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Since September 11, 2001, 
Islamophobia has become its own field 
of research, with journalists, academics, 

and pollsters working to highlight the surge 
of fear and hate for the world’s second-
largest religion. I had plenty to work with 
when I started my book to normalize and 
humanize Western Muslim communities, 
in 2017. Over the course of four years, I 
added 30 new books on the subject to my 
shelf, and had to upgrade my computer hard 
drive to store thousands of articles, recorded 
interviews and photographs.

But if one document stuck with me from 
beginning to end, it was a 2016 study by 
multinational market researchers Ipsos, 
called The Perils of Perception. It found 
Americans, on average, estimated Muslims 
formed 17 per cent of the national 
population. The reality? One percent. 
In Canada, it’s about three percent. The 
population of Muslims in the Greater 
Americas—the most Christianized landmass 
on Earth—is statistically insignificant:  
10 million people spread across 16 million 
square miles. And yet, Muslims occupy 
an outsized space in the media cycle and 
collective fears of the other 99 percent.

The poll found the higher the individual’s 
estimate, the more unfavourable their views 
of Muslims. “People overestimate things 
they’re worried about,” an Ipsos research 
director told MSNBC. “We see the same 
patterns when people guess at the level of 
immigration in countries or crime rates.”

It’s easy to understand why people would 
feel surrounded by this foreign threat when 
a candidate for U.S. President campaigned 
on a “Muslim ban,” a mandatory registry 
for Muslim Americans, and whipped up his 
rabid base with statements like, “I think Islam 
hates us.” In January 2017, Trump signed 

an executive order banning people from six 
Muslim-majority countries from entering 
the U.S. The U.S. Supreme Court overturned 
the first and second attempt at the ban, but 
it upheld the bill’s 3.0 version, rewritten to 
include Venezuela and North Korea.

Trump’s ascendancy prompted me to write 
a book, Praying to the West: How Muslims 
Shaped the Americas, that would humanize 
Muslim immigrants, and I wanted to 
confront my fraught relationship with Islam. 
It took months for me to realize that the 
best tool for both objectives was history.

Westerners treat Muslim communities as 
a new viral outbreak instead of an essential 
gene in modern America’s DNA. Would 
they be so hateful if they understood that 
millions of enslaved Africans were not 
just Muslims, but many were scholars 
who led rebellions based on human rights 
enshrined in Islamic Law, or Sharia? Would 
they be so fearful if they could stand in a 
160-year-old mosque in Trinidad? Would 
they be so suspicious if they knew that a 
Muslim assemblyman may have built their 
great-grandfather’s Model T Ford, or that 
their Saskatchewan ancestors likely relied 
on Muslim peddlers for fabrics and other 
supplies imported from the big cities?

The fact is, Islam’s roots in the New 
World stretch back further than every 
nonindigenous faith except Catholicism, 
and possibly further; Christopher Columbus 
sent an Arabic speaker to exchange the  
first words between Hispaniola natives  
and European explorers. 

Muslims underpinned much exploration, 
colonization, and development in the New 
World, evident in place names such as 
Almenara, Brazil (“The Minaret”), and 
California (from the Arabic Khalifa, or 
Caliph). The untold Islamic history hides 

inside blues music, which was melodically 
adapted from traditional Quranic recitation, 
and even the U.S. Constitution. Thomas 
Jefferson wrote one of the Constitution’s most 
sacred clauses (“no religious Test shall ever 
be required as a Qualification to any Office 
or public Trust”) with a hypothetical Muslim 
president in mind. But centuries later, it was 
seen by many as threatening when elected 
officials swore on Jefferson’s personal Quran 
during their oath of public office. Why?

Christian-dominated historians have 
forgotten, ignored, and erased Greater 
America’s Islamic roots. It’s not accidental. 
The Spanish Kingdom declared the first 
“Muslim ban” in 1522, after enslaved 
Africans turned their machetes on their 
masters in what would become known as 
the New World’s first rebellion, followed 
by various other bans against transporting 
“slaves suspected of Islamic leanings.” 
Capitalism won out, but the designers of  
the New Christian World continued to 
conceal an inconvenient fact—our continent 
isn’t as Christian as we think.

If Islam was in the not-too-distant cultures  
of many of the slaves and enslavers, 
indentured workers and “employers,” then 
Islamic history is also American history. 
Branches to early Muslims may be broken 
and lost, but their cultural influences are 
strong and discoverable if we know what 
to look for. And if we—Muslim and non—
realize what our collective Islamic history 
looks like, is there any reason to fear it? 
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