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Not too long ago I was invited to join a panel with the ambitious aim of putting into context for
the campus community the rising tide of anti-Muslim sentiment and the Islamophobia industry
behind it. I was specifically requested to open the gathering with a 10-minute Islam 101 in
order to dispel common misconceptions of Islam and Muslims. The event was well-intentioned,
but the initial framing of the event and my role in specific, I realized, would only serve to
reinforce that religion and Muslim religiosity somehow lie at the heart of the problem. The part
that  was  asked  of  me  implied  that  there  exists  a  mainstream,  normative,  conventional
understanding of Islam that did not warrant prejudice. As this line of thinking goes, anti-
Muslim sentiments would surely subside if only more people knew about this safe, good, and
moderate Islam. According to this narrative, there is a right kind of Islam out there and the
burden  of  responsibility  lies  with  those  right-thinking  Muslims  to  push  back  and  make
themselves heard. What this narrative leaves unaddressed is the complicity and accountability
of the larger majoritarian society in uncritically perpetuating anti-Muslim sentiments. Instead,
religion is foregrounded as what matters most. This line of thinking eerily echoes the deeply
problematic expectation that race issues in America are a “black problem” in which the burden
of change lies with black communities. In both cases, the larger systemic social, political, legal,
and economic issues are overlooked or worse, exonerated. My argument is not that Islam or
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religion  is  altogether  irrelevant  or  unimportant  in  conversations  like  these.  What  is
problematic is  the continual  recourse to find answers (and false comfort)  in explanations
centered on religious motive and identity when conflicts, crises, and tragedies transpire. When
a discussion is  framed narrowly around Islam or religion,  we end up missing the bigger
picture. The above event I described, which was eventually productively reframed, brings to
the fore a particular pedagogical  challenge that many scholars of  Islam face.  In the few
minutes I  was granted,  how could I  speak beyond the lens of  religion to highlight other
structural problems of greater significance?

Part of the dilemma is one of time. When I think of my role as a teacher, I often take for
granted the generous amount of time I have with my students each semester. Instead of a mere
fifteen minutes, my students and I engage in conversation and critical inquiry on a wide array
of topics related to Islam and Muslims over the course of fifteen weeks. With each class
meeting we progressively build our knowledge base, nuance our language, and continually
circle back to thorny issues with keener questions and alternative perspectives. When we are
invited to speak we remain committed teachers, but we must carry out our work without the
benefits that a semester of engagement affords.

Moreover, we do not have the ability to slowly build a thoughtful base of knowledge. Speaking
opportunities are typically topical and the range of topics we are asked to speak on can be
dizzying,  if  not  outright  perplexing.  We  are  invited  to  speak  on  the  deeply  problematic
categories of terrorism and radicalization. We are asked to provide background and context to
wars and conflicts in Muslim majority countries. We are asked to weigh in or explain headline
issues like the refugee crisis, the position of presidential candidates, anti-Muslim hate crimes,
and most recently the burkini ban across Southern France. Because of our place and position,
our “expertise” on Islam is sought – never mind what our areas of specialization actually are.
Time and again, we are deployed, both intentionally and unintentionally, to reinforce religion –
especially Islam – as the primary frame of reference.

While respecting the request and good intentions of event organizers, there are several ways
we can work to change or better the discourse.

Structural Reframing: Whether speaking individually or on a panel, the typical expectation is
that we will  say our part and then field a handful of questions. I have found it useful to
collaborate with organizers well in advance in imagining alternative models of engagement.
Might colleagues in other disciplines be invited in addition to or in place of ourselves? Would a
roundtable or town hall style conversation be better suited for a larger audience? When faced
with a smaller and more intimate group, could participants be engaged through a service
experience or could the discussion be facilitated around a more reflective and participatory
fishbowl dialogue? Interventions like these at the organizational level can be used to introduce
a different  horizon of  understanding,  one that  extends beyond religious reductionism,  by
simply changing the angle of approach or the terms of the conversation.

Engaging the Audience: At one-off events it is often difficult to gauge where an audience is
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coming from. It can be worthwhile to quickly poll or even pose direct questions to those in
attendance to better understand their expectations and concerns. At times it can even be
helpful to even call into question problematic premises or assumptions about the role and
significance of religion. For example, questions of scriptural interpretation arise frequently at
many events, especially those concerning violence. The assumption is that somehow the Qur’an
directs the actions of its readers. Of course, human behavior is hardly driven by such a crude
correlation of text to action. Moreover, texts, even scriptural ones, are incredibly malleable
and open to interpretation. By simply spotlighting erroneous assumptions, the audience can be
prompted to explore the many other factors and influences at play.

Speak Beyond Religion: For a variety of reasons, strategic planning is not always possible. In
fact, more often than not, I only have at my disposal the speaking time I am given and the
content I choose to convey. In these situations, I believe it is still important to push past an
exclusively religious frame of reference. Religion is only one identity marker that inflects the
realities we face today, and yet the singular attention to religion in our attempts to understand
these realities serves to obfuscate more pressing systemic problems that underlie them. We
may be scholars of religion, but as our research and work in the field continually demonstrates
there are many other intersecting power structures shaping the persons, societies, and ideas
that we study. What structural inequalities are peoples responding to? What role do state
actors and colonial histories have in creating, perpetuating, and worsening the situation in
question? How is religion or Islam being coopted or instrumentalized? What are the identity
politics at stake that continue to draw religion or Islam into suspicion? Speaking about religion
and Islam is not just a matter of content, but also one of context. By drawing connections to
wider cultural, social, political, and economic questions we can raise the level of discussion
and deepen the narratives at work in the public discourse.
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