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Since Trump became a candidate in the 2016 US presidential race, educators have continued
to reflect on how his political presence might influence pedagogy. Personally, I find myself in a
familiar quagmire: to what extent do I focus on current events in my Islamic studies courses? If
I  wanted  to,  each  class  session  could  devote  itself  exclusively  to  political  developments,
domestic and international; this has been the case for years. Trump’s incendiary comments,
policy moves, and cabinet picks who malign Muslims, exacerbate this quagmire. Trump, for
example, said that “Islam hates us” in a March 2016 interview with CNN’s Anderson Cooper.
His cabinet picks and advisors have endorsed similarly disturbing, perhaps willfully ignorant,
positions and rhetoric. In this blog post, I will discuss some strategies, as well challenges, for
how Islamic studies teachers might react to a Trump administration in a classroom context,
with special attention to building positive narratives in addition to challenging existing ones.

A recent Executive Order bans travel to the US from nationals of several Muslim-majority
countries. In the language of The Intercept’s Zaid Jilani, “If we bombed you, we ban you.” As
students, professors, and researchers—even those with green cards—find themselves in limbo,
the EO has already sent reverberations across the lives of Muslims in the US and abroad.

Fortunately, many scholars of Islam remain positively engaged in public discourse and efforts
toward bridge-building and political problem-solving on an ongoing basis. Ilyse Morgenstein-
Fuerst wrote a blog post for the University of Vermont, “Trump 2016: The View from Islamic
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Studies,” in which she details the connections between Trump’s rhetoric, cabinet choices, and
their consequences. Caleb Elfenbein, an author for this “Teaching Islam” blog, has contributed
to an important project that maps anti-Muslim crimes in the US. Also chilling is Mohammad
Fadel’s article for The Islamic Monthly that details worst-case scenarios for Muslims under a
Trump administration, including comparisons with Japanese internment camps. This is all to
say  that  there  are  simply  too  many,  individual  as  well  as  cumulative,  momentous  and
worrisome news headlines to introduce to an undergraduate Islamic studies course while still
covering other material in the course.

Are the Challenges (that) Different than Before?

Effective pedagogy includes understanding one’s context, including institutional goals, student
demographics, and the current political landscape. An effective way, I find, to invite students
to draw personally  meaningful  connections to course material  is  to  always keep in mind
popular symbols and ideas that bear, even indirectly, on what we study. The absurdity of
mainstream media coverage of Islam can also offer some cathartic moments of laughter, which
also helps ease students into challenging discourses.

In terms of noteworthy contributions that Muslims make to American public life, we saw Linda
Sarsour—a Palestinian American activist—lead organizing efforts for the Women’s March on
Washington.  Keith Ellison,  the first  Muslim member of  Congress (now in his sixth term),
received  the  endorsement  of  Bernie  Sanders  for  chair  of  the  DNC,  and  the  funeral  of
Muhammad  Ali  in  June  2016  attracted  international  media  attention,  including  its  full
broadcast on Fox News. In a beautifully narrated but also depressing account, NPR’s Asma
Khaled details what it was like, as a Muslim woman, to cover Trump’s campaign during the
election.

As Amir Hussain adroitly argues in his recent book, Muslims and the Making of America
(Baylor, 2016), we have much to learn about American cultural fabric by studying the role of
Islam and Muslims in our history, even as it continues to unfold. In my capacity as host for
New Books in Islamic Studies podcasts, I have interviewed a number of scholars—including
Amir Hussain, Sophia Arjana, and Todd Green—about how current political affairs impact the
lives of Muslims in the US. I keep my students in mind as one audience for these interviews,
and I have repeatedly assigned my students the interview I conducted with Todd Green, on
Islamophobia (which prospered in the American mainstream long before Trump reached the
national spotlight).

The Good, the Bad, and the Mystical

Despite the many humanizing accounts about Muslims that my students study, these same
students also tell me that they aren’t surprised to learn about the pervasive Islamophobia in
the news cycle. But don’t some details shock them, even a little bit? In a 2015 Public Policy
Poll,  for  example,  about  30% of  Republicans  and  19% of  Americans  supported  bombing
Agrabah—the fictional city from Disney’s Aladdin. Among Trump supporters: 41%. As I wrote
in a previous “Teaching Islam” blog post, students can use current political tensions, and how
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they respond to them, as a way to make sense of Sufi conceptions of spiritual growth. “Do I,”
students might ask themselves, “harbor anything related to these views that I find so toxic and
ignorant?”

I’m currently teaching Islamic Mysticism for the third time, and I’ve implicitly chosen in past
iterations to focus less on current events than I do in my introductory courses on Islam, or
even in my courses on the Qur’an in which we explicitly explore contentious political topics.
This time, however, I find myself taking closer stock during class time of political context, and
not only because of the most recent presidential election. I think students likewise crave a
balance between attention to (depressing) current events and engaging with aesthetics and
intellectual discourse that don’t immediately relate to the latest fake news (or “alternative
facts”?) on their social media feeds.

In conclusion, I would like to include a brief reflection on student activism and its connection
to teaching. As a graduate student at UC Santa Barbara, I witnessed some student groups host
anti-Muslim  ideologues  including  Dennis  Praeger,  David  Horowitz,  and  Daniel  Pipes.
Frequently, I would watch many other student groups respond with formal protests, which I
found both heartening and problematic. Indeed, protest is perhaps part of the human spirit; it
encapsulates much of what it means to thrive in a democratic society. It’s also an effective
catalyst for change as numerous examples from history attest. At the same time, however, I
regularly remind myself that part of the difficult intellectual work of teaching and learning
involves building narratives, not only challenging visible narratives. Both are necessary, and
my course on Sufism helps me, and I hope my students as well, appreciate the significance of
this balance, the complementarity between jamal (beauty) and jalal (majesty)—two sides of the
same human condition.

Where do you strike your balance in terms of navigating planned course material with course-
related current events as they arise throughout the term? Please share in the comments
section.
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