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Demonstrators participate in an anti-hate rally at a Brooklyn park, in New York
 City, after it was defaced with swastikas on November 20th.                                   (AFP)

Trump stokes fear in Arab and Muslim communities
Jeffrey Sipe

New York

D 

onald Trump’s unexpect-
ed victory in the US pres-
idential election shocked 
many Americans. But for 
Muslim and Arab Ameri-

cans, Trump’s win also has brought 
fear and uncertainty about a coun-
try they thought they could call 
their own.

“Most people are afraid,” said 
Ahmed Breizat, 29, a dentist who 
recently immigrated from Jordan 
and is working at a law office in 
the heavily Arab neighbourhood of 
Bay Ridge, Brooklyn, in New York 
City. “The day after the election we 
received calls all day. They were 
scared that they were going to be 
forced to leave.”

“It makes you feel that the future 
president of the United States is 
about to abandon the constitution 
and everything that it stands for,” 
said an Egyptian resident of Brook-
lyn. “This is not the America that 
Muslims knew. It makes me very 
sad.”

During the election campaign, 
Trump’s rhetoric was often not tak-
en seriously by a number of Ameri-
cans, including Muslims. Those who 
have witnessed US presidential elec-
tions have become accustomed to 
sometimes incendiary comments 
and broad promises that often are 
abandoned after the campaign. 
A prime example was President 
Barack Obama’s pledge to close the 
detention centre at Guantanamo 
Bay, Cuba, where terrorism sus-
pects captured during the previous 

administration’s war on terror have 
languished. Once in office, Obama 
found that closing Guantanamo was 
much easier said than done.

“[Trump] actually had some Mus-
lim supporters because they didn’t 
think anyone could be that manipu-
lative, that bad,” said Sooby Jabir, a 
Palestinian-American who did not 
vote because he saw the two major 
candidates — Trump and Democrat 
Hillary Clinton — as equally unap-
pealing. “I thought it was a joke. I 
thought it was just a publicity stunt,” 
Jabir said of Trump’s campaign. 
That scepticism on the part of many 
has now turned to trepidation.

“Some people say that Trump 
won’t be able to keep all his prom-
ises, like registering Muslims or de-
porting millions of [immigrants],” 
observed Aatif Bokhari, a Pakistani-
American. “But there was a lot of 
fear that he could do it because he 
said it and nobody had a problem 
with it. In fact, his ratings went up 
when he said those things.”

Trump’s initial appointments and 
nominations have only fuelled Mus-
lims’ fears over what may come. 
US Senator Jeff Sessions (R-Ala.), 
who was denied a federal judgeship 
in 1986 largely because of racially 
tinged statements he had made, is 
Trump’s pick to be attorney-general. 
Retired US Army Lieutenant-Gener-
al Michael Flynn, who once called 
Islam “a cancer”, has been named 
Trump’s national security adviser. 
Congressman Mike Pompeo, a right-
wing Republican from Kansas, has 
been tapped as the next director of 
the Central Intelligence Agency.

“The appointments seem to show 
that Trump doesn’t care what peo-
ple who are different from him 
think,” said Bokhari. “That’s very 
concerning because he is supposed 
to be bringing the country together. 
To put these people in who are just 
going to fan the flames is not a very 
good sign.”

The spike in hate crimes since the 
election is of great concern to many 
Muslims and others. In Bay Ridge 

alone, residents have reported at 
least three incidents in which wom-
en wearing the hijab were harassed. 
Some Muslims have suggested that 
women not wear the hijab in public 
to avoid harassment.

“The worst is the environment 
that [Trump] has created,” said Brei-
zat. “He has empowered that part of 
the community that is racist. Now, 
they feel that they can do whatever 
they want.”

Despite the anxiety, many im-
migrants cling to the belief that 
brought them to the United States 
— a country where everyone is ac-
cepted, no matter their race, religion 
or ethnicity.

“I don’t know what to expect from 
him,” said Ayman Suafin, a Palestin-

ian jeweller in Bay Ridge. “I don’t 
know if Trump knows what he is go-
ing to do. I still believe in the system, 
in the laws, in the Constitution.”

But Suafin fears that the current 
climate in the United States echoes 
what many immigrants to America 
thought they had left behind in their 
native countries.

“I watch a lot of Arabic TV,” Suafin 
said. “A lot of people over there 
worship their leaders, and Trump 
supporters are acting the same. If 
you don’t agree with them, then 
you are not American. Even whites 
who do not agree with Trump are 
not considered by his followers to 
be Americans or patriots, and that 
is what happens over there. If you 
don’t agree with the leaders, you are 

a traitor and you have to be killed 
or imprisoned. I am afraid that the 
same thing will happen here. That 
is what scares us, not Trump as 
Trump, but his supporters.”

Somia Elrowmeim, a Yemeni im-
migrant and women’s advocate with 
the Arab American Association of 
New York, expressed a similar con-
cern. “I hope Trump will think hard 
because if he continues like this, the 
hate crimes are going to rise.”

Jabir put it more bluntly. “Hope-
fully, he’s not as crazy as he has 
made himself seem,” he said. 
“Hopefully, there is a brain behind 
his mouth.”

Jeffrey Sipe is a New York-based 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

Many immigrants 
cling to the belief 
that brought them to 
the United States — a 
country where 
everyone is 
accepted.

A Muslim student speaks during a protest on the University of Connecticut campus against the 
election of Republican Donald Trump, on November 9th, in Storrs, Connecticut.                                    (AP)

Let’s cry wolf when we see one

T 

he list of Americans 
and others suspicious 
and fearful of US 
President-elect Donald 
Trump’s initial and 
intended appointments 

is long. Their complaints are 
numerous and mostly presented 
alongside hard facts.

Retired Lieutenant-General 
Michael Flynn will be Trump’s 
national security adviser. He is 
described as Islamophobic based 
on his comments that Islam is a 
“cancer” and a “political ideology” 
that hides “behind what we call 
freedom of religion”. He has also 
tweeted that “Fear of Muslims is 
RATIONAL (sic)”.

Then there’s Congressman 
Mike Pompeo, who is slated to be 
nominated as CIA director in the 
Trump administration. He has 
pretty extreme views on fighting 
terrorism, apparently believing that 
reforms to US government surveil-
lance have weakened the country’s 
ability to prevent terrorist attacks. 
Pompeo is also known to think it is 
a good idea for the administration 
to create an enormous database, 
starting with telephone numbers 
and phone records and going on to 
“publicly available financial and 
lifestyle information” whatever 
that may mean.

Kris Kobach, who may be an-
other member of Trump’s cabinet 
(possibly at the Department of 
Homeland Security), is understood 
to have a “strategic plan” for the 
administration’s first 365 days that 

would include barring “the entry of 
potential terrorists”. Kobach also 
wants the United States to return to 
a reinvigorated plan first intro-
duced by George W. Bush’s admin-
istration after 9/11, which recorded 
the entry and exit of people from 
“high-risk areas”. The plan, created 
by Kobach, then at the Depart-
ment of Justice, bore the official 
name National Security Entry-Exit 
Registration System. Informally, it 
was known as a “Muslim registry”, 
something the incoming Trump 
administration has not forsworn 
exactly, at least so far.

Meantime, there are signs that 
the Islamophobic views of some 
Trump aides are mixing in with the 
anti-Semitic and white supremacist 
sentiments of other supporters. 

It is creating a miasma of hate 

around an administration that 
is two months away from even 
taking office, so much so that the 
Holocaust Memorial Museum has 
stepped in to remind the world that 
“the Holocaust did not begin with 
killings: It began with words”.

Too true. It is important to be 
watchful. It is crucial to speak out 
when there is injustice. The media 
have an especially important role 
in informing the public of the facts 
and of what key developments 
mean.

That said, it is strategically im-
portant not to overdo the outrage 
— just yet. Let us wait to see if and 
when the Trump administration in-
dicates it wants to undermine civil 
rights, constitutional freedoms and 
the principles of natural justice for 
Muslims, Arabs, Jews, black people 

and visually distinct immigrant 
groups. Let us wait to see how 
the administration proposes to go 
about it.

In other words, let us not cry 
wolf till we actually see one. That 
way, we will not weaken the argu-
ment ahead of time.

To those who scoff at this, just 
consider the words of Charlie 
Sykes, a conservative anti-Trump 
journalist who hosts a radio talk 
show on WTMJ in Milwaukee, 
Wisconsin. Explaining the politi-
cal rise of Trump and the fact that 
his fellow Republicans appeared 
not to have minded supporting a 
candidate who made bigoted and 
racist comments, Sykes offered the 
following rationale. Conservatives 
have been denounced as “racist” 
for simply everything and for so 
long, the term has lost impact. 
Previous Republican presidential 
nominees, not least Mitt Romney 
in 2012, were denounced as racist, 
Sykes pointed out. Republican 
presidents, including George W. 
Bush, were similarly criticised. So 
when a manifestly racist Repub-
lican candidate such as Trump 
showed up, the “racist” label had 
no purchase.

In the end, the same sort of effect 
may be produced by yelling anti-
Muslim about the Trump adminis-
tration’s every move. Better to wait 
until there is an attempt to intro-
duce unconstitutional or unjust 
anti-Muslim measures.

That will be the time to call 
Trump out.

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.

View point
Inflamed 
rhetoric 
from 
Trump and 
his team 
could do 
immense 
damage.

A more aggressive US policy in 
the Middle East will end in more 
blood and tears. 
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