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Even though COVID 19, the Alt-right and mainstreaming Islamophobia are global phenomena, the 
speaker focused her speech on the United States. She tried to answer few questions such as what 
explains the rise and decline of anti-Muslim sentiment, the rise of the alt-right, and whether it 
functions in cycles. But the greater question might be, what COVID 19, the response of the alt-right 
and the rising anti-Muslim sentiments could tell us about the coming years and the future of American 
democracy. In addition, the speaker addressed the question of what these phenomena mean for the 
future of democracy, liberalism, conservativism and neo-conservatism. 

Since 2015 there has been a dramatic increase in anti-Muslim violence especially during the 
Republican Primaries and the run-up to the 2016 U.S. elections. According to many credible sources 
there were 63 incidents of attacks on mosques that year, the largest number ever recorded. That 
election period was marked by the most intensely anti-Muslim period in American history. Institutions 
as the Southern Poverty Law Center, the FBI, ACLU and ADC found that the period since 2015 has 
become the most extremely anti-Muslim period ever including perpetrating physical attacks on 
Muslims and Muslim looking men and women. It seems that symbols of Islam in the U.S. such as 
mosques and community centers have been particularly targeted as part of this larger pattern of the 
dehumanization of Muslims.  

Fear of Islam has become more prominent in everyday Muslim discourse from nationwide anti-Islam 
rallies, to controversies that surrounded several mosque zones, illegal surveillance of Muslims to 
student organizations. Islamophobes in the US have increasingly questioned whether American 
Muslims could be trusted to hold office.  

Such Islamophobic environment has a direct influence on the Muslim community. In 2015, according 
to a Gallup poll, 48 percent of American Muslims indicated that they have experienced racial or 
religious discrimination. Many attacks including murder and burning of mosques and Islamic schools 
have proliferated. Moreover, public calls that Islam has no place in a Judeo-Christian nation or that 
Muslims should not be included in the Cabinet or senior positions have become often publicly heard. 
In 2015 when Obama spoke in Congress during the State of the Union against anti-Semitism, every 
member of congress stood up and applauded. But in the same address, when the president said that the 
country will also stand against anti-Muslim bias, the chamber fell silent. Such is the effect of 
Islamophobia at the highest level of society. 
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Islamophobia is simply the exaggerated fear, hatred, and hostility toward Islam and Muslims that is 
perpetuated by negative stereotypes resulting in bias, discrimination and the marginalization and 
exclusion of Muslims from social, political and civic life. So there is a political objective here. 
Unfortunately, the hatred, hostility, and hysteria around Islam and Muslims not only permeates 
American society, but is also internalized within the American Muslim community itself, where 
Muslims see themselves outside civic and political life.  

Islamophobia is not random or perpetuated out of ignorance. It has a political objective. Many surveys 
are conducted and repeated intentionally in order to cause hysteria and marginalization of Muslims. 
Media magnate Steve Bannon, Trump’s former campaign manager and senior aide, is an important 
example behind such hysteria. The continuous political rise of the alt-right is how this mainstreaming 
has been taking place.  

Since the 2008 election of Obama, more Americans have voted for politicians who show anti-Muslim 
sentiments. There is a symbiotic relationship between Interest groups, right wing media outlets, and 
many political figures. The rise of the anti-Muslim rhetoric in the last decade was an attempt to 
counter the international appeal of Obama. His presidency was used as a threat for the national identity 
of the U.S,  transforming anti-Muslim rhetoric into a mainstream phenomenon in politics, peaking 
during the 2016 elections and the election of Trump. One of the first actions Trump did was to hire 
many Islamophobes in his administration, institute the Muslim travel ban, as well as promote many 
other polices in order to paint Muslims as “the other.” 

However, there was a backlash as the 2018 midterm elections was marked by the election of Muslim 
representatives such as Rashida Talib and Ilhan Omar. Trump reacted by saying that they need to “Go 
back to your broken and crime-infested countries.’’ Such open contempt has continued in 2020 
unabated with the Coronavirus pandemic. Trump still uses the language of hatred and exclusion as 
Asian-Americans have been under attack because of the crisis. Rightwing Media coverage, such as 
Fox has also been full of Islamophobic rhetoric. They used pictures of Muslims or mosques when 
making news about Covid-19 in order to link Muslims and the Coronavirus.  

In short, the alt-Right and their allies in the media, society, and the highest levels of government have 
been very active in weaponizing Islamophobia as a political tool in order to further marginalize 
American Muslims and other minorities. Tragically, Islamophobia has become a publicly acceptable 
form of racism and bigotry allowing individuals, media outlets, as well as public officials to change 
the political narrative and infect the political establishment. And this phenomenon is not only taking 
place in the U.S but have permeated throughout many countries in the world. 

Summary by: Leyla Yildirim, Senior Research Associate 

 


