
[image: image]


[image: image]


Copyright © 2021 by Arsalan Iftikhar

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

Skyhorse Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.

Skyhorse® and Skyhorse Publishing® are registered trademarks of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

Visit our website at www.skyhorsepublishing.com.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.

Cover design by 5mediadesign

Print ISBN: 978-1-5107-6187-2

Ebook ISBN: 978-1-5107-6363-0

Printed in the United States of America


To My Amma & My Ummah …


Acknowledgments

Bismillah—the first word of the Holy Quran and this trisyllabic Arabic phrase which means “In the Name of God”—is how two billion Muslims seek Divine blessings for all of our life’s projects. Similarly, my favorite Malcolm X quote of all time is “All praise is due to Allah … Only the mistakes are mine,” which also perfectly explains how I feel about my life’s work.

At the personal level, I would first like to thank my wonderful family (my wife, Noreen, my mother, Warda, my father, Tariq, my sister, Savera, and my brother, Altamash) for their love and support throughout our lives.

On the editorial side, I would like to thank Skyhorse Publishing—especially Tony Lyons, Mark Gompertz, and Caroline Russomanno—for publishing my last two books. I would also like to thank Scott Kenemore and Farzana Gardee for their contributions and Mr. Zak Elyazgi from Daze Studios for his artistic consultations for TheMuslimPlanet.com

Finally, I absolutely must acknowledge every single one of the fifty-one individual victims of the March 2019 Christchurch, New Zealand, mosque massacre. While writing about their fifty-one life stories throughout this book, I literally sobbed numerous times while commemorating their legacies for posterity’s sake and I hope to meet all fifty-one of them in heaven one day, inshallah (God willing).


Introduction

Somehow, I have to remind myself that it isn’t personal.

This is the strange but unavoidable conclusion that looms back at me through the lens whenever I try to examine the fear and mistrust the world’s 1.7 billion Muslims arouse in so many populations today.

People are afraid of Muslims. Of that, they are absolutely certain. They will tell you this quite directly. They are convinced that Muslims are worth fearing for very good reasons, and that everyone else should be afraid of them too.

But which Muslims? Why? Why them and not others?

Here, the respondent hesitates and wavers (even though their resolve does not).

A remarkable thing has occurred in the past few decades. People have realized that to be afraid of Muslims, they do not have to be afraid of a specific person, ideology, or even a specific thing. It is enough for them to declare that Muslims—as a whole—are not to be trusted. Are to be feared. Specific examples are not necessary. Facts just get in the way.

It is not personal; it is a generalized fear. It is enough to simply be afraid.

You can get a sense of this phenomenon just by looking at anti-Muslim attitudes in my own country, the United States. (I’m a person very driven by data, and you’re going to see me cite statistics to back up my positions throughout this book …)

For instance, according to a study by the Pew Research Center, over half of all Americans (62 percent) agree with the statement “Islam is not a part of mainstream society,” and nearly half agree that “There is a natural conflict between Islam and democracy.”1 A further 25 percent of respondents go even further, saying they agree that a majority of US Muslims “are anti-American.” (The percentage of respondents agreeing with these statements rises dramatically when you look at sub-groups like white Evangelicals, Republicans, and Americans with only a high school degree or less.)

And when President Donald Trump’s “Muslim Travel Ban” went into effect in 2017, a Politico-Morning Consult poll2 found that 60 percent of Americans said they either “strongly supported” or “somewhat supported” the Muslim ban.

That’s a majority of the nation.

Simply put, Americans are afraid of Muslims.

They fear them. They mistrust them. They agree that—as a people—Muslims are a scary bunch.

But who, precisely, is so terrifying?

Here, Americans have a tougher time. It is much easier to be clear about who they don’t mean.

They don’t, of course, mean Dave Chappelle, the funniest man alive. They don’t mean Muhammad Ali, the greatest athlete of all time. They don’t mean the legions of Muslim musicians whose creative work they enjoy so deeply—from Snoop Dogg to Ice Cube, from Art Blakey to DJ Khaled.

They don’t mean all the lifesaving physicians who are Muslims. Over 5 percent of America’s doctors are now Muslim, and that number grows year after year. From celebrity MDs like Dr. Mehmet Oz to the hardworking doctors at their local community health centers during the 2020 COVID-19 coronavirus pandemic, Muslim healthcare providers from coast to coast are busy curing Americans’ cancers, their acne breakouts, and everything in between. But Americans don’t mean these Muslims.

Neither do Americans mean trusted media personalities like Fareed Zakaria or Oscar-winning actors like Mahershala Ali. They don’t mean trendy fashion icons like supermodels Iman or Bella Hadid.

And they don’t mean the Muslim job creators who have founded and/or helmed such all-American brands as Edible Arrangements, Ethan Allen, and the NFL’s Jacksonville Jaguars—just to name a few.

Most certainly, they do not mean the thousands of Muslims currently serving in America’s armed forces. They do not mean the Muslim veterans who have fought and died in all major American conflicts back to the Civil War—and possibly before. (Soldiers named “Yusuf ben Ali” and “Bampett Muhamed” fought in the Continental Army during the Revolutionary War. Record of their religions does not exist, but it now seems likely to historians and scholars that they were followers of Islam.)

Which leaves us, again, with the question:

Who do they mean?

Rather than a specific person who has committed (or is likely to commit) a specific act, Americans seem to fear Muslims as a group because they present a dangerous potentiality.

There is a pervading sense that if left unchecked and unregulated, Muslims will do … something. We don’t know what it is, but we’re certain that it’s bad. Something we don’t want. Something definitely un-American.

Yet despite our certainty, we’re unable to articulate the master plan … or at least unable to agree upon it. According to those casting the aspersions, Muslims desire to destroy America, to take over America, or to impose the strictest form of theocracy on America. (This last one seems to strike a particular chord; at least seven US states have passed laws or ballot measures forbidding sharia law. Ironically, these measures have generally been introduced in sparsely-populated states with the smallest overall populations of Muslim residents, but that’s beside the point.)

Though it may certainly reveal a comical lack of worldliness on the parts of those who possess and propagate it, I do not wish to make this nonspecific fear of Muslims seem laughable. Because the impact it has on real people is anything but funny.

Despite being only about 1.1 percent of the US population, Muslims have been the victims of anywhere from 18–25 percent of the hate crimes committed in the United States since 2016, according to estimates by the FBI.3 And that figure may be inaccurately low since many Muslims are not comfortable reporting such crimes. There is also reason to suspect that the 17 percent increase in hate crimes targeting Sikhs since Donald Trump’s election in 2016 may have resulted in part from perpetrators who thought they were attacking Muslims instead.4

On a macro level, this fear is disconcerting because of how easily it can be weaponized for political gain. In the 2016 presidential election in the United States, we saw a veritable “race to the bottom” when it came to positioning Muslims as a dangerous enemy of the state. Candidates seemed in a hurry to outdo one another when it came to who could vilify Muslims the most. These political candidates often spoke of Islam as though it were indistinguishable from terror groups like ISIS. (Can you imagine if a political candidate were to speak of mainstream Christians as though they were indistinguishable from the Ku Klux Klan [KKK]?) And, most alarmingly, this time it worked. American politicians rode a nonspecific fear of something Muslims might potentially do into elected office—including the highest office in the land!

Over in Europe, a refugee crisis created by the Syrian Civil War—a complicated conflagration with many nations invested in the outcome—has resulted in increased xenophobia across the EU. European far-right-wing candidates have been ushered into office on their political pledge that Muslim refugees will not be assisted and will not be allowed to remain and integrate into their respective European societies.

Even in places like India, right-wing politicians are consolidating their political power by using hateful rhetoric to dehumanize Muslims.

This is a problem because it impacts us all. This is a problem because it is not a new story; it is an old story. It is an old lie that has been deployed since time immemorial for these same purposes.

In the past, the targets have been Jews, the Irish, the Chinese, Roma (pejoratively referred to as “gypsies”), LGBTQ people…. The list goes on and on. Each time it has been expedient for a scapegoat or a nonspecific “threat” to be found, morally bankrupt politicians and race-baiters have been happy to do so.

To defeat the anti-Muslim hate that threatens freedom across the globe, a first step is to understand that it is not new. It is old. It has been here since time immemorial. We know from antiquity the biblical concept of “scapegoats” and how this sort of hate has been used across time to further the ends of a few at the expense of the freedoms of the many.

But merely knowing what is happening is not enough. We have to understand why and how this is unfolding if we are to have any hope of stemming the global tide of hate and fear that now threaten Muslims … and which holds the potential to threaten every kind of person around the world, given time.

For me, this is personal because I am a proud Muslim. But it is also not personal, because anyone can be impacted by hate and fear. Anyone’s demographic can come under fire from bigots, or be used by unscrupulous zealots to further their political purposes.

This book is my story, but it is also the story of how all of us must awaken to this threat before it is too late.

Too late for Muslims, and too late for us all.


1

“Open Your Eyes!”

In March 2019, Daoud Nabi was a seventy-one-year-old grandfather of nine living in Christchurch, New Zealand. An engineer by profession, he had escaped war in his native Afghanistan over forty years before, moving his family to New Zealand so they could have a safer life and pursue better opportunities. Upon his arrival in the Kiwi nation, Mr. Nabi had immediately immersed himself in his adopted homeland’s language and culture. He also founded a mosque and became president of an ethnic Afghan civic association, with an eye to helping other Muslims who were likewise new arrivals. He assisted Muslim immigrants with basics like finding housing, and helped them acculturate more broadly into their new community.

“He used to make everyone feel at home,” his son Omar told Al Jazeera News.

“Hello, brother. Welcome!” were the seventy-one-year-old Muslim grandfather’s last words.

He spoke them—on March 15, 2019, at about 1:40 in the afternoon—to a twenty-eight-year-old white supremacist who entered the Christchurch, New Zealand mosque armed with military-style semi-automatic weapons.

Unbeknownst to the worshippers that day, the interloper’s hideous plan was to live-stream a deadly anti-Muslim rampage on Facebook Live for the entire world to see.5 And that was exactly what he did.

When the dust had finally settled on that fateful day in Christchurch—a day that still resonates for Muslim communities around the world—the white supremacist had brutally murdered fifty-one innocent Muslim worshippers in one of the worst cases of Islamophobic terrorism in modern times. (It was the worst terrorist attack ever in New Zealand’s history.)

The twenty-eight-year-old terrorist—whom I choose not to name—had legally purchased online at least four semi-automatic weapons used in the attack.

While live-streaming a mass murder of this type was unprecedented, the terrorist predictably had authored a manifesto which he posted online. It was a seventy-four-page rant against Muslims, immigration, and multiculturalism.

The title of the manifesto was “The Great Replacement”; it is a document obsessed with the idea that non-white Muslim people will one day “replace” white people in countries like New Zealand by becoming a larger percentage of the population. (The words “birth rate” and “fertility” occur repeatedly throughout the document.)

But more broadly, it is a document driven by a fear of change. The author disliked that modernity has made it easier for people to travel to new countries and/or to adopt new homelands. The author seemed to pine for a “black and white” world of yore, in which people of a certain race and religion all lived in one country and never traveled or moved. The author was obsessed with the idea that non-white immigrants to New Zealand were having more children than white New Zealanders, and slowly creating demographic change.

Yet after lodging this general complaint, the author seemed unable to say exactly why it was a complaint at all.

Why would it be a bad thing if the number of Muslims in New Zealand increased slightly?

The white supremacist had no answer.

Why is it bad when Muslim people go to live in Christian-majority countries, but not when Christians go to live in Muslimmajority countries? (Consider all the British expats in Dubai, for example.)

Again, there was no answer.

Throughout the terrorist’s manuscript, the things that Muslims are going to do are left unwritten, but the author is certain that they’re very bad.

Chillingly, the white supremacist’s racist manifesto also said that he deliberately chose his targets—a mosque and an Islamic center—simply because they were the most visible symbols of Islam in the area. The worshippers had committed no particular crime or infraction in his view, other than being Muslim in a country where Muslims are not the majority. To the terrorist’s way of thinking, that was enough to warrant their murders.

It wasn’t personal.

It’s worth noting that “The Great Replacement” was also peppered with racist jokes and references to right-wing internet message boards like 8chan. It made references to the Crusades and the Barbary Pirate War—invoking conflicts involving Muslims that are both centuries old and long-settled—just as posts and memes on those message boards often do. Not coincidentally, one of the “heroes” of many 8channers is an infamous Norwegian anti-Muslim terrorist named Anders Breivik, who murdered seventy-seven people in 2011 in Norway’s worst terrorist attack ever. In the Christchurch terrorist’s manuscript, he credits Breivik as an inspiration for his own mass killing spree.

The two men shared eerie similarities in many ways.

Almost a decade before the 2019 New Zealand mosque massacre, anti-Muslim terrorist Anders Breivik carried out an attack in Oslo, Norway. Breivik had targeted a multicultural-themed summer camp for teenagers, and many of his seventy-seven victims, hideously, were children.

In court, Breivik proudly admitted to the attacks and said they were his personal response to Norway’s welcoming, multicultural embrace of Muslim immigrants. According to the New York Times, Breivik’s own 1,500-page fascist manifesto was deeply influenced by right-wing extremists who had preceded him in promoting hate, violence, and Islamophobia (as well as—bizarrely—copying multiple passages from the Unabomber’s manifesto word-for-word).6 Breivik denounced Norway’s politicians for failing to defend the country from multiculturalism and Muslim immigration. He cited American right-wing anti-Muslim activist Robert Spencer at least sixty-three times within his manifesto. Breivik also quoted from other prominent white supremacists who shared his racist worldview that Muslim immigrants posed a danger to Western societies.

But again, that danger was never expounded upon or articulated. More Muslims in Norway would be bad because … it would be bad. A government that encouraged multiculturalism was bad because … it was just bad.

Most of the people killed by Breivik had done nothing to offend him personally. Many of the victims were young white Scandinavian teenagers who were simply attending a camp celebrating multiculturalism.

Once again, it was not personal. These victims were not leaders who had enacted a policy Breivik disliked. They were not Muslims who had committed a crime or transgression. They were literally children at a summer camp. But for Breivik, that didn’t matter. Once again, it wasn’t personal.

Like the Christchurch terrorist, Breivik described himself as a righteous crusader on a mission to save white Christian European societies from the rising tide of brown Muslim immigration. Also like the shooter in Christchurch, Breivik made pop culture references and attempted to associate mainstream cultural touchstones with his agenda of murder and terror; for example, he suggested that the video game Call of Duty: Modern Warfare 2—which is enjoyed by millions of peaceful gamers—was “part of my training-simulation” and ideal for target practice before mass shootings.7

The links between the Christchurch killer and Breivik are many layers deep. One directly cites the other, yes. You cannot get much more direct than that. But both evil men also parroted the same anti-Muslim memes and talking points. Both attempted to make pop culture references that would connect with young people as part of their approach. One suggested that video game first-person shooters were a good way to warm up for a mass killing and the other live-streamed his massacre in the first person.

Both men were unable to say with any specificity why it was a bad thing that immigration to their country by Muslims (and others) was happening.

And for both men, it did not matter that their victims had done nothing personally. In the eyes of their killers, the simple fact of their Muslim existence had made them “fair game.”

***

The second victim of the 2019 New Zealand mosque massacre was a seventy-eight-year-old black Muslim man named Abdukadir Elmi. A native of Somalia and the patriarch of his family, he was lovingly referred to as “Sheikh” by many people in the Christchurch Muslim community. Elmi had come to New Zealand ten years previously.

“This is devastating,” his son told the Washington Post after the terrorist massacre. “My father survived through civil war in Somalia. I never thought this kind of stuff would happen to him in New Zealand.”8

Sadly, however, that kind of stuff was happening in plenty of places that were not war-torn countries. And it was happening to Muslims of African origin just like Elmi.

In January 2017, Quebec City, Quebec witnessed its own brutal act of weaponized Islamophobia when a twenty-something Trump-supporting white supremacist named Alexandre Bissonnette casually walked into a mosque during evening prayers and opened fire, killing six innocent Muslims (whose names were Ibrahima Barry, Mamadou Tanou Barry, Khaled Belkacemi, Abdelkrim Hassane, Azzeddine Soufiane, and Aboubaker Thabti) as they prayed together with nearly fifty other worshippers that fateful evening in Canada.

Though he could not vote in American elections, Bissonnette was a huge fan of Donald Trump, proudly posting selfies on social media while wearing a red Make America Great Again hat. After the mosque massacre, Quebec City police found that Bissonnette had spent hours on the internet having searched for Donald Trump a grand total of 819 times on Twitter, Google, YouTube, and Facebook shortly before his murderous act. But millions of fans of Donald Trump do not shoot up mosques. Why was Bissonnette different?

Bissonnette had previously stated that he was totally against immigration, because he thought that brown-skinned immigrants would take over neighborhoods, hurt the economy, and increase unemployment for white people. (Actual economists, of course, agree that immigration grows a country’s economy and tends to create jobs.) After his arrest, Bissonnette eventually revealed to police that he’d finally “snapped” when Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau implied in a tweet that Canada would accept Muslim refugees who were turned away by Donald Trump’s Muslim travel bans. The Washington Post did further digging and reported that Bissonnette was obsessed with the Twitter accounts of other prominent right-wing personalities, including FOX News hosts Tucker Carlson and Laura Ingraham, former Ku Klux Klan leader David Duke, Alex Jones of Infowars, American conspiracy theorist Mike Cernovich, white supremacist Richard Spencer, and even Donald Trump’s senior White House adviser Kellyanne Conway. Bissonnette also enjoyed the Twitter account of right-wing provocateur Ben Shapiro—the belligerent editor-in-chief of the conservative news site the Daily Wire—checking Shapiro’s social media feed at least ninety-three times in the month leading up to his massacre.9 Bissonnette had found media personalities who would confirm his existing beliefs. Who would assure him that, yes, this feeling in his gut was correct. Immigrants and Muslims did pose a perilous threat. Of some sort. The pundits and personalities Bissonnette enjoyed did not openly advocate the murder of Muslims, but it is hard to imagine that their attitude—that Muslim immigrants present a gravely serious problem that literally threatens the soul of the nation—would do anything to dissuade him.

The terror attacks that would quickly culminate in Christchurch did not only target Muslims. This is because in the mythological narrative of the murderous and hate-filled, any minority group can be implicated when it suits the purposes of white supremacists. A mass murderer can reconcile striking at a different group as a “roundabout way” of striking at Muslims.

In October 2018, the Tree of Life synagogue in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania was devastated when a white supremacist brutally executed eleven innocent Jewish congregants in a horrible act of anti-Semitic terrorism. It was the single deadliest attack exclusively targeting Jews ever to happen in the United States and the shooter later told police that he was inspired to commit these murders because Donald Trump was not doing enough to stop immigration. Yet millions of Americans take a hard line on immigration but do not shoot up synagogues.

This shooter had bought into the deeper and age-old conspiracy theory (often used as a recruiting tool by anti-Semites) suggesting that whatever racial or ethnic group a bigot dislikes, they ought to also dislike Jews because Jewish people are somehow “behind” things that they don’t like. To them, Jewish politicians are behind pushing policies that allowed minority groups to immigrate. Jewish business owners are behind profiting from doing business with minorities. That movie you saw where a white person and a non-white person kissed? It was probably written by a Jew, or directed by a Jew, or greenlit by a Jewish studio head in Hollywood.

This particular strain of anti-Semitism (suggesting Jews are “behind” trends in immigration policy and culture) is widely promulgated on white supremacist internet message boards like 8chan that serve as the nexus of so many white supremacist mass murderers today.

When it comes to the Tree of Life shooter, once again, the deeper truth was in his unhinged racist manifesto.

“Open your Eyes!” the shooter had posted on social media in a disjointed anti-Semitic and Islamophobic rant.10 “It’s the filthy EVIL jews Bringing the Filthy EVIL Muslims into the Country!!”

A white supremacist set out to hate Muslims, but—convinced by online histrionics and internet memes that Jews were pushing for Muslim immigration—shot up a synagogue in Pittsburgh. It did not matter that these Jews had done nothing personally to push any kind of agenda. For the shooter, it was enough that they were Jews, and they were nearby.

And less than a year later, in April 2019, the Jewish community in Poway, California was attacked by a nineteen-year-old white supremacist who opened fire with a semi-automatic rifle inside the Chabad of Poway synagogue. A sixty-year-old congregant named Lori Gilbert-Kaye was killed as she tried to protect her rabbi, who thankfully survived the shooting.

After the California synagogue shooting, the parents of the nineteen-year-old white supremacist stated that they were “shocked and deeply saddened” by the terrible attack. “But our sadness pales in comparison to the grief and anguish our son has caused for so many innocent people. [Our son] has killed and injured the faithful who were gathered in a sacred place on a sacred day. To our great shame, he is now part of the history of evil that has been perpetrated on Jewish people for centuries.”11

I think this statement by the killer’s parents is interesting because—while it may have been written from a place of genuine concern—it also reduces people to anonymous, impersonal groups. Jews have been killed for centuries, and now our son has killed some more of them. The statement by the parents does not explore why their son chose to kill these Jews. In a way, I think this is problematic because it gives rise to the sense that a bad person killing some Jews (or some Muslims, or some LGBTQ people) sometimes “just happens.” But it doesn’t just happen, as a closer examination of this case made clear.

It was, in fact, like all the others.

Like many of the aforementioned white supremacist terrorists, the Poway shooter posted his own racist manifesto online to 8chan as well. Just that should have been enough, but there was more. The manifesto described the anti-Muslim Christchurch shooter as his primary inspiration, at one point stating quite directly about the New Zealand terrorist: “He showed me that it could be done.”

And it’s not just adjacent groups. Sometimes adjacent people end up targeted.

Professor Brian Levin from the Center for the Study of Hate & Extremism has conducted exhaustive studies of the rise in hate crimes since Donald Trump’s election. He often points to the high-profile murder of two brave Good Samaritans on a Portland, Oregon city train in May 2017. The Samaritans were simply trying to help shield two young women who were facing anti-Muslim racist slurs from a thirty-five-year-old white supremacist who was already known to local police.12 And for this, two Good Samaritans were brutally stabbed to death in front of horrified Portland commuters.

Earlier that same year, a mosque in Victoria, Texas was burned to the ground by an alleged anti-Muslim bigot13 in a fire that impacted the whole community. Just a few months before that, several members of a right-wing extremist group calling themselves “The Crusaders” had plotted a “bloodbath” at a residential housing complex serving black Somali Muslim immigrants in Garden City, Kansas before police foiled their plot.14 Had it been carried out, the attack would have almost certainly killed and injured many non-Muslims as well. (What sin would these non-Muslims have committed in the eyes of the killers? Probably none at all; they would have simply been acceptable collateral damage to the white supremacists.)

And it’s not just North America and New Zealand either. In addition to famous bake-offs inside pristine lily-white tents, the Western colonial mothership of Great Britain has also seen its fair share of weaponized hatred attacks targeting Muslims. In England, a thirty-nine-year-old man named David Moffatt was sentenced by a British court in August 2017 for threatening to blow up an Islamic bookshop in London—in an attack that would have almost certainly hurt non-Muslims too—and publicly stated that his motivation was to “kill all the Muslims.” (Parroting a talking point from right-wing Internet websites, when police officers finally confronted Moffatt, he bizarrely replied during his arrest: “I’m not anti-Muslim … I’m Catholic!”)15

Another British case involved another middle-aged white man named Darren Osborne who was found guilty of murder in 2018 and sentenced to forty-three years in prison after he deliberately plowed a rental van into innocent Muslim worshippers outside a London mosque (which killed one person and left many bystanders, of several backgrounds, injured). A witness told the court that when Osborne was being subdued by members of the mosque, he said: “I’ve done my job; you can kill me now.” As several men wrestled Osborne to the ground, a loud voice shouted to the growing crowd: “No one touch him! No one! No one!” That voice came from Mohammed Mahmoud—the mosque’s imam—who was later dubbed the “Hero Imam” by British media for urging his fellow Muslims to show restraint until the London police arrived.16

As these cases show, “attacks on Muslims” aren’t always attacks on Muslims. Though they may stem from anti-Muslim hatred, they can easily touch people from other communities. The killers draw from the same well of hate, and employ the same perverse logic: If something is done in the service of fighting Muslims and what they represent, then any act, against anyone, is permissible.

***

The third victim of the 2019 New Zealand massacre was a seventy-seven-year-old man named Muse Nur Awale. A resident of Christchurch for over thirty years, Awale was a beloved Sunday school teacher for the children at the mosque. Since he and his wife did not have any children of their own, those who knew him best told mourners afterward that Awale considered all of the mosque youngsters as his own children.

***

When it comes to crimes motivated by hatred for a particular group, there is a phenomenon called the “wrong address problem” which Professor Vijay Prashad explained to me during a joint TV interview on Al-Jazeera English after the August 2012 massacre at a Sikh gurdwara (temple) in Oak Creek, Wisconsin which killed seven Sikh worshippers. The “wrong address problem” occurs when the actual victims of a terrorist hate crime appear to be—but are not—the intended targets. After the September 11, 2001 attacks, the vast majority of post-9/11 bias-motivated hate crimes in the Western world ostensibly targeted Muslims, but also impacted the larger Arab and South Asian communities as a whole. (Anyone else who could be mistaken for a Muslim might be, and often was targeted.)

As sadly evidenced by the 2012 Oak Creek Sikh temple massacre, there is no doubt that the Indian Sikh community across America has faced the disproportionate brunt of the “wrong address” problem since 9/11. It does not help things that the America media (and movies and TV shows) often does not distinguish between the different sorts of people who live in the Middle East and South Asia. The distinctions are never teased-apart for audiences. For far too many Americans, it is still the case that people who appear “like that” are somehow “Muslim,” even if they might belong to a hundred other diverse religious or ethnic groups.

Since many observant Sikh men keep a turban (known as a “dastār” or “pagri”) and unshorn hair—which often manifests itself into a long beard—after 9/11 many Americans wrongly conflated Sikhs with Muslims because of this “turban-and-beard” stereotype look. To highlight the sheer human stupidity of bias-motivated hate crimes today, I should note that the first victims of post-9/11 hate crime murders in the United States were not even Muslim.

Only four days after 9/11, Mr. Balbir Singh Sodhi—a forty-nine-year-old Indian Sikh-American businessman—was brutally shot and killed at an Arizona gas station in the first “wrong address” murder after the attacks. The prosecuting attorney in the case told reporters that Mr. Sodhi had been killed for no other apparent reason than that he was dark-skinned, and wore a turban. The murderer simply “thought he was a Muslim.”

On the same day as the Sodhi murder, a forty-eight-year-old Egyptian Orthodox Coptic Christian man named Adel Karas was viciously murdered outside his suburban Los Angeles import shop.

And that same day in Texas, both the FBI and local police investigated the murder of Waqar Hasan, a store owner who was found shot to death outside his grocery store in suburban Dallas in another post-9/11 hate crime murder.17

All told, in the days after 9/11, there was a surge of bias-motivated hate crime attacks on all sorts of houses of worship—including Muslim mosques, but also Hindu temples, Sikh gurdwaras, and Jewish synagogues. I believe that many of these attackers were not even “targeting Muslims” after a point. Instead, white supremacists were simply seeking to lash out at whatever convenient people they could find that looked different from them.

Whether these sorts of hate crime attacks had anything to do with “getting revenge for 9/11” has continued to be murky in the intervening years between 2001 and the upsurge in anti-immigrant feeling that accompanied the last few US presidential elections.

In April 2014, a white neo-Nazi attacked a Jewish community center in Kansas City, Missouri. According to CNN, the neo-Nazi shooter had made no secret of his anti-Semitic views18 and he had even written letters to newspapers inviting people to white supremacist meetings at his own home. Furthermore, this shooter also bizarrely believed that Jews were somehow “behind” the immigration of Middle Eastern people more largely to the United States.

Because of how America’s culture, its laws, and its regulations regarding weapons are oriented, there is reason to believe that these sorts of crimes of mistaken identity will have the potential to threaten us all. Americans who wish to commit white supremacist hate crimes have the motive, yes, but they also have the means and the opportunity …

It is not possible to write honestly and openly about the threat that anti-Muslim terrorists pose in the United States, without writing about the status of the gun as a religious artifact in our culture.

After mass shootings in places like Australia and New Zealand, these countries have enacted meaningful gun legislation. The United States has not.

Whether or not it bears any relationship to reality, many Americans feel that they are living in a world of “Cowboy settlers” who need to be armed to the teeth in order to survive in a harsh and forbidding land. Never mind that this harsh, forbidding land is now mostly filled with paved roads, strip malls, and Starbucks coffee shops on virtually every corner! Still, the mythology seems to run that since the white settlers who colonized America carried guns, guns must be an integral component of our success. That if guns were regulated in the United States, the country would cease to be successful or special. The gun is seen as part of the sacred “special sauce” that has allowed American culture to be so dominant. This has led to strikingly lax gun laws in most of the country. There are still gun shows where firearms may be bought and sold without a criminal background check. Laws against people who are mentally ill or addicted to drugs purchasing guns are almost never enforced.

However, it is not the 1700s or even the 1800s. If the “gun show loophole” were closed tomorrow—or if people purchasing guns were required to take a urine test to screen for illegal drugs—America would still have the largest economy in the world. It would still have most of the top-ranked colleges and universities in the world. It would still be the center of art and commerce that it is today.

Yet those with vested, moneyed interests in preserving the status quo have fought tooth-and-nail to ensure that even small, common-sense adjustments to our gun laws are never made. Propaganda is used to frighten sportsmen into thinking that if assault rifles are regulated, it will be only a matter of time before hunting rifles are taken from law-abiding citizens.

Certain moneyed interests—like the National Rifle Association (NRA) and handgun manufacturers—have seen fit to stoke this “gun mania” to further their own interests and to position firearms as sacred objects (that are the sole reason why the United States has become a wealthy and powerful country). Not only have these interests advocated against gun control generally, but they have also sought to position Muslims specifically as agents of anti-gun advocacy.

In the years since 2016, we have seen coordinated nationwide efforts by networks of armed protestors to associate Muslims with gun control. They had the audacity to publicly advertise their gatherings on Facebook, which culminated in nearly twenty armed protests outside mosques across the United States which were supposed to be done simultaneously. These protests were euphemistically called the “Global Rally for Humanity,” but a child could see these were nothing more than anti-Muslim bullies who had decided that intimidating Muslims would further their own interests.

In an article that I wrote for The Atlantic, I featured one of the organizers of these armed demonstrations—a former US Marine and “Oath Keeper” named Jon Ritzheimer. In the past, he had proudly sold “FUCK ISLAM” T-shirts directly outside of mosques, and had once bizarrely threatened to arrest a female Democratic senator for treason because of her support for a nuclear weapons treaty with Iran.19

Men like Ritzheimer represent an omnipresent effort to scapegoat Muslims for anything they perceive as society’s ills. These kind of polemicists are not new and it is only coincidental that they now seek to scapegoat Muslims. From their twisted way of thinking, they can impugn any minority group that seems to get in the way of what they perceive as their rights—which are, of course, constantly seen to be in grave peril. (When, in fact, every statistic shows that gun ownership in the United States is not imperiled, and only continued to rise between 2008 and 2016. As Barack Obama once observed, if Republican rhetoric were true, and Democrats truly wanted to “take your guns away” then Democrats are doing a really terrible job of it!)

It is unfortunate that the world needs to have boogeymen. For Muslims, it is doubly unfortunate that entities like the NRA and their adjacent right-wing political organizations have decided that today they are these boogeymen. It is apparently easy to convince the indoctrinated that Muslims want to take away guns, even though no real evidence for this position exists. Whether someone has been a Muslim for only a short time, or whatever political party they may personally be associated with, it is not a “tough sell” to convince people that Muslims are the enemy.

***

The fourth victim of the 2019 New Zealand mosque massacre was a seventy-year-old man named Hussein Moustafa. He was a native of Egypt who had served as the secretary general of the Muslim Association of Canterbury and had earned a master’s degree in the United States at the Thunderbird School of Management at Arizona State University. After the Christchurch massacre, police found Mr. Moustafa’s body in his favorite corner of the Al Noor mosque where he had been gunned down.

“He loved the mosque,” his daughter-in-law remembered.20 “He was always a welcoming face there.”

Unfortunately, the Christchurch mosque shooter did become inspirational fodder for other white supremacist terrorists around the world. In El Paso, Texas, a young white supremacist brutally murdered over twenty people inside a crowded Walmart near the US-Mexico border in August 2019 out of a hatred of Hispanics and Latinos. The shooter’s decision to use violence drew on the kind of conspiracy theories that had been disseminated by the mosque shooter in New Zealand.

“In general, I support the Christchurch shooter and his manifesto. This attack is a response to the Hispanic invasion of Texas,” the El Paso shooter wrote in his own racist screed.

An August 2019 New York Times report identified the Christchurch mosque shooter as a rallying cry for white supremacists around the world, noting that the El Paso shooter’s manifesto drew “direct inspiration from the mass murder of Muslims at two mosques in New Zealand” even though he personally targeted Latinos in his act of mass murder inside the Walmart superstore in southern Texas that day.21 The El Paso shooter echoed the Christchurch shooter’s argument that acts of disruptive violence were necessary, because otherwise white people would be “replaced.”

The New Zealand shooter’s online manifesto was copious and diverse in its strange, hate-filled content. However, one particularly virulent and virus-like idea it promoted was a debunked white supremacist conspiracy theory called the “Great Replacement.” It is generally agreed to have been first propagated by a French writer named Renaud Camus who argued that elites in Europe are working behind-the-scenes to replace white Europeans with brown-skinned Muslim immigrants from the Middle East and North Africa.

The New York Times noted in a September 2019 article that before he became a major ideological grandfather for modern white supremacists with his conspiratorial “Great Replacement” conspiracy theory, Renaud Camus was mainly known by other French novelists as a “pioneering writer of gay literature” who wrote pornographic novels while living comfortably in his fourteenth-century castle in the south of France.22

In addition to demonizing Muslims, Renaud Camus has also bizarrely warned of white Europeans being replaced by “black Africans”23 and once publicly whined about there being too many Jewish people on French public radio explaining Francophone culture to pure lily-white European Christians like him.24 One of the most confounding and upsetting aspects of Renaud Camus and his white supremacist “Great Replacement” theory is that it seems like a sort of Grand Unification theory of hate that can implicate any person for any reason (or for any action they have taken). Because it can never be proven—because it is insane, false, and theoretical—it also cannot be disproven, which seems to be enough for the adherents who are dedicated to believing in it no matter what the facts before them show.

Though despicable, it is important to understand how the Great Replacement theory is applied by racists and bigots today. In doing so, we can see how and why Muslims are always implicated (no matter what they actually do).

The Great Replacement involves a particularly cynical worldview, holding that all the world’s diverse races and/or ethnic groups—whites, blacks, Jews, Muslims, Asians, Latinos, etc.—are in constant competition for wealth and power, and to see that their culture is the dominant one. It is a kind of global game of “King of the Hill.” At the moment, the top of the hill is occupied by non-Jewish whites. (Conspiracy theorists who believe in the Great Replacement believe that everything of value that humanity has accomplished is—more or less—because of non-Jewish whites. Were the established hierarchy to be upset—and a different king installed atop the hill—chaos would reign and all of our progress and good work would come undone.)

Believers in the Great Replacement theory hold that minority groups know that they cannot numerically supplant or defeat the majority white society, so their goal is to dilute or weaken it by advocating for as much immigration from non-white groups as possible. Thus, anyone who takes anything less than the hardest possible line on immigration can be accused of working to further the Great Replacement conspiracy theory.

The simple truth is that advances in technology and transportation are making the globe increasingly diverse simply because travel is now easier and more affordable than ever before. Hundreds of years ago nations tended to be more homogenous—not out of a racist sense of racial superiority but simply because it was very difficult to immigrate or emigrate at the time.

Despite this, according to the Institute for Strategic Dialogue (ISD)—a British think tank specializing in extremism—organized far-right networks across the globe are actively promoting the Great Replacement conspiracy theory as much as possible. References to it online have doubled in the last five years, with more than 1.5 million mentions on Twitter alone (with the number of tweets mentioning the theory nearly tripling in four years from just over 120,000 in 2014 to over 330,000 in 2018 and skyrocketing since that time, according to a July 2019 ISD report).25

The Great Replacement has become a dominant ideological doctrine of the European far-right, which actively works to fuel racial paranoia and seeks to make white Europeans feel as though they will be “wiped out” by non-white Muslims. (The ISD also found that this conspiracy theory “got a bump” and found new life after featuring prominently in the manifesto of the Christchurch gunman.) Once obscure, the Great Replacement has now moved into mainstream Western politics; it has been referenced publicly by right-wing Western political figures including US president Donald Trump, right-wing Italian interior minister Matteo Salvini, and Björn Höcke of the Alternative für Deutschland (AfD) in Germany.

In February 2020, we saw this weaponized Islamophobia rear its ugly head again, this time in Hanau, Germany where ten people were murdered (and five injured) by a white supremacist terrorist at several locations—including two hookah lounges—frequented by local Kurdish & Turkish Muslims. After the hookah lounge massacre in Hanau, German police officials found a twenty-four-page manifesto posted online where the shooter predictably railed against Muslim minorities in Germany and told the world that people of certain African, Asian, and Middle Eastern origins have to be “completely annihilated” within the country. “If there was a button available that would make this become a reality, I would press it in a flash,” he ominously wrote while also bizarrely claiming to have invented the Trump-ian slogan “America First” inside his rambling manifesto.

“Racism is a poison. Hate is a poison,” German chancellor Angela Merkel responded in a video statement regarding the February 2020 hookah lounge massacre in Hanau. “This poison exists in our society and it is to blame for far too many crimes,” Merkel said, noting the mounting evidence that the perpetrator was motivated by his right-wing anti-Muslim worldview. It is important to understand that Islamophobia and fear of “replacement” by groups like Muslims is not limited to white people in Western countries. In several Asian nations, we are now witnessing staggering levels of weaponized Islamophobia as well. In places like China and Myanmar (formerly known as Burma), they now approach genocidal levels as leaders actively try to erase Islam from within their borders.

The doctrine of “ethnic cleansing” was first officially investigated by the United Nations during the Balkan genocide in the former Yugoslavia during the mid-1990s (which was orchestrated by Serbian president Slobodan Milosevic primarily against Bosnian Muslims). Generally speaking, the term “ethnic cleansing” is legally defined as a purposeful policy designed by one ethnic or religious group to “remove by violent and terror-inspiring means” the civilian population of another ethnic or religious group from certain geographic areas. These brutal genocidal practices were used by the Nazis during the Holocaust and in places like Rwanda to ethnically cleanse populations. Practices employed in the name of genocide can include murder, torture, arbitrary arrest/detention, extrajudicial executions, rape/sexual assaults, and forced exile.

Similar to the international law guidelines on ethnic cleansing, the definition of the term “genocide” primarily resides within Article 2 of the 1948 “Convention on the Prevention & Punishment of the Crime of Genocide.” Generally speaking, the crime of genocide is defined under international law to be any acts committed with the intent to destroy—in whole or in part—a national, ethnic, racial, or religious group. These acts include “killing members of the group; causing serious bodily or mental harm to members of the group; deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of life calculated to bring about its physical destruction in whole or in part; imposing measures intended to prevent births within the group; & forcibly transferring children of the group to another group.”26

In present-day Myanmar (which is the Southeast Asian country formerly known as Burma), the Rohingya Muslims have been the victims of a coordinated government ethnic cleansing campaign under the watchful eye of 1991 Nobel Peace Prize winner Aung San Suu Kyi, who has done virtually nothing to stop the erasure of Muslims from her country. The Economist magazine once called the Muslim Rohingya “the most persecuted people in the world.” There is good reason for that. In a predominantly Buddhist country, the Rohingya are a small, though indigenous, ethnic group who have lived for centuries in the Rakhine province of Myanmar. And until recent years, they had found ways to coexist with the rest of that country’s population. Although the Myanmar government disingenuously characterizes Rohingya Muslims as immigrants from neighboring countries like Bangladesh, the Rohingya have been living in Myanmar since time immemorial, and virtually all external observers agree they should be considered native to Myanmar.

In 1982, the government of Myanmar passed an anti-Muslim citizenship law that set things in motion. It officially recognized eight different races and 130 minority groups within Myanmar—but deliberately omitted the country’s one million Rohingya Muslims. Since the passage of the law, many people in that country have been subjected to propaganda designed to make them feel that Rohingya are Muslim “intruders” who were brought in by British colonialists from neighboring Bangladesh.
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