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Abstract
Calls for Muslims to condemn terrorist attacks are commonplace
in the United States and Europe. These calls emanate from public
figures and media outlets across the political and ideological
spectrum. This article briefly surveys efforts primarily from
Muslim scholars, leaders, and organizations to heed these calls
and to communicate, in word and in deed, their rejection of
terrorist attacks supposedly carried out in the name of Islam. The
article raises questions about whether these efforts make a
difference in improving attitudes toward Muslims who live in the
United States and Europe. The article argues that Muslim attempts
to condemn terrorism inadvertently reinforce Islamophobia, in part
because such efforts involve tacit acceptance that Muslims should
be presumed guilty of harboring violent tendencies and terrorist
sympathies until proven otherwise, in part because such efforts
keep the focus on Muslims and violence so that white and white
Christian Americans and Europeans need not come to terms with
their own violent past and their ongoing complicity in a violent
world order.

In a CNN interview from 2015, New York Times columnist Roger Cohen took a
firm position on why terrorism persisted. He insisted that we will never be able to
reduce the threat of terrorism “until moderate Muslims really speak out—really
say, ‘This is not our religion’” (“NYT Columnist,” 2015). Cohen was not the first
New York Times columnist to call out Muslims for their supposed failure to
condemn terrorism. In a 2005 column titled “If It’s a Muslim Problem, It Needs a
Muslim Solution,” Thomas Friedman took Muslims to task for their silence in the
face of terrorist attacks: “To this day—to this day—no major Muslim cleric or
religious body has ever issued a fatwa condemning Osama bin Laden.” Never
mind that Friedman’s own newspaper published a full-page ad just one month
after 9/11 with statements from prominent Muslim leaders denouncing the attacks,
including the king of Jordan, the Grand Mufti of Saudi Arabia, and the
Organisation of the Islamic Conference (Esposito, 2010, p. 31). Never mind that
three days after the 9/11 attacks, more than 40 Muslim scholars issued a statement
unequivocally condemning the attacks: “We condemn, in the strongest terms, the
incidents, which are against all human and Islamic norms” (Kurzman, 2020).
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Whatever Muslims were doing in response to terrorism, it wasn’t enough for them
to be “heard” or “seen” by columnists writing for the nation’s preeminent
newspaper.

Cohen and Friedman are not outliers. Across the ideological spectrum in
journalism and politics, prominent voices have issued a clarion call to Muslims,
demanding that they say more and do more to condemn terrorism (Green, 2018,
pp. xxiv–xxv). Media outlets have also amplified more extreme anti-Muslim
voices that insist on Islam’s intrinsically violent nature, and while this has often
been done in order to reprimand these voices, the unintended consequence has
been the increased salience of the narratives promoted by these voices (Bail,
2015).

For their part, Muslim leaders and organizations within and beyond the
United States and Europe have heeded these calls, issuing statements and
performing public acts of service in an effort to signal to the non-Muslim majority
that they reject those who justify terrorism in the name of Islam. They have done
so despite the claims by many mainstream journalists and politicians that Muslims
have remained silent.

I will briefly survey some of these efforts before raising questions about
whether these efforts—which are understandable given the intense scrutinization
and securitization of Muslim populations in the United States and
Europe—actually have the intended impact. Do these condemnations matter? Do
they make a difference in reducing prejudice toward Muslims living in the United
States and Europe? Do they put the non-Muslim majority, particularly white and
white Christian Americans and Europeans, at ease in regard to the widespread
belief that Muslims are prone to violence and terrorism?

My argument is that there is no evidence that Muslim condemnations of
terrorism have a measurable impact on efforts to reduce Islamophobia or to
counter stereotypes of Muslims as violent. If anything, Muslim condemnations
inadvertently exacerbate Islamophobia in two important ways. First, they involve
the tacit acceptance of a racist narrative in which Muslims are collectively
presumed guilty of harboring violent tendencies and terrorist sympathies unless
proven otherwise. In other words, Muslim condemnations confirm rather than
challenge the master narrative in which terrorism is the preserve of Muslims.
They leave intact the assumption that there is something inherent in Islam that
requires Muslims to explain and defend themselves in a way that would not be the
case for white and white Christian Americans and Europeans. Second, these
condemnations keep the focus on Muslims and violence so that white and white
Christian Americans and Europeans need not come to terms with their own
violent past and their ongoing complicity in a violent world order.

This argument depends on a framework of interpretation and a body of
scholarship in which Islamophobia is understood primarily as a form of racism.
Some of the most significant studies of Islamophobia in both the United States
and Europe recognize the intersection of racism and Islamophobia, both in terms
of the interactions between anti-Black and anti-Muslim racism (Chan-Malik,
2018; Curtis, 2013; Khabeer, 2016) as well as the racialization of Muslims with
immigrant backgrounds (Meer & Modood, 2019; Rana, 2011), including the ways
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that Muslims officially classified as White, such as those with an Iranian
background in the United States, are still denied the social benefits pertaining to
Whiteness (Maghbouleh, 2017).

While Muslims are obviously not a race, they are racialized in Western
contexts; that is, they are conceived of as an essentialized, monolithic entity
collectively presumed guilty of embracing violent ideologies and therefore cast as
a suspect population deserving of discrimination. This form of racialization
reflects traditional understandings of racism rooted in skin color but also
manifests itself in hostility toward Muslims based on real or perceived religious
and cultural attributes, what scholars refer to as cultural racism (Green, 2019, pp.
29–31; Sematri, 2012). This means even White Muslims can be subject to racist
assumptions and narratives because they are “plugged in” to a larger cultural and
religious apparatus that renders them violent and dangerous. Demands for
Muslims to say and do more to condemn terrorism, not to mention Muslim efforts
to reject terrorism, cannot be understood apart from a recognition of the racialized
assumptions that animate much of public and political discourse pertaining to
Muslims in the United States and Europe.

Muslims Condemning Terrorism in Word and Deed

The evidence for Muslims condemning terrorism clearly and forcefully is
incredibly easy to uncover, despite persistent assumptions to the contrary by
journalists and politicians. Muslim leaders and scholars have issued a plethora of
statements and fatwas demonstrating their conviction that the actions of terrorists
do not align with Islamic teachings. A simple Google search of “Muslims
condemning terrorism” will yield pages upon pages of articles and websites
documenting these condemnations. Some efforts have been made to consolidate
this unwieldy amount of condemnations. In 2017, for example, university student
Heraa Hasmi created Muslim Condemn, a site that hosts a 712-page Google doc
documenting close to 6,000 instances of Muslim condemnations of terrorism (Ali,
2018).

When one sorts through the rather larger number public statements on the
topic, some prominent rationales emerge to justify the condemnations. One of the
most prominent themes in the condemnations involves the prohibition against
murder in Islam, often by referencing verses from the Qur’an, including this one:
“We decreed to the Children of Israel that if anyone kills a person…it is as if he
kills all mankind” (5:32). Yusuf al-Qaradawi, chair of the International Union of
Muslim Scholars, argues this verse is representative of Islam’s teachings on the
sanctity of human life, adding that Islam “holds the human soul in high esteem,
and considers the attack against innocent human beings a grave sin” (Sonn, 2016,
p. 47). Organizations such as the Arab League have articulated similar views, as
have the king of Jordan and several hundred scholars in the Amman Message
(Kurzman, 2020; The Amman Message, 2004).

Other themes that surface repeatedly in these condemnations include
condemnations of the killing of emissaries, extremist interpretations of jihad,
forced conversions to Islam, and the reinstitution of slavery. Statements such as
the Letter to Baghdadi (2014) make clear that these and other practices are neither
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encouraged nor embraced by mainstream Muslims. The Letter, initially signed by
over 100 scholars, takes ISIS to task for its violent and bloody interpretation of a
faith practiced by over one billion people globally. The concerns in the letter echo
in other quarters. Shaykh Muhammad al-Yaqoubi, a Syrian scholar, cites the
hadith of the Prophet to argue that anyone who inflicts harm on those entering
Muslim lands in the spirit of peace is at odds with the life and example of the
Prophet himself (Al-Yaqoubi 2016, p. 33). Linda Sarsour, a prominent American
Muslim activist, also cites the Prophet when it comes to the best form of jihad: “A
word of truth in front of a tyrant ruler or leader” (Abrams, 2017). The Muslim
Public Affairs Council in the United States straightforwardly rejects attempts by
extremists to forcibly compel anyone to follow a particular version of Islam by
stating that “true faith is incompatible with compulsion” (Muslim Public Affairs
Council, 2013).

Muslims condemn terrorism not only in word but also in deed, often in
very visible and public ways. The most obvious example involves the support
offered by Muslim-majority nations to support the so-called “war on terror”—in
particular, the US-led invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq after the 9/11 attacks.
Countries such as Turkey, Albania, Bahrain, Jordan, Pakistan, and the United
Arab Emirates all assisted in the initial invasion of Afghanistan, variously
providing troops, provisions, and supplies to the war effort. Operation Iraqi
Freedom proved more controversial, but even so, various forms of assistance to
the United States were offered from Muslim-majority countries. Jordan and Saudi
Arabia, for example, allowed overflights of US missiles and aircraft, while Egypt
granted the US military free passage through the Suez Canal in addition to giving
access to airspace.

In Western nations, Muslims joined the ranks of the military and fought in
the war on terror, at times falling in the line of duty. According to Nazia Kazi
(2019), Muslim participation in the military functions as a “marker of
acceptability,” a means by which Muslims can try to gain cultural and political
acceptance through serving in and even dying in imperialist wars (p. 82). The
most notable example of this involves the case of Captain Humayun Khan of the
US Army Reserves. Khan, born in the United Arab Emirates into a family with
Pakistani roots, grew up in the Washington, DC, area and graduated from the
University of Virginia in 2000. Four years later, Khan was deployed to Iraq, and
four months into his tour, Khan was killed by an improvised explosive device. He
was awarded the Bronze Star and Purple Heart for his actions and buried in
Arlington National Cemetery, with full military honors.

Khan’s parents, Khizr and Ghazala, received an invitation to speak at the
Democratic National Convention in Philadelphia in 2016. There Khizr Khan
chastised Donald Trump, the Republican presidential nominee, for demonizing
Muslims and proposing to ban them from country. Khan invoked the memory of
his dead son and contrasted him with Trump in terms of patriotism. Khan
rhetorically asked Trump, “Have you ever been to Arlington Cemetery?,” and
then raised his finger and voice to proclaim: “You have sacrificed nothing and no
one” (“Full Text,” 2016). In the course of one evening, the entire nation became
fixated on the death of a Muslim American soldier and the possibility that
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Muslims were not just the enemy but possibly “one of us.” Yet as Edward Curtis
has noted, the effort to highlight the death of a Muslim American soldier by the
Clinton campaign pointed at best to “partial, ambiguous acceptance” of Muslim
Americans. Khan, after all, was both a member of a suspect population and yet
“valuable precisely because of [his] nearness to the enemy” (Curtis, 2019, p. 50).

Some Muslims have also joined the ranks of intelligence agencies and
police departments across the United States and Europe, essentially investing in
the very national security and law enforcement apparatus that frequently targets,
surveils, and profiles Muslim populations. The CIA noted in the aftermath of the
San Bernardino attacks in 2015 that the contributions of Muslim employees were
“mission critical” in light of the threats posed by terrorism (Ryan, 2016). The
NYPD, a police department that has infamously and extensively surveilled and
spied on Muslims, has at least one-thousand officers in its ranks who are Muslim
or have a Muslim background (Alimahomed-Wilson, 2018; “Muslim NYPD
Officer,” 2016).

Similar to Muslims serving in the military, notable instances have emerged
since 9/11 of Muslims in law enforcement or intelligence agencies receiving
honors and recognition for their courageous efforts to combat terrorism. To take
one example, in January 2015, a Muslim police officer named Ahmed Merabet
became a national hero in France when he died after confronting extremists who
attacked the Paris office of the satirical magazine Charlie Hebdo. Merabet
received France’s highest award, the Legion of Honor, from President François
Hollande at his funeral. This recognition was all the more remarkable given that
Merabet died defending a magazine that routinely published racist and
Islamophobic content (Willsher, 2015).

Muslims have also cooperated quite extensively with law enforcement
agencies in an effort to root out terrorists at home, despite Trump’s complaint in
2016 that Muslims are “absolutely not reporting” suspected terrorists to the
authorities (Grierson, 2016). According to Charles Kurzman at the University of
North Carolina, from just after 9/11 through 2013, Muslims in the United States
assisted law enforcement agencies in identifying 54 terrorist suspects or
perpetrators out of a total of 188 individuals for whom the first tip was made
public (Kurzman, 2014). This means that Muslims were responsible for reporting
one quarter of terrorism suspects with a Muslim background. The data only tells
part of the story. Some of the most high-profile terrorist attacks of the past decade
have involved Muslims playing a significant role in finding terrorists. This
includes tipping off the police as to the whereabouts of Abdelhamid Abaaoud, the
leader of the Paris attacks in November 2015 that killed 130 people. Abaaoud’s
hideout was made known by a Muslim woman who later told journalists that she
helped the police find Abaaoud because she believed Islam demanded justice
(Miller & Mekhennet, 2016).

In terms of philanthropic activity, Muslims have led fundraising and blood
drives to assist victims and the larger public in the wake of terrorist attacks.
Concerning the former, Muslims have organized online fundraisers to help the
families of victims of terrorist attacks. Muslims United for San Bernardino,
Muslims United for the Victims of Pulse Shooting, and Muslims United for
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London have raised hundreds of thousands of dollars for these causes. But it’s not
only attacks in which Muslims are involved, either as perpetrators or as victims,
in which Muslims engage in these fundraising campaigns. Muslim organizations
raised over $100,000 in 2015 to help the communities affected by the deliberate
burning of eight African American churches. When Jewish cemeteries were
desecrated in St. Louis and Philadelphia in 2017, Muslim Americans responded
by raising close to $200,000 to repair damaged headstones (Green, 2018, pp.
90–91).

To commemorate the 10th anniversary of the 9/11 attacks, an organization
known as Muslims for Life organized blood drives across the United States.
These events became annual occurrences every September afterward, with over
1,000 blood drives alone held in the first four years since the campaign began in
2010. Muslims have both organized and contributed to blood drives in Europe as
well in the aftermath of terrorist attacks, including the Paris and Brussels attacks
of 2015 and 2016, respectively (Green, 2018, p. 90).

If there is a danger in lifting up the preceding examples of Muslims taking
action against terrorism, it lies in conveying the impression that “good Muslims”
are those who enlist in the military or join the FBI, while “bad Muslims” are
critical of US militarism or government surveillance of Muslim populations. My
purpose in the preceding discussion is not to suggest that Muslims should be
accepted as “good” only after they have made public declarations against
terrorism or have signed up for public activities deemed “patriotic” by the
political and media elite. I want to demonstrate a more basic point: Muslims are
already doing the very things they are accused of not doing by many politicians
and journalists. In some instances, Muslims endeavor to become model patriots
by proclaiming allegiance to the US Constitution, dying on the battlefield in Iraq,
or cooperating with the very law enforcement and national security apparatus that
singles them out as a suspect population. Muslims have gone out of their way to
heed the call to “do more” to condemn terrorism. The question remains, has any
of this made a difference in the efforts to reduce Islamophobia and to undermine
narratives that assume some sort of organic link between Muslims and terrorism?

Rising Islamophobia since 9/11

There is no compelling evidence suggesting that Muslim condemnations of
terrorism make much of a difference in reducing Islamophobia. This doesn’t mean
that such condemnations lack merit. It’s hard to argue, for example, against
Muslims condemning Abu-Bakr al-Baghdadi of ISIS, or hosting post-9/11 blood
drives, or raising money to help restore desecrated Jewish cemeteries. I’m simply
suggesting that whatever intrinsic merit such acts contain, it’s difficult to find
evidence proving that they do much to reduce Islamophobia or to undermine
stereotypes of violent and terrorist-sympathizing Muslims.

By most metrics, Islamophobia has been on the rise for the past two
decades, even as Muslim condemnations of terrorism have proliferated.
Anti-Muslim hate crimes in the United States skyrocketed in the months
following 9/11, and while they did decrease afterward, they never returned to
pre-9/11 levels. In fact, depending on the year, we continue to see spikes in
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anti-Muslim hate crimes, including in 2015 and 2016 when they reached their
highest levels since 9/11 (Green, 2019, pp. 297–299).

Polls also point generally in the direction of more Americans perceiving a
link between Islam and violence in recent years versus the period around 9/11.
According to the Pew Research Center, just six months after 9/11, 25% of
Americans believed Islam was more likely than other religions to encourage
violence. In December 2016, 41% of Americans held this view, with just under
50% rejecting it. If broken down by political affiliation, one-third of Republicans
believed Islam was more likely to promote violence in 2002, compared with 70%
of Republicans in 2016. The shift was less marked among Democrats, but there
was still a small rise in the percentage of Democrats who held this view during
this time period as well (Pew Research Center, 2017, p. 124).

When Europeans were surveyed in 2016 about whether Muslims in their
country have sympathies for ISIS, of the 10 countries surveyed, none had a
majority that indicated “very few” Muslims supported ISIS. In five of the
countries surveyed—Poland, Spain, Italy, Hungary, and Greece—the percentage
of who believed that “most” or “many” Muslims in their countries supported ISIS
ranged from 25% to almost half (Wike et al., 2016, p. 28). In the same poll, eight
of the ten nations surveyed had majorities that believed the influx of refugees at
the time, many of whom were Muslims, would increase the likelihood of
terrorism in their countries (Wike et al., 2016, p. 3).

Government-sponsored initiatives targeting Muslims under the guise of
counterterrorism or national security have also expanded since 9/11. In the
immediate aftermath of 9/11, Muslim American civil liberties were curtailed
through the USA PATRIOT Act (Cainkar, 2009, p. 123; Cury, 2021, pp. 56–57).
Muslims entering the United States were subject to the National Entry-Exit
Registration System, or NSEERS, which required fingerprints, photographs, and
interviews from Muslim men from a select list of mostly Muslim-majority nations
(Cainkar, 2009, p. 128; Cury, 2021, p. 61; Kundnani, 2015, p. 64).

Restrictions on religious freedom for Muslims in Europe have taken the
form of a minaret ban in Switzerland and increasingly popular full-face veil bans
in a number of European countries. “Soft” counterterrorism initiatives, often
endorsed and promoted by politicians across the ideological spectrum, have
disproportionately targeted Muslims on both sides of the Atlantic. We see this in
Britain’s Prevent program and the United States’ Countering Violent Extremism
(CVE) initiatives, both of which have been accused of securitizing and racializing
Muslim populations and treating Muslims as “collectively responsible” for the
extreme actions of a small number of co-religionists (Mauleón, 2018; Kundnani &
Hayes, 2018, p. 38). The Muslim ban, which targeted populations in select
Muslim-majority countries from entering the United States, became a priority
early in the Trump administration in 2017 and ultimately was upheld by a
controversial US Supreme Court ruling in 2018 (Green, 2019, 294-96). All of
these initiatives, in addition to ongoing surveillance and profiling of Muslim
populations by police departments and intelligence agencies, materialized or
strengthened as Muslim leaders and organizations continued apace in their
condemnations of terrorism.
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There are no signs of that this trend is abating. The most prominent
example in the past couple of years involves France’s reaction to the murder of
Samuel Paty, a history and geography teacher who was beheaded by an extremist
named Abdullakh Anzorov in October 2020 after Paty had shown cartoons of the
Prophet Muhammad to his students. The French government, under the leadership
of President Emmanuel Macron, cracked down on the presumed dangers of
Islamist organizations and leaders in the country, raiding dozens of Islamist
groups, opening close to 100 investigations into radical preachers, and assessing
the allegiance and viability of close to 50 organizations, some of which were later
dissolved (Henley, 2020). This included the Collective against Islamophobia in
France (abbreviated CCIF in the original French), one of the leading organizations
in the country focusing on anti-Muslim racism and discrimination. Upon
announcing the dissolution of CCIF, Interior Minister Gérald Darmanin accused it
of being an “enemy of the republic” because it “consistently carried out Islamist
propaganda,” a claim rejected by the organization and by outside entities such as
Human Rights Watch (Human Rights Watch, 2020).

The same month the CCIF was dissolved, the French government unveiled
draft legislation to address the alleged scourge of Islamist separatism in the
nation. The purpose of the so-called separatism bill was to address concerns
expressed by Macron two months earlier, in which he stated that “Islam is a
religion which is experiencing a crisis” and that France had an obligation to “free
Islam from foreign influences” so that French Muslims could more readily
embrace French values (Yeung, 2021). The bill, passed by the National Assembly
in February 2021, allows the government to shut down houses of worship
suspected of spreading hate. It also requires religious organizations to demonstrate
a firm commitment to French secular values if they apply for or receive public
funds, makes homeschooling for children three and older more difficult, and
forbids all private contractors of public services from wearing religious symbols
(Tidey, 2021). All such provisions are aimed at countering the spread of Islamist
ideologies and to incentive Muslims to calibrate their social and political views to
be more in line with those of the French government.

All of this matters because France has not witnessed a dearth of Muslim
voices condemning the Paty murder. Mohammed Moussaoui, president of the
French Council of the Muslim Faith, insisted Muslims were horrified by such a
“heinous crime.” Tareq Oubrou, imam of Bordeaux’s Grand Mosque, labeled
Paty’s murder “an unspeakable act” that had nothing to do with Islam. The
Council of Mosques in Rhône condemned the murder as “blind hatred” and
proclaimed that Islam is not a religion that “feeds on the blood of the innocent.”
Approximately 30 imams of various mosques across France issued a public
statement condemning “with great force this abominable act” (Couvelaire, 2020).
None of these condemnations, however, enticed the French government to stand
down from its efforts to target Muslims as a whole in the name of reducing
Islamist violence and extremism.

This is a familiar pattern. Plenty of Muslim leaders and organizations
condemned the November 2015 Paris attacks, including the French Muslims (Les
Fédérations Musulmanes), the Union of Islamic Organizations of France, and the
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French Council of the Muslim Faith. That did not stop the French government
from imposing a state of emergency that targeted Muslim populations and
included conducting warrantless searches, closing houses of worship, and
ordering house arrests of suspected extremists without due process. Nor did
Muslim condemnations hold the government back from extending the state of
emergency on six subsequent occasions before it passed a counterterrorism law
encoding many of these restrictive measures two years later (Osborne, 2017).

If what we are seeing then is the persistence and at times increase of hate
crimes, Islamophobic attitudes, and restrictive measures targeting Muslim
populations despite the widespread efforts of Muslims to speak out and take
action against terrorism, it becomes imperative to turn our attention to another
possibility: that these condemnations, far from reversing Islamophobic trends,
may be inadvertently contributing to Islamophobia.

Muslim Condemnations, the Presumption of Guilt, and the Distraction from
Western Violence

When Muslims respond to demands to condemn terrorism, both through words
and actions, we must consider whether these well-intentioned efforts nonetheless
reinforce the assumption that Muslims should be presumed guilty, that the burden
falls on Muslims to convince majority populations that they are prone neither to
violence nor to sympathizing with terrorism.

Think about the sheer number of condemnations Muslims have made
against terrorism in the past couple of decades, only some of which are discussed
in this article. Many of these condemnations have been made via high-profile,
public venues, including major media outlets and on Twitter. Yet prominent
journalists and politicians continue to expect if not demand that Muslims
condemn terrorism. Why is that? Is it because journalists and politicians are
unaware of these condemnations despite their otherwise high visibility? Perhaps.
But addressing this ignorance would be as simple as Googling “Muslims
condemning terrorism.” There is almost a willful ignorance at work in public and
political discourse about terrorism. It doesn’t really matter in the end that
examples of Muslims condemning terrorism are practically ubiquitous. The
narrative that Muslims are a violent population and an existential threat to
supposedly peaceful and civilized Western nations is deeply engrained in political
and media institutions.

In fact, there is a much longer history behind this desire to frame Islam
and Muslims in terms of violence. It extends back to premodern conflicts between
European Christian empires and Islamic empires. This can be seen most clearly in
the rise of the Ottoman Empire at the end of the Middle Ages and the reactions by
Christian theologians to the military threat posed by the “Turks” to Christian
political dominance in Europe. Martin Luther, the famed Protestant reformer from
Germany, argued in On War against the Turk (1528) that Islam is a religion that is
spread not by persuasion but “by the sword”—that is, by force and coercion
(Green, 2019, p. 65). His argument was not original but rather reflected anti-Islam
stereotypes already in circulation by the sixteenth century.
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The conviction that Islam is prone to violence and barbarism found its
most sophisticated articulation in the Orientalism that provided the ideological
foundations for European and American imperialism from the nineteenth century
onward. We do well to remember that efforts by Western nations in the past
several centuries to dominate and exploit Muslim-majority regions depended
heavily on stereotypes that Muslims were hostile, uncivilized, and backwards
(Said, 1978). A clear example of this is in the work of Ernest Renan, a
nineteenth-century French philologist and scholar of religion. In his famous
lecture “Islam and Science” (1883), Renan depicted Muslims as lacking
“everything that constitutes the European spirit,” including reason, intellectual
inquisitiveness, and civility. He believed that fanaticism and irrationality
constituted the essence of Islam and the Arab race. Because of the “elements of
barbarism” within Islam, along with Islam’s violent proclivities, Renan argued in
favor of European military power to subdue colonized Muslims, an argument that
reflected the larger Mission civilisatrice that circulated among French orientalists
of the age (Green, 2019, p. 91).

While decolonization characterized Europe’s relationship with
Muslim-majority regions in the mid-twentieth century, the Western imperial
project was not finished. It took new shape in the Cold War imperial rivalry
between the United States and the Soviet Union, each of which sought to extend
military and political dominance over the Middle East. With the fall of the Soviet
Union and the end of the Cold War, Muslim populations came to be viewed by
many neo-conservatives and their neo-Orientalist collaborators as the main
obstacle to continued US and Western global hegemony. The likes of Samuel
Huntington, in sketching out a supposed “clash of civilizations” between Islam
and the West, reinforced the link between Islam and violence by proclaiming
matter-of-factly that “Islam has bloody borders” (Huntington, 1993, p. 35). By the
time of the 9/11 attacks, policymakers and military strategists on both sides of the
Atlantic were eager to take up the clash of civilizations thesis, and the
anti-Muslim stereotypes underlying it, and dive headlong into a global war on
terror based on it (Green, 2019, pp. 122–126).

Because Muslims “at home” become symbolic stand-ins for the Muslim
terrorist abroad, efforts to penetrate the narrative of violence that sustains these
ideologies will always struggle. Countries such as the United States depend on
constructs of menacing Muslim terrorists who stand in the way of freedom and
democracy in order to justify targeting broader Muslim populations in the global
war on terror, both through pervasive military action abroad and restrictions on
civil liberties on the domestic front. It’s an old narrative that has served imperial
interests for centuries. Muslims who try to push back against this narrative by
telling truths about what they believe Islam teaches about violence and terrorism
are running up against what Edward Said labeled a discourse with “very close ties
to the enabling socio-economic and political institutions” of Western nations.
Such a discourse, Said (1978) reminds us, cannot be undermined by offering
counterevidence (p. 6). This discourse doesn’t depend on truth, including the truth
about what Muslims actually believe concerning violence. It depends on and
reflects power.
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When Muslims heed calls to condemn terrorism, they end up reinforcing a
narrative that furthers Western imperialist interests. They signal that the problem
really is with Islam, not with an unjust and brutally violent imperialist project.
They convey the impression that the actions of a minority of Muslims who
participate in terrorism says something about all Muslims, and that all Muslims
are therefore obligated to say or do something to convince majority populations
that Islam is a religion of peace. In other words, they end up investing in the racist
presumption-of-guilt discourse that treats Muslims as collectively prone to
violence, a discourse that, as we have seen, is integral to Western imperialist
ambitions.

It’s also a discourse that creates separate standards for White and White
Christian Americans and Europeans, none of whom are expected to offer
condemnations when people sharing their racial and religious backgrounds
commit horrific acts of violence. This is because White and White Christian
Americans and Europeans are afforded individuality. They are not presumed
guilty of harboring violent tendencies or sympathies because of the actions of a
few. In fact, Western imperial projects depend on giving White and White
Christian populations the benefit of the doubt when it comes to violence. By
default, these populations are framed as a force for good, harbingers of progress,
and paradigms of freedom. White and White Christian Americans and Europeans
who participate in violence or terrorism therefore are aberrations—exceptions to
the rule.

Demands for Muslims to condemn terrorism prevent majority populations
from coming to terms with their own violent past and their ongoing complicity in
a violent world order. As long as public and political discourse is fixated on
Muslims and their relationship to violence, White populations need not do any
soul-searching or accept accountability for how Western nations were forged from
extraordinary brutality and violence. It’s not simply the classic examples of
European Christians and violence that come to mind here: the Crusades, the
Reconquista, the Inquisition, or the witch trials. It’s the horrific violence
perpetrated or sanctioned by Whites and White Christians in modern Western
history: colonialism, genocide of indigenous populations, slavery, lynchings, Jim
Crow, atomic annihilation, torture, and the war on terror.

The noted author Toni Morrison once said of anti-Black racism: “Know
the function, the very serious function of racism, which is distraction” (Yam,
2019). This logic applies to anti-Muslim racism as well. Relentlessly asking
Muslims to condemn terrorism and to prove they are not guilty of harboring
violent tendencies is the ultimate distraction. It forces Muslims to explain
themselves, to prove their innocence, and to defend their humanity, all the while
letting White and White Christian populations off the hook for past and present
crimes against racial and religious “others” in the name of Western civilization or
the nation state. Muslims who subscribe to this narrative and endeavor to
condemn terrorism do little to disrupt a master narrative that pits peaceful white
Europeans and Americans against menacing, barbaric Muslims. If anything,
Muslim condemnations buttress the narrative.
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The path forward is not for Muslims to double down on protestations of
innocence when they are presumed guilty of embracing or encouraging terrorism.
This path, for all of its good intentions, has not made a notable difference when it
comes to Islamophobia’s stranglehold on public and political discourse, not to
mention policies that target Muslims with exclusion, discrimination, or violence.
The path forward involves interrogating the master narrative that constantly puts
Muslims on the defensive, that pressures Muslims into putting on a military or
police uniform to convince majority populations that they are on “our” side.” The
path forward involves refusing to accept the racist presumption of guilt that
undergirds most demands for Muslims to condemn terrorism. The path forward
involves recognizing the ways that Islamophobia has become so pervasive that it
seeps into the otherwise noble efforts of Muslims to distance themselves from
terrorists and to present themselves as model citizens. The path forward involves
calling on White and White Christian populations to face their own violent
histories and to do more to challenge the violence and racism on which Western
nations have been forged.
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