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INTRODUCTION 

On April 17, 2012, the Buffalo Police Department 

received a call about 10 year old Abdifatah 

Mohamud.  He had been murdered by his stepfather. 

When first responders reported to the scene, they 

found Mohamud in the basement with duct tape over 

his mouth and ligature marks on his arms.
i
 According

to law enforcement accounts, the fifth grader was 

beaten to death with 70 strikes from a rolling pin. The 

blows fractured his ribs and his skull.  Homicide 

detectives and prosecutors reported this was one of 

the worst cases they had seen in their experience. As 

the story broke in the news, further investigation into 

the case found a history of reports to law enforcement 

and Child Protective Services (CPS).  Records kept 

by law enforcement found 911 calls were made on 

this case that spanned 2 years—including some from 

Mohamud himself.  In one instance law enforcement 

officers showed up to the home, but failed to make 

any arrests.
ii

Abdifathah Mohamud’s murder and the negligent 

response from all levels of society—school 

administrators, law enforcement, Child Protective 

Services (CPS), and the community serve as an 

example of the pervasive failure of institutions and 

society to protect victims of crimes.  Unfortunately, 

Mohamud’s case isn’t unique, and anecdotal 

information has emerged from first responders all 

across the country that convey similar patterns of 

failure across multiple institutional responses (e.g., 

community based organizations, criminal justice 

system and social service providers) and local 

communities in adequately responding to victims of 

crime who identify as Muslim. The overwhelming 

response from respondents was decisions were made 

to not respond to victims of crimes, or cases weren’t 

taken as seriously because of the victim’s religious 

identity.  While discrimination cuts across religious, 

racial, gender, ethnic, status, and class (to name a 

few), we found in this study, that respondents 

reported religious discrimination superseded other 

forms of individual identification—especially for 

those who can be identified as Muslims due to their 

dress, names, and other characteristics.  Post 9/11, 

this finding is critical as we seek to identify the 

context by which such treatment occurs and the 

particular challenges that Muslim victims face due to 

the frequent perception that Islam legitimizes or 

condones abuse.  This especially held true for certain 

forms of victimization such as family violence where 

frontline responders reported that individuals were 

told because of their religious identity that they 

shouldn’t make a report, or a decision was made to 

not respond to a case because of the perception that 

Islam allowed for abuse.   

This brief will provide a snapshot of the significant 

challenges that Muslims in America face in reporting 

and attaining remedies, recourse, and justice against 

crime victimization.  Moreover, it will detail 

responses from study participants who reported the 

following confluence of barriers that Muslims face in 

coming forward and seeking remedies from crimes: 

1) Lack of awareness in their own community of the

existence of abuse and victimization; 2) Shame, 

stigma, denial, and in some cases retaliation from the 

community for coming forward; and, 3) Racism and 

discrimination from traditional service providers and 

the criminal justice system.  

STUDY OBJECTIVES AND CONTRIBUTIONS 

To address what appears to be a shortcoming in 

addressing victimization of Muslims both in terms of 

victim services and provider knowledge, we hope to 

contribute to the lack of information available on the 

following key areas:  

Types of crimes first responders serving the 

American Muslim community are reporting; 

“I personally know a woman who was being abused and her child was born ill due to it. He is 

now dead. No one listened to her. No one believed her and now her son is dead, and she is 

devastated. I know women who have miscarriages due to the abuse.” –Chaplain 
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Barriers Muslims face in reporting 

victimization and attaining services; 

Institutional responses (i.e., community 

organizations, faith-based institutions, social 

services organizations, and the criminal 

justice system) to Muslims who are victims 

of crime.  

Perceptions of advocates, frontline 

responders, and organizers on how 

responses to the Muslim community 

measure with the overall state of responses 

to crime victimization in the country;  

and, recommendations for improving 

responses to crime victimization.  

PURVIEW OF THE STUDY 

It is important to clarify that this brief does not 

provide (nor does it intend to provide) prevalence of 

abuse or victimization within the American Muslim 

community.  Moreover, this brief relates to Islam as a 

religion only in addressing the identities of victims 

and providers—it does not seek to present or 

elaborate upon any Islamic positions in this vein. 

We begin this brief by positioning the issue of crime 

victimization in the American Muslim community 

within the larger field of work being conducted to 

address the needs of crime victims in this country. 

Our aim is to shine a light on an underserved 

community in the area of addressing crime victims’ 

rights and needs as the country, and specifically the 

Office of Victims of Crime (OVC) located within the 

Department of Justice, begins the implementation of 

Vision 21—the largest overhaul of crime victim 

services in the country since 1998 (U.S. Department 

of Justice, 2013).
iii

BACKGROUND 

The recognition of crime victimization as a field that 

requires institutional and societal responses began to 

crystalize in the eighties.  In 1984, the Victims of 

Crime Act (VOCA) passed as a national legislation 

and established a crime victim compensation 

program; simultaneously the national legislation 

recognized the need for criminal justice reform in 

meeting the needs of crime victims.  In the past 40 

plus years, the victims’ rights movement has been 

successful in establishing policies, laws, and 

interventions at the national, state, and local level 

(U.S. Department of Justice, 2013). At the national 

level through rigorous data collection efforts, policy 

makers have attempted to measure the impact of such 

work. However, despite the significant contributions 

that have been made to push forward the need to 

address crime victims’ needs, there is a general 

consensus among many that victim services is a 

“fledgling field” that requires reform (U.S 

Department of Justice, 2013). While overall crime 

rates have dropped across the country, millions of 

Americans continue to experience crimes.  The 

National Crime Victimization Survey (NCVS), a 

national authority on documenting the prevalence of 

crime in America found within 2011 alone, 

individuals aged 12 and older reported experiencing 

an estimated 5.8 million violent crimes, and 17.1 

million property crimes (Truman & Planty, 2012). 
iv

Further, underreporting of crimes is a serious 

challenge in achieving accountability and meeting the 

needs of public safety for communities.  Data has 

shown us that approximately 52 percent of all violent 

crimes were never reported to law enforcement from 

2006 to 2010 (Langton & Berzofsky, 2012).
v
 Further

data also demonstrates that most victims of crime 

never receive any victim services. For example from 

1993 to 2009, only 9 percent of victims of serious 

violent crimes received assistance from a victim 

services agency (Langton, 2011). 
vi

  It is within this

larger field of the need to improve services for 

victims of crime that we are presenting information 

on responses to crime victimization in the Muslim 

community.  

To date there are only a handful number of studies 

that have documented issues such as racial 

discrimination, hate crimes, and to a smaller extent 

family violence in the Muslim community.  However 

most of these studies have not presented information 

or framed the issues within a crime victimization 

context.  Additionally to our knowledge there aren’t 

any studies that have documented the responses of 
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institutions, specifically the traditional social services 

arena and the criminal justice system in providing 

services to Muslims.  Neither has there been a single 

study, to our knowledge, that has addressed the issue 

of safety needs that American Muslims face, and how 

their religious identity may work against them as they 

seek to attain redress.  One study, which was 

conducted by two Muslim organizations, Project 

Sakinah in collaboration with Peaceful Families 

Project surveyed a sample of 801 Muslim 

respondents, and found 66 percent of survey 

respondents reported they knew of a Muslim who had 

been physically abused; another 53 percent of 

individuals reported they themselves had been 

abused. 
vii

 At that national level, the only area where

data on Muslims is recorded on the incidence of 

crime victimization is specifically for hate crimes. 

For example, the Uniform Crime Report (UCR) in 

2011, documented that 12.5 percent of anti-religious 

hate crimes were a result of anti-Islamic bias (UCR, 

2011). 
viii

  Outside of government statistics, and the

aforementioned studies, few studies exist that seek to 

measure the incidence of victimization within the 

Muslim community and the context that may be 

providing rationale for the abuse to occur.  Instead, 

most of the literature pertaining to Muslims/Muslim 

Americans is often focused on the debate over 

whether they are appropriate targets of U.S. counter-

terrorism policies that are couched under the “War on 

Terror.”  

METHODOLOGY 

We chose to conduct this study after we were asked 

to create a training for professionals on understanding 

the issues crime victims may face who also identify 

as Muslims.  Overall we surveyed 24 respondents and 

interviewed 26 respondents. We interviewed 

individuals and agencies that work at the national, 

state, and local level within 16 states.  In order for 

respondents to meet criteria for inclusion in the study, 

they had to work with Muslims in a direct victim 

services provider capacity or within the advocacy 

field—directly focused on the Muslim community. 

Interviews and surveys were conducted from 

September 2012 to April 2013.  We employed a 

snowball sampling methodology given there isn’t a 

national directory of victim service providers that 

focus on all types of crimes in the Muslim 

community.  We created a semi-structured interview 

instrument and carried out 6 initial interviews. In 

carrying out these preliminary interviews, we were 

looking for themes that we could use to extend to our 

broader sample of interviewees and survey 

respondents.  After 6 interviews, we created the semi-

structured interview instrument, which included a 10 

question survey that was administered online.  The 

semi-structured interviews lasted one to two hours in 

some cases.  Our data collection sought to obtain the 

following information: 1) Background of respondents 

in serving the needs of crime victims and specifically 

Muslims; 2) The types of crimes that  they have been 

working on that are specific to the Muslim 

community; 3) The types of barriers and challenges 

they have seen that are specific to the Muslim 

community in coming forward and making a report; 

4) The types of barriers and challenges Muslims face

in seeking services from community organizations in 

the Muslim community; 5) The challenges Muslims 

face in seeking services from traditional social 

services providers and the criminal justice system; 6) 

The position of the American Muslim community in 

responding to the needs of Muslims who are victims 

of crime in comparison to the non-Muslim 

community; and 7) Recommendations for improving 

the state of responses to Muslims who identify as 

victims of crime.   

In total we interviewed and surveyed 50 respondents. 

Figure 1 provides a breakdown of the study sample.   

Overall the majority of our study sample comprised 

of advocates and direct service providers.  We were 

also fortunate enough to hear from the clergy, law 

enforcement, and individuals working within the 

legal field such as a prosecutor and defense attorneys. 

We were able to interview individuals and 

organizations that are working on issues such as 

family violence, civil rights, and racial 

discrimination. Further we were able to attain 

perspectives from organizations and individuals that 

have worked with issues such as HIV/AIDS in the 
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FIGURE 1: BREAKDOWN OF STUDY

SAMPLE (N=50) 

Background % 

Victim Services 28% 

Advocacy/Victim 

Services 

26% 

Advocacy 18% 

Law Enforcement 10% 

Legal (Prosecution 

and Defense) 

6% 

Mental Health 

Services 

6% 

Clergy 4% 

Research 2% 

American Muslim community, LGBTQI youth, and 

male sexual abuse.  At the end of the data collection 

period, we discovered that we had a fair mix of 

different fields represented in our study.  We found 

most individuals reported experiences working with 

victims of hate crimes, racial discrimination and 

domestic violence. An important point to note is as 

we were conducting this study, most individuals were 

initially perplexed by the request for an interview for 

looking at the responses to crime victimization within 

the Muslim community; some individuals were 

suspicious and hesitant in participating in the study 

out of the fear that the information would be used to 

further stereotype and marginalize Muslims.  

One interviewee stated he didn't want the data or the 

information to be exploited to further criminalize 

Muslim males. In some scenarios we were first 

interviewed by someone and then the study 

participant gave their permission for 

the study.     

STUDY FINDINGS 

This section begins by documenting 

the types of crimes respondents 

reported receiving within the 

community, followed by the barriers 

victims face in coming forward; this  

also includes the institutional responses.  The 

analysis then moves to include a section on 

institutional responses, with community responses as 

a function of institutional responses.  This particular 

section will also briefly cover the issue of the role of 

mosques in serving the needs of victims of crime, and 

will report some of the major concerns that first 

responders have reported about the role of mosques 

and specifically funding boards.  We then provide 

information on responses from law enforcement, 

prosecutors, and traditional victim services provider.  

TYPES OF CRIMES

Figure 2 documents the types of crimes survey 

respondents (n=24) reported they are coming across 

as they work with the Muslim community.  Domestic 

violence, child abuse, and hate crimes/racial 

discrimination were the top 3 forms of victimization 

respondents reported they are receiving reports of 

within the Muslim community.   

“We are responding to cases of domestic violence, sexual 

assault, child abuse, thefts, homicide, hate crimes, and elder 

abuse. We have 300 active cases and an estimated 80 percent 

of them include reports of domestic violence, child abuse, 

and delayed reports of child sexual abuse.” - (Victim Services 

Provider) 

“The struggle we are facing is outreaching 

to the community. When I go to police 

department and courts, there are so many 

clients that they are reporting are coming 

through, but I don’t see them in the 

program. They don’t request services and 

they are getting lost in the system. Nobody 

is giving them direction.”- Direct Services 

Provider 
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FIGURE 2: TYPES OF CRIMES (N=24) 
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58% 
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62% 
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Elder Abuse

Human Trafficking

General Non-Violent Crimes

Other

Forced Marriages
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Sexual Assault

Intimate Partner Violence

Hate Crimes/Racial Discrimination

Child Abuse

Domestic Violence

DOMESTIC VIOLENCE 

The majority of study respondents reported they are 

working on active cases of multiple reports of 

domestic violence; a total of 81 percent of survey 

respondents reported receiving reports of domestic 

violence. It is important to note we measured 

domestic violence and intimate partner violence 

separately.  This was due to direct service providers 

advising us that within some ethnic groups, domestic 

violence is perpetrated by the family, and the 

husband is a bystander. A significant number of 

respondents specified they have seen numerous cases 

where the abuser in a marriage is the mother in-law, 

or a family member of the husband.  They were clear 

that such dynamics of domestic violence present a 

challenge for traditional domestic violence service 

providers that don’t have awareness of the dynamics 

of domestic violence within specific ethnic groups 

that also identify as Muslims. Respondents reported 

the definition used by mainstream victim services 

organizations that position males as abusers, and 

women as victims within an intimate partner violence 

context appear to miss the dynamic of domestic 

violence within some communities, since in many 

cases there are multiple abusers, and typically the 

family provides tacit approval or actively participates 

in the abuse.   It is important to 

note, however, that based upon 

our observations the majority of 

cases that are being reported in 

instances of domestic violence 

are being reported within the 

context of marriage. Interview 

respondents noted that given 

dating is taboo, we are missing 

cases of dating violence, and 

sexual assault outside the 

context of marriage.    

CHILD ABUSE 

A total of 62 percent of survey 

respondents reported receiving 

cases of child abuse.  In 

interviews with direct service 

providers, they reported they have seen a trend in an 

increase in reports of incest and child abuse.  

Typically the majority of respondents reported they 

have seen reports of child abuse in conjunction with 

reports of domestic violence in a household.   A few 

direct service providers reported traditional agencies 

such as Child Protective Services may take children 

away from parents, and place them within foster 

homes where they may not screen for or recognize 

that the child abuse took place within the context of 

domestic violence.  Hence there are cases where 

women who were being battered in relationships have 

been criminally charged, or the recognition that there 

was domestic violence in the case took place after a 

child had been taken away and removed from the 

family.  Moreover, numerous direct service provider 

interviewees reported the lack of Muslim foster 

homes as a serious issue for providing a safe space 

for abused Muslim children.     

HATE CRIMES/RACIAL DISCRIMINATION 

A significant number of community advocates 

reported a deep concern regarding the impact of post 

9/11 War on Terror policies on Muslims/Muslim 

Americans. Community advocates reported an 

increase in fear, suspicion, and mistrust of law 

http://www.safenationcollaborative.com/
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enforcement as a result of community profiling by 

law enforcement agencies at the local, state, and 

federal level. Direct service providers further noted 

they have seen an increase in cases of racial 

discrimination and hate crimes. For cases of racial 

discrimination, they reported seeing an increase in 

cases of employment discrimination, and workplace 

violence.  For reports of hate crimes, respondents 

reported seeing cases of assaults, vandalism, property 

crimes, and murder in some cases.    

SEXUAL ASSAULT 

Based on survey respondents, 42 percent of 

respondents reported coming across cases of sexual 

assault, including male, female and child victims. 

Service providers reported receiving reports of sexual 

assault within the context of domestic violence, 

dating violence, and also child abuse.  Direct service 

providers also reported receiving cases of sexual 

assault that have taken place at the hands of clergy 

and Islamic teachers within schools and mosques.   

GENERAL VIOLENT/NON-VIOLENT CRIMES 

A total of 35 percent of individuals reported coming 

across general violent crimes, and 23 percent 

reported coming across non-violent crimes. In 

interviews with law enforcement officers, they 

reported they are generally receiving reports of 

property crimes, assaults, thefts, and vandalism.  

HUMAN TRAFFICKING 

A total of 19 percent of   survey respondents reported 

coming across cases of human trafficking in the 

American Muslim community. A few respondents 

noted they have seen cases of commercial sexual 

exploitation of children (CSEC), survival sex, youth 

homelessness, and sexual exploitation. While all of 

these don’t fit the definition of human trafficking, 

some of these cases do have an overlap with cases of 

sex trafficking. One respondent reported a case of a 

Muslim youth who came out as gay to his parents, 

and as a result was thrown out of his home. The 

youth became homeless, and in order to survive 

ended up having to engage in survival sex.  As a 

consequence of being a victim of CSEC, he 

contracted HIV. He received services after linking up 

with organizations that work with homeless youth.   

Other direct services providers reported they are 

seeing cases that include human trafficking (labor 

trafficking and sex trafficking).   For labor trafficking 

cases, they reported they have seen cases from 

foreign diplomats and cases of labor exploitation. In 

cases of sex trafficking, some specified within the 

Midwestern states, they have seen Somali gangs 

traffic young girls within the refugee community. 

There were further reports that with the formation of 

transnational gangs among ethnic groups that identify 

as Muslim, there might be an increase in trafficking 

of young girls, drugs, illicit substances, and other 

types of counterfeit goods. Further another area 

where they have seen an overlap of trafficking is in 

cases of forced marriage. In some cases the 

sponsorship of families and individuals abroad to 

bring them to this country in order to exploit them for 

sex or labor.     

“The Muslim American community is 

facing the stigma and backlash after 9/11. 

Though it's been over 10 years now, yet 

Muslim Americans are still suffering 

stigma from mainstream society. Many 

Muslim Americans who are the victims of 

crimes decline to provide any identifying 

information that is related to their religion 

or ethnicity out of fear. I feel that one of 

the major issues that needs to be tackled is 

the perception of Muslim Americans. The 

dignity of Muslim Americans can be re-

instated by bringing this issue to public 

view and promoting the healthy perception 

of Muslim Americans by mainstream 

culture.”-Advocate 

http://www.safenationcollaborative.com/
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HONOR CRIMES 

Honor crimes were reported by a few direct service 

providers as a form of violence they are coming 

across.  However, the overwhelming consensus 

among responders was that the term “honor 

violence,” was a problematic term that exacerbates 

racism/xenophobia against Muslims and makes 

combating the presence of such crimes, more 

difficult. Many felt that those who specifically 

focused on honor violence seek to wrongfully 

attribute it as an Islamic form of violence—without 

seeing how it’s an extension of family violence and 

domestic violence—may have alternative agendas. 

As a consequence, while direct service providers 

have seen honor crimes, they are clear that it’s a form 

of family violence and domestic violence; many 

reported rather than being caught in the 

sensationalism of the term, they respond to the needs 

of the victims coming forward.   

In addition to capturing these sentiments from the 

overwhelming majority of responders, we did 

interview a homicide detective that investigated the 

first honor killing that was prosecuted as an honor 

crime in the United States in order to document the 

opinion of those who see this as a distinct form of 

violence. We have included information from the 

interview within the section that documents law 

enforcement responses, given the individual we 

interviewed was a homicide detective. Further we 

interviewed a researcher who is currently 

documenting the incidence of honor crimes for one of 

the first databases in the country on documenting 

honor crimes, forced marriage, and FGM. He noted 

he had been trying to determine the incidence or 

prevalence of honor violence by examining UCR data 

from law enforcement agencies and trying to 

determine incidence of homicides where the 

motivation was restoring honor.  He further stated 

that at this point the total number of known cases of 

honor killings is very low compared to the overall 

rates of homicides in the country. He noted that in 

examining the characteristics of cases of homicide in 

the country, most victims of homicides are males.   

OTHER CRIMES 

Survey respondents did report coming across forced 

marriages (31 percent), and elder abuse (15 percent). 

Survey respondents that selected the “other” option 

reported coming across workplace violence, dating 

violence, stalking, forced marriages, online 

harassment, and sexual harassment. Interviewee 

respondents reported similar findings, and provided 

more context by stating they are coming across cases 

where clients have experienced multiple forms of 

victimization.   

Another key point to note is that given a significant 

majority of Muslims are immigrants, many direct 

service providers reported they are working with 

individuals who have experienced trauma as a result 

of wars and political violence. Some individuals they 

work with have also experienced torture.  One direct 

service provider that works specifically with the 

African American community reported mass 

incarceration, police brutality, structural racism, and 

poverty are all issues they have seen with the clients 

they have worked with.   Hence there is a need to 

examine victimization in the Muslim community 

through a polyvictimization lens 

In sum there are numerous types of crimes first 

responders find themselves responding to within the 

American Muslim community. This includes stranger 

and non-stranger perpetrated crimes, and many first 

responders reported coming across numerous forms 

of state violence (i.e., police brutality, torture, 

political conflicts). However as many responders 

reported coming across incidents of victimization and 

abuse, all interviewees and survey respondents 

acknowledged  the overwhelming majority of cases 

are never reported. Hence our next section will 

examine some of the reasons for underreporting.  

http://www.safenationcollaborative.com/
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BARRIERS TO REPORTING AND

SEEKING SERVICES AS CRIME

VICTIMS 

All study respondents reported Muslims face 

significant barriers and challenges in coming forward 

and reporting crimes.  Figure 3 provides percentages 

from survey respondents. The overwhelming 

agreement among survey respondents was the top 

barrier for coming forward and reporting crimes 

includes the community’s denial of the existence of 

crime victimization; similar number of respondents 

also reported shame was a barrier to coming forward 

and reporting victimization. It is important to note 

more than half of all survey respondents reported the 

lack of community and institutional responses as 

major barriers, victims of crime in the American 

Muslim community face in reporting and seeking 

services. Interviewee respondents also reported 

similar themes as survey respondents towards 

barriers in reporting for Muslims who are victims of 

crime.  

COMMUNITY BARRIERS 

DENIAL THAT VICTIMIZATION 

EXISTS WITHIN THE MUSLIM 

COMMUNITY 

Survey and interviewee respondents 

reported that the leading barrier for 

victims in coming forward and 

reporting crimes, which includes 

telling a friend, seeking help from 

victim services providers, and 

reporting to criminal justice agencies, 

is denial within the community that 

crime victimization exists (85 

percent).  Respondents reported that 

for certain forms of victimization there 

is no recognition within the 

community that such forms of 

victimization exist. Numerous direct 

service providers reported feelings of 

burnout and frustration with their local Muslim 

community in trying to have community 

acknowledgement of the existence of forms of family 

violence such as child abuse, incest, and domestic 

violence.  One Executive Director of a domestic 

violence organization noted the Muslim community 

doesn’t want to acknowledge that there are cases of 

incest and child abuse that are taking place, which 

according to her makes it significantly challenging to 

address this issue because survivors of abuse don’t 

have the safe space in the community to come 

forward and escape abuse. Another community 

advocate reported there are individuals within the 

Muslim community who fail to acknowledge that 

domestic violence actually exists.   

Another advocate who is working on raising 

awareness on the issue of sexual assault reported 

within some sectors of the Muslim community, 

individuals believe being a good Muslim and wearing 

a hijab serves as a protection against sexual assault, 

and hence a good Muslim woman could never get 

sexually assaulted. The pervasiveness of such myths 

was reported as a significant barrier that Muslims 

face in coming forward to seek remedies.  Overall the 

concept is victimization doesn’t exist, and if it does 

then the victim is to blame.  Hence the problem is not 

FIGURE 3: BARRIERS IN REPORTING AND SEEKING

SERVICES (N=24) 
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seen as a systemic community issue, but is rather the 

consequence or a punishment for the behavior of a 

victim.    

SHAME AND FEAR OF HOW THE FAMILY AND 

COMMUNITY ARE PORTRAYED 

A similar number of survey respondents (85 percent) 

reported shame was a huge barrier for victims in 

coming forward and reporting crimes.  Direct service 

providers reported the shame associated with being a 

victim of crime left victims blaming themselves for 

what had happened.  One report we heard from a 

youth advocate was a case of a young woman who 

was sexually assaulted from an ex-boyfriend.  After 

this incident, the young woman committed suicide. 

The youth advocate reported this is an example of the 

impact of shame on victims.    

Under the umbrella of shame, frontline responders 

reported the fear of how their family or the Muslim 

community would be portrayed was a major barrier 

for victims in coming forward and making a report. 

Sixty-nine percent of respondents reported the fear of 

community portrayal prevented Muslims from 

coming forward.  For example an advocate who 

focuses on raising awareness around family violence 

reported victims aren’t coming forward to report 

crimes (e.g., sexual assault, domestic violence, and 

other crimes) because they are afraid of how the 

Muslim community will be portrayed. He mentioned 

he recently met a survivor who had been sexually 

assaulted.  She reported she didn’t want to make a 

report out of the fear that the Muslim community 

would look bad.   

STIGMA 

Another issue that we learned about was individuals 

who do come forward to make a report of abuse and 

victimization are heavily stigmatized for coming 

forward. For example 73 percent of survey 

respondents reported stigma was a major barrier that 

victims face in coming forward.  In our interviews 

with survivors, we found as a result of reporting their 

experience they were shunned by the community.  In 

some cases individuals were thrown out of their 

mosque, and in other instances had their reputation 

smeared by being called mentally ill or having 

rumors spread about them in an attempt to assassinate 

their credibility as individuals.  

RACISM WITHIN THE COMMUNITY 

Another point victim services providers addressed 

was the existence of internal forms of racism within 

the community.  Here specifically direct service 

providers reported the internal racism against African 

American Muslims was a significant challenge.  One 

advocate who worked with a South Asian women’s 

organization reported experiencing significant levels 

of racism from her fellow co-workers.  Others 

acknowledged that many Muslims—in cases where 

they organize as a community—are organizing along 

ethnic lines.   

ISLAMOPHOBIA 

It is important to note while we never specifically 

asked about Islamophobia, almost every respondent 

mentioned Islamophobia was a major issue the 

community faced.  Many further noted that as a result 

of   Islamophobia, victims are less likely to seek 

services out of the fear of being profiled, or may not 

provide any identifying information that may give 

their religious or ethnic affiliation.   

Further another angle of Islamophobia that direct 

service providers reported was an increase in the 

reports of abusers exploiting the existence of 

Islamophobia to keep victims from coming forward 

and making a report.  For example, according to 

“Women fear being shunned by their 

community (especially in cases of intimate 

partner violence and sexual assault). Men fear 

having their masculinity compromised.” –

Mental Health Services Provider 
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domestic violence service providers, post 9/11, there 

are numerous cases where abusers have told victims 

that if they come forward and report the abuse, the 

entire community will suffer for the consequences 

because the report will be used by Islamophobes to 

further stereotype a community.  Second, direct 

service providers reported there are cases where 

abusers have killed women and presented the case as 

a hate crime. The case of Nazish Noorani is one case 

that direct services providers made note of where the 

husband conspired with another woman and 

presented the murder he committed of his wife as a 

hate crime.  Another case that was also highlighted is 

the case of Shaima Alawadi.  Hence the existence of 

Islamophobia is being used as a tool by abusers to 

prevent victims from coming forward.   

MARGINALIZATION OF GROUPS AND ISSUES 

WITHIN THE MUSLIM COMMUNITY 

Study respondents also noted that there was a 

hierarchy in the Muslim community where issues 

impacting South Asians and Arabs typically took 

precedence as “Muslim issues” over other racial and 

ethnic groups.  For example the issue of poverty, 

homelessness, and hunger were noted as issues that 

weren’t included, and how they play a role in leaving 

victims of crime more vulnerable than other groups. 

Additionally, the issues impacting immigrants that 

weren’t from affluent backgrounds and were from 

the poorer income levels was seen as an area that 

didn’t receive much attention.  

Among racial groups, individuals noted the issues 

impacting the African American community were 

seen as issues that didn’t receive much attention from 

the larger community. The experiences of 

incarceration, the need for reentry services, as well as 

meeting the experiences of converts was perceived as 

an area where little attention is directed.  For example 

in an interview with a direct service provider she 

noted women who converted and experienced 

domestic violence had very little to no support. 

Hence understanding the role of isolation and how 

the loss of support networks could leave individuals 

more vulnerable or leave them with fewer options to 

escape were seen as significant challenges.    

Further, study respondents also noted that there is a 

gender hierarchy where issues impacting Muslim 

males are considered issues that bring the attention of 

the entire community, but forms of victimization that 

traditionally have been seen to impact women—

domestic violence and sexual assault—have been 

severely neglected by the community.  

Finally some advocates noted it’s difficult to address 

victimization in the Muslim community because the 

types of victimization that are associated with 

Muslims in the mainstream, such as honor violence 

or FGM, are the only spaces where attention is given. 

Other forms of abuse that happen at far more higher 

rates don’t receive much attention in the mainstream 

because they aren’t sensationalized or attributed 

solely as a form of “Islamic violence.” 

MOSQUES AND COMMUNITY 

ORGANIZATIONS  

INADEQUATE SERVICES AND SUPPORT FROM 

MOSQUES AND IMAMS  

The lack of support from Imams, and particularly the 

lack of support from mosques was reported as a 

barrier for victims in coming forward and seeking 

services.  For example 62 percent of our survey 

respondents reported the lack of support from Imams 

“My observations through the years as well as 

through a current position I hold, is that Muslim 

communities are not addressing levels of violence 

that occur within Islam outside of mainstream 

topics like FGM or honor killings. Whereas FGM 

and honor killings are in the mainstream, my sense 

is that it is only really mainstream for dominant 

white and/or western culture. Other forms of 

violence like domestic violence, sexual violence and 

forced marriages are largely overlooked, perhaps 

because at least in the USA, other issues take 

precedent, such as Islamophobia.”-Advocate 
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is a major barrier that victims of crimes face in 

seeking services.  Another 54 percent of survey 

respondents reported the lack of institutional support 

from mosques in addressing crime victimization was 

a barrier victims face. 

INSTITUTIONAL  COMPLICITY AND ABUSE 

FROM MOSQUES 

Disturbingly we heard reports from interviewee 

respondents that some mosques play an active role in 

supporting the abuse and victimization of individuals. 

For example a leader in an institution dedicated to 

raising awareness on family violence reported they 

have heard of a trend across the country that in cases 

where a victim of domestic violence is ready to make 

a report or leave the marriage, the family of the 

abuser will increase their funding to the boards of the 

mosque. The entire logic is if the funders and 

supporters of the mosque are paying the Imam or the 

staff of the mosque then they are far less willing to 

support victims in leaving the abusive marriage.  In 

some cases if the victim decides to seek help from the 

mosque, they may end up facing no support because 

the Imam is more familiar with the husband and 

family’s side of the story.   

In further interviews with direct service providers, 

and perhaps one of the most concerning findings of 

this study is anecdotal information about abuse at the 

hands of members of the clergy and abuse within 

Islamic boarding schools.  We were able to speak to a 

male survivor of abuse within an Islamic boarding 

school who experienced physical and sexual abuse 

and reported pervasive levels of abuse across the 

school.   

In addition to speaking with him we learned of 

another case where a clergy member sexually 

victimized at least 16 victims who came forward. 

We did interview one of the survivors and current 

advocate who reported that multiple mosques fired 

him because of reports of sexual assault and abuse, 

but given none of the mosques shared information 

with one another, he was able to continue victimizing 

multiple individuals. 

VOICES OF SURVIVORS 

“They Mullahs would invite us to have 

dinner and hang out with them.  We use 

to play wrestle.  We would be pinned 

down and that is when the abuse would 

happen. When we reported, we were 

shunned away.  When we talked to an 

elder, they would say we will take care 

of it. It was something as kids we never 

told our parents.  If we told our parents, 

they (teachers in the school) would hurt 

us and beat us more. Sometimes they 

would deny us meals and many times 

they would just feed us nothing. We 

weren’t even allowed to go home. They 

treated me worse than others because I 

didn’t have a father, and they blamed 

me for that.  I remember one time I 

really wanted to go home after an 

episode of abuse, but I was told if I did 

they would fail me.  I finally left and told 

my mom about the abuse. My mother 

took me out of the school immediately, 

but rumors were spread about me that I 

was a drug addict and gay. They 

smeared my reputation to discredit my 

report of sexual abuse. I went through 

depression and once I heard another 

school was going to hire the same 

Islamic teacher, I reported at the age of 

15 and reported to the school 

administration.  They didn’t care. I later 

went to the police department, and they 

told me the statute of limitations had 

expired.  All along I was depressed and 

blamed myself for 6 years. It was when I 

went to Mecca that I felt I had cleansed 

myself.  I felt traumatized and finally 

admitted I had gone through sexual 

abuse. I had contemplated suicide, and 

begun abusing Valium to numb the 

pain“-Survivor 
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LACK OF TRAINING FOR IMAMS 

Numerous direct services providers noted the 

overwhelming majority of Imams, Chaplains, and 

individuals connected to mosques aren’t trained in 

crime victimization issues, the criminal justice 

system responses, and resources. In gathering data for 

this study, we did speak with a highly respected 

Imam on this issue. We discovered that the Imam had 

received threats to his life for working with victims 

of domestic violence. He also reported that there are 

instances where he has worried about his own safety. 

We further asked him about his perception of other 

Imams in the country in terms of their knowledge on 

crime victimization and in his view, 90 percent of 

Imams didn’t possess the training to recognize forms 

of victimization, or the proper training to adequately 

respond to cases.  He further noted some Imams 

bring their own cultural baggage, and conflate Islam 

with their culture.  Moreover he reported he has had 

Imams tell him that they have asked their 

constituency base to make a prayer rather than call 

911.   He did report that as an Imam he has been 

working with organizations focused on issues such as 

family violence and abuse to train Imams on how to 

recognize and respond to such cases.  

LACK OF PROFESSIONAL SERVICES FOR 

CRIME VICTIMS IN THE MUSLIM COMMUNITY 

In interviews with direct service providers, they also 

noted some of the direct service providers or 

professionals working in the Muslim community 

aren’t professionally competent and trained in 

adequately addressing the area.  Some advocates 

noted that in some cases even when they didn’t have 

professional training in adequately responding to 

reports of victimization such as sexual assault, 

individuals did seek their support because of their 

credibility in the community.  

TRADITIONAL SOCIAL SERVICE

PROVIDERS  

IMMIGRATION 

Interviewee respondents also noted culture, religion, 

and the attitude of the individual all impact a victim’s 

decision to come forward and make a report. 

Interviewees also note that while these barriers come 

across almost all victims that identify as Muslim, 

they reported the challenges immigrants face are 

unique from the challenges Muslim who are citizens 

face.  Further many reported there are cultural 

reasons why Muslims may not report that differ for 

each ethnic and racial group.  For example among the 

immigrant community, there was a general consensus 

that Muslims face similar barriers to other immigrant 

communities.  Victims of crimes may not come 

forward due to their 1) immigration status, 2) 

language barriers, 3) lack of knowledge and 

awareness about their rights or in many case 

immigrants without legal status don’t enjoy the same 

rights as citizens do.  The fear of deportation was 

reported as a significant barrier for Muslims who are 

victims of crime.  

“The challenges and barriers are the lack of 

knowledge about the rights that men and

women have in terms of protection from harm.

Many of the victims are new to the country and 

do not know that they have resources to help 

and that the law protects certain rights.

Another challenge is the language barrier for 

victims that need professional mental health 

services such as Arabic, Farsi and Urdu.”-

Advocate 

“With Imams and Chaplains there is a severe 

lack of awareness of domestic violence and 

sexual violence. They themselves have no idea 

what to do and what the appropriate next steps 

are, and then the third point is there is a huge 

vacuum in terms of any kind of religious 

knowledge, khutbas, or community awareness.  

As to the religious response to domestic 

violence and sexual violence, religious 

responses from a prevention based model to 

address victimization do not currently exist.” –

Community Advocate 
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LACK OF CULTURALLY COMPETENT 

SERVICES 

The previous section provided information on the 

types of barriers Muslims face in seeking services 

from community organizations.  Figure 4 documents 

responses from social service providers and the 

criminal justice system.  Based on survey 

respondents, immigration concerns was the leading 

reason for individuals fearing coming forward and 

reporting. Specifically under immigration concerns, 

the fear of deportation played a major role in 

preventing Muslims from coming forward.  Moreover 

73 percent of our survey respondents reported the 

lack of culturally competent services for Muslims is a 

major barrier for coming forward and seeking 

services.  It’s important to note more than 1 in 2 

survey respondents reported religious discrimination 

played a role in why individuals who identified as 

Muslims didn’t come forward to seek the help of 

victim service providers and the criminal justice 

system.   

In interviews with direct service providers we were 

told of cases where individuals who are Muslims 

have been deterred from making reports, or have 

been told that the agencies cannot help them. 

Frontline responders reported that some victim 

service providers believe some forms of abuse are 

justified under Islam, and hence social service 

providers will not respond to cases.   

One director of a victim services agency reported that 

she has had to work with numerous case managers 

from Child Protective Services (CPS) because they 

believe child abuse is Islamically justified.  

Numerous community advocates reported that the 

stereotypes associated with Muslims play a major 

role in shaping the types of responses victim services 

agencies provide.  Specifically for Muslim women, 

there was a general consensus that the stereotype of 

the inherently oppressed Muslim woman makes it 

difficult for Muslim women to seek remedies.  As 

one community advocate put it succinctly, victims 

shouldn’t have to educate victim service providers on 

Islam or why they chose to be Muslim when they are 

seeking help.  The same community advocate 

reported when a Muslim woman who was a convert 

came forward to seek counseling, the counselor 

focused on asking her questions about why she chose 

to convert to Islam rather than the reason why she 

sought counseling.  

Figure 4: Response from Social 

Service Providers and Criminal 

Justice Agencies (n=24) 

% 

Immigration concerns 77% 

Lack of Services that are sensitive to the 

Muslim community 

73% 

Lack of knowledge on part of the 

criminal justice agencies on Islam and its 

stance on abuse 

69% 

Fear of Deportation 69% 

Mistrust of the Criminal Justice System 65% 

Fear of the Criminal Justice System 62% 

Religious discrimination 58% 

Fear that one is betraying the community 

if they report or participate with the 

criminal justice system 

58% 

Inadequate Services 42% 

Other 12% 

“When women call 911, the abuser is 

conversing with the police because the 

victim can't speak English. In one case the 

police came and called an ambulance on a 

domestic violence victim. They took her to 

the hospital and placed her in a Psych 

ward. She called us crying, and the pscyh 

unit and nobody would talk to us and let us 

help her”-Direct Service Provider 
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CRIMINAL JUSTICE RESPONSES 

LAW ENFORCEMENT RESPONSES 

When we asked respondents about seeking services 

from the criminal justice system, the consensus 

among most respondents was there is a deep mistrust 

and fear of law enforcement agencies within the 

Muslim community.  For example 65 percent of 

survey respondents noted victims mistrust the 

criminal justice system; another 62 percent of survey 

respondents reported victims fear the criminal justice 

system.  The paragraphs below provide insight from 

law enforcement officers about their interaction with 

the Muslim community.  We then follow their 

feedback with the reports of community advocates 

and activists to further provide information on law 

enforcement responses to crime victims in the 

Muslim community.   

VOICES OF LAW ENFORCEMENT AGENCIES 

IN WORKING WITH THE MUSLIM 

COMMUNITY  ON CRIME VICTIMIZATION 

In interviews with a law enforcement officer from 

one of the largest law enforcement agencies in the 

country that has officers specifically tasked to reach 

out to the community, reported they are working on 

creating a relationship with the Muslim community, 

and other interfaith groups.  The community liaison 

officer reported as law enforcement they can raise 

awareness in the Muslim community on resources 

that are available in cases of crimes, and build 

inroads.  However they find it is a difficult process to 

build community trust.   

In another state in the Midwest, we spoke with a 

community liaison officer who reported they took the 

initiative to build a relationship with their local 

Muslim community because a hate crime occurred 

where a local mosque was burned down.  She 

reported when their department was dispatched to the 

scene, they found the Muslim community didn’t 

speak with them, and were under the impression that 

law enforcement had arrived to arrest them rather 

than help them.  After this incident their Chief of 

Police took the initiative and asked officers to build 

inroads with the community.  They reported if it 

wasn’t for the hate crime, the Chief would have never 

known that there are community constituents under 

his jurisdiction that don’t view law enforcement as an 

option in case a crime takes place against the 

community.   Since that incident the law enforcement 

agency has attempted to work with the community.  

When we asked about the types of challenges this 

agency faced in building a relationship with the 

Muslim community, the officer made an interesting 

point that in her perception all law enforcement 

officers were paying the price for the policies of law 

enforcement agencies that were using harmful 

practices.  She stated that there are law enforcement 

officers, and agencies that disagree with the usage of 

police profiling methods, indefinite detention 

policies, and community mapping methods. Further 

she noted that there is a need for more awareness in 

the Muslim community on the different levels of law 

enforcement agencies, and an understanding that all 

local police departments aren’t the CIA or FBI. 

Currently, she reported, they have a positive 

relationship with their local Muslim community. 

When we asked her whether her unit works on any 

counterterrorism or countering violent extremism 

initiatives in the Muslim community, she stated that 

they focus on local law enforcement issues, and their 

specific unit isn’t focused on investigating organized 

crimes.  She also further recommended that having 

community liaison units in conjunction with 

counterterrorism units was problematic because it 

erodes the trust of the community with law 

enforcement officers, and creates a securitized 

“I strive to connect the dots and gain the 

friendship into our Muslim communities. 

I'm highly motivated to bring awareness 

and answer any counter narratives the 

Muslim communities may have of law 

enforcement.”-Law Enforcement Officer 
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relationship versus a community policing relationship 

that is sustainable and beneficial to both sides.    

 

In another jurisdiction across the country we 

interviewed a community liaison officer whose 

agency conducted a police academy training at a 

local mosque after an incident occurred that included 

the arrest of a Muslim woman who was forced to 

remove her hijab.  As a consequence the Chief and a 

leader in the local community came together, in order 

to establish a relationship with the mosque, and 

distribute information on reporting, different types of 

crimes; as a consequence, opening the line of 

communication helped improve the relationship 

between the mosque and the police department.  He 

reported he has seen a slight increase in reports from 

the Muslim community on crimes.  It is important to 

note the officer reported as a result of this exchange 

he was able to spend time with the Muslim 

community, and hence the only time law enforcement 

and the community interacted wasn’t in a policing 

context.  We did however inquire whether this was 

done within a countering violent extremism 

framework in the community. The officer reported 

they focus solely on their role as local law 

enforcement and terrorism is dealt by federal law 

enforcement officers. The officer stated they have 

had more issues with crimes from white supremacist 

groups than the Muslim community.  When we asked 

him about challenges that he may have faced in 

conducting outreach to the Muslim community, he 

reported he received numerous hate messages for 

working with the community. Some hate messages 

accused him of being a terrorism supporter because 

he was working with a mosque and educating them 

about the role of law enforcement. 

INVESTIGATING CASES 

 

In interviewing police agencies where there is some 

form of a relationship with individuals in the Muslim 

community, there was a common theme that most 

incidents of crime victimization aren’t reported.  For 

certain forms of crimes such as domestic violence 

and abuse, they rarely receive such reports.  Hence 

many of our questions on trying to understand how 

cases are investigated and what decisions law 

enforcement officers take to charge cases or dismiss 

them wasn’t available.  Therefore we were unable to 

document such information.  We were only able to 

ascertain detailed information on investigating cases 

from one law enforcement officer.  In sum, we found 

the following three points that emerged from surveys 

and interviews on law enforcement investigations:  

 

1) Most cases aren’t being reported to law 

enforcement agencies; 

2) In cases that are reported to law 

enforcement, they aren’t taken as seriously; 

3) Victims are deterred from making a report, 

or in some cases law enforcement agencies 

will refuse to respond to the case.   

 

We further elaborate on these points below by 

including information from officers and then 

following them up with the voices of advocates.   

 

In an interviewee with a Sheriff’s office, he noted 

they are charging more cases and are able to see a 

few prosecutions. When we asked him if it was 

possible to receive case-level data on the number of 

cases, he stated they didn’t track them by religion.  

He did note that one challenge he had was in meeting 

the expectations of individuals who report.  For 

example not all cases of racial discrimination and 

anti-religious incidents rise to the level of a crime. 

Thus, unless there is adequate evidence that a crime 

has been committed, it is difficult to prove that one 

has.  Further he reported that property crimes 

motivated by racial discrimination are difficult to 

charge as hate crimes.  Vandalism and arson have 

been seen as forms of property crimes that have been 

motivated by anti-Islamic hate, but proving it as a 

hate crime is difficult.  Finally he noted the power to 

prosecute a case lies with the prosecutor.  

 

In interviewing most of the community liaison 

officers, it was clear that they hadn’t worked on 

numerous cases that included investigating cases in 

order to ascertain what types of challenges come into 

play for victims as they move forward with a law 

enforcement investigation.  The only officer we were 
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able to obtain detailed information on investigating a 

case was an interview with a homicide detective who 

responded to the case of Noor Almaleki, an Iraqi girl 

who was killed by her father. The story has received 

significant media press coverage including being 

covered on 48 Hours. We interviewed Detective 

Chris Boughey from the Peoria Arizona Police 

Department about this case and the types of 

challenges he faced in working in investigating the 

case.   

 

In sum this case took 2 ½ years to investigate and 

prosecute. It took approximately 10-12 detectives, 

and 6-7 Swat team members to investigate and 

provide protection in this case. They also asked for 

the help of the Department of Homeland Security for 

when they released a warrant against the father, and 

law enforcement in another country in order to 

prevent the father from escaping arrest.   The 

challenges that the detective faced in this included 

the lack of cooperation from the family, and the 

extended community. Further, he stated that the 

biggest hurdles included seating an American jury 

that could understand the dynamics of the case, and a 

jury that would actually convict rather than falling 

into the trap of political correctness; in other words 

not convicting the father for murder out of the fear 

that they were disrespecting cultural and religious 

norms of a community, and being afraid that they 

would be presented as racist or culturally insensitive.  

Hence as an officer he reported the concern is public 

perception that certain forms of violence such as 

murder or abuse would not be seen as crimes because 

they would be presented as culturally acceptable 

practices.  

 

Further, another point the Detective made was the 

case took significant time and resources.  Hence it’s 

important to note in our observation that while this 

agency was supportive of this detective in 

investigating a case that required tremendous law 

enforcement resources, not all agencies may have the 

resources to investigate such cases, or the tools and 

the training.  Second an important point the officer 

made is they have seen an overlap between cases of 

forced marriage and honor violence.  In these cases if 

victims run away from home, and call law 

enforcement, the traditional policing policy with 

runaways is to return them to their parents, or another 

family member.  Within such cases, taking a runaway 

youth back to their families could lead to the 

escalation of violence, further put the individual in 

harm’s way, or even lead to the individual’s death.  

Hence a recommendation of the Detective was to 

train law enforcement on understanding the dynamics 

of these crimes, and further understanding that the 

family and the extended community might not be an 

option as providing recourse or safety for a victim.   

PERCEPTION OF LAW ENFORCEMENT 

AGENCIES’ RESPONSE TO CRIME VICTIMS 

 

The examples provided above of relationships 

between the local Muslim community and law 

enforcement, and their involvement represents a 

fraction of instances across the country where a 

positive relationship exists between law enforcement 

and the community.  The overwhelming reports 

received by respondents were negative evaluations of 

the responses of law enforcement agencies to victims 

of crimes.  Most survey respondents reported there is 

a pervasive level of racism and discrimination taking 

place among law enforcement agencies against the 

Muslim community.  Further, community advocates 

reported the relationship between the community and 

law enforcement has deteriorated.  

 

For example one community advocate reported a few 

years ago the Muslim community and law 

enforcement officers within his jurisdiction were 

engaging with each other, but now within some 

jurisdictions of the country there is no engagement.  

When we asked what is driving the deterioration of 

the relationship between local Muslim communities 

and law enforcement, everyone placed the blame on 

policies such as community mapping and religious 

profiling.  For example a community organizer 

reporting the following statement:  

“It is very rare that victims are reporting to 

law enforcement.”-Community advocate 
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We also asked first responders about responses from 

law enforcement in cases where individuals do come 

forward and report.  Most respondents reported law 

enforcement officers are unresponsive or in some 

cases deter victims from making a report.  For 

example one community organizer reported multiple 

victims of a sexual assault came forward to report to 

a law enforcement agency. When they went to make 

the report, the responding officer advised them that 

they shouldn’t make a report because of their 

religion. We also heard from another advocate that 

when some Muslims have reported cases of child 

abuse, law enforcement officers have been 

unresponsive.   

Perhaps on the worst end of this spectrum are cases 

where victims made reports to officers in order to 

seek help, and as a consequence were arrested.  For 

example an Executive Director of a domestic 

violence service provider reported a woman who was 

heavily abused in her marriage called law 

enforcement in order to seek help.  However, once 

officers arrived at the scene since the woman 

couldn’t speak English, the abuser lied and reported 

the woman had assaulted him.  As a result she was 

arrested, and in other cases they have been sent to the 

psychiatric ward in a hospital.   

RESPONSES FROM PROSECUTION AND

COURTS 

In interviews with 50 respondents within 16 states, 

we only heard about a handful number of cases that  

were prosecuted. There was a general consensus 

among respondents that they have never heard of a 

prosecution.  For example some individuals who 

have worked in this field for 10 plus years reported to 

the best of their knowledge they have never heard of 

a prosecution.  We were lucky enough to interview 

one prosecutor who specified there were significant 

barriers for Muslims to come forward and make a 

report.  The prosecutor stated in the past 18 years she 

has filed approximately 50 cases relating to the 

Muslim community.  She noted in cases where 

individuals may really want to utilize the criminal 

justice system to attain accountability, they don’t 

have a supportive network.  For example there was a 

case of a Muslim youth who was raped by a 

convicted sex offender, but had been released from 

prison.  In this case, the prosecution team tried their 

best in seeking the cooperation of the youth, but 

because of the fear of his parents, the youth didn’t 

want to cooperate with prosecutors.  The prosecutor 

reported they were able to get the perpetrator because 

he himself gave a confession.  However without the 

confession, it would have been difficult to hold the 

sex offender accountable. The prosecutor specifically 

acknowledged the following barriers exist in 

prosecuting cases: 

Familial pressure to drop the case; 

Community pressure to drop the case;  

Stigma faced by victims from their 

communities, families, and the Mosque.   

Another point the individual made about what they 

have seen among prosecutors is there is racism and 

bias against Muslims. For example there is a 

perception that violence and certain crimes shouldn’t 

be taken as serious as crimes happening in other 

communities because violence and abuse is normal 

among Muslims, or it is cultural.   

“There needs to be transparent and 

independent oversight over police 

departments, or there will never be 

trust. We are very conscious that we 

are being spied on and infiltrated by 

local and federal authorities, and will 

resist any overtures of "outreach" 

until the laws are clear, surveillance 

is made illegal, and the PD is 

transparent about its work in the 

community.”-Advocate 

“When women call 911, the abuser is conversing with 

the PD because the victim can't speak English. In one 

case they called an ambulance and took her to a PSCY 

ward and dumped her…she called crying, and nobody 

would talk to us.”-Direct Services Provider 
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In an interview with a former defense attorney, he 

reported there were a few cases of domestic violence 

where he represented individuals.  He stated within a 

few cases such as domestic violence, the men 

typically didn’t feel any remorse, and thought the 

domestic violence was acceptable.  He noted that it 

had more to do with culture where it may be seen as a 

widely acceptable practice.  He further stated in some 

cases where he represented defendants who were 

brought in on domestic violence charges, the 

defendants were shocked that someone would make a 

report against them.   

In asking respondents about responses from courts, 

we found that within certain cases of domestic 

violence, judges haven’t given orders of protection to 

women because within their perception they felt 

Islam allowed for abuse.  In other cases we heard that 

there were cases where judges didn’t understand the 

Islamic process for divorce, and hence in cases where 

mehr or a form of alimony should have been given to 

the wife, the judge ruled against it. Further within this 

area we heard significant challenges in navigating 

Islamic law, family law, and the criminal justice 

system. Direct service providers did state within 

domestic violence situations, some men will not give 

a divorce, and that presented a significant challenge 

for them.   

STATE OF RESPONSES 

In addition to documenting the barriers and 

challenges Muslims face in seeking services, and 

reporting crimes, we wanted to measure the 

perception of our study respondents regarding where 

they believe the American Muslim community stands 

in responding to victims of crimes.  It is important to 

note only 4% of our survey respondents, and only 1 

interviewee reported the American Muslim 

community had the same level of responses as other 

communities in America. With the exception of few 

who felt they couldn’t answer this question, the 

overwhelming majority noted services for Muslims 

who are victims of crime is behind.  Some 

individuals noted the Muslim community was at least 

10-15 years behind. 

 For specific forms of crime victimization such as 

sexual assault and forms of domestic violence, 

respondents reported there is a high level of denial of 

the existence of these forms of abuse.   

Figure 5: State of Responses (n=24) % 

Services for  Muslims who are victims 

of crime is on par with general services 

for victims of crime 

4% 

Services for Muslims who are victims of 

crime is behind 

65% 

Services for Muslims who are victims of 

crime is at least 10-15 years behind 

23% 

Services for Muslims who are victims of 

crime is at least 16-30 years behind 

8% 

“With any victim, often times the criminal 

justice system doesn’t bring the remedies 

that the victim is looking for. It’s a long 

process and a huge commitment.”- 

Prosecutor 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

The key recommendations frontline responders 

provided in improving responses to the Muslim 

community include raising awareness on the topic of 

crime victimization, having more resources, and 

building the will to address the needs of victims in 

the issue. Figure 6 documents the top 5 

recommendations, and the section below provides 

key recommendations from interviewees.   

It is important to note everyone mentioned the focal 

point of leading and driving efforts on crime 

victimization in the Muslim community must be the 

community itself. If any other outside institutions 

attempt to drive the responses, it may hurt the work 

that grassroots advocates have done to build 

community support and community ownership over 

the issue.  The list below summarizes a few key 

points study respondents made in improving 

responses. 

1.BUILDING A COMMUNITY ECOSYSTEM OF

SAFETY AND SUPPORT FOR VICTIMS 

Stakeholders reported having more resources and 

funding for direct services is key in building a 

community that meets the hosts of challenges and the 

significant needs of victims. Additionally this would 

include raising awareness and educating the 

community about forms of victimization and 

addressing the cultural and religious issues 

surrounding perceptions that religion or culture 

condones abuse.  In areas where cultural practices are 

used to abuse and exploit individuals, individuals 

noted it’s important to use healthy cultural and 

religious practices to counter and root negative 

practices out.   

Interviewees also suggested approaching responses 

for victims of crime from a multidisciplinary lens. 

Providing a multidisciplinary response and building 

institutional capacity to serve the needs of victims of 

crime in the Muslim community would include faith-

based responses, criminal justice responses, social 

services responses, and community based responses 

to meet the diverse sets of challenges and needs of 

victims. Many victim service providers also 

highlighted that these responses would need to 

include organizations in other countries since in some 

cases victims are exported abroad where they 

disappear or might be killed. Further given there is a 

significant immigrant population that has ties back to 

the country of origin, or families in other countries, 

the challenges are transnational.  Moreover protection 

for victims would need to incorporate family 

members given the threat of violence isn’t just 

limited to a victim, but could include siblings, family 

members, friends, and even individuals that intervene 

to help.  Additionally in some cases abusers flee 

accountability by committing crimes and then move 

to other countries.  Second victims have also been 

taken abroad and hence an understanding of 

international law and abduction is important in 

serving the needs of victims, and understanding the 

transnational threat these cases pose.    

Figure 6: Recommendations (n=24) % 

Awareness on issues of victimization 

within the Muslim community 

85% 

Resources 85% 

Will to address the needs of victimization 

within the community 

77% 

Funding 73% 

More programs and initiative within 

mosques that can address the issue of 

victimization among Muslims 

73% 

More initiative from social services 

providers 

65% 

More initiative from the criminal justice 

system on outreaching to Muslim 

communities 

58% 
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Third, interviewee respondents reported the need for 

understanding and providing intervention that are 

specific to the diverse sets of groups that comprise of 

American Muslims. Finally interviewee respondents 

noted the need for having programming for 

preventing abuse, and having help for the 

perpetrators of violence.   Many cautioned that given 

the family and community dynamics within the 

Muslim community traditional criminal justice 

responses may not fix the issue, or help victims 

rebuild their lives.  

2. TRAINING FOR RESPONDERS

Study respondents reported the need for training 

professionals in the Muslim community to address 

crime victimization—including Imams/Chaplains—

and also including cultural/religious competency 

trainings of traditional first responders is paramount. 

Many respondents reported they felt frontline 

responders weren't always trained in the field.  For 

traditional victim services agencies, individuals 

reported the need for trainings that educate others 

about Islam and the position of Islam on abuse. 

Cultural competency trainings for law enforcement 

agencies, crisis responders, and emergency personal 

that are coming across the Muslim community was 

given as a suggestion.  

3.CLARIFICATION AND SUPPORT FROM

CLERGY ON ISLAM’S POSITION AGAINST 

ABUSE AND VICTIMIZATION 

Many study respondents noted that clergy and 

Islamic scholars can play a role by using theological 

arguments against abuse and victimization to support 

crime victims.  Further certain passages such as 4:34 

were identified as needing further and clear 

clarification on the religion’s stance on the 

permissibility of abuse.  Second, individuals also 

asked to have more support from mosques and 

Imams on addressing the needs of victims by 

including information for respected and competent 

direct service providers they can go and seek help 

from. Within this recommendation multiple 

respondents reported the need to increase access to 

Imams for direct service providers and victims as key 

in linking and directing victims of violence in the 

appropriate direction in cases where they require 

assistance.   

All our study respondents acknowledged that Imams 

and mosques are overwhelmed and hence one 

solution could be the collaboration of victim services 

agencies with local mosques where the mosques open 

their spaces to direct service providers, and allow 

them to educate the community on these issues.  The 

need for khutbas on increasing awareness was also a 

key point that was made by direct services providers. 

However many noted that the khutbas and awareness 

must be done at the hands of qualified professionals 

because misinformation can cause more harm than 

good.  

4. EVIDENCE-BASED PRACTICES AND

MODELS FOR MEETING THE NEEDS OF 

AMERICAN MUSLIMS WHO ARE VICTIMS OF 

CRIMES. 

Frontline respondents asked that there is a need for 

understanding what models work and don’t work. 

Currently everyone reported there aren’t many 

studies that examine what is working well for direct 

service providers, and what isn’t working well. 

Hence having standardized practices or best practices 

for working with Muslims who are victims of crimes 

would be helpful.  Further many reported while 

collaborating with mosques or other institutions is 

needed in order to improve responses, there are 

challenges that bringing multiple institutions that 

have at times conflicting goals can present issues of 

power dynamics, and hence having models that are 

working well would be helpful.   

Under this recommendation numerous individuals 

reported the need for investing in current models that 

have emerged in meeting the needs of victims of 

crimes.  Building on the current initiatives that exist 

in addressing crime victimization in the Muslim 

community was seen as key.  Individuals gave the 

following programs and initiatives as 

http://www.safenationcollaborative.com/


BREAKING THE SILENCE: ADDRESSING CRIME VICTIMIZATION IN THE AMERICAN 

MUSLIM COMMUNITY  

 

 

21  

 

www.safenationcollaborative.com 

©Safe Nation Collaborative 2013 

 

recommendations. For example respondents reported 

Peaceful Families Project runs a national group of 

interested individuals in domestic violence, and has 

been providing advocacy efforts on this end by 

working with mosques and Imams on issues of 

family violence.  Project Sakinah also has begun to 

create a directory of individuals who can serve the 

Muslim community, and has been building teams in 

localities across the country to raise awareness on the 

issue of abuse. ACCESS and Turning Point were 

recommended as good models to build on for 

addressing the needs of crime victims as direct 

services programs.  For community policing 

collaborations, the St. Louis County Police 

Department was given as a suggestion and the 

Muslim Community Affairs Unit within the Los 

Angeles County Sheriff’s Department’s outreach 

program to the local American Muslim community 

was given as a suggestion to look at for the role of 

law enforcement in working with the Muslim 

community.   

5. NATIONAL RESOURCE FOR RESPONDING 

TO MUSLIMS WHO ARE VICTIMS OF CRIME 

 

Stakeholders noted currently there is no national 

network that addresses the needs of all crime victims 

who are Muslim.  Having a national resource center 

that includes a directory or listing of individuals and 

service providers that have training in culturally and 

religiously responding to the needs of Muslims would 

be helpful for victims and responders.   

 

Additionally, individuals noted that having a national 

level body of stakeholders and individuals that could 

work on the larger policy initiatives while working 

with local organizations could be helpful in 

organizing the individuals that are already working 

on these issues.  Such a network could offer support 

to professionals that in many instances feel isolated 

as they are working on addressing crime 

victimization.  Finally stakeholders reported such a 

group could also look at holding organizations and 

groups accountable for the level of professional 

services being given.  Individuals cautioned that such 

an initiative isn’t meant to grade organizations, but to 

professionalize services.   

6.RESEARCH  

 

The need for research on the prevalence, incidence, 

key indicators, and characteristics of crime 

victimization in the American Muslim community 

was reported as a major recommendation.  

Individuals noted there is rarely any research 

documenting outcomes for cases of victims.  Several 

respondents also advocated for conducting more 

research on Muslims and how crime victimization 

impacts them. Moreover individuals were interested 

in examining the incidents by crime type, ethnicity, 

gender, race, and age groups. Third many individuals 

were interested in noting the impact of the “War on 

Terror.” policies and perceptions of the Muslim 

community in their own safety. Others, 

recommended the use of a data tracking systems as a 

means for providing empirical evidence for 

policymakers on the prevalence and responses to 

abuse by organizations within the Muslim 

community. Finally many individuals reported the 

need for the use of research for helping with finding 

grants and for impacting policy at the national, state, 

local, and community level.   
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CONCLUSION 
 

In concluding this study we want to begin by 

acknowledging that our findings are limited given our 

study isn’t nationally representative of the entire 

American Muslim community; as a result our 

findings cannot be generalized to the entire American 

Muslim community.  Additionally we didn’t 

investigate barriers and challenges for each 

individual type of crime and hence didn’t have much 

detailed information. Future studies can take each 

type of crime and provide more indepth information.  

As a result, while we have reported general findings 

on barriers, we want to note that each type of crime 

may have different types of challenges that victims 

face.  Moreover we didn’t examine responses by 

race, ethnicity, or any other types of identities that 

may change the nature of the types of barriers victims 

face and the results. Further our study didn’t 

document the experiences of individuals who have 

seen victimization (secondary victimization) or 

document responses to at-risk individuals.   

 

Another important point to note is our study 

oversampled advocates and direct service providers.  

With the exception of a few individuals who 

identified as survivors, we didn’t hear directly from 

the individuals who have faced crime victimization.   

Having the presence of survivors is key in 

understanding their experiences with the community, 

social service providers, and the criminal justice 

system. This limits our study because we didn’t hear 

their responses to determine what would an ideal 

response look like.  Moreover we were limited in 

obtaining perspectives from the clergy; thus we do 

not have significant information that illuminates their 

side of the significant challenges they face in tackling 

this area of work, and their philosophical 

perspectives on whether mosques should take on such 

matters when the only institutions in society 

mandated by law to respond to victimization are 

some social service providers and the criminal justice 

system.  

 

Our study also didn’t include perspectives of abusers 

or perpetrators in understanding how they view the 

violence, and neither did we include the motivations 

for such crimes.  Our study also didn’t capture the 

perceptions of the Muslim community on the issue of 

crime victimization.  We didn’t learn whether the 

language of crime victimization is the right framing 

and language to use in documenting such 

experiences.  Given crime victimization, and much of 

the work has been developed from a Western 

framework, it would be important to try to understand 

how the various sets of communities describe forms 

of victimization.  For example how do the various 

sets of communities look at the term “rape” or 

“incest.” Is there a framework in the language that 

addresses these forms of victimization through the 

language that the various sets of communities are 

using, and if so are there remedies prescribed by the 

culture and the specific set of communities.     

 

Finally we want to highlight we measured 

perceptions of responders in our study based on their 

experience; hence our study is limited in its findings 

to the perceptions and experiences of our study 

respondents.  Therefore future studies can use case 

level data to compare perceptions of service 

providers with case level data to substantiate what 

types of responses are currently in place and where 

are the gaps in responding within such cases.  

Connected to the aforementioned point is given we 

didn’t attain case-level data to determine case 

processing, we can’t paint a picture that tracks how 

cases are reported to institutions and what are their 

outcomes.  We know most cases aren’t being 

prosecuted, but we can’t say the extent to which this 

is happening.  Finally we also didn’t get in-depth 

information on how crime victimization impacts the 

various sets of groups that comprise of the American 

Muslim community.  We are aware that the 

experiences of converts, the African American 

community, and immigrants (to just name a few) 

differ, and as a result the key challenges and barriers 

in seeking help may differ substantially for each 

group and by gender.        
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Despite the studies’ limitations, our findings are 

highly concerning because this research indicates 

there is a lack/perception of a lack of remedies 

available for victims who identify as Muslim.   First, 

respondents reported there are significant barriers in 

making a report followed by having a lack of support 

of the family and the community.  Second, 

respondents reported there are serious barriers in 

place for seeking services from providers, mosques, 

Imams, and the criminal justice system. Third the 

denial from the community of the existence of crime 

victimization further adds to the barriers victims face.   

 

The confluence of the aforementioned factors and the 

institutional failures in adequately responding to 

victims in the cases where individuals do come 

forward leave victims with very little recourse or no 

options to escape abuse.  Such an environment 

empowers abusers, and even creates the environment 

for abuse to occur.  For some victims they find 

themselves finding ways to cope with the violence 

while others escape by facing heavy consequences 

such as shame, stigma, and in some cases losing all 

ties with their family, community, and 

culture/religion.  In the most extreme cases victims 

have paid with their life.   Such an environment 

leaves individuals, families, and the community 

broken. The impact of such violence leaves entire 

sets of communities traumatized, caught in cycles of 

violence that hurt the victims, the abusers, and the 

bystanders.  Hence it is important to create an 

ecosystem of safety, accountability, and justice for 

the entire community.   
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