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The Muslim factor in US elections

C 
ommunity relations 
were already in a 
ferment in the United 
States even before 
Republican presiden-
tial hopeful Donald 

Trump’s outrageous assertion 
that he doubted a Muslim judge 
could ever be fair to him.
Never mind that trying to disqual-
ify judges based on heritage — 
ethnicity, religion, (may be 
ginger-hair even?) — is anathema 
to the foundational principles of 
the US judicial system.

What effect might a potential 
US president’s bigotry have on, 
say, Americans who come up in 
the New York civil court of 
Carolyn Walker-Diallo? She placed 
her hand on the Quran as she took 
oath as a judge in December. What 
about those whose case is heard 
by Halim Dhanidina, California’s 
first Muslim judge? Will the 
plaintiffs and defendants who 
come up before Sohail Moham-
med and Hani Mawla, Muslim 
judges in New Jersey, be satisfied 
they were guided by the US 
Constitution rather than anything 
else?

Will Americans henceforth 
believe that justice is done no 
matter the creed of the judge? Or 
will Trump have thrown a 
Molotov cocktail at the American 
way?

Judge from the stories that 
follow but, just for the record, 
when a video of Walker-Diallo’s 
swearing-in was posted online, 
some of Trump’s most virulently 
anti-Muslim supporters said that 
those who “liked” it should be 
deported after their man gets into 
the Oval Office.

The brutal truth is that Trump is 
having a subliminal effect on 
America’s attitude to and the 
response from the country’s 
Muslims. There is a bad Trump 
effect and, hard though it may be 
to believe, an unwittingly good 
one, too.

Two stories from two different 
parts of the United States seem to 
underline this.

In Lubbock, Texas, residents 
protested against their weather 
service’s description of a dust 
storm as haboob, a particular 
natural phenomenon in which a 
collapsing thunderstorm exhales 
a burst of wind that collects dust 
and can grow into a dark cloud. To 
some Lubbock locals, the term 
was a Middle Eastern imposition 
that signalled an Arab takeover of 
the skies. “In Texas, nimrod (sic), 
this is called a sandstorm,” wrote 
one irate Lubbock resident. 
“We’ve had them for years! If you 
would like to move to the Middle 
East you can call this a haboob. 
While you reside here, call it a 
sandstorm.”

In Chicago, Muslim Americans 
have come together in a project 
called Forward Humanity that 
provides food deliveries to the 
hungry and homeless of all faiths 
or none. The effort was to escalate 
throughout Ramadan and its 
founder, Sanah Khan, describes it 
as a way of broadening Muslim 
charity and redefining Muslims 
within the wider community.

Launched in 2015 right after 
Trump’s initial attacks on Mus-
lims, Khan said she took the 
Republican presidential hopeful’s 
bigotry “in a very positive way”. 
“I am actually very thankful,” she 
told the Chicago Tribune, 
“because he gave us reasons to 
stand up and say we can do 
better… People need to see the 
normal Muslims.”

Do Lubbock and Chicago speak 
to the push-me-pull-you forces 
currently at work in a famously 
diverse country that constitution-
ally enshrines religious liberty but 
is in the throes of an ugly election 
campaign dominated by an 
outspoken Islamophobe?

Yes. As the San Diego Union-
Tribune, a conservative California 
newspaper, editorialised: “Trump 
is the great excommunicator. He 
wants Muslims banned from the 
country; a wall built around our 
southern border, global deals 
ripped up.”

The divisive and insular forces 
described by the publication will 
only intensify in the next five 
months as Trump seeks to solidify 
his support by playing on ordinary 
Americans’ fear and ignorance of 
Muslims and Arabs.

Make no mistake, the ignorance 
is simply world-class. This 
column has previously covered 
the more ludicrous recent 
examples of the spreading 
paranoia about the Arabic 
language and its perceived link to 
imaginary terrorist threats. In 
April, there was Iraqi University of 
California, Berkeley student 
Khairuldeen Makhzoomi’s 
humiliation by a domestic US 
airline for the offence of speaking 
Arabic on the phone. In May, 
olive-skinned Italian economist 
Guido Menzio was questioned for 

writing mathematical equations 
as he waited for his flight to leave 
Philadelphia. A fellow passenger 
reported the academic’s scrib-
blings as suspiciously foreign, 
perhaps even Arabic.

In Lubbock, the paranoia 
escalated into utter lunacy. To 
those who know these things or 
have read Michael Ondaatje’s 
wonderful novel The English 
Patient, a haboob is a very particu-
lar kind of dust storm. It is more 
localised and is common in Ameri-
ca’s desert south-west and in the 
Middle East, where the term 
originated. Weathermen use it as 
they refer to the aajej, southern 
Morocco’s whirlwind, the hot, dry 
ghibli from Tunis, the datoo out of 
Gibraltar, the nafliat out of Arabia 
— to denote the specificity of 
natural conditions. To see a 
haboob warning as a threat 
mendaciously and dangerously 
imported into America is idiocy.

But there will be more Lubbocks 
and Makhzoomis in the run up to 
the November 8th US election. 
And there may be more examples 
like Chicago’s Forward Humanity 
as well. Philosophers have often 
spoken of the greater good that 
can come from the bad. So, too, 
Trump’s anti-Muslim stance. It 
may force Muslim Americans to 
stand up and more deliberately 
ask to be counted — as ordinary 
Americans who just happen to 
espouse the Islamic faith. This 
American election year of great 
divides may become one of 
greater unity.

One can but hope.

Rashmee Roshan Lall is a
columnist for The Arab Weekly. 
Her blog can be found at www.
rashmee.com and she is on 
Twitter: @rashmeerl.
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he 2016 election campaign 
has been one of the most 
negative in US history and 
it is also the most anti-
Muslim.

Violence in the Middle East, the 
rise of the Islamic State (ISIS) and 
the San Bernardino, California, ter-
rorist attack brought the issue home 
to many Americans but nobody and 
nothing propelled it to the forefront 
of US politics more than presump-
tive Republican Party nominee Don-
ald Trump. His call to ban Muslims 
from entering the United States and 
his general anti-Muslim rhetoric are 
having a huge effect on the Muslim-
American community.

According to FBI’s most recent an-
nual Hate Crime Statistics Report, 
anti-Muslim hate crimes increased 
in the United States in 2014, while 
overall reports of such crimes de-
creased and that was before Trump’s 
campaign. Muslim Americans are 
not taking the new wave of hostility 
lying down.

US Representative Keith Ellison, 
D-Minnesota, and the first Mus-
lim American elected to Congress, 
spoke recently about the state of 
Islamophobia in the United States. 
He was joined by Congressman An-
dre Carson, D-Indiana, who was the 
second Muslim elected to Congress. 
Carson is a member of the House of 
Representatives’ Intelligence Com-
mittee.

Ellison said anti-Muslim rheto-

ric in US presidential campaigns 
precedes Trump and “spikes with 
election cycles”. He said the best re-
sponse is to “adhere to our constitu-
tional values”.

The good news is that Muslim 
Americans are not running scared 
— they are running for office. Elli-
son noted that large percentages of 
the Muslim-American community 
vote and so it is becoming an impor-
tant voting bloc. More importantly, 
he said, Muslim Americans are re-
sponding to rhetorical attacks by 
running for office and taking part 
in the political process. Ellison said 
that anti-Muslim rhetoric is “awak-
ening Americans who appreciate 
their democracy”.

Carson pointed to the involve-
ment of Muslim Americans in the 
campaigns of Democrats Hillary 
Clinton and Bernie Sanders and said 
the question is “How do we lever-
age this [involvement] to influence 
change?” Carson predicted that 
“when Clinton becomes president 
you will see Muslims in important 
positions in her cabinet”.

The real story is the Muslim Amer-
icans who feel empowered and chal-
lenged because of the anti-Muslim 
rhetoric and are running for political 
office at local and national levels.

Sarah Cochran, director for the 
Virginia Chapter of Emerge USA, 
a group that, according to its web-
site, “seeks to engage, educate and 
empower” Muslim Americans, said 
Muslims have been running for po-
litical office for a long time but that 
this year more are running than ever 
before. “Muslims are feeling the 
challenge to have their voices heard 
among other voices,” she said.

She pointed to a dilemma faced 
by Muslim Americans: They feel 
unwelcome in the Republican Party 
because of the rhetoric of Trump 
and others. This has left many con-
servative Muslim Americans feeling 
politically homeless.

Cochran said: “One of the big-
gest problems is that the conserva-
tive movement alienated Muslims 
and Arabs. Some people feel if they 
don’t like the Democrats they have 
no choice left. They are stuck. This 
is the most important identity issue. 
Where do they belong? The right has 
alienated them. It is no longer a par-
ty that is inclusive.”

She mentioned that a number 
of Muslim Americans are running 
for office in Maryland and Virginia. 
Atif Qarni, for example, is running 
for the Virginia State Senate, where 
he would join Sam Rasoul, the first 
Muslim elected to the Virginia legis-
lature.

Yasmine Taeb is running to rep-
resent Virginia on the Democratic 
National Committee, the party’s 
governing body. Taeb said she has 
been an activist all her life but “af-

ter 9/11, as a result of the backlash 
against Muslim Americans, I feel it 
is my responsibility to stand up for 
my religion”.

“The demonisation of Muslims 
has certainly escalated my con-
sciousness,” she said.

She said there is a new wave of 
Muslim involvement in politics. 
“I’ve certainly noticed a significant 
increase in involvement by Muslim 
Americans and that’s in part due to 
the hateful rhetoric Muslim Ameri-
cans are seeing from Republican 
presidential candidates,” she said. 
She praised the Democratic presi-
dential candidates for “reaching out 
to the Muslim-American commu-
nity”.

A survey by the Pew Research 
Foundation found that 70% of Mus-
lim Americans identify as Demo-
crats and 11% as Republicans. While 

this result may be explained in large 
part by anti-Muslim rhetoric from 
Republicans, the poll also found 
that 68% of Muslim Americans sup-
port a stronger role for government 
in providing services to society, a 
position more associated with the 
Democratic Party.

A survey of Muslim Americans 
voters conducted in February by the 
Council on American Islamic Rela-
tions (CAIR), an advocacy group, 
found that 7.5% of respondents said 
they support Trump, while 52% sup-
port Clinton and 22% support Sand-
ers. Although the CAIR survey was 
not a scientific poll, it does suggest 
that the Republicans will have a 
hard time winning Muslim votes in 
2016.

Amal Mudallali is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab Weekly.
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