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Prejudice and Muslims


The root word of prejudice is “pre-judge.” Prejudiced people often judge others based purely on their religion, race, or ethnic group; they make assumptions about others that may have no basis in reality. They believe that if your faith is different, or you speak a different language, or you have a different color skin, then they already know you are not as smart, not as nice, not as honest, not as valuable, or not as moral as they are. One group of people that have been the target of prejudice are Muslims. Prejudice against Muslims is a big issue today, in North America and around the world. Fear of and prejudice against Muslims is called Islamophobia.


WHO ARE MUSLIMS?


Muslims are people who follow Islam, a religion that grew from some of the same roots as Judaism and Christianity. “Islam” means “submission to God,” and Muslims try to let God shape all aspects of their lives. They refer to God as Allah; their holy
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The Muslim holy book, the Qur’an





scriptures are called the Qur’an, and they consider the Prophet Muhammad to be their greatest teacher.


Just like there are different kinds of Christians in the world, there are also different kinds of Muslims. Some Christians are conservative and some are liberal, and the same is true of Muslims. Both Christians and Muslims can be fundamentalists. This means they want to get back to the fundamentals—the basics—of their religions. However, their definition of what’s “fundamental” is not always the same as it is for other people who call themselves Christian or Muslim.


Generally speaking, fundamentalist Muslims are afraid that the influence of Western morals and values will be bad for Muslims. They believe that the laws of Islam’s holy books should be followed literally. Some are willing to kill for their beliefs—and some are willing to die for them as well. Men and women who are passionate about these beliefs have taken part in violent attacks against Europe and the United States. They believe that terrorism will make the world take notice of them, that it will help them fight back against the West’s power. Fundamentalist Muslims were responsible for the terrorist attacks on the United States on September 11, 2001, and they have been responsible for other attacks around the world.


But most Muslims are not terrorists. In fact, most Muslims are law-abiding and hardworking citizens of the countries where they live. Some Muslims, however, believe that women should have few of the rights that women expect in most Western countries. This makes tension sometimes between conservative Muslims and the people who support women’s rights.


But not all Muslims are so conservative and strict. Many of them believe in the same “golden rule” preached by all major religions: “Treat everyone the way you want to be treated.”


Despite this, hate crimes against Muslims are increasing across North America and Europe. These crimes range from death threats and murder to more minor assaults, such as spitting, name-calling, and defacing Muslim places of worship. Prejudice against Muslims is a major problem in many parts of the world today.


WHAT CAUSES PREJUDICE?


Why do human beings experience prejudice? Sociologists believe humans have a basic tendency to fear anything that’s unfamiliar or unknown. Someone who is strange (in that they’re not like us) is scary; they’re automatically dangerous or inferior. If we get to know the strangers, of course, we end up discovering that they’re not so different from ourselves. They’re not so frightening and threatening after all. But too often, we don’t let that happen. We put up a wall between the strangers and ourselves. We’re on the inside; they’re on the outside. And then we peer over the wall, too far away from the people on the other side to see anything but our differences. Then we end up resorting to something called stereotyping.
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