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Trump’s election leaves American Muslims wary
Rachel Zoll and Deepti Hajela

New York

O 

n the morning after the 
US presidential election, 
Alia Ali had a sickening 
feeling as she headed to 
her job as a secretary at a 

New York City public school, her hi-
jab in place as usual. Ali is a Muslim 
who lives and works in one of the 
most diverse places in the United 
States and yet the ascension of Don-
ald Trump to the White House left 
her wondering how other Ameri-
cans truly viewed her.

“Half of America voted one way 
and half of America voted the other 
and you’re like, ‘Which half am I 
looking at?’” she said. “You become 
almost like strangers to the people 
you’ve worked with. Is this person 
racist? Do they like me? Do they not 
like me? Because that’s what this 
election has done.”

American Muslims are reeling 
following the election of Trump, 
whose campaign was rife with anti-
Muslim rhetoric and proposals that 
included banning Muslims from en-
tering the country and heightened 
surveillance of mosques across the 
country. Now, among many of the 
estimated 3.3 million Muslims liv-
ing in the United States, there is 
significant fear, along with reports 
of harassment; one hijab-wearing 
student at San Diego State Univer-
sity said she was choked by people 
who made remarks about Trump’s 
victory.

“There are lots and lots of people 
who aren’t going out of the house,” 
said Eboo Patel, a Muslim who heads 
the Interfaith Youth Core, a Chicago-
based organisation that works with 
colleges and government officials to 
build interreligious relationships.

At New York University, hundreds 
of people sat shoulder-to-shoulder 
on a grand staircase of a student 
centre to express solidarity after the 

word “Trump!” was scrawled on the 
door of a Muslim prayer space at the 
school. Students spoke of friends 
who wore headscarves or other tra-
ditional clothing and were afraid to 
take public transportation home for 
fear of being harassed.

Sana Mayat, a 21-year-old senior 
who wears the hijab, said the elec-
tion made her realise “there was a 
large part of this country that didn’t 
want me here”.

“There is an intense state of anxi-
ety about the future,” said Rami 
Nashashibi, a parent of three and 
executive director of Chicago’s In-
ner-City Muslim Action Network, 
which has been inundated with calls 
seeking support since Election Day. 
“I grappled with the conversation I 
had to have with my children.”

The outcome was especially bitter 
following an unprecedented voter-
registration drive by American Mus-
lims, including get-out-the-vote 
sermons at mosques and the crea-
tion of a political action committee, 
Emerge USA, to mobilise Arabs and 
Muslims.

Enas Almadhwahi, a 28-year-old 
Yemeni immigrant who has been 
in the United States since 2008, be-
came a citizen this year and voted 
for the first time. To mark the occa-
sion, she took her 7-year-old daugh-
ter and some co-workers.

“At that moment, I was so happy,” 
said Almadhwahi, who lives in New 
York and works at an Arab-Ameri-
can community organisation. The 
next day, when she told her daugh-
ter Trump had won, the girl cried. 
A friend had told the little girl that 
if Trump won, it would mean they 
could not talk anymore.

“Everything feels like it’s upside 
down,” Almadhwahi said. “I still 
like to hope Trump will change his 
words about Muslims.”

Trump’s policy plans remain a 
mystery but his administration 
could radically reshape the Justice 
Department, which has been an 
ally under President Barack Obama 
in protecting Muslims’ civil rights. 

Trump could also repeal a key 
Obama programme that prevents 
the deportation of some immi-
grants, including Muslims, living in 
the country illegally.

Muslims had a far-from-perfect 
relationship with the Obama ad-
ministration. For years, the presi-
dent kept the community largely at 
arm’s-length, sending surrogates to 
meet with them amid a stubborn 
misapprehension, fuelled in part 
by his critics, that Obama, a Chris-
tian, was secretly Muslim. Many US 
Muslim leaders were uncomfortable 
with his policies regarding Iraq and 
elsewhere and objected to his pro-
gramme to fight extremism at home, 
saying the focus on Muslims ignored 
threats from right-wing, anti-gov-
ernment extremists.

Still, Muslim leaders had built 
solid ties with many government of-
ficials. Now, they face not only the 
loss of those connections but poten-
tially a closed door to their concerns.

“The friends we have are going 
to be fewer,” said Farhana Khera, 
president of the California-based 

civil rights group Muslim Advo-
cates, which has represented clients 
suing over the New York Police De-
partment’s surveillance of Ameri-
can Muslims. “I think we’ll be very 
much in a defensive posture.”

Since the election, mosques and 
Muslim groups have organised 
community meetings and confer-
ence calls focused on how to move 
forward. The Indiana-based Islamic 
Society of North America, the larg-
est communal Muslim group in the 
United States, issued a statement 
inviting Trump to engage with the 
community, saying “many Ameri-
can Muslims are traumatised by the 
result of the election and the fear 
of what is to come”. The group said 
there was no immediate response 
from Trump’s office.

Sheik Omar Suleiman, resident 
scholar at the Valley Ranch Islamic 
Centre in Irving, Texas, and the 
Council on American-Islamic Rela-
tions, an anti-defamation group, 
distributed suggested sermons for 
Friday prayers at mosques, stress-
ing Quranic verses about remaining 

strong in the face of hardships.
“Have hope in the people because 

Allah may turn their hearts towards 
you,” was among the verses they 
cited.

Faisal Khan, founder of a youth 
advocacy and peace organisation 
near Chapel Hill, North Carolina, at-
tended four Trump campaign rallies 
over the last year, in part to protest 
but also to speak with the Republi-
can’s supporters. Khan lived years 
ago in the Midwest, where he knew 
people who had grown resentful 
over losing Rust Belt jobs and said 
he understands what drew so many 
working-class whites to the presi-
dent-elect.

Khan has created a Facebook page 
called Talk To Me America, hoping to 
start a conversation that can combat 
anti-Muslim bias.

“Peaceful protest is good but, at 
a certain point, we have to sit down 
and talk,” he said. “At the end of the 
day, we’re all human beings. We’re 
all Americans.”
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Plan to add MENA category in US census draws mixed response
Thomas Seibert

Washington

A 

plan by the US govern-
ment to give people 
from the Middle East 
and North Africa a 
chance to describe their 

regional and ethnic affiliation in 
greater detail in the next census is 
drawing mixed responses from the 
community.

Under the proposal, worked out 
by the US Census Bureau in talks 
with Arab-American and Muslim-
American groups, people from the 
MENA region would have their 
own category in the 2020 Cen-
sus. The US Congress is to decide 
whether to include the new cat-
egory in 2018.

In the 2010 Census, members of 
the MENA community were count-
ed as “White”. Census Bureau rules 
define “White” as a “person hav-
ing origins in any of the original 
peoples of Europe, the Middle East 
or North Africa. It includes people 
who indicate their race as ‘White’ 
or report entries such as Irish, Ger-

man, Italian, Lebanese, Arab, Mo-
roccan or Caucasian.”

The last time the US Census, con-
ducted every ten years, formally 
added a new category was in 1980, 
when Hispanic people were given 
the opportunity to identify them-
selves as people of “Spanish origin 
or descent”. The category has been 
further refined, enabling respond-
ents to describe for themselves “a 
more detailed identity”, a state-
ment by the Census Bureau said.

MENA activists want the census 
to make room for their own group. 
One of the results of Census Bu-
reau’s consultations with MENA 
groups was “the Middle Eastern 
and North African population say-
ing that they did not see them-
selves in the current categories”, 
Nicholas Jones, director of race and 
ethnic research and outreach at the 
Census Bureau, told the Atlantic 
magazine.

There are no hard data about 
the size of the Arab-American and 
Muslim-American communities. 
Estimates of the number of Mus-
lims in the United States range 
from 3 million to 8 million.

Many Arab-American associa-
tions and activists welcomed the 
plan for a MENA category, saying 
it would raise recognition of the 
community and produce hard data 
that can lead to improved services, 
including employment opportuni-
ties to language courses.

“We are invisible,” said Sarab 
al-Jijakli, founding director of the 

Network of Arab-American Profes-
sionals (NAAP). The planned offer 
of a MENA box on the census form 
would be “the culmination of a 
decades-long effort” by activists to 
get their community more recogni-
tion.

Hassan Jaber, executive direc-
tor of the Arab Community Center 
for Economic and Social Services 
(ACCESS), welcomed the Census 
Bureau’s proposal. “For almost all 
people from the MENA region, the 
‘White’ category does not reflect 
who they are,” he said. More ac-
curate information could be used 
to improve services in health, em-
ployment and education and might 
even prove useful in tackling hate 
crimes, he added.

Maya Berry, executive director of 

the Arab American Institute (AAI), 
agreed. “Improved data collection 
can have a real impact on people’s 
lives,” she wrote in an article for 
the Hill, a Washington publication. 
The new category could provide 
“visibility for a group of Americans 
that are seen only by our govern-
ment when it comes to counterter-
rorism programming, and miss out 
when it comes to education, health 
care research or English proficien-
cy classes”.

Some point to potentially nega-
tive side-effects of the proposal, 
however, especially because of 
experiences of profiling and dis-
crimination after the al-Qaeda ter-
ror attacks of September 11th, 2001. 
Coming after a divisive presidential 
election campaign that saw de-

mands for a stronger surveillance 
of Muslim Americans, portraying 
them as a potential national secu-
rity threat, the idea of giving US au-
thorities more detailed data about 
the community raises concerns.

“It is a double-edged issue,” said 
Ibrahim Hooper, director of com-
munications at the Council on 
American-Islamic Relations (CAIR), 
an umbrella group. Acknowledging 
that a new census category could 
lead to new “hard data”, there were 
reservations as well.

“In today’s environment, we 
have to have concerns about the 
possible misuse of this data,” 
Hooper said. “We have had too 
many problems in the post-9/11 
era when the American govern-
ment singled out Arab Americans 
or Muslim Americans for profiling.”

Supporters of the new category 
say those concerns must be taken 
seriously but do not mean that the 
plan is counterproductive. “We 
need to continue to push for pro-
tection for people from the MENA 
region,” Jaber said. In the long run, 
better data about the MENA com-
munity in the United States would 
“help us to track violations against 
people from the MENA region”.

Jajikli said existing pressures on 
Arabs and Muslims in the United 
States, such as profiling by security 
agencies, would not cease if census 
categories were kept as they are 
now. “We are already targeted; that 
has nothing to do with the census,” 
he said.
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