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1

I N T R O D U C T I O N

Institutionalized Islamophobia on College Campuses
Shafiqa Ahmadi and Darnell Cole

The First Amendment of the United States Constitution protects 
individuals’ “free exercise” of religion from governmental interfer-
ence. However, laws such as USA PATRIOT Act, Muslim bans, 

and Student and Exchange Visitor Information System that are enacted and 
enforced under the guise of national security become a direct violation of 
the free exercise of religion clause, especially when the target of these laws 
is Muslims. Given the national legal and political climate that is entrenched 
in bigotry, xenophobia, and Islamophobia, colleges and universities are in a 
position to ensure socially just and inclusive environments and ameliorate 
the negative impact of enforcement of these laws on Muslim college students. 

In 2011, beyond their legal jurisdiction, the New York Police 
Department initiated undercover surveillance operations at Yale, University 
of Pennsylvania, Rutgers, Princeton, and 12 other college campuses in the 
Northeast—a salient example of the realities that Muslim college students 
face. Amid such overt targeting of Muslim college students, more accurate 
and involved counternarratives of Muslims are needed, as well as a substan-
tive analysis of how Islamophobia has been institutionalized. A normative yet 
nonmonolithic view of Muslim college students has to consider the socio-
cultural construction of their religious and spiritual identity, and the institu-
tion’s role in shaping their postsecondary experiences. Doing so can offer a 
critical perspective required for understanding Muslim college students and 
their experiences on college campuses.

On the precipice of the 2016 presidential election, more than 20% of 
all nationally reported hate crimes were directly related to religious bias, and 
at least 24% of those religiously related crimes were documented as anti-
Islamic (Federal Bureau of Investigation, 2015). During the same year, many 
highly selective research institutions like the University of Michigan and the 
University of Maryland were enmeshed in student protests following the 
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2  islamophobia in higher education

campus screenings of American Sniper (Rosenberg, 2015; Svrluga, 2015), a 
controversial film directed by Clint Eastwood that portrayed Chris Kyle, the 
most lethal sniper in American history, as a broken hero, while simultane-
ously debasing the complexity of the Iraq War and portraying Muslim non-
military combatants as savages. Although student leaders of Muslim Student 
Unions and Muslim Student Associations spoke out against the religious bias 
that the movie sparked, the resulting backlash targeted Muslim students as 
anti-American. Although Muslim student groups like the ones mentioned 
are established in part to debunk misperceptions, promote inclusion, and 
build community, the non-Muslim student reaction to their Muslim peers 
and a legitimate critique of the film typifies how Muslim students are misun-
derstood on college campuses. The triple murder of Muslim college students 
in 2015 near the University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill, and the Muslim 
travel ban’s (i.e., Executive Order 13,769 [2017]) impact on students and 
faculty from the Middle East and North Africa also serve as stark reminders 
that religious violence and exclusion are all too real (Ahmed & Shoichet, 
2015; Amini, 2017). The convergence of religious bias, Islamophobia, and 
xenophobia in the targeting of Muslims nationally requires a thoughtful 
investigation as to the extent to which Muslim students experience stigma 
and discrimination within higher education institutions. It is imperative that 
such empirical examinations and research scholarship be both relevant to and 
critical of the laws that inform institutional policy and practice so that col-
lege campuses can be cultivated into environments where Muslim students 
thrive (Ahmadi, Sanchez, & Cole, 2019).

On June 10, 2017, the American Congress for Truth (ACT), an alt-right 
hate group, organized an anti–shari’a law and, by extension, an anti-Muslim 
protest in 28 cities across the United States. Armed militia groups accom-
panied ACT as peacekeepers alongside local police. Although these protests 
were met with counterprotests, including many college students, the fact that 
a neo-Nazi, alt-right hate group like ACT could protest against law-abiding 
Muslim citizens in 2017, with militia acting as peacekeepers, seems to be 
the new normal in what is being described as Trump-era America (Beydoun, 
2018). Though the protests may be constitutionally protected, it is diffi-
cult to believe that in 2017 we did not learn from our history of protecting 
hate at the individual, institutional, and structural levels by law, policy, and 
political rhetoric. As a consequence, without counternarratives and a focus 
on the institutionalization of Islamophobia, this new normal becomes part 
of the discourse for how non–Muslim Americans view Muslims, particularly 
young Muslim adults attending today’s colleges and universities. The com-
mon thread of Muslim college students’ experiences is navigating stigma and 
stereotypes laced with Islamophobic rhetoric. To establish as well as foster 
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a socially just campus requires a greater understanding of Muslim college 
students and how various forms of institutionalized Islamophobia impact 
Muslims. It is within this sociopolitical and sociocultural context that we 
offer this book.

Diversity Within the Muslim Population in the United States and  
College

The Pew Research Center estimates that approximately 3.45 million Muslims 
were living in the United States during 2017, which meant that 1.1% of the 
total U.S. population identified as Muslim (Mohamed, 2018). California, 
Florida, Texas, New York, Illinois, Pennsylvania, Ohio, and North Carolina 
are states with the most significant percentage of Muslims, per state popu-
lation estimates (Diamant & Gecewicz, 2017). Nearly half of all Muslims 
(44%) are between the ages of 18 and 29; 65% are men. Additional findings 
provided by Pew predict that over the next three decades, the U.S. Muslim 
community will likely double, and worldwide, Muslims will become the 
largest religious group, surpassing Christians (Diamant & Gecewicz, 2017).

The Pew Research Center (2017) also estimates that about 54% of 
Muslims hold a college degree, with 11% of those being postgraduate degrees 
(Diamant & Gecewicz, 2017). An earlier Pew report indicated, “Religious 
minorities often have more education, on average, than a country’s major-
ity religious group, particularly when the minority group is largely foreign-
born and comes from a distant country” (“Large Gaps in Education Levels 
Persist,” 2016). Muslims 

are much more likely than Christians to have post-secondary degrees. And 
unlike Christians, large majorities of Hindus and Muslims were born out-
side the United States (87% of Hindus and 64% of Muslims compared 
with 14% of Christians, according to a 2014 Pew Research Center survey). 
(“Large Gaps in Education Levels Persist,” 2016) 

Smith’s (2001) research corroborates these findings, as he also notes that 
Muslims are generally younger and better educated than the general pub-
lic, and the number of Muslims among college students is proportionately 
higher than the numbers within the general population. Of the total number 
of students attending four-year colleges in these reports, 0.9% were estimated 
to be Muslim (Bagby, Perl, & Froehle, 2001; Smith, 2001). Today’s estimates 
have likely increased. Although the numerical representation of Muslims in 
college provides a useful frame for this book’s topic, it is also necessary to 
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4  islamophobia in higher education

understand the sociopolitical and sociocultural context of Muslim students 
in American higher education, which requires empirical inquiry and intel-
lectual discourse.

Purpose and Scope of This Book

The impact of college on students, particularly on the educational gains 
received as a result of their experience, continues to drive institutional policy. 
The religious identification of college students, especially for Muslims, has 
had relatively little attention in higher education literature on the nature 
of student experiences in U.S. colleges and universities, as well as the 
institutional policies and practices that shape those experiences (Ahmadi 
et al., 2019; Cole & Ahmadi, 2010). Although recent legal, political, and 
social values prized by the Christian right have made gains on the value 
center of mainstream America, it was not until the more recent national 
and subsequently global attention on terrorist acts of Islamic extremists that 
students’ religious identities became a concern for national security. Such 
direct links between religious identity and national security have created 
gross overgeneralizations, misinformation, and subsequent inhospitable 
environments for many Muslims in the United States.

Unfortunately, many of these inhospitable environments exist on col-
lege and university campuses. Concomitantly, colleges and universities have 
often provided a context for debate, opportunities to voice social and politi-
cal viewpoints, student protest, and the intellectual scholarship supporting 
or condemning not only acts of terrorism but also America’s response to 
those acts. It is within this sociopolitical and georeligious context that we 
examine the laws, policies, and identity of Muslim students in American 
higher education institutions. Implications for institutional policy and prac-
tice are also provided toward reducing monolithic portrayals of Muslims and 
institutionalized Islamophobia to reform the college context and improve the 
ways in which laws and policies are turned into professional practice.

The purpose of this book is threefold: (a) to examine how Islamophobia 
has been institutionalized in postsecondary institutions, (b) to consider the 
extent to which other social identities have been ignored and yet illuminate 
a critical intersection between Islamophobia and institutional policy, and (c) 
to offer recommendations for improving institutional policy and professional 
practice. Although it is important to debunk stereotypes, correct mispercep-
tions, and inform the misinformed, it is more critical in this era of falsehoods 
or “fake news” to generate accurate information and discourse that allows for 
meaningful analyses of institutionalized Islamophobia. Researchers, scholars, 
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and professionals in higher education often ignore or minimize social and 
political events, as well as religious identity, when examining students’ col-
lege experiences and the resultant impact on their educational gains, satis-
faction, perspectives, and religious identity. As a result, educators have had 
relatively little research or critical analyses in understanding Islamophobia 
and the institutional practices that foster it and the resultant impact on 
Muslim students and the institutional context of college. Given the inten-
tional misrepresentation and miseducation about Muslims in general, and 
Muslim students in higher education specifically, this book seeks to provide 
students, faculty, staff, student affairs professionals, scholars, and student 
leaders with accurate information about Muslims and Muslim college stu-
dent experiences. Moreover, each chapter in this book addresses how institu-
tions of higher education can better serve Muslim college students through 
changing law, policy, and practice to disrupt Islamophobia on their college 
campuses. Each chapter ends with discussion questions for in-class activity. 

Organization of This Book

This edited book highlights the diversity within the Muslim community and 
explores how various laws and policies affect Muslim college students. The 
contributors in this book represent different voices whose work on this mar-
ginalized student population is traditionally not recognized within academic 
settings, such as an international human rights attorney, a civil rights attor-
ney, and a criminal attorney, as well as more traditional higher education 
scholars who are student affairs practitioners and research faculty. Moreover, 
the voices of female Muslim scholars, in particular, are highlighted. Invited 
contributors work directly in the field and have previously produced valuable 
discussions in this area with the editors.

The book is organized into eight chapters. The first chapter, titled 
“Muslim Bans: Impact of Exclusionary Policies on Muslim College Students,” 
is by Marwa Rifahie, a public defender for LA County. She previously served 
as a civil rights attorney at the Council on American-Islamic Relations, 
Greater Los Angeles Office. This chapter discusses Islamophobia and its 
relation to civil rights, specifically the harmful impact of the Muslim bans 
on Muslim college students. Chapter 2, titled “Criminalization of Muslim 
Students Post-9/11,” is by Parwana Anwar, a trial and criminal defense attor-
ney. Anwar examines the process of criminalization and the double standards 
of the legal system regarding the ways in which Muslim students are unfairly 
treated. Chapter 3, “The Muslim Bans, Human Rights, and International 
Muslim Students,” is by Zulaikha Aziz, a human rights attorney and assistant 
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professor of the practice at the School of International Relations at the 
University of Southern California (USC). This chapter explores the Muslim 
bans within the legal context of international conventions barring discrimi-
nation and the negative implications of the Muslim bans on the experiences 
of international Muslim college students.

Chapter 4, “Immigrant Status of Muslims,” is by Bo Lee, project spe-
cialist at the USC Rossier Center for Education, Identity and Social Justice, 
and Shafiqa Ahmadi, associate professor of clinical education. This chapter 
briefly discusses the history of immigration laws and policies and specifically 
explores their impacts on the diverse and intersectional experiences of immi-
grant-status Muslims on college campuses. Chapter 5, “Queer Muslims,” is 
by Shafiqa Ahmadi and Sama Shah. This chapter explores the diverse and 
intersectional experiences of queer Muslims and the institutional practices 
that have shaped and continue to shape their college experiences. Chapter 6, 
“Black Muslims,” is by Darnell Cole, associate professor of education; Liane 
Hypolite, a USC PhD student; and Alex Atashi, project specialist at USC 
Rossier Center for Education, Identity and Social Justice. This chapter exam-
ines the changing context for laws, policies, and politics that have shaped the 
Islamophobic tendencies and the subsequent marginality of Black Muslims. 
Chapter 7, titled “Latinx Muslims,” is by Mabel Sanchez, a USC PhD stu-
dent, and Shafiqa Ahmadi. This chapter provides a brief history of Latinx 
Muslims in the United States, including their conversion or reversion jour-
neys to Islam and their interactions with their families. Latinx Muslims, 
described as the “brown threat,” are defined and their experiences in the 
United States are discussed. Chapter 8, the last chapter, is titled “A Home 
Away From Home: Community Countering Challenges.” This chapter, by 
Abiya Ahmed and Cassie Garcia, provides a case study of how one student 
affairs–run organization, the Markaz Resource Center at Stanford University, 
addresses some of the issues raised in the literature and serves as a “home 
away from home” by creating community for Stanford Muslim-identifying 
students (as well as including those who do not identify as Muslim).
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