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American Muslim Community.

     Islam is one of the fastest-growing religions in the U.S.A. and around the world today. According to one recent survey, there are almost 2,000 mosques, Islamic schools and Islamic centers in America. Once very small, the Muslim population of the US has increased greatly in the last one hundred years, with much of the growth driven by immigration. In the United States, there are essentially three categories of Muslims: 1) immigrants; 2) American converts/reverts to Islam; and 3) those born to the first two groups as Muslims.  There are an estimated 7 million Muslims in America. The Muslim community in America is made up of people from a wide variety of ethnic backgrounds and national origins. 

     “Small-scale migration to the U.S. by Muslims began in 1840, with the arrival of Yemenites and Turks, and lasted until World War I” (1). Most of the immigrants, from Arab areas of the Ottoman Empire, came with the purpose of making money and returning to their homeland. However, the economic hardships of 19th-Century America prevented them from prospering, and as a result the immigrants settled in the United States permanently. These immigrants settled primarily in Dearborn, Michigan; Quincy, Massachusetts; and Rose, North Dakota. The first mosque in America was probably build by Albanian Muslims in 1915 in Maine (Mahtar; Kettani, Ali, 109).  Construction of mosques sped up in the 1920s and 1930s, and by 1952, there were over 20 mosques (3). 

     In 1907 the 1st Muslim organization was founded by Tatar immigrants from Poland, Russia, and Lithuania. 

     “The first Muslim communities in America were in the Middle West. In North Dakota, Muslims organized for prayers in the very early 1900s; in Indiana, an Islamic center was begun as early as 1914; and Cedar Rapids, Iowa, is the home of the oldest mosque still in use. Dearborn, Michigan, outside Detroit, has long been home to both Sunni and Shi'ite Muslims from many parts of the Middle East” (1). 

     Though the first mosque was founded in the U.S. in 1915, comparatively few mosques were established before the 1960s. 87% of mosques in the U.S. were founded within the last three decades according to the Faith Communities Today (FACT) survey. California has more mosques than any other state.

     But soon after 1965 the situation changed when the first large inflow of Muslims came to the United States. “Mosques then began to be built for the sole purpose of ministering to the Muslim community as houses of worship and community centers. The great variety of religious diversity and ethnicity among American Muslims today is reflected in the variety of building design and organization” (4).

     The 1st Muslim communities in America were in the Middle West. In North Dakota, “Muslims organized for prayers in the very early 1900s; in Indiana, an Islamic center was begun as early as 1914; and Cedar Rapids, Iowa, is the home of the oldest mosque still in use. Dearborn, Michigan, outside Detroit, has long been home to both Sunni and Shi'ite Muslims from many parts of the Middle East” (1). 
     Today American Muslims represent lots of identities and movements: immigrant and indigenous, Sunni and Shi'ite, conservative and liberal, orthodox and heterodox. While exact number of Muslims in the U.S.A. are difficult to determine, over half of them are members of first-, second-, or third-generation immigrant families. 

     There is no accurate count of the number of Muslims in the United States, as the U.S. Census Bureau doesn’t collect data on religious identification. There is an ongoing debate as to the true size of the Muslim population in the US. Various institutions have given widely varying estimates about the population of American Muslims.
· 1.1 million (2001) City University of New York - American Religious Identification Survey [0.5% of national adult population] (5) 

· 2.4 million (2007) Pew Research Center (6)
· 1.8 million (2007) The World Factbook [0.6% of population] (7)
     The 2007 Pew survey of Muslim Americans finds 2/3 of the Muslim Americans are foreign-born. Of the 1/3 of Muslim Americans that are native-born, the majority are converts and African American. “In 2005, more people from Muslim countries became legal permanent U.S. residents - nearly 96,000 - than in any year in the previous two decades” (8).
     According to a CAIR survey, regular Sunni mosque attendees come from the following backgrounds: South Asian (33%), African American (30%), Arab (25%), African (3.4%), European (2.1%), White American (1.6%), Southeast Asian (1.3%), Caribbean (1.2%), Turkish (1.1%), Iranian (0.7%), and Hispanic/Latino (0.6%) (9).

     In addition to immigration, the state, federal and local prisons of the United States may be “a major contributor to the growth of Islam in the country”. “Although America has around 1-2% Muslims in all, official estimates suggest that the percentage of Muslim inmates is 15-20% of the prison population. Roughly 80% of the prisoners who "find faith" while in prison convert to Islam. These converted inmates are mostly African American, with a small but growing Hispanic minority”(9). According to Dr. Michael Waller, “radical Islamist groups, suspected by the U.S. government of being closely linked to terrorism, dominate Muslim prison recruitment in the U.S. and seek to create a radicalized cadre of felons who will support their anti-American efforts” (10). 

    Muslims in America have increasingly contributed to American culture; there are various Muslim rap groups, comedy groups, magazines, etc.

    According to a 2004 telephone survey of a sample of 1846 Muslims conducted by the polling organization Zogby, “the respondents were more educated and affluent than the national average, with 59% of them holding at least an undergraduate college degree”(11). Citing the Zogby survey, a 2005 Wall Street Journal editorial by Bret Stephens and Joseph Rago expressed “the tendency of American Muslims to report employment in professional fields, with one in three having an income over $75,000 a year”(12). The editorial also characterized American Muslims as "role models both as Americans and as Muslims".

     Unlike many Muslims in Europe, “American Muslims do not tend to feel marginalized or isolated from political participation”. Several organizations were formed by the American Muslim community to serve as 'critical consultants' on U.S. policy regarding Iraq and Afghanistan. Other groups “have worked with law enforcement agencies to point out Muslims within the United States that they suspect of fostering intolerant attitudes”. Still others have worked “to invite interfaith dialog and improved relations between Muslim and non-Muslim Americans” (13). 

     There are many Islamic organizations in the U.S. The largest of these groups is the American Society of Muslims (ASM), the successor organization to the Nation of Islam, once better-known as the Black Muslims. Most of ASM supporters are African Americans. It should be noted that the original Nation of Islam beliefs differed sharply from traditional Islam in that they did not recognize Muhammad as God's final Prophet. 

     The second largest group is the Islamic Society of North America (ISNA). ISNA is an “association of Muslim organizations and individuals that provides a common platform for presenting Islam”. It is “composed mostly of immigrants, as well as some Caucasians and small group of African American converts”. ISNA's annual convention is the largest gathering of Muslims in the United States (14). 

     Muslim political organizations lobby on behalf of various Muslim political interests. The Council on American-Islamic Relations (CAIR) is the United States largest Muslim civil rights and advocacy group, originally established to promote a positive image of Islam and Muslims in America. CAIR depicts itself as “the voice of mainstream, moderate Islam on Capitol Hill and in political arenas throughout the United States”. “It has aggressively condemned acts of terrorism, and has been working in collaboration with the White House on issues of safety and foreign policy"(13). The group has been criticized for alleged links to Islamic terrorism, but its leadership strenuously denies any involvement with such activities. 

     A nationwide survey conducted in 2005 by the Pew Research Center and the Pew Forum on Religion and Public showed that 59% of American adults view Islam as “very different from their religion”, down 1% from 2003. In the same survey 55% had a favorable opinion of Muslim Americans, up 4% from 51% in July 2003 (15). A December 2004 Cornell University survey shows that “47% of Americans believe that the Islamic religion is more likely than others to encourage violence among its believers”(16). 

     A CBS April 2006 poll showed that, in terms of faiths presented that “58% of Americans have favorable attitudes toward Islam”(17). 

     In a 2007 survey titled Muslim Americans: Middle Class and Mostly Mainstream, the Pew Research Center found 47 % of Muslim Americans to consider themselves Muslims first and Americans second. However, this was compared to 81% of British Muslims and 69% of German Muslims, when asked the equivalent question.(6) 

     The same poll also reported that “only 40 percent of U.S. Muslims believe that Arabs carried out the 9/11 attacks”. Another 28 percent don't believe it and 32 percent said they had no view. “Among 28 percent who doubted that Arabs were behind the conspiracy, one-fourth of those claim the U.S. government or President George W. Bush was responsible. Only 26 percent of American Muslims believe the U.S.-led war on terror is a sincere effort to root out international terrorism”. Five percent of those surveyed had a "very favorable" or "somewhat favorable" view of the terrorist group Al-Qaeda. Only “35% of American Muslims stated that the decision for military action in Afghanistan was the right one” and just “12% supported the use of military force in Iraq”(6). 

     In a 2007 survey, 53% of American Muslims reported that it was more difficult to be a Muslim after the 9/11 attacks. Asked to name the most important problem facing them, the options named by more than ten percent of American Muslims were discrimination (19%), being viewed as a terrorist (15%), public's ignorance about Islam (13%), and stereotyping (12%). 54% believe that the U.S. government's anti-terrorism activities single out Muslims. 76% of surveyed Muslim Americans stated that “they are very concerned about the rise of Islamic extremism around the world”, while 61% express a similar concern about the possibility of Islamic extremism in the United States (6). 

     The majority of Muslims living in the United States aren't part of any organized Muslim community or body in this country. They realize themselves not only as the followers of the Quran, but as the citizens of the USA. American Muslims have come a long way in integrating into society. They have developed a genuine and cohesive American Muslim identity as well as an integrative way of life. No other country has such a rich diversity of Muslims. The American Muslim community is thus a microcosm of the Muslim world.

     “Muslim societies that in the past have suffered from the malaise of unthinking dogma are changing as evidenced in the reviving of critical inquiry, often leading to renewed understanding of Islam's congruence with the ever-shifting ideas of "modernity"( Mahtar; Kettani, Ali, 109)
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