
We are all aware of what a phobia is — an irrational fear of a particular object or 
situation. In recent years, however, a particular phobia has seized western societies. 
Islamophobia. 
 

June 28th, 2016. My dad and I got up early to get ready for our short plane trip to Greece 
from Istanbul, Turkey. Two days earlier, we had been debating whether to take the mid-day 
flight or to take the late night flight to Greece to maximize our time there. Little did I know that 
our decision to take the earlier flight would save our lives. Shortly before 10:00 pm, two 
assailants approached the x-ray scanner at Ataturk airport at the first security checkpoint and 
opened fire. Police officers returned fire but soon after realized that small gunfire could not avert 
the carnage to ensue as the terrorists' detonated their suicide bombs. Many described the 
assailants as men dressed in all black with one goal in mind: to indiscriminately kill as many 
people as possible. My dad and I were driving to our hotel to unpack from our flight when we 
received panicked phone calls from worried friends and family who were aware of our trip. My 
dad and I were completely unaware of the attack and immediately turned on the news and heard 
horrific reports of the incident, many of them referring to the attack as "Islamic terrorism" or an 
"Islamic terrorist attack." At the time, the only thing I could think about, however, was the 
thought of my dad and me dying at the airport due to my earlier insistence that we take the later 
flight. Ultimately, three terrorists and forty-five innocent travelers perished, and more than 230 
people were injured - many of them with life-changing injuries. 

 
At the time, I was 14 years old. I didn't know much about Islamophobia or Islamic 

Terrorism, but I did know some of the basics, many of which stemmed from my early years in 
primary and secondary school. Though I am an American, born and raised, I am somewhat 
different from the average Caucasian living in America. I am of Turkish heritage and a Muslim. 
This is the very reason I have developed a unique perspective towards anti-Islamic sentiment 
because I witnessed it. I heard the anti-Muslim rhetoric first hand from people around me who 
spoke freely, having very little notion of my heritage. I experienced it from the mouths of 
children as young as 7 in primary school and as old as 16. One of my earliest memories of such 
events was when I was seven. I remember feeling helpless as I stood by and listened to my best 
friend Saeed sob on the playground. You see, he was a dark complexioned Syrian and devout 
Muslim who had become the target of some of my classmates who would ridicule him for his 
appearance and faith. Often I would hear kids call him, "towelhead," as well as comparing his 
dad to Osama Bin Laden. Maybe I did not suffer nearly as much as they did, but I too suffered 
indirectly from these humiliations and degradation as kids would make fun of my muslim 
friends. Most of us have probably have had some experience with stereotypes in regards to our 
race, religion, or gender. However, since 9/11 we live in a society where Muslim stereotypes 
abound like "all Muslim are Arabs, all Muslims are terrorists, camel jockeys," to name a few. 
These are some of the stereotypes that many Muslims have to endure. 



Unlike Saeed, however, being a Caucasian Muslim in America, I am not subjected to the many 
prejudices that other Muslims face in their day to day lives. Many other Muslims in America do 
not have this luxury; heck even my dad does not have this luxury due to his dark complexion. 
There are about 3.45 million Muslims living in America, constituting a mere 1.1% of the total 
U.S. population. It's hard to imagine such a small population causing a disproportionate level of 
fear or hate anywhere, but CAIR, the Council on American-Islamic Relations, based in 
Washington, D.C. reports almost 2600Anti-Muslim Bias Incidents in 2017. When news of these 
violent anti-Muslim incidents caused by Islamophobia reaches the ears of radicals, it only adds 
fuel to the fire. 
 

However, there is one thing I could not wrap my head around. If these terrorists were so 
determined to kill so-called non-Muslims, then why carry out an attack on Turkey a country 
predominantly Muslim? The answer is the key to combating Islamophobia.  
It is because these terrorists aren't Muslim at all, rather fanatics that manipulate Islamic teachings 
to justify their acts. They are power hungry radicals who have hijacked a religion and the young 
impressionable minds who have grown up in that religion. Muhammad Ali believed these attacks 
are precisely the catalyst for the continued incrimination of Islam; he wrote, "I am a Muslim and 
there is nothing Islamic about killing innocent people in Paris, San Bernardino, or anywhere else 
in the world. True Muslims know that the ruthless violence of so-called Islamic Jihadists goes 
against the very tenets of our religion." However, many Muslims and Westerners can agree with 
me when I say that there is one attack in particular, that sets all others apart. 
 

After 9/11, As far as the Islamic world is concerned the 19 hijackers on that tragic day 
not only took the lives of over 3,000 innocent people but they also managed to destroy the very 
meaning of the word Islam or "peace" and branded a religion in the absolute opposite light of its 
true nature... a faith meant to bring peace to the world through the word of God. It is unfortunate 
that since the 9/11 attack, Islam has become one of the most misunderstood and ostracized 
religions, thus creating needless tensions between the West and Islamic world. Much of this 
tension stems, however, from the media and its role in informing us about Islam and how we 
respond. Many Americans have little to no understanding of Islam, which is perhaps where the 
problem comes from. This is why the threat of Islam does not stem from Islam, but rather 
Islamism a political ideology. 

 
Although The two terms may sound similar, Islam and Islamism are NOT the same 

things. Islam is a faith observed by more than 1.6 billion people, whereas Islamism is the 
political ideology of small groups that borrow concepts like sharia and Jihad from Islam and 
reinterprets them to gain legitimacy. Islamist groups like al Qaeda and ISIS use violence against 
Muslims AND non-Muslims for their own political gains as in the airport attack and seek to 
create their Caliphates. This is exactly the appeal of the Islamic State groups; these terrorists 



selectively use Islamic teachings and repackage them as legitimate religious obligations. 
Particularly the concept of Jihad, which is used to try to legitimize a holy war against 
non-Muslims. Islamic teachings, in actuality, prohibit terrorism and the use of violence against 
civilians so much so that Muslim leaders and scholars around the world have repeatedly 
condemned terrorism. 

 
Today, many, if not all, of us get most of our information from biased social media 

platforms which creates misconceptions. This kind of overly simplistic and sensationalist media 
coverage serves the Islamic State's objective to pit Muslims and non-Muslims against one 
another. As a study conducted at the University of Vienna in 2017 confirmed, media coverage 
that does not explicitly distinguish between Muslims and Islamist terrorist fuels hostile attitudes 
toward the general Muslim population. To make this media coverage worse, however, many 
politicians fail to use the right terminology. For example, politicians at the highest level continue 
to blur the distinction by using rhetoric like "Islamic terrorism" instead of "radical Islamic 
terrorist groups."This willful ignorance inhibits us from tackling the problem head on. To make 
matters worse. We are often victims of fake news across many social media platforms and bear 
the burden of distinguishing reality from sensationalism. 

 
This is exactly why, rather than letting tomorrow's news headline send us into a panic 

over impending Jihad, go research. Go and learn. Remember that there are always two sides to a 
story. Remember that another person's bias is in that article. But most importantly, know that It is 
our job to refrain from facilitating the generalization of any gender, race, or religion. It is our job 
to stand up against politicians who use willful ignorance for their political gains. It is our job to 
stand up to racist prejudices and defend those that suffer from it. And finally, what will you do to 
take a stand against hateful rhetoric? Because when we stand together, we will be able to combat 
not only Islamophobia but the many other prejudices that plague our society. 
 
 


