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In an introduction to interpersonal communication course at a Midwestern university students are assigned
a listening project that requires them to learn about themselves and others by selecting a representative of a
group whose perspective they would not ordinarily listen to.! Two days after the project is assigned the news
is dominated by the Boston Marathon bombing where one bomber, Dzhokhar Tsarnaev, before his capture
leaves a hastily scribbled note stating that an attack against one Muslim is an attack on all. Reports link
Tsarnaev to a mosque with ties to the Muslim Brotherhood and suggest the attack was payback for American
military action in Muslim countries. Deeply disturbed by this incident, Michael, a Christian student in the
class, decides to visit the Muslim Student Center on campus and listen to the perspectives of a Muslim student.

Before visiting the Muslim Center, Michael stumbled across an online study discussing current views of
American Muslims. The report stated that ten years after 9/11 American Muslims overwhelmingly reject any
form of Muslim extremism. However, more than 40% of the general public believes there is a great deal of
Support for extremism within the Muslim American community. When asked, 56% of American Muslims
reply that they desire to embrace American values and participate in American customs, while only 33% of the
general public agree that Muslims entering our country want to adopt American values and lifestyle.?
* w\galkmg to the Muslim Center Michael decided spontaneously to ask students he passed what they thouggf
an en they heard the word, Muslim. He was shocked at the responses. Some of the W_0rds. P ?Ople salni
suﬁz’ war, hatred, upset, terrorists, Allah, religious, head covering, devout, and 97 1 1. While his uni?rr}llp 1
wondi’r\:ashhardly scientific, it confirmed key parts of the study he’d read before'cqmmg SR
Mich:elat Word.S the guy he’s going to interview would use to describe Christians? ) Arab who
152 devoyt 1\/‘[Na11]_(5 mtO_ th_e Muslim Student Center and is introduced to Amon, an Amencan-b?ftﬂ t;/e(l) large
cather chairs us I}fln majoring in religious studies and psychology. They grab coffee and Setﬂ]e g 0h'm on his
fam i 111‘1)v the lounge..Amon notices Michael’s Detroit Lions football cap .a"d c.ongratu i l'ous ear
" ViCtorieg' 0 games this season. Michael laughs and responds that after going wm'les s the preNe yd d
5 1S a huge success! Michael asks if Amon likes football, and Amon explains that B

Wy . ; . 3 4
P Playing soccer in Saudi Arabia, he’s a huge football fan and is a fantasy football junkie. Michael says
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ring how their fantasy teams and

; and soon they are compartric T nd player

e is to0, f stats, the interview begins with Michael pulling z utsat?;;d the prey, -
3] [‘eCO

complete rundown O

question.
ked students to tell me the first
. 1: On my way oVvelr, Ias . word they th 2
Michae the word, Mauslim. They used words Il_ke, angry, war, hatred, 4 ”aiozufflt- Of Whep -

covering, devoul, and 9/11. As a Muslim, how does that make you t’.ee] ?’ io ,;e,mﬁﬂe;;d
) , { ] EQd

Well, it saddens me, but I'm not surprised. While not all Arabs are pygy;,
» Man

Amon:
m stereotypes would apply to both. At the very least, Arabs and M uslims are geq Y0
1 as 5
or

unstable people.
(attempting to make a joke) You did get angry when I said my fantasy team would ryg
U8 Yours

Michael:
if we went head-to-head.
Amon: (in a deadpan tone) Hey, don’t ever mess with my team. My religion, yes, my fantay
never. am,
Michael:  Go back to something you just said, that all Arabs are not Muslim. To be honest, I make tha

assumption all the time.
That would be like saying all Americans are Christian.

Amon:
Michael:  Seriously, where do you think that impression of Arabs or Muslims comes from?
Amon; It might be helpful to separate the two. Arabs often take a beating in how they are portrayed i

films and TV shows. It comes from a million different voices. Movies like True Lies, Raiders of
the Lost Ark, The Mummy, Father of the Bride 2, and TV shows like JAG, The West Wing, and
The Agency, all present Arabs and Muslims in a negative light. In fact, a media scholar named
Jack Shaheen—I think that’s his name—documented over 900 Hollywood films that portrayed
Arabs in an offensive manner. When you see a negative or menacing image of something or
someone over and over you can’t help but form an impression of it and even grow fearful of it

Michael: ~ But don’t you think we watch those shows, we know they’re fiction?

Amon:  Ihope so. But what about kids who are perhaps less discerning? What happens when al image
is placed before them at a young age? Did you ever see Disney’s movie, Aladdin?

Michael:  Of course. I remember my teacher showing it in school.

Amon: Rlzr;emlll)er the opening song? Don’t worry, I won’t sing it. It’s something about 2 barbartc,
Ie)ven c‘g’n:ir;elstzgglf cut (;ﬁ” pax,-ts of your face if they don’t like you! People sing it and ‘do:ng
Jasmine, two lj ht-z]iESt yrics! They get caught up in the catchy tune and watch A]addlfé watch
the movie it peg etu s heroes., fight off sinister Arabs. When they hear this son8 27 me
in the wrong war;fl)f anf;j*s"; f offensive stereotype of Arabs being barbaric and angry: Lok atnde
that Muslims are upset cut off your ear. So, no, it doesn’t surprise me that students resP 'Ots
9/11—really is sc - anzr; ngry. However, the other words the students used—war: 7" g
its way into my faaVZrite eeply discouraging. This view of Arabs as terrorists has €ver gHn
comedy, The Ofice.

Michael:  (layghj
g ghing) The Office is g 11 .
punched Michaol e~ 1108 1love it. Remember the episode where Dwight unexpect;dfy

cott in th :
karate schoo]? © gutand then they fought during their lunch break at DWIg ts

Amon; (laughi i
ghing with him Ye
) Yes, absolutely h.ilarious. Do you remember the show in which Michael

as the boss decide
7 S to do dj i .
their forehead | versity trajn i -
i 5 that h . lng? He has e . s nOteS 0
Yewish, and s o ave different ethnicities Written zzr)t;?;gy ln}:he c})BfficeI:(p ;t ?OSthljexican,
b such as Black, Asian, g

treat
abome;cil other according to the stereotype; Asians don #
ney- Atthe end of the exercise, Michael 535 1"
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the camera: “Nobody was an Arab—that wo
uld be t i :
Jaughs, but we all know what he means. © {00 explosive. No pun intended.” It's said for

Look at an Arab in the wrong way, and he’ll cut off your ear,
(pointing to himself) Or, look at me in the wrong way and I'll put a bomb in y A
our office.

You mentioned that having fellow students use words i ;

describe Muslims is scary. Could you elaborate? s ke, hatred, terrrists, and 9/11 to

Sure. Every time there is an incident involving a person of Arab i .

community holds its collective breath and fears an anti-Islamic b?c}:l]?l:slltz ltT]:)er ee?ctz::: ‘Al‘rab

I remember reading somewhere that after the Fort Hood massacre in Texas, a mosqIL)xee’in

Dearborn, Michigan, found a disturbing package left on its doorstep. It was a hardbound co

of the Quran which had been defaced with spray paint. Inside was a note that read some’chinpgy

like: “Islam is a disease. Muslim immigrants are the virus. Every Muslim should be kicked

out of the USA.” I know that such talk is crazy and should be ignored. When events like Fort
ommunity feels a type of double shock—shock at the tragedy itself

Hood or 9/11 happen my €
and shock at the possible retaliation against us by people who view us negatively. Knowing
that people have such twisted views of us can also make listening to the news a nerve-racking

experience.

How, so?

As an Arab living in the States, when you are listening to the news and hear of a shooting or
bombing your first thought can be: God, don’t let the shooter be a Muslim. Did you know that
right after the bombing of the federal building in Oklahoma City news outlets quickly reported
suspicious Middle Eastern individuals had been seen in the area before the bombing? Of course,
Jater we learned that it was Midwestern Caucasians that were responsible.

I don’t mean to offend you, but let me ask you a delicate question.

Fire away.
Hasn’t Islam kind of earned its reputation of being violent? Doesn

something called a holy war?

Yes, we do. Hovyever, let me say two things about holy war, or as we call it, Jihad. F
Muslim tpeglognans agree on what the Quran—our holy book—teaches about this topic. You
are a Christian. Not all Christian scholars or pastors agree on every doctrine or passage of the

Bible?
Uh, no. We have plenty of lively and heated disagreements.

Wel a1 : .
i tolér‘:?rsg;l:ﬁgili i (ljrincléos‘.;lﬁii ti(; boil all of the richness and diversity of Muslim perspec.tives
t0 get very different ideas'comin fcomeli toa cc:ntroversml 1.dea like holy war, you are going
believe that when Jihad S oo ITg drlc))m the Muslim commumFy. Second, most Muslims I know
only as a form of self-def: arted by Muhammad—the leading prophet of Islam—it was done
holy war should only b ;ﬂse-d A_S I and most qf my friends understand the Quran, it teaches that
another, So, six days after tahge n dfefense of life and property and never to oppress or dominate
a statement that said the ¢ terrorist attacks of 9/11 dozens of leading Islamic scholars issued
lnggcclents could never bg j‘::tz?ieg;ligrs il‘lfken Ak SUCH HGFEitying éveiitsand fiie IUNIEE OF

1dea of Jihad is so controversial, it’s0 a?iageegpbg :{llilzkf(())]fl'owers 'Of Belm, Hlowoyes, besalss

when it comes to Islam.

’t Islam in fact believe in

irst, not all

My communj
Municatio, i
defl n professor said that al] |
anguage simultaneousl
y reflects, selects, and

Ylects If 1 p
Select s ear what you are saying, wh
the most violent yiew oEd % 24 ‘Zl;r pz:l}:;:ttalk about Muslims and Islam, all they
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Amon; 2

Michael:

Amon:

Michael;

That’s right, In talking about Muslims people reflect the media’s representat;

people and then selectively only focus on the so-called violent aspects of Ile(;E of ug 5 Viole
o o such as )

What do you think is deflected or neglected by this pervading stereotype of Myal: * Yhag,

violent or terrorists? tslims g being

Wow, a lot. First, to me, Islam is a religion of peace, not war. The Quran teaches th
one of the names of Allah and many Muslims end their daily worship with the sim alt
“0 God, you are Peace.” Also, when Arabs or Muslims are seen through the Iimitirl: e]pre‘yer:
oil barons or nomads herding camels, then all the great accomplishments of Ara, cugltsns o
deflected and glossed over. Few people realize that geometry, algebra, and Arabic num;e i
all linked to the medieval Arab world as well as our modern understanding of astronomrai o
fellow believer in God, you may be interested to know that one of the key arguments foiiG s%
existence, the cosmological argument, was developed by Islamic theologians and is often u‘;dds
by Christian philosophers to debate atheist thinkers. But all of this is passed over, o y

; . T deﬂected
when individuals select one aspect of my community such as how we look or dress and ignore

the rest.

Cace js

(smiling) This is just my opinion, but if you’re trying to win people over to the Muslim

perspective—particularly teenagers— I wouldn’t take credit for helping create Algebra. Just 5
thought.

Amon (chuckling): I’ll bring it up at our next meeting.

Michael:

Amon:

Michael:

Amon:
Michael:

Amon:

Michael:

Amon:

You mentioned that when people just focus on how some Arabs dress, so much else gets
glossed over. I found it interesting that some students in my survey, particularly female
students, mentioned kead covering in describing Muslims. Thoughts?

They were most likely refereeing to a hijab—an Islamic covering—that some women choose
to wear. The word hijab is an Arabic word that literally means curtain or covering and is not
mandated by the Quran. Some women wear them as a sign of modesty and others wear them
simply because they like how they look. I have one friend who has over 100 of them and she
started wearing them after the attacks of 9/11 as a sign of pride in her culture and religion.

I know of another woman who wears miniskirts to school and a Aijab to the mosque. I have

a good friend who is Arab but not particularly religious who wears one made by the fashion
designer Yves St. Laurent because she thinks it looks cool.

That makes me think of a stereotype I have that’s become clear during this interview—all Arabs
are Muslims or are religious.

That’d be like saying all Americans are Christians. People tend not to fit into one neat category.

Why do you think we like to do that, fit people into predictable, neat categories?

Good question. I think most of us—myself included—Ilike to keep life simple, organized, and
predictab!e. Trying to figure out the world is tough work and we are all looking for shortcuts.
In my_rehgion c_:lass, I remember my prof saying that on average one new mosque opens each
week in the Um.ted States and that Buddhism is now the fourth most practiced religion in
America. Well, imagine how messy, chaotic, and exhausting it would be to take time to form
an opinion of every Muslim and Buddhist individually. It’s easier to form an opinion about the
group as a whole and then apply that general judgment to all the people in the group.

So, all Muslims are an i i : '
e gry and violent individuals who will cut off your ear if they don’t like

And all Christians are intolerant and supported the Crusades
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Michael:  Touche. That reminds me of something we studied in
last \fveek. Ol?e expert argued that in order to break E c‘(’)"e c:f my classes, We i ol
1 m ; < H
PTEdIICtES‘t&;’hplteces wg contmua_ally work through a three-stgge: world up into more ma?\:;fa?,? 3
people. at was it I know it started with three Cs, Cate process when encounterin g,
what is the third one? . . . Nuts, what was it? gorization, characterizatjon fnd

«Nuts” doesn’t start with a “C”.

Amon:
Yo LI Comcon T Chron sttt o
: n W ediately place him or her into broad correction,

liberal or conservative, Christian or Muslim, and so on. Once we place th categories such as
assign specific characteristics to that person based on the category. The c;rT Into a category, we
my professor said was the most neglected stage, only occurs if we get to kng.:: l-m:i.s“.‘gc- which
address initial judgments. The problem is our categories often keep us from gctlt[i‘nwigl;als -
people on an individual basis. To be honest, if it weren’t for this listening assignmgem, I':NO::JM

never have come into this center and met you.

Amon: Don’t feel bad, I can count on one hand the number of serious conversations I’ve had with
Christians outside of my religious studies classes.

uestion, it’s kinda off the wall. What do you think God thinks about stereotypes?

Michael: One last q

Amon: (laughing) What made you think of that?

Michael: One of my favorite writers, Eugene Peterson, says that with God there is no ditto among souls.
What I think he means by that is that each person is created uniquely by God and could not
possibly be contained by a one-size-fits-all label.

Amon: Well said. While labels or categories can help us organize life, they can also blind us to the
unique qualities of individuals within a particular group. With each person we should, like God,
seek to see the uniqueness inherent in them.

Michael:  Okay, that’s a perfect place to end this interview. Hey, this has been really helpful.

Amon: God’s peace to you and good luck next Sunday with your fantasy team.

Michael:  Thanks, I need both.

with Amon at the Muslim Center.

Michael used to describe his interview
He was surprised that Amon liked fantasy football, watched The Office, and even joked about being able to
't see that coming. All in all, he liked him even though he

diss his religion but not his fantasy team—he didn

doubted they would run into each other again. After the interview he was troubled by the story of the defaced

g&flt; l;;mg left on th.e doorstep of the Mosque in Michigan. How would he feel if someone did that to the

about‘ fueT‘ wondered if ster:eotypes aren’t always about mere world, but sometimes

differencel-ng hate and.wantmg to feel superior to others? He a Amon would make a
in how he viewed Muslims on campus or if he’d just see

Surprising. That’s the word

ly organizing a chaotic
lso wondered if meeting
Amon as an exception?
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