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Introduction

Once asked by a French reporter about the “Negro problem” in the 
United States, African American writer Richard Wright replied that 
“there isn’t any Negro problem; there is only a white problem.” Black 
studies scholar George Lipsitz points out that “by inverting the reporter’s 
question, Wright called attention to its hidden assumptions— that racial 
polarization comes from the existence of blacks rather than the behav-
ior of whites, that black people are a ‘problem’ for whites rather than 
fellow citizens, and that, unless otherwise specified, ‘Americans’ means 
‘whites.’”1 Though Wright’s response to anti- Black racism remains 
relevant primarily to the discussion of African American life, this for-
mulation can also shed light on the way in which Muslim Americans 
function as a religious and often racial Other who are denied full politi-
cal and social citizenship in the United States.

The future of US democracy depends on the question of whether 
Muslim Americans are able to exercise their political rights as US citi-
zens and whether they can find acceptance as social equals in US society. 
This statement is not hyperbolic. The place of Muslims in the United 
States is a bellwether for the nation’s purported embrace of liberal values 
such as freedom of speech and religion, equal justice under law, and 
equal opportunity. These values are the primordial symbols of liberal 
democracy. They are embraced by Republicans and Democrats. But 
these values do not apply to all Americans. They often do not apply to 
Muslims. The problem is not Muslims; the problem is America. Though 
many Muslims have sought to contribute to the democratic life of the 
United States since the 1950s, their efforts to “be” or “become” American 
have not protected their basic liberties. Even when Muslims proudly em-
braced assimilation, the terms under which they negotiated their politi-
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cal belonging to America failed them. This book explains why the nation 
is, at best, ambivalent about Muslim political participation and, at worst, 
terribly cruel. Neither the Republican nor the Democratic Party has of-
fered full equality to Muslim Americans because these parties’ politics 
are inextricably bound to policies and orientations that operate partly 
through the denial of Muslim people’s full humanity and dignity.

Muslim American politics have been a barometer of US democracy 
since the 1950s. Though small in numbers, the presence of Muslims on 
American soil rose to national political prominence during the Cold 
War and then the twenty- first- century war on terror. They have often 
acted as the social and political margin against which the center of US 
political belonging has been forged. In the 1950s and 1960s, it was the 
Nation of Islam, at the time the largest and best- known US Muslim 
group, and Malcolm X that played a foil in political debates over civil 
rights and US foreign policy. Defined by Republicans and Democrats 
alike as a religious cult and a radical political threat to the republic, the 
Nation of Islam was constructed by liberal civil rights icons such as 
Thurgood Marshall as a form of Black nationalism that must be rejected 
and even surveilled by the government. Likewise, Malcolm X’s emerg-
ing Islamic ethics of revolution was seen as a threat to America not only 
because Malcolm X reminded Black people of their (liberal) rights to 
self- defense but also because he organized opposition to US neocolonial 
control and military intervention in the Global South. During the Cold 
War, Black Muslims linked the domestic challenge of anti- Black racism 
to the struggle for Afro- Asian self- determination. Their repression by 
the federal government exposed the extent to which American democ-
racy was not only hypocritical, but also fundamentally undemocratic in 
its racist and imperial orientation.

Similarly, in the era after the attacks of September 11, 2001, so- called 
immigrant Muslims— some of whom could trace their family histories 
in the United States to the late 1800s and early 1900s— became a fun-
damental “problem” for US democracy. The central role of Muslims 
in American political life was made plain when, after Donald Trump’s 
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election in 2016, foreign visitors from several Muslim- majority coun-
tries were banned from entering the United States. But even before 
President Trump made a home in the Oval Office for blatantly racist 
anti- Muslim rhetoric, the administrations of both George W. Bush and 
Barack Obama showed how American political values such as religious 
liberty, freedom from unreasonable searches, and guarantees of equal 
protection under the law were too often null and void when it came to 
both Muslim American citizens and Muslims living under US military 
occupation or political control. Since 9/11, the treatment of Muslims has 
exposed the rotten core of American democracy, and that rot has been 
disturbingly bipartisan.

The main argument of the book is that dominant forms of American 
liberalism have prevented the political assimilation of Muslim Ameri-
cans; Muslim Americans have sometimes resisted and more frequently 
accommodated American liberalism, but in either case, they have never 
been afforded full citizenship. In scrutinizing the role of liberalism in 
preventing the assimilation of Muslims into the nation- state, I focus on 
liberalism as an institutionalized, structural reality that assumes power 
in a variety of social, economic, and political domains, especially in the 
military, foreign policy, the courts, and law enforcement agencies.2 I con-
tend (1) that racism and imperialism have been central to the practice of 
American liberalism; (2) that Muslims have played especially prominent 
roles since the 1950s in the way that American liberalism has unfolded; 
and (3) that Muslims have both challenged and sustained a form of lib-
eralism that offers them only limited inclusion in the republic.

Liberalism is a much disputed and debated ideology whose mean-
ing has changed over time, but one of its core elements in the context 
of US politics is the idea that the government has the responsibility to 
protect and advance the liberty of individuals. The American Declara-
tion of Independence and the US Constitution’s Bill of Rights identify 
human individuals— and their rights to property, free speech, the free 
exercise of religion, and so on— as the foundation of a just, functioning 
nation. But not everyone in the American nation- state has been consid-
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ered worthy of liberty. As it was institutionalized and practiced in the 
United States, liberalism excluded Native Americans, Africans, women, 
and others. The franchise was given mainly to white men, who ruled an 
ethno- national state. American freedom and democracy for white men 
rested on the ethnic cleansing of Native Americans— who were not con-
sidered part of “the people”— and on the racialization of human slavery. 
The nation not only denied liberty to racial others, it also made and en-
forced laws designed to protect the people— that is, the dominant ethno- 
racial group— from the aliens in their midst. Thus, the freedom of white 
people was created through the denial of liberty to African Americans 
and other nonwhites who lived under colonial domination inside their 
own country.3

From the earliest days of the republic, the racist logic of American 
liberalism extended to its war- making abroad. As it so happened, the 
American form of liberalism was also defined in opposition to Islamic 
religion and Muslim cultures. The first overseas war conducted by the 
United States was fought from 1801 to 1805 against the North African 
principality of Tripoli, which demanded tribute from US- flagged ships 
that wished to pass safely through its waters. American leaders insisted 
that these levies were a form of bondage that threatened freedom of 
movement and trade. The federal government did not pay up, and after 
American ships were detained by the so- called Barbary states, Thomas 
Jefferson’s 1800 presidential campaign criticized the nation’s second 
president, John Adams, who preferred to negotiate his way out of the 
impasse. The newly elected Jefferson decided instead to go to war. The 
US Navy largely dominated the seas during the conflict, but when sailors 
of the U.S.S. Philadelphia were taken prisoner in 1803, the tough- talking 
Jefferson reversed course and ended up negotiating a truce with their 
captors in exchange for $60,000 in ransom.4 From that time until the 
present, war- making in Muslim lands has been frequently interpreted by 
US policymakers and citizens alike as a struggle for liberty and freedom 
over and against what are said, in blatantly racist terms, to be Islam’s and 
Muslims’ tendencies toward despotism, ignorance, and fanaticism.5 As 
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we will see in the chapters that follow, US liberalism’s supposedly benev-
olent military intervention abroad, including in places where Muslims 
live, is essential to explaining why Muslim Americans are not offered full 
political and social citizenship in the United States.

American liberals have imagined the United States as an exceptional 
nation, often as a divinely ordained “city on a hill” with a solemn duty 
to liberate the earth from those who would prevent the free exchange of 
ideas and goods. In this mythological view of America, it is America’s 
calling to protect and serve the ideals of individual liberty at any cost.6 
As this ideology of American global leadership took root and assumed 
form, US political leaders explained why it was necessary and often ben-
eficial to occupy the lands of Native Americans and later to colonize Ha-
waii, Guam, Puerto Rico, and the Philippines, where the United States 
occupied and eventually massacred an indigenous Muslim population 
during battles at Bud Dajo and Bud Bagsak.7 No matter how violent it 
was, the American empire was framed as consonant with liberal ideals, a 
benevolent intervention essential to the global expansion of democracy, 
free markets, and individual rights.8

For much of US history, the practice of an ethno- racial, colonial lib-
eralism caused little concern for its rulers. There were always excep-
tions, of course. But even when US political leaders sought to expand 
some individual rights to nonwhite people, they often did so in a way 
that preserved white supremacy in either law or fact. The period after 
World War II was different, however, as a critical mass of US politicians 
began to pass laws designed to ensure that liberalism’s promise applied 
to people of color as well as to whites, to women as well as to men, to 
immigrants as well as to native- born Americans. It is important to note 
that both Democrats and Republicans in this era were proponents of 
liberalism— notwithstanding the popular understanding that a “liberal” 
is the same as a Democrat. Democrats and Republicans debated which 
laws and policies would best protect and promote individual liberty and 
the pursuit of happiness, but they were largely united in their devotion 
to liberalism in contradistinction to socialism and communism. Insti-
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tutional liberalism became associated in the 1950s with so- called con-
sensus politics, defined not only by opposition to the Soviet Union and 
communism but also by its support of a variety of sometimes contra-
dictory elements. Postwar institutional liberalism largely supported the 
welfare state, corporate rights, the repression of domestic dissent, and 
the expansion of individual religious liberty along with a theoretical sep-
aration of religion from the state. As many proponents of liberalism are 
inclined to point out, squashing domestic dissent is something liberals 
should oppose. But the experience of Muslim Americans demonstrates 
the necessity of describing liberalism as it actually was and is, liberalism 
in practice, not liberalism in theory— that is, what its proponents wished 
it could be. The denial of freedom to Black people, for example, has been 
perfectly compatible with the lived reality of institutional liberalism.9 
And as Africana religions scholar Sylvester Johnson points out, “the re-
lationship between freedom and its others has to be explained instead 
of being dismissed as mere hypocrisy or contradiction.”10 To do so in 
the United States, one has to explain the denial of freedom to Muslim 
Americans since World War II.

Muslim Americans have long hoped that they might become full 
citizens in the United States, and American political leaders have of-
fered rhetorical support for their assimilation. Beginning with Presi-
dent Eisenhower and continuing through President Obama, both 
Republican and Democratic presidents have articulated the idea that 
Muslims, like other religious minorities, can become genuine Ameri-
cans, especially if they willing to serve in the US military and fight its 
ideological enemies. They, too, could enjoy the fruits of liberalism. But 
at the same time that these presidents called out Muslims as potential 
citizens deserving of American rights and liberties, their policies and 
rhetoric alienated Muslims from the liberal dream. Because American 
liberalism in practice accommodated racism at home and colonial in-
tervention in the developing world, the state often framed anyone who 
opposed the status quo, including white supremacy and military domi-
nation abroad, as a potential enemy.
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This is why politics rather than culture is key to understanding the 
assimilation of Muslim Americans. There is a popular, liberal idea that 
over time Muslim Americans will be accepted like every other immi-
grant group— it is said that as Muslims assimilate to US culture, US 
culture will be able to assimilate them. But any theory that explains 
contemporary anti- Muslim bias, discrimination, and violence in terms 
of cultural difference rather than the dynamics of US politics naively 
or perhaps cynically ignores the roots of the American problem with 
Muslims. Some of the fiercest Muslim American critics of US democ-
racy have been African Americans, who are not only assimilated to US 
culture but who have played an inordinately large role in creating it from 
the 1600s until today. This is why African American Muslims have been 
able to mount effective criticism of the United States— put bluntly, Black 
people know America and how America works. Blaming cultural differ-
ence for a lack of assimilation may not be sound analysis but it can be an 
effective rhetorical strategy, as Richard Wright pointed out, to blame the 
victims of US democracy for their lack of assimilation. As Ibram Kendi 
contends, some Americans have long explained anti- Black racism as a 
white reaction to the supposed problems of Black culture, it pathology, 
and its criminality.11 Antiracist scholars have offered a more convinc-
ing case: the lack of racial equality in the United States is not the result 
of African American culture but instead of structural and institutional 
anti- Black racism.12 When applied to the case of Muslim Americans, 
this approach to understanding inequality suggests that it would be 
fruitful to focus less on how Muslims are culturally different and more 
on how various cultural differences are deployed in public discourses 
regarding Muslim American political and social engagement.

As we will see, some of the loudest Muslim critics of American liber-
alism could be found in Elijah Muhammad’s Nation of Islam, the most 
prominent Muslim organization in the United States during the 1950s 
and 1960s. The Nation of Islam challenged white supremacy, rejected US 
war- making in the developing world, criticized American nationalism, 
and scoffed at the allure of half- hearted, legally oriented approaches to 
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civil rights. But it also supported various socially conservative cultural 
practices associated with American liberalism, appealing to a politics 
of middle- class respectability that preached the salvific potential of 
heterosexuality, patriarchy, higher education, a healthy diet, modesty, 
punctuality, hard work, and Black capitalism. Because it was a charis-
matic religious movement— what was and is referred to pejoratively as 
a “cult”— the Nation of Islam seemed dangerous to the federal govern-
ment and Black liberals alike. Even its middle- class respectability was 
viewed as potentially seditious because the ethics and rituals so familiar 
to American Protestant Christians had been reinterpreted as responses 
to the divine commandments of a self- styled Muslim prophet.

Still, the symbolic opposition of the Nation of Islam to white suprem-
acy and US empire operated within the theoretically protected, if not 
actually observed, legal limits of dissent because it was categorized as 
religion. But when the movement’s popular leader, Malcolm X, broke 
away from Elijah Muhammad in 1964 and began to articulate and orga-
nize around a more explicitly political platform that would unite people 
of color and Muslims across the world to oppose white supremacy and 
colonialism both at home and abroad, he issued a more unambiguous 
challenge to the liberal order. Malcolm X’s theorizing and organizing, 
which sought both Pan- African and pan- Muslim unity, was a radical 
repudiation of the US- dominated “free world,” which relied on a doc-
trine of American military superiority and direct or indirect control of 
African, Asian, and Latin American nation- states. Chapter 3 shows how 
Malik El- Shabazz, as Malcolm X would become known, developed an Is-
lamic liberation ethics that strategically negotiated the warring interests 
of the Arab Cold War to gain the support of both Egypt and Saudi Ara-
bia for the political and cultural liberation of all people of color around 
the world. Though he cultivated ties with Saudi Arabia, an oil- rich state 
considered essential to US national security interests from the postwar 
era until today, he also attacked the US- led liberal order that attempted 
to protect Middle East monarchies from the challenge of revolution-
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ary republics and especially the Islamic socialism of Egyptian president 
Gamal Abdel Nasser.

Malik El- Shabazz’s political radicalism is essential to understanding 
Muslim American politics today because he made clear the stakes of co-
operating with a racist and colonial regime. Shabazz lampooned liberal 
African American civil rights leaders as “Uncle Toms.” As long as people 
of color cooperated with a system that rested on US imperial domina-
tion, he argued, they would never be free or equal in the United States. 
At the same time, even Malcolm X’s radical politics sometimes appealed 
to liberal ideas and liberal institutions, especially the United Nations, as 
he sought to advance his political agenda of Black liberation.

The postwar US political, military, and economic empire that Mal-
colm X threatened with violent revolution has changed over time, as 
Sunaina Maira observes: contemporary “imperialism is marked by invis-
ibility, secrecy, and flexibility in its operation of power, and by nebulous, 
nonterritorial forms of domination that do not resemble traditional 
forms of territorial ‘colonialism.’”13 Today, US imperial power goes well 
beyond conventional occupation. Its military component is sustained 
by approximately eight hundred military bases along with a triad of su-
perior air, land, and sea forces.14 They are an essential component of 
the government’s foundational commitment to the preponderance of US 
global power, which has been the policy of both Democratic and Repub-
lican administrations since Harry S. Truman.15

Keeping the US commitment to global military dominance front and 
center explains why US democracy failed Muslim Americans and others 
not only during the Cold War but also in its aftermath. In the late twen-
tieth century, the Islamophobic gaze of Americans turned away from 
Black Muslims as a primary national security threat. The US nation- 
state and its policymakers, law enforcement officers, political lobbies 
and think tanks, intelligence agencies, and other centers of power fo-
cused instead on “foreign” Muslims inside America. Chapter 4 explains 
this geopolitical transformation as US political institutions increasingly 
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worried about the threat of transnational political Islam. Conservative 
political activists and liberal scholars alike worried about what they saw 
as a tension between Muslim Americans’ links to the global community 
of Muslims, on the one hand, and their commitment to the US nation- 
state on the other. Could Muslim Americans be loyal to both? Were they 
able to accept the liberal bargain of operating within the legal and politi-
cal constraints of the US nation- state?

Rather than analyzing Muslim American participation in electoral 
politics or another formal realm of politics, chapter 4 offers an ethno-
graphic lens on the lives and thoughts of four Muslim American women, 
all of whom were living in Jordan at the time I interviewed them in 
2009 and 2010. As the chapter shows, gender played an especially cen-
tral role in how Americans thought about Muslim identity. For many 
non- Muslim Americans, one of the most visible signs of a foreign pres-
ence, transformed into a political fetish, was the veil. After 9/11, Muslim 
American women, especially those who wore head scarves, came to oc-
cupy what Juliane Hammer has called “center stage” in public discourse 
on Islam.16 I was interested in discovering whether these women’s resi-
dency in Jordan transformed their attitudes toward the United States 
and their identities as Muslims, and I discovered how gender played a 
role in both questions. Careful to express clear loyalty to the US nation- 
state, these four women also refused to abandon a sense of solidarity 
with other communities, including the global community of Muslims 
and especially Palestinians. Rather than seeing these identities as contra-
dictory or confused, all four women argued that such plural identifica-
tions were ethical and rational and expressed the deepest ideals of both 
Islam and America, including the liberal idea of gender equality. In so 
doing, these Muslim Americans also imagined a world in which a binary 
political view of Islam versus the West, the view so dominant in both 
liberal and conservative US politics, could be transformed and perhaps 
reconciled. They embraced a form of liberalism that would no longer 
be tied to war- making in Muslim lands. But they also felt the need to 
defend or explain Islam’s views on women, and it became apparent how 
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powerful the discourse of liberal intervention on behalf of women re-
mained in their lives.

Chapter 5 then reveals a very different reaction to the challenges of 
Muslim American political participation after 9/11. One ultimate sign of 
political assimilation is the willingness of citizens to sacrifice themselves 
in battle for their nation. It is so central to nation- making that such sac-
rifices become the stuff of songs, memorials, and even myths. In the US 
presidential elections of 2008 and 2016, the blood of two fallen soldiers 
named Khan became part of a new American myth that might be called 
the myth of the fallen Muslim American soldier. This chapter explores 
how US politicians, including Colin Powell and Hillary Clinton, em-
ployed the memories of Kareem Khan and Humayun Khan to renew de-
votion to the ideals of a liberal, multicultural America. I argue, however, 
that in focusing on the incorporation of foreign Muslims into the nation, 
politicians such as Powell and Clinton offered an ambiguous embrace.

By emphasizing the importance of gaining Muslim American support 
in the war against terrorism, US politicians pointed to the very liminal-
ity of Muslim Americans. Muslim Americans were part “us” and part 
“them.” Somewhat suspect— valuable precisely because of their near-
ness to the enemy— Muslim American service members gave their own 
blood in an embodied testimony that the US war on terror was just and 
right. Muslim American participation in the US- led war on terror and 
Muslim American attempts to support US military, political, and eco-
nomic intervention in Black and brown nation- states simultaneously 
othered Muslim Americans, evoking not only empathy and admiration 
among non- Muslims but also orientalist ambivalence. It is hardly sur-
prising, then, that such efforts did little to quell popular violence and 
government oppression against Muslims.

The conclusion then considers how the fates of Muslims and America 
are tied in our current moment, contemplating how the destiny of US 
democracy will depend on what some have called “the Muslim ques-
tion.” I analyze the activism of Muslim American community organizer 
and Women’s March cochair Linda Sarsour as an example of how Mus-
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lim Americans can challenge some of the most powerful, conventional 
bipartisan platforms of contemporary US politics while also pledging 
their allegiance to the country and its liberal ideals.

This book thus ends as it begins— as a jeremiad. It critiques the fail-
ures of US democracy and points to the failures of liberalism as a key 
cause. But just beneath the surface of my lament is the hope that Ameri-
can democracy can become something different. The book’s moral 
vision— its “bias”— is born from a desire to see an American community 
in which Muslims, and all people who have been victimized by Ameri-
can democracy, can flourish and live without the fear of social, political, 
or economic discrimination. That moral vision is rooted in the idea of 
a “beloved community” that embraces social equity, justice for all, and 
peaceful conflict resolution. Solving the problem of Muslim political 
assimilation offers important signposts along the road to that kind of 
democracy.
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