorism in a manner that
feeds not only Western foreign policies and wars against Muslim-
majority countries but also domestic policies that place restrictions
on Muslims living in the West or that single out Muslims as people
who are particularly susceptible to terrorist activity. For example,
the profiling of Muslim passengers in US airport security lines can
certainly be interpreted as based in the assumption that all Muslims
are prone to terrorism and thus must be targeted for additional

security measures in order to protect non-Muslim Americans.

5. Islam as manipulative. Another common Islamophobic
characteristic is the assumption that Muslims are objects of

suspicion because they are viewed as devious, relying on their

. Ayaan Hirsi Ali, Nomad: From Islam to America: A Personal Journey through the Clash of
Civilizations (New York: Free Press, 2010), 214.

. Ayaan Hirsi Ali, The Caged Virgin: An Emancipation Proclamation for Women and Islam (New
York: Free Press, 2008), 163.
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religion to give them some strategic military or political

advantage.

An illustration of this view is the hysteria in recent years over

“creeping Sharia” in the United States. Beginning in 2010, a wave of

legislation swept through state legislatures. The purpose of the

legislation was to ban Sharia, or Islamic law, from individual states.

Sharia: Islamic law
based on the Qur’an
and the Sunna (the
example of
Muhammad) that
provides a blueprint
for proper conduct in

accordance with God’s

revelations.

Supporters of this legislation

argued that Muslims were
taking advantage of the free
exercise of religion guaranteed
by the First Amendment in
order to spread their faith and to
grow in numbers and influence.
The anti-Sharia lobby insisted,
however, that Muslims were
not sincere in their admiration

or respect for the First

Amendment but sought protection under the US Constitution only

to wait for a strategic time to attain a critical mass and then to impose

Sharia law.

6. Racial discrimination against Muslims justified. The report

notes that racism and Islamophobia in the British context are

often mixed together; as a result, anti-Muslim feelings and anti-

Asian sentiment are often connected.® In other Western

contexts, it might be anti-Muslim and anti-Arab sentiments.

When Muslims are involved, racist practices and prejudices get

a pass.

8. Many Muslims in Britain have a South Asian background.
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To take an earlier example, profiling in US airports is often
defended not only in light of the religious identities of Muslims but
also on the basis of their race and the belief that one can easily
spot a Muslim based on outward appearance, presumably including
skin color. Sam Harris, a prominent atheist philosopher and critic
of Islam, plainly states this in regard to airport security lines: “We
should profile Muslims, or anyone who looks like he or she could
conceivably be Muslim, and we should be honest about it.” Racial
discrimination and racist exclusionary practices are typically deemed
unconstitutional today in the United States, but here is a case in

which such discrimination is presented as normal and necessary.

7. Muslim criticisms of the West invalidated. In this closed
view, the Western critique of Islam is a one-way street. Western
politicians, religious leaders, and journalists can freely criticize
Islamic beliefs and practices, but they give little or no heed
to Muslim perspectives on and criticisms of Western values or

practices.

For example, many Western nations have intense debates about
freedom of speech, and all set some limits on the scope of such
speech. Some European countries have laws that prohibit Holocaust
denial. One is not free in countries such as Belgium or Austria to
deny or condone the genocide that took place in Nazi Germany. But
when Muslims raise critical questions about the problems with speech
that deliberately and disrespectfully denigrates the texts, figures, or
practitioners of Islam, their views are often rejected outright. In 2005
and 2006, various Muslims inside and outside of Denmark raised such

questions in response to satirical cartoons of Muhammad published

9.Sam Harris, “In Defense of Profiling,” Sam Harris: The Blog, April 28, 2012,
hetp://www.samharris.org/blog/item/in-defense-of-profiling.
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by a Danish newspaper. Their questions were largely dismissed, with
some public figures going so far as to point out that the real problem
was the inability of Muslims to understand and accept the Western

commitment to freedom of speech.

8. Anti-Muslim discourse as natural. The report finally notes
that anti-Muslim discourse is so pervasive that even some public
figures who ardently fight for tolerance and equal rights for all
citizens may express little or no concern for the discrimination
faced by Muslims in their midst. Prejudiced statements or views

about Muslims are not deemed bigoted; instead, they are normal.

In October 2010, a well-respected journalist with National Public
Radio (NPR) in the United States, Juan Williams, openly proclaimed
that the sight of Muslims on an airplane made him nervous. NPR
took action and fired him, and Fox News subsequently hired him. A
major debate ensued over whether NPR overreacted in its decision
to dismiss Williams. Had Williams articulated that the sight of Jews
or African Americans on an airplane caused him anxiety, NPR’s
decision to fire him would have attracted broad support. Instead,
Williams articulated a sentiment deemed acceptable enough by a
wide spectrum of the American public that NPR’s decision to oust
him, more than his original statement, became the focal point of the
controversy.

In surveying these eight features of Islamophobia, the report
focuses more on pointing out the closed views than addressing the
open views, views that reflect an engagement with Islam in which
common ground and legitimate differences are examined,
acknowledged, and respected. The report also devotes considerable

attention to detailing the consequences of Islamophobia in Britain,
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including employment discrimination, exclusion from mainstream
politics, and prejudice in the media toward Muslims and Islam.

The Runnymede Report has become a point of reference for many
political and scholarly discussions since its publication in 1997. Its
definition and framing of Islamophobia have also given rise to critical
questions and concerns, including whether the concept of
Islamophobia helps or hinders our understanding of anti-Muslim
prejudice, how Islamophobia relates to more commonly identified
forms of prejudice, and the extent to which Islamophobia is a
construct that stifles free speech and inhibits one’s right to disagree
openly with the teachings of Islam. In the remainder of this chapter,
I will address these and other common questions and criticisms in an

effort to move toward a working definition of Islamophobia.

Does “Islamophobia” Stifle Legitimate Criticisms
of Muslims and Islam?

One frequent criticism voiced against the concept of Islamophobia is
that it can suppress freedom of speech and inhibit open discussion and
debate about religion.'’ Should Islam receive special protection when
it comes to critical discussions about religion in democratic societies?
Is there a risk that anyone who criticizes Islamic beliefs and practices
is automatically labeled an Islamophobe? These are questions that
even those who are sympathetic with Muslims and their experiences
of bigotry recognize as legitimate.

The most vocal critics reject out of hand the existence of
Islamophobia and warn that any flirtations with the concept will lead
the West into the fiery pit of cultural relativism and will undermine

the freedoms that set “us” apart from the world of Islam. A notable

For a straightforward articulation of this concern, see Kenan Malik, “The Islamophobia Myth,”
Prospect, February 2005, http://www kenanmalik.com/essays/prospect_islamophobia.heml.
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instance of this criticism is found in a manifesto issued by twelve
authors, among them Salman Rushdie and Ayaan Hirsi Ali, written in
response to the violence sparked by the publication of controversial
cartoons of the Prophet Muhammad in Denmark and across Europe
in 2005 and 2006. Titled “Together Facing the New

Totalitarianism,” the manifesto denies the existence of Islamophobia:

We reject the “cultural relativism” which implies an acceptance that men
and women of Muslim culture are deprived of the right to equality,
freedom and secularism in the name of the respect for certain cultures
and traditions.

We refuse to renounce our critical spirit out of fear of being accused of
“Islamophobia,” a wretched concept that confuses criticism of Islam as a
religion and stigmatisation of those who believe in it.

We defend the universality of the freedom of expression, so that a critical
spirit can exist in every continent, towards each and every maltreatment
and dogma."!

The authors view freedom of expression and Islamophobia as
mutually exclusive concepts, insisting on the need to reject the latter
in order to allow the former to flourish.

The 