
	  
	  

What is the Truth About American Muslims? 
 [This excerpt comes from “What Is the Truth About American Muslims?” a collection of common questions 
and answers about the Muslim faith published by the Interfaith Alliance, an organization committed to 
protecting and promoting religious freedom, in 2012.]  

Who are American Muslims today?  

America is home to one of the most diverse Muslim populations in the world, including people of almost every 
ethnicity, country and school of thought. Although they are widely viewed as recent immigrants, the 
demographics tell a different story. Approximately one third of the community is African-American, one third 
is of South Asian descent, one quarter is of Arab descent, and the rest are from all over the world, including a 
growing Latino Muslim population. While exact numbers are difficult to establish, there are between 3-6 
million American Muslims. About one half of this population was born in the U.S., a percentage that continues 
to grow as immigration slows and younger individuals start having families.    

Like others, most Muslims who choose to migrate to America arrive seeking economic opportunity and 
democratic freedom . The best studies available characterize American Muslims today as largely middle-class 
and an integral part of American society.  

American Muslims are present in all walks of life, as doctors and taxi drivers; lawyers and newspaper vendors; 
accountants, homemakers, academics, media personalities, athletes and entertainers.  …  

Is Islam a political movement?  

No. Islam is a religious tradition, and adherents to Islam are called Muslim. Of course, American Muslims, like 
Americans from other religious groups, participate in American political life. American Muslim voting patterns 
generally mirror the broader American population. American Muslims are Republicans, Democrats, 
Libertarians, liberals and conservatives. There is no one political platform or agenda for those who practice the 
religion of Islam in the United States. …    

Are American Muslims concerned about extremist violence in the United States?  

Yes. Most American Muslims, like most other Americans, are deeply concerned about the problem of extremist 
violence committed in the name of Islam. According to the most reliable data we have, the overwhelming 
majority of American Muslims is well integrated into American society and reports criminal activity. Over the 
past decade, 40% of domestic terrorism plots have been uncovered or deterred with assistance from American 
Muslims. …   
  
What does “jihad” mean? Isn’t it a “holy war”?  

“Jihad” literally means striving, or doing one’s utmost. Within Islam, there are two basic theological 
understandings of the word: The “Greater Jihad” is the struggle against the lower self—the struggle to purify 
one’s heart, do good, avoid evil and make oneself a better person. The “Lesser Jihad” is an outward struggle. 
Jihad constitutes a moral principle to struggle against any obstacle that stands in the way of the good. Bearing, 
delivering and raising a child, for example, is an example of outward jihad, because of the many obstacles that 



must be overcome to deliver and raise the child successfully. Jihad may also involve fighting against oppressors 
and aggressors who commit injustice. It is not “holy war” in the way a crusade would be considered a holy war, 
and while Islam allows and even encourages proselytizing, it forbids forced conversion. In Islamic tradition, the 
form of jihad that involves fighting requires specific ethical conditions under which it is permissible to fight, as 
well as clear rules of engagement such as the requirement to protect non-combatants. Scholars have compared 
Jihad that involves fighting to the Christian concept of “just war.”  
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