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American Muslim Minorities: The New Human Rights Struggle 
By Ashley Moore 
 
“Muslims have their work cut out.  Just like African-Americans during the Civil Rights Era had to join together to 
address the issues of discrimination and hatred toward them, so too will Muslims and it will not be without 
challenges.” 
       --Constance Rice, civil rights activist 
   
  
 The ramifications of the attacks of September 11, 2001 are felt throughout the United States. 
However, no minority community is as deeply affected as the American-Muslim minority. Since the 
attacks on the World Trade Center, Muslims residing in the United States have experienced 
violations of economic and political liberties, as well as ongoing social discrimination.  Media 
stereotypes and government legislation continually exacerbate these human rights abuses and 
entrench institutional, social, and economic discrimination deeper in American society.  At the heart 
of this discrimination are clear misunderstandings about Islam and those who practice the faith.  In 
an effort to combat these challenges, Islamic organizations are fighting to protect the community’s 
civil liberties. Is America turning a corner in the treatment and understanding of Muslim minorities? 
  
American and Islam:  An Uneasy Relationship 
  

As of 2010, six million Muslims live among an American population of about 300 million. 
This small minority is the subject of deep social anxiety towards Islam, known as Islamophobia.  
Muslim minorities in the United States are seen through the sphere of “otherness,” which many 
Americans relate to stereotypes that are perpetuated through popular media and literature.  Many 
polls conducted between 2001- 2009 echo American misconceptions regarding Islam.  A 2003 Pew 
poll shows that nearly 45 percent of Americans believed that Islam is more likely than other religions 
“to encourage violence among its believers.”  In addition, a 2009 survey indicated that 36 percent of 
Americans could not recall basic facts about Islam.  The fear of Islam is so palpable that during the 
2010 elections, Oklahoma voted to ban sharia law from being used in judicial matters.  Americans 
continue to see Islam and Muslims as one-dimensional caricatures.   
   

The reasons behind the American misunderstanding of Islam can be traced to media 
stereotypes that have permeated American pop culture. The two most typical Muslim stereotypes are 
the images of the Muslim-Arab, terrorist male and the oppressed, veiled Muslim woman.  In most 
media, Muslim men are portrayed in traditional Arab dress indicating fundamentalism.  Almost all 
Muslims are portrayed as Arabs, despite the fact that only about 20 percent of the worldwide 
Muslim population identify themselves as Arabs.  Muslim women are most often portrayed wearing 
the veil, burqa, or niqab.  These images conjure ideas that Islam subjugates and oppresses women. 
  

These stereotypes fail to account for the pluralistic character of the Muslim community.  In 
fact, American Muslims have their own unique nature illustrated by varying origins, ethnic and racial 
make-up, and political beliefs.  Altogether, Muslims from nearly 80 nationalities and cultural 
backgrounds constitute today’s American-Muslim residents.  According to a study by CAIR (Council 
on American-Islamic Relations), three ethnicities make up most of the nation’s Muslim population: 
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South Asians (33%), Arab (20%), and African-Americans (30%).  Other ethnicities include: African, 
Bosnian/European, and Iranian immigrants.  Like the diversity of its practitioners, Islam itself is 
pluralistic.  For example, veiling often comes from a woman’s cultural background; it is not 
necessarily a blanket practice among the faithful.  However, despite the pluralism of the Muslim 
community, Muslims continue to face different prejudices. 
 
Institutional Discrimination 
  

In the wake of the World Trade Center attacks, the U.S. government cracked down on 
immigration policy and national security measures.  In October 2001, the U.S. Patriot Act was 
signed into law with almost no Congressional debate.  The Patriot Act allowed the attorney general 
to detain non-citizens suspected of terrorism without a warrant, and authorized new surveillance 
guidelines for U.S. law enforcement agencies.  Additionally, in July 2003, the Clear Law 
Enforcement for Criminal Alien Removal Act (CLEAR) was passed to give local law enforcement 
the power to enforce federal immigration laws.  The combined implementation of the Patriot Act 
and the CLEAR Act resulted in increased surveillance of Muslims.  Muslims (citizens and non-
citizens) have been denied council and formal charges while being detained for extended periods of 
time.  According to the Office of Inspector General (OIG), the average time from arrest to 
clearance was 80 days.  Surveillance of Muslims is ongoing in mosques, on the Internet, and through 
library records, bank accounts, and places of employment.   
  

Nearly a year after the events of 9/11, the Attorney General announced the introduction of 
the National Security Exit-Entry Registration System (NSEERS).  The “special registration” 
program applied to men ages 16 to 45 who were predominantly from Arab/Muslim countries 
residing in the United States on temporary visas.  The men were required to report to INS offices 
for multi-phase registration that included fingerprinting, photographing, and questioning.  This 
program failed in two very distinct ways.  Firstly, the department failed to put out clear information 
regarding the requirements of the program, which led to many unnecessary deportations.  Secondly, 
the program reportedly used harsh detention methods on participants.  It is clear that this program 
resulted in mistreatment and rights violations. While this program is no longer active, the U.S. 
Patriot Act and the CLEAR Act have both been reauthorized and are used by law enforcement. 
  

The results of these policies devastate the relationship between the Muslim community and 
the U.S. Government.  The U.S. Patriot Act and the CLEAR Act negatively impact the civil liberties 
of Muslim minority groups, particularly Arab minorities and Muslim immigrants.  Muslim 
organizations maintain that these governmental programs and policies create feelings of anxiety, 
ostracism, and isolation that detach Muslims from the American mainstream.  In addition, the 
government’s use of racial profiling encouraged media and organizational stereotyping.  
 
Social Discrimination 
 
 In addition to legislative violations of civil liberties, Muslims face physical abuses and social 
discrimination.  The Civil Rights Division of the U.S. Department of Justice reports that allegations 
of abuse include: telephone, internet, and face- to- face threats; minor assaults; vandalism; shootings; 
and bombings of homes, businesses, and places of worship.  In 2007, CAIR reported receiving 
about 1,900 complaints of abuse and noted that anti-Muslim physical violence increased by 52 
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percent between 2003 and 2004.   These attacks create fear throughout the community as Muslims 
are targeted in perceived safe places such as mosques and their homes.  Additionally, nearly ten years 
after 9/11, a loud debate has arisen in the mainstream concerning the building of mosques around 
the nation.   
  

A proposed Islamic center near Ground Zero has caused a culture war that spread across the 
United States.  One side of the debate believes it is disrespectful to the memory of those who died in 
the WTC attacks to have an Islamic religious center so near the site that Islamic fundamentalists 
destroyed.  Proponents frame their argument as a matter of religious freedom, that any religion in 
the United States has the right to build places of worship without persecution.  The building of 
mosques has been controversial throughout the United States.  Unfortunately, this has led to severe 
attacks on Islamic centers, including bombings in Texas and Tennessee. The outcry against mosques 
and Islamic centers continues to fuel religious profiling. 
 
Economic Discrimination 
  

As recently as September 2010, Muslim workers have reported that they have been victims 
of employment discrimination.  Workers report name calling by co-workers, such as “terrorist” or 
“Osama,” and complain that employers bar them from wearing the headscarf or participating in 
prayer times.  Complaints like these in 2010 are up nearly 60 percent from 2005.  Mary Jo O’Neill, 
regional attorney of the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, remarked, “There’s a level of 
hatred and animosity that is shocking” (Greenhouse 2010).  Astonishingly, while Muslims make up 
only 2 percent of the U.S. population, they compose nearly one quarter of religious discrimination 
claims filed by the EEOC in 2010.  Economic discrimination in the U.S. against Muslims is 
predicted to climb as the recession continues. 
  
Islamic Organizations Protect Muslim Civil Liberties 
  

Mirroring the pluralism of the Muslim community, a myriad of Islamic organizations has 
begun to meet the challenges faced by the community.  Some of these organizations focus on 
education and spiritual awareness, while others are more concerned with human rights and 
democratic issues.  At times, the organizations struggle to agree on ways to reach the greater 
“mainstream” community.  However, these organizations have become leading mediators between 
the American “mainstream,” the government, and the Muslim community. 
  

Leading Islamic and human rights organizations lobby and actively raise awareness about the 
abuses suffered by Muslims.  Organizations like Amnesty International, CAIR, and Muslim 
American Society (MAS) have provided Muslims with education on civil rights.   These 
organizations have also coordinated with various law enforcement groups in order to encourage  
conflict resolution.  Additionally, many of these organizations have fostered conversations within 
the Muslim community about the challenges of assimilating into American culture while still 
remaining a faithful Muslim.  Most Islamic organizations in America have reached out to the public 
in an effort to foster a greater understanding about Islam. 
    
Conclusion 
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It is clear that the American-Muslim community faces extreme and difficult challenges from 
institutional, social, and economic discrimination.  They face complex challenges from ‘mainstream’ 
America that are hard to combat for the simple reason that these challenges come from stereotypes 
perpetuated throughout the nation.  However, Islamic organizations have begun to combat these 
issues by reaching outside of their community while still maintaining dialogue with the faithful.  It 
falls now on the leadership of the community to spread real knowledge about Islam, to reach out to 
the mainstream community in an effort to combat the ongoing cycle of fear and hatred aimed at the 
Muslim community.   
  

There are clear methods that can help to alleviate some of the hatred and misunderstanding 
of Islam.  Islamic organizations can provide a forum for education on Islam and invite outside 
participants to Islamic conventions and meetings to develop better relations with the external 
community.  They can also create an American narrative of Islam, similar to the African-American 
story.  While none of these suggestions can completely fix the relationships that developed in 
America, these can help expand the average American’s knowledge of Islam and its basic tenets.  
With an increase in knowledge, discrimination and abuses are more likely to be alleviated.  
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