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We are deeply concerned and worried about a recent op-ed piece by our Vanderbilt colleague, Prof. Carol 
Swain, who uses the recent attack on Charlie Hebdo to misrepresent Islam and to demean Muslims.  
Although we support her right to free speech and condemn the perpetrators of the Paris massacre, we 
strongly reject Professor Swain’s effort to link the actions of the Paris attackers to a religion of almost two 
billion people.  Her specious assertions serve only to bolster a climate of irrational fear in which all 
Muslims are viewed as potential terrorists.  
 Media pundits and scholars like Swain have routinely singled out Islam alone among world 
religions as violent. These self-described experts make no similar claims about Judaism, despite Israel’s 
treatment of Palestinians, or about Christianity, despite the murder of abortion doctors. They also fail to 
recognize the role that western nations, especially the United States, have played in the growth of radical 
movements in the Middle East and the weakening of secular nationalist and democratic forces across the 
area. And they appear oblivious to how revelations of torture in Guantanamo, Abu-Ghraib, and CIA “black 
sites,” or the U.S. support of non-elected regimes, such as the current Egyptian government, continue to 
fuel anger against the United States.  

Devastating wars in the Middle East waged by two-term Republican and Democratic 
administrations have aggravated terrorism. The scorched-earth tactics that decimated Fallujah, drone 
attacks on innocent people, and the illegal shootings of unarmed civilians by the military or private security 
firms have undermined any notion of just war. Furthermore, it is important to understand that U.S. 
interventions in Iraq during and after the war have contributed to the formation of ISIS by specifically 
targeting Sunni Arabs. 

We feel that, as educators, who teach about race, racism, religion and the Middle East, we have to 
speak out against Islamophobia. The wrongful identification of terrorist acts with religion bolsters a climate 
of fear and paranoia in which the specter of the “Islamic terrorist” is used to generate hatred, quash dissent, 
and generate support for violating civil liberties at home and waging wars abroad.  

The Quran does not demand the killing of people who caricature the prophet Mohammed, and 
most American Muslims are just as appalled about the Paris massacre as Swain is. Calling Islam dangerous 
to us and our children creates an image of American society that excludes several million American 
Muslims. It also ignores American history. White, primarily Christian European settlers killed millions of 
Native Americans and introduced slavery to the Americas; indeed, over 30 percent of the slaves brought to 
the New World were Muslim. In addition, Swain disenfranchises their descendents by declaring them non-
Americans who have to follow Christian ground rules. Rupert Murdoch recently claimed in an infamous 
tweet that all Muslims carry the burden of Paris. Does that mean all Christians carry the burden of Native 
America genocide, the introduction of slavery, and the killing of abortion doctors? We don’t think so, and 
we guess that neither does Professor Swain.  

In the world envisioned by Professor Swain, Muslim women in the United States should not enjoy 
the right to wear a burkha. She suggests that not wearing a burkha is an indicator of Muslim assimilation 
into American society and key to the right of Muslims to remain in the United States. Freedom of speech is 
a precious right, but Professor Swain wields it as a sword of bigotry from her privileged platform at a 
prestigious university. At a moment when fear and xenophobia are on the rise, Swain chooses to kick some 
of the most vulnerable among us, and displays the same ignorance and lack of tolerance that she identifies 
with Islam. 

We will not apologize for the Christian zealousness of one of our colleagues, because we are not 
responsible for the hatred she pedals, just as millions of Muslim are not liable for the terrorist attacks in 
Paris or the deeds of ISIS.  We are happy to teach the many Vanderbilt students who came out in a 
demonstration on Saturday against her hate speech. During the march students quickly picked up on her 
online mischaracterization of them, calling themselves #spoiledbrats.  We are happy to teach these 
#spoiledbrats! 
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