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Within the United States Army, it is estimated that as many as 10,000 soldiers are 

Muslim. However, in 2008, only 3,086 active duty personnel self-identified as Muslim. 

Following the attacks of September 11 and more recently, the 2009 Fort Hood shooting, 

there has been a marked shift in the general public’s perception toward Muslim citizens, 

and for American soldiers whom are Muslim; they have been placed in incredibly 

difficult circumstances.  In this report, I aim to document the experiences of soldiers who 

are Muslim within the U.S. Armed Forces, and report on their struggles, successes and 

lives, in an era when Islamic terrorist and extremist groups are considered to be the 

United States nemesis. A vast majority of soldiers never encounter prejudice or 

experience religious or ethnic discrimination, but some do. And for soldiers who face 

prejudice in the military based on their religion or ethnicity, there is often little internal 

protection available from the higher chain of command. The problem may be relatively 

small in scope with regard to the number of soldiers affected on a daily basis, but 

fundamentally important constitutional rights are at stake in these cases of institutional 

lack of protection
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It is exactly 6:30 AM as the sound of a bugle cuts through the biting, cold 

morning air at Fort Hood in Texas. With only a faint hint of light, the hundred of soldiers 

are almost indistinguishable in the early morning darkness. But Warrant Officer 4, 

Fatuma Salim-Shirazy stands out among her troop at the largest military base in the 

United States. Built with a small but strong frame, she appears at least a foot shorter than 

the rest of her comrades. As the flag goes up, she salutes, as she has done almost every 

morning for 19 years. 

Salim-Shirazy, 51, wakes every morning at 5:00 A.M, prepare breakfast for 6 of 

her 8 children, and ready them for school. “I’m really proud of my mom because she gets 

up really early in the morning and she cooks breakfast and surprises me every time I go 

into the garage,” says Lalai, Salim-Shirazy’s five-year-old daughter. Salim-Shirazy laces 

up her military issued boots, zips up an Army branded wind jacket, hops into her silver 

BMW and pulls out of her ubiquitous suburban house, and heads to base for physical 

training. While in formation on a cold February morning, she jokes with junior officers: 

“Drop and give me 10 pushups!”  

Despite her age, Salim-Shirazy has the laughter of a teenager, light and innocent. 

After a brief round of stretching, her division breaks into sections to pursue their planned 

daily workout. Salim-Shirazy walks towards the gym, with soldiers saluting her along the 

way, “Officer, officer, good morning officer,” say her co-workers. Half way through her 

own rigorous workout, the sun starts to rise and light shines on her face. Surrounded by a 

number of male officers, she is strong and focused on doing her job at Fort Hood.  She is 

a mom, a wife, workaholic, and Warrant Officer 4 in the United States Army. Fatuma 

Salim-Shirazy is also a devout Muslim. Her combination of rank and gender make her 
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exceptional among the estimated 1,885 self-identified Muslims in the military. However, 

her career serving her country is also testament to the range of experiences – both 

positive and negative –that impacts the lives of Muslim soldiers in America.  

     *** 

Born in Mombasa, the second largest city in Kenya, Salim-Shirazy immigrated to 

Miami, Florida on August 1, 1985 to attend Florida International University. After 

completing her college degree in accounting, and facing a large student loan debt, Salim-

Shirazy did not have second thoughts when she received a flier that exclaimed, “Join the 

Army to pay off your loans!” The next morning, she headed to a local recruiting office to 

investigate the details. She enlisted, and as promised after three years of service, her 

loans were paid off in full. Salim-Shirazy’s five-year contract with the Army, though, 

turned into an additional five years because she enjoyed being in the military. She 

decided to make military service her career. Nineteen and a half years later, having 

served on numerous bases around the country and having deployed to Iraq twice as part 

of Operation Iraqi Freedom, she is respected, a model soldier, and someone whose 

loyalty to country has never been questioned.  

She says she has never encountered religious discrimination or prejudice from 

fellow soldiers. Most colleagues, unless told by Salim-Shirazy, would not even know she 

is a Muslim. As a Warrant Officer 4 at Division West at Fort Hood, she is a senior human 

resource technician. Salim-Shirazy is in charge of evaluating officers and works under 

Lieutenant General Donald M. Campbell Jr., the top-commanding general of III Corps at 

Fort Hood. Her rank affords Salim-Shirazy a private office. When it comes time for 

prayer; she closes the door and unwraps her prayer rug. She reaches for a hijab, which is 
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the headscarf that a Muslim woman wears to cover her hair and she prays. As co-workers 

walk by they see a closed door. Only those who know her well may be aware that she is 

quietly observing Salah, the prayer ritual every Muslim performs five times a day --

facing Mecca, the holiest place in the Muslim faith. 

     *** 

According to Pentagon statistics, in 2008 there were 3,386 Muslims in active 

military service, compared with 1.22 million service men and women who identify as 

Christian. In 2011, according to the Army’s Human Resources statistics, the number of 

reported Muslims dropped to 1,885. However, the total number of Muslims, in the 

military may be as high as 10,000 since soldiers are not obligated to identify their 

religion.1 Jay Adams, the Public Affairs Officer at Fort Hood said the Army publicly 

stresses tolerance, and makes a concerted effort to promote inclusion and religious 

freedom. “We instill in them a common ethos, a common set of values that respects their 

own personal beliefs but gives them an anchor to latch onto, that you know is something 

we all share. When we look at a soldier, a soldier is a soldier, they may come from a very 

different background than the soldier next to them, but when they have on their uniform, 

it’s one team, one fight, working for the same boss”, says Adams. 

Salim-Shirazy is, perhaps, an example of a success story: As both a female and a 

Muslim, she is a minority in the armed services, but she has excelled and is respected by 

her peers and superiors. However, the story is far more complex for others, and Salim-

Shirazy perhaps stands out as the ideal.  

                                                
1 Wall Street Journal, Yochi J. Dreazen “Muslim Population in the Military Raises Difficult Issues” 
November 9, 2009  http://online.wsj.com/article/SB125755853525335343.html 
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The Muslim community of Greater Killeen consists of about 100 families. Most 

weeks Jum’ah (the Friday prayer service) attracts an average of about 125 congregants to 

the local mosque where Salim-Shirazy’s husband Muhammad Salim, is the assistant 

imam. But on holidays the numbers swell. To celebrate the feast of Eid al-Adha on 

November 6, 2011, Salim-Shirazy’s husband sacrificed a goat near the Belton Expo 

Center. The ritual commemorates Muslim teachings about Abraham’s willingness to 

sacrifice his son Ishmael. While Muhammad Salim assisted the goat slaughtering, Officer 

Salim-Shirazy waited at home with a visiting cousin until her husband came home for a 

family feast.  

A few days later, shortly after her arrival at the Division West office at Fort Hood, 

Salim-Shirazy’s Commanding General stops by her office and asks about the holiday: 

“How was Eid? Did you eat a lot of good food?” In answer Salim-Shirazy replies, 

breezily: “Oh, it was great, my cousin came into town and it was relaxing and the food is 

always great!” 

Salim-Shirazy finds that her colleagues are tolerant, respectful, and curious about 

Islam. She has never felt interrogated about her faith. But, unlike men and women in the 

infantry, Salim-Shirazy works almost exclusively with fellow officers, many of who are 

college educated. Other Muslim soldiers encounter fewer genuinely curious or open-

minded attitudes towards Islam. 

     *** 

While it is true that a vast majority of soldiers never encounter prejudice or 

experience religious or ethnic discrimination, some do. And for soldiers who face 

prejudice in the military based on their religion or ethnicity, there is often little internal 
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protection offered from the higher chain of command. The problem may be relatively 

small in scope with regard to the number of soldiers affected on a daily basis, but is 

fundamentally important in regard to the constitutional issues being violated and 

the institutional lack of protection. 

 John Ali (whose name has been changed to protect him from potential retaliatory 

actions) has spent a more difficult time at the base. Ali and his family immigrated to 

America in 2009 hoping for safety, citizenship and a chance to remake their lives after 

experiencing war and strife in their home country in the Middle East. But life in America 

became complicated. Because of a depressed economy, and a lack of citizenship, he has 

been unable to find a steady job or realize his dream of attending a University to study 

computer science. When Ali was 27, he decided that joining the military was his only 

viable path to college and citizenship. 

 Military life, for any new recruit, is challenging. But the challenges Ali faces as 

an immigrant in the US Army are different. As a soldier who is Muslim, John Ali must 

pray five times a day, and observe rigorous fasting strictures during Ramadan. One of the 

pillars or duties of Islam is fasting for the entire month of Ramadan--refraining from--

drinking, smoking and sex. For Ali, the demanding physical activities of his job and 

duties make it impossible to fast.  “Even praying is difficult,” said Ali. 

 John Ali is a non-native English speaker, shy, polite and devout to his Islamic 

faith. When asked about his experiences at his military base, you can sense how 

uncomfortable it is for him to speak about being the object of prejudice and threats. Ali 

has come to expect taunts and vague threats from a few soldiers. In his platoon he had 

become accustomed to being called “Al Qaeda” by his sergeant and some peers. He 



 

 6 

raised the issue to an officer higher up the chain of command, and for a short time the 

taunts stopped. But they resumed, and the only remaining option was for Ali to follow the 

Army procedure.  

 The Army does have a detailed set of policies and procedures for reporting any 

incidents of prejudice or discrimination, located in Army Regulations 600-20 of chapter 

6. The Army Equal Opportunity (EO) program is designed to “create and sustain 

effective units by eliminating discriminatory behaviors and practices that undermined 

teamwork, mutual respect, loyalty, and shared sacrifice of the men and women of 

America’s Army.” Using a hotline system, but also formal complaint system, the EO is 

designed to address “ complaints that allege unlawful discrimination or unfair treatment 

on the basis of race, color, religion, gender, and national origin.” The equal opportunity 

complaint system has been set up, as recourse should other remedies fail. Official 

regulations recommend “that you attempt to resolve the complaint by first informing the 

alleged offender that the behavior must stop.” If confronting the aggressor yields no 

results, then one would report the incident to a supervisor within 60 days of the alleged 

incident. When religious or ethnic minorities face prejudice, it may easily become a case 

of “my word versus yours” if no witnesses can verify the complaints.  

 John Ali’s command has taken action, including transferring him to prevent 

further incidents. When his superiors arranged Ali’s relocation to a platoon with older, 

more mature soldiers, he was optimistic that he could serve with dignity and respect. 

However he still encounters difficulties albeit with less regularity whenever he 

encounters his former sergeants and soldiers from his previous unit. In July of 2011, Pfc. 

Naser Jason Abdo, a Muslim soldier at Fort Hood, was arrested for plotting to attack a 



 

 7 

restaurant frequented by soldiers from the base. Almost 53,000 soldiers live on base, and 

prior to Abdo’s arrest, Ali had neither heard of nor met the man who was accused of 

plotting to harm fellow soldiers.2 On that day in July, shortly after the story broke, a 

higher ranking Staff Sergeant told Ali, if he found out he knew Abdo, he would “shoot 

Ali himself.” Ali, who is usually quiet and reserved, could not think of how to respond to 

such a comment, especially from a superior. 

  “I try not to care what people say to me, I am responsible for my own actions. I 

just concentrate, to do what Allah told me, to not worry about the others and not what 

others said,” says Ali in a somber tone. But Ali also says that he no longer believes that 

his situation can be improved, at least while in the barracks.  

Having signed up as a way to fast track to citizenship, Ali is now counting down 

the days until his military service contract is up. “It’s hard being a Muslim and serving in 

the military but at the same time, they give you opportunity and options. For example, 

because I am from the Middle East, they give me an option about deployment. I choose to 

stay in America and serve in this nation,” he says. 

 For now, Ali escapes to a nearby metropolitan city on the weekends to enjoy the 

many parks the city has to offer. He also heads to the local mosque to pray and eat with 

fellow Muslims. “The United States gave me and my family protection, they are proud 

and I’m proud. Even though there is bad stuff happening to me behind my back or my 

side, I’m still responsible for my own actions. I try to ignore them because that is their 

opinion and I should not let it affect me,” he says.  

                                                
2 New York Times, Soldier Arrested in Suspected Bomb Plot Had Series of Disputes with Army, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/07/30/us/30awol.html, July 29, 2011 
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For Ali and others in a post 9/11 military, the experience can often seem a bit 

surreal. They are Muslims serving in the U.S. military, the same force that until 

December of 2011 occupied Iraq and continues to occupy Afghanistan—two 

predominantly Muslim countries.  Prior to 9/11, the experiences of Muslim soldiers were 

much different; most questions they got about Islam and the Middle East did not concern 

Islamic extremists, instead they were about the region’s rich history and culture.  

     *** 

Wagdi Mabrouk served 26 ½ years as Command Sergeant Major before retiring 

from the Army. Mabrouk, 54, resides in Killeen, Texas, where he volunteers his time as 

the “Distinctive Faith Group Leader,” essentially acting as a temporary imam at Fort 

Hood, which has no official Muslim chaplain residing on base. On Fridays, Mabrouk 

leads a small group of 10 soldiers in prayers.  Of Egyptian descent, Mabrouk was born in 

New York City. He joined the United States Army in 1979, hoping to further his 

education and leave his hometown to explore the world. What began as a plan for a short 

enlistment turned into a 26½-year career.  

 Mabrouk has a deep raspy voice and a neatly trimmed black beard peppered with 

grey, and he speaks with a sense of pride about his military service. During the first few 

years no one seemed concerned about his religion. They were more curious about his 

ethnicity. “Mexican? No, I am Egyptian, I would reply to them,” said Mabrouk with a 

laugh. According to Mabrouk, in the 1980s most Americans knew nothing about modern 

Egypt or the people who reside there.  The questions he encountered generally concerned 

the pyramids or hieroglyphics and other aspects of ancient Egyptian culture. 
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 “I actually do not know much about the pyramids, they seemed to educate me on 

how these things were built!” joked Mabrouk, referring to fellow soldiers.  Things started 

to change during Operation Desert Storm, often known as The First Gulf War. More 

people began to pay attention to the Middle East, Arabs, and Muslims. During the Gulf 

War, when Mabrouk identified himself as Egyptian, questions shifted from a curiosity 

about the pyramids or the sphinx, to concerns about Islam. 

     *** 

When the first plane hit the World Trade Center on September 11, 2001, Mabrouk 

was stationed in Visbaz, Germany. A fellow soldier called Mabrouk into his office and 

showed him a replay of the plane hitting the North Tower. “Of course, I was trying to 

come to my senses and trying to figure what was going on and then the second plane hit 

the towers and I asked if this was for real. I realized it was reality and it took me no time 

to figure out this was an act of aggression, but God knows why or who,” said Mabrouk.  

Immediately, Mabrouk became worried for his family, who lived in lower 

Manhattan within blocks of the World Trade Center and especially for his brother, who 

worked in one of the towers. As a little boy in New York City, Mabrouk watched the 

twin giants being built, and grew up with an indelible memory of the way they dominated 

the big apple’s skyline. Mabrouk ran down the hall and grabbed the nearest phone, and 

called home.  His mother answered hysterically, sobbing, “Your brother, your brother...” 

over and over again. At that moment, his mother thought his brother had died in the 

towers. “Thank God, hours later I found out he survived but he had lost 39 of his 

employees,” said Mabrouk.  
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Immediately after the attacks, soldiers around him started to treat him much 

differently than they had for the previous 20 years he had served. “And wow, wow... it 

was very lonely” said Mabrouk solemnly as he looked down at his carpet while at his 

home in Killeen. On September 11, 2001, Mabrouk went to the local mosque in Vizbaz 

seeking comfort. Unfortunately, he was met at the mosque by some celebrating the 

atrocities of that terrorist attack. 

 “My brothers in Islam embraced what took place and they were cheering, I was 

very confused at the moment, why were they cheering about this terrible act,” 

remembered Mabrouk, with disappointment. “The imam came up to me, embraced me 

and said, ‘I am so sorry, is everyone in your family okay?” Mabrouk broke down and 

wept in the imam’s arms. “You have no idea how much I needed to hear that, I needed to 

hear that this is not accepted in Islam and anyone that feels otherwise is absolutely 

misguided,” Mabrouk told the imam. 

 From that day on, he took on a mission: To let Americans know that these acts 

are not associated with the teachings of Islam, that Muslims are taught to live a peaceful 

life and that any act of aggression is absolutely forbidden unless in self-defense.  

     *** 

At about 1:30 PM on November 5, 2009, Major Nidal Malik Hasan pulled out two 

handguns and shouted, “Allah Akbar”, “God is Great” before opening fire in the Soldier 

Readiness Center of Fort Hood killing 13 people and wounding 29 others. It was the 

deadliest shooting ever on an American military base. Hasan was shot and knocked 

unconscious by a civilian police officer, Sergeant Mark Todd, and then he was placed in 

handcuffs. While the incident only lasted 10 minutes, it would shake the lives of 
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everyone at Fort Hood, and have far reaching consequences for Muslim soldiers across 

the nation.3 President Barack Obama called the shooting a “horrific outburst of violence.” 

Born to Palestinian parents on September 8, 1970 in Arlington, Virginia, Hasan 

joined the military immediately following his high school graduation, and he later trained 

as a medical psychiatrist.4 Mabrouk had known Hasan -- both had attended the same 

prayer services. “We all knew him in the Muslim community,” sighed Mabrouk. “He was 

quiet but very nice, wow, we did not know he was capable of such a violent act.”  The 

consequences were far reaching, destroying the lives and families of those slain. Those 

on base still vividly recall the incident. Public Affairs Officer Gary Stacy remembers the 

shooting through a “fog of war”-- confusion set in and no one was exactly sure what was 

occurring. Stacy’s division was severely affected, with five men killed in the rampage.  

General George Casey, 36th Chief of Staff of the United States Army said at the 

time: “I’m concerned that this increased speculation could cause a backlash against some 

of our Muslim soldiers. And I’ve asked our Army leaders to be on the lookout for that. It 

would be a shame--as great a tragedy as this was, it would be a shame if our diversity 

became a casualty as well.” General Casey’s fears were soon realized. Following the Fort 

Hood shooting, there were incidents aimed at Muslim soldiers across the nation. 5 

After September 11, 2001, life for many Muslims in America changed. According 

to the Federal Bureau of Investigation’s statistics, following September 11, from 2002-

2006, the hate crimes against Muslims totaled 146-159.  Later events, such as the Fort 

                                                
3 New York Times “Mass Shooting at Fort Hood” http://thelede.blogs.nytimes.com/2009/11/05/reports-of-
mass-shooting-at-fort-hood/ 
4  New York Times “Suspect was ‘Mortified About Deployment” 
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/11/06/us/06suspect.html?_r=1&ref=nidalmalikhasan 
5 Washington Post “After the Ft. Hood shootings, a Muslim American soldier battles on friendly ground” 
March 24, 2010  



 

 12 

Hood shooting, only exacerbated their situation.  But even prior to September 11 and the 

Fort Hood shootings, the West had false assumptions underlying Western attitudes 

toward the East, particularly the Middle East. Edward Said, a scholar of Middle Eastern 

studies, coined the term orientalism. He argues that the West is satisfied with an 

understanding of the Middle East that relies on antiquated stereotypes perpetuated by our 

own culture. Such a view lacks reference to actual experiences in the Middle East. 

When September 11 happened, a new term, “Islamphobia” was used to describe a 

similar idea.  For Muslim citizens and some in the armed forces, an atmosphere of 

distrust and suspicion set in.  In the book Islamphobia: Making Muslims the Enemy, 

authors Peter Gottschalk and Gabriel Greenberg, define and name that new fear:  

  “Islamphobia accurately reflects a social anxiety toward Islam and Muslim 

cultures that is largely unexamined by, yet deeply ingrained in, Americans. Instead of 

arising from traumatic personal experiences, like its more psychological cousins, this 

phobia results for most from distant social experiences that mainstream American culture 

has perpetuated in popular memory, which are in turn buttressed by a similar 

understanding of current events. This anxiety relies on a sense of otherness, despite many 

common sources of thought,” [p.5]  

 Sa’ad Ansari, the Director of Operations at Park 51, a community center in Lower 

Manhattan that was founded to promote interfaith dialogue, disagrees with this analysis. 

During the Spring of 2010, the major news media spent several months focusing on Park 

51, better known as the controversial “Ground Zero mosque,” that was proposed to be 

built four blocks away from were the 9/11 attack occurred. Ansari believes that it is 

dangerous to use the term “Islamphobia.” He argues that it is a linguistic legitimization of 
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anti-Islamic beliefs. Ansari believes that in order to possess a phobia of something, that 

thing must be intrinsically dangerous or frightening. Although this is a misunderstanding 

of what a phobia is, Ansari argues that by definition Islam is not frightening. Ansari 

prefers to use the term “Anti-Islam”, and thus believes the “Islamphobic” label is a 

rationalization of bigotry.  

The media used terms such as “ground zero mosque” to describe Park 51, when in 

reality, it is a non-profit organization that is trying to build a Muslim Community Center.  

Politicians such as Sarah Palin and Newt Gingrich opposed the controversial center. 

Gingrich said permitting it would be,  “pandering to radical Islam” and he compared it to 

granting Nazis the right to put up a sign next to the Holocaust Museum in Washington, 

DC. “We would never accept the Japanese putting up a site next to Pearl Harbor. There's 

no reason for us to accept a mosque next to the World Trade Center,"6 Gingrich said. 

Although President Obama stated Muslims have a right to build a mosque near the site, as 

the action is protected by the first amendment, he refused to comment on the wisdom of 

doing so. “I am an advocate for free speech but the media has a responsibility in which it 

should convey reality and not opinions,” said Ansari from Park51. Ansari believes the 

media has been more focused on discrimination against Muslims post 9/11, but that 

Muslims are still “political punching bags.” 

 “I find most people in America to be quite nice and receptive, generally speaking, 

I think those who are Anti-Muslim are quite few and they are on the margins of society. I 

think they are just a pack of loud Chihuahuas!” says Ansari.  “Unfortunately, most people 

who have anti-Islam feelings have never met a Muslim in their lives or had a meaningful 

                                                
6 USA Today “Ground Zero, proposed mosque not only controversy” Rick Hampson, September 9, 2010 
http://www.usatoday.com/news/nation/2010-08-20-1Agroundzero20_CV_N.htm 
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conversation with them, they’ve already made up their minds from what they see on 

television.” It is his contention that anti-Islamic feeling is largely due to ignorance-- a 

lack of knowledge about the religion and culture itself.  

 “Since the events of 9/11, the image of the Muslim enemy has come into sharp 

focus. This does not of course mean that stereotypes of Muslims and Arabs did not exist 

prior to 9/11 but the point I am trying to make is that 9/11 was a moment when this 

particular image of the Muslim enemy came to dominate in comparison to other images,” 

said Professor Deepa Kumar, an associate professor of Media Studies and Middle Eastern 

Studies at Rutgers University. Kumar has spent the majority of her professional life 

researching and analyzing how Muslims are depicted in Western media. Kumar says that 

the Muslim enemy was constructed at a particular moment in time to justify a larger 

political agenda. 

 Many Muslims are very aware of Western—orientalist images of their culture. To 

see Islam principally as a mortal enemy, a stereotype constructed and then propagated by 

media, and perpetuated in film, television, news and entertainment—has a harmful effect 

on the majority of practicing Muslims. “Islamic terrorists, Islamic terrorists, that is all 

what you hear in the media, it is not fair to Muslims because you can’t blame a whole 

religion for an individual’s wrongdoing,” says Salim-Shirazy with a sense of frustration. 

“Let’s say if I am in uniform, especially with what happened on Fort Hood, I cannot go 

and say in front of a crowd, “Allah Akbar”, God is Great, because the media has 

embedded in the peoples’ minds that it is negative. I am just going to bring negative 

attention to myself and I mean no harm to anybody.”  
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 She adds her dismay that a prayer can be confused with a threat. “The media 

painted a picture that all Muslims are violent and bombed things”, but according to 

Salim-Shirazy, she was taught that Islam is a religion of peace. Like many Muslim 

soldiers across the nation, Salim-Shirazy does not advertise her Islamic faith.  

  “I think there are more Muslim soldiers than reported but a lot of people are 

scared to say they are Muslim, especially at Fort Hood because of what happened here in 

2009,” said Salim-Shirazy referring to the tragic shootings by Hassan. 

    *** 

Yassine Bahammou, 28, was born in Casablanca, Morocco. Through participation 

in a lottery system, he was able to secure immigration to the U.S. in March 2007. 

Bahammou decided to join the Army because he saw it as a way to get training for a 

career in law enforcement. During basic training at Fort Jackson, in South Carolina, he 

befriended fellow soldiers, cultivated friendships in his platoon and functioned well. He 

hoped that the military would give him the experience and background necessary to make 

it as a police officer. Fluent in Arabic and English, Bahammou was selected to train for 

one of the most dangerous overseas jobs in the military: a translator for the United States 

Army.  

The translator’s role is essential, enabling the mutual understanding of documents, 

conversations and radio transmissions between the U.S. military and foreign security 

forces. In the field, translators are often the first ones targeted in an enemy attack: Once 

the translator is taken out, it will cut communications between the pro-American forces 

and the U.S soldiers. Bahammou was prepared and ready to serve if ever selected for a 
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tour of duty, but after completing basic training, he was suspected of colluding to harm 

fellow soldiers. 

 A short time after the Hasan shooting at Fort Hood, Bahammou and four of his 

fellow Muslim comrades, were called to the Criminal Investigation Division (C.I.D) at 

Fort Jackson. “I did not understand what it was about, they kept asking me questions 

about some of us trying to poison the other soldiers and I was shocked,” said Bahammou. 

 On Christmas Eve 2009, Bahammou’s last day at Fort Jackson, he was scheduled 

to fly out at 6:00AM to meet his fiancé in Washington D.C.  It was a few days before his 

first deployment- one which he would never accomplish. Bahammou was now under 

arrest, placed in confinement within the barracks.  He remained under arrest at Fort 

Jackson for the next 45 days, along with four fellow soldiers. Treated like prisoners, they 

were not allowed to talk to each other, they couldn’t make phone calls, or initially 

communicate with the outside world. Bahammou requested a lawyer, but the soldier 

supervising them said, “There’s no lawyer right now, everybody is on leave”. When 

using the restroom, they were escorted. After a few days, the confined soldiers were 

allowed to make phone calls in English, with the conversations monitored. Speaking their 

native Arabic, a language that might have comforted their loved ones, was strictly 

forbidden at all times.  

 After 45 days, Bahammou was released with no explanation. No charges were 

filed and no apologies offered. When he received an email from the United States 

Citizenship and Immigration Services office informing him that his citizenship 

application had been put on hold because of an ongoing federal investigation, he felt his 

life was ruined. He was unable to secure work after this incident -- the background 
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checks flagged the FBI investigation to prospective employers raising suspicion and 

speculation.  

 He attempted to apply for a handgun permit for a contract security job because it 

was one of the requirements but his permit was denied because listed on his background 

check was a note from the F.B.I. relating to the investigation at Fort Jackson, reading 

“...attempting to harm other soldiers.” Unable to get a job and with no family living in 

America, as his debts mounted, Bahammou at one point began living out of his car in 

Alexandria, Virginia. “I really regret joining the military … I thought life in America was 

going to be easier,” says Bahammou during a phone interview, from Alexandria, 

Virginia.  

 Later he discovered that the accusations about him stemmed from another soldier 

asserting that Bahammou and four others intended to poison fellow soldiers. The Army 

reacted by taking immediate action although the evidence was hearsay. Lacking sufficient 

forensic or documentary proof of these allegations, the Army could not proceed with a 

court martial. Bahammou says that leading up to the accusations, a particular group of 

soldiers regularly referred to him and his fellow Muslims as “Hajjis, terrorists, camel 

jockeys and Iraqi National Guard.” One soldier even told him that they were going to 

send him back to Morocco in a box. “You know, not everyone in the Army is bad, I made 

a lot of good friends in my platoon, Bahammou says pausing as he recalls those who 

believed him. “Some of my friends even wanted to testify for me and tell the world the 

truth.” Growing sober he added, “There is always going to be a few individuals who are 

discriminatory and assume all Arabs and Muslims are terrorists.” 

     *** 
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 On Christmas Eve 2009, Bahammou was supposed to meet his fiancé, an 

immigrant from the Ukraine. “Because I could not communicate with her for 45 days, she 

gave up on me and went home to Ukraine,” he said. Pausing to clear his voice, he 

added: “Now I’m just trying to rebuild my life after this mess and I have a lot of financial 

problems that I am trying to fix.” During the second week of February 2012, Bahammou 

finally received his citizenship. He assumes that the F.B.I case has since been closed 

because he was able to pass the background check for citizenship. He currently works as 

a security guard for a television station in Alexandria, Virginia, and recently applied to 

join the D.C. Police Department “Hopefully my background clears now and I can finally 

move on with my life,” says Bahammou. With two months still left on his military 

contract, he said if he does not hear back from the D.C. Police Department, he is planning 

on renewing his contract with the military for another three years in hopes of becoming a 

military policeman.  

      *** 

 Specialist Zachari Klawon awoke to sounds of angry pounding on his door at 2:00 

a.m. When he checked he found a message on his door – a note scrawled on a piece of 

paper: “F---K YOU RAGHEAD BURN IN HELL.” Klawon’s experience reported by 

ABC World News on April 10, 2010, provided the nation with a detailed account of the 

things that had occurred to him at Fort Hood in the wake of Nidal Hasan’s shooting 

rampage on base. 

  One organization that has helped publicize Klawon’s experiences, through both 

legal representation and publicity is the Military Religious Freedom Foundation 

(M.R.F.F), founded by Michael Weinstein. The M.R.F.F helped Klawon by spreading his 
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story to both The New York Times and ABC News. When Klawon and other’s contact 

Weinstein, the M.R.F.F and offers its legal resources to ensure that their clients receive 

help and that the appropriate response is taken within the military. 

    *** 

In the early evening of March 21, 2012, the founder of M.R.F.F, Mikey Weinstein 

is pacing nervously in a corner of Book People, a local bookstore in Austin, Texas, where 

he is promoting his new book, No Snowflake in An Avalanche. Wearing a brown tweed 

jacket and accompanied by two bodyguards, one in full uniform, the other in plainclothes, 

he is worrying not only about his own safety but about that of his family in New Mexico. 

Earlier that day Weinstein received multiple death threats – one by phone from an 

unknown person. The intimidating remarks are aimed at both himself and his wife and 

children. They often reference hatred for his work at Military Religious Freedom 

Foundation. 

 Once an attorney, Weinstein spent three years as the legal counsel to President 

Reagan, he is now a self-styled “civil rights fighter” and founder of the Military 

Religious Freedom Foundation. A former Air Force Judge Advocate General (JAG), 

Weinstein started M.R.F.F. in 2005 after his son’s graduation from the Air Force 

Academy. After a bit of fatherly nudging, his son revealed the anti-Semitic harassment he 

experienced at the academy. It brought Weinstein face to face with his own memories of 

anti-Semitism. Driven by a desire to protect his child and spare others such humiliation, 

Weinstein decided to become an advocate for the separation of church and state and for 

the religious freedoms of military personnel. By early 2012, Weinstein had investigated 

over 450 cases relating to discrimination, harassment and religious intolerance of soldiers 
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whom are Muslim. When contacted by a soldier, Weinstein’s two most effective means 

of assisting soldiers are to proceed with litigation through the courts, or to break the story 

to news outlets.  

 While conducting a skype interview via his computer, he is dressed in a T-shirt 

and shorts, and is vigorously working at his home in Albuquerque, New Mexico. 

According to Weinstein the military is grossly failing in its obligations to protect soldiers 

from the religious and ethnic based discrimination of others. The Department of Defense 

employees, or as Weinstein calls them “Pentagonalists” (a word he has created to 

describe individuals in the D.O.D. who do not support the separation of church and state), 

are controlled by evangelical Christians who proselytize to fellow soldiers and promote 

proselytizing throughout each branch of the military, he says. Evidence pointing to an 

engrained establishment of individuals who proselytize in the D.O.D is well documented, 

even among cabinet secretaries.  During the Bush administration, former Secretary of the 

Department of Defense, Donald Rumsfeld, provided daily Pentagon war briefings with 

Bible verses superimposed over images of war in Iraq7. Former member of the DOD, 

retired Lieutenant General William Boykin publicly described the war against terrorism 

as a “Christian battle against Satan.” President Bush publicly distanced himself from 

those comments. However, no significant action was taken on behalf of the military 

against Boykin and Donald Rumsfeld refused to publicly rebuke Boykin’s comments.8  

                                                
7 http://www.gq.com/news-politics/newsmakers/200905/donald-rumsfeld-administration-peers-detractors 
8  http://www.nytimes.com/2003/10/23/world/bush-says-he-disagrees-with-general-s-

remarks-on-religion.html?ref=williamgboykin 
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Weinstein calls the evangelical influence in the military “ a fundamentalist 

parachurch military corporation, congressional proselytizing complex.” “Power concedes 

nothing without a demand. We are the commanders! There is hope! The military is very 

afraid of us, we are the civil rights fighter,” he said, referring to his dream of enforcing 

constitutional protections within the military.  

His conviction for his cause is apparent, as is his compassion for his clients who 

are facing discrimination. The caseload is enormous, with the M.R.F.F. now having 

handled now almost 28,000 cases since its inception. Weinstein estimates 96% of those 

the M.R.F.F. defends are themselves Christians, ¾ of them Protestants and ¼ Catholics. 

The other 4% of Weinstein’s clients are Buddhists, Hindus, Muslims, Jews, Native 

Americans, agnostics and atheists. Within the non-evangelical 4% of his caseload, 556 of 

cases are on behalf of Muslim soldiers. The numbers are at first startling, but make sense 

upon further inspection. The 96% of Christian’s who seek the M.R.F.F.’s assistance have 

experiences similar to Muslim soldiers, in that they have encountered military staff 

proselytizing or personnel violating constitutional barriers between church and state. For 

example, in the summer of 2011, 31 Air Force Officers contacted M.R.F.F. to report a 

Christian themed “ethics of nuclear missiles and nuclear war” training class that was 

taking place. The ethics course, nicknamed “Jesus Loves Nukes” by officers, used bible 

verses and Christian teachings to justify nuclear war. 29 of the 31 soldiers who contacted 

Weinstein were Christian. Shortly after M.R.F.F went public with the story, the Air Force 

canceled the biblically based training class.  “Coming from a Republican conservative 

family, I didn’t think I’d end up doing this for the rest of my life,” said Weinstein.  
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 The M.R.F.F has scored many victories through litigation and by raising 

awareness, but those victories, like the one described above, are incremental steps 

towards restoring the separation of church and state. With a lower tone and worry in his 

voice, Weinstein talks about a Muslim female officer who must remain anonymous 

because of a client confidentiality agreement. Weinstein has worked with her for the past 

seven months. According to Weinstein, her senior non-commissioned officer told her that 

the only good Muslim is a dead Muslim. Watched carefully by her commanding officer, 

she feels persecuted and trapped. Weinstein says she fantasizes about killing herself and 

leaving her body on the officer’s desk, with a sign tagged to her body asking, “Officer, 

am I finally a good Muslim?” 

 According to Weinstein, both men and women face discrimination in the military, 

and it exists in all ranks. However, Weinstein concedes that most of his clients are junior 

enlisted military rather than officers. When a soldier encounters religious discrimination, 

they call Weinstein. As a non-profit, funded by private monetary donations, Weinstein’s 

organization is able to provide pro bono legal representation on behalf of soldiers. 

Through arrangements with several large law firms, including Jones Day, one of the most 

prestigious international firms in the world, pro bono legal work is donated to M.R.F.F 

clients. Only through the donations of pro bono work can the M.R.F.F. represent the 

amount of clients who contact them. 

     *** 

Although the fall out from the September 11 attacks did not affect Fatuma Salim-

Shirazy directly in her role as a soldier, her family was deeply changed. Salim-Shirazy 

only wears her hijab while she prays, hardly ever in public. However, Salim-Shirazy’s 
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14-year-old daughter, Jante, chooses to publicly wear her hijab. “No one forces me to 

wear it, I started to wear it in 5th grade when I hit puberty, it makes me feel more 

connected to God and it is another step to becoming the more modest Muslim woman 

you are,” says Jante.  

Shortly after the Salim-Shirazy family moved into their suburban neighborhood in 

Harker Heights, five miles outside the gate of Fort Hood, Salim-Shirazy’s daughter 

experienced her first exposure to prejudice. Jante was waiting for the bus in the morning. 

Her older brother overheard one of the boys in a group say: “A terrorist just moved into 

our neighborhood”. When Salim-Shirazy heard about it, she was upset. The next 

morning, Salim-Shirazy marched up to the group of boys and said, “Excuse me, which 

one of you said that that there was a terrorist in this neighborhood?” Silence was the only 

response. 

 The she added: “Let me tell you one thing. I am in the U.S. Army and I am a U.S. 

citizen and a soldier and I am proud to be who I am, that’s the religion we are and I’m 

proud of my religion. My daughter chose to wear what she wears and nobody forced her 

to and she is proud of who she is. That does not make her a terrorist and I wear the 

uniform proudly and I defend our country, I go to war, I do everything for the country, so 

please refrain from doing that. If you have an issue, please let me know and if you want 

an explanation let me know, but I don’t really appreciate any of the stuff that you called 

my daughter, so please stop now!” Since then, Jante has not received any type of 

discrimination or name-calling; instead she is approached with questions  (such as “do 

you shower with your hijab?”).  “I don’t mind the questions, as long as we are having a 

conversation, they will be less ignorant,” says Jante.  
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Salim-Shirazy is empathetic to the perceptions of others, but does wish her faith 

would be accurately reported on and portrayed in a manner that does not burden her or 

her family. What frustrates Salim-Shirazy most is that the media tends to focus on the 

religious aspect of any Muslim terrorist. “Since the 9/11 attack, all you see in the news is 

‘Islamic Terrorist, Islamic Terrorist’ and it is not fair because in other terrorist attacks, 

the news media never focused on their religious beliefs,” argues Salim-Shirazy. “The 

media just focus so much on Islam and make my religion sound so scary! I was born and 

raised a Muslim. All I’ve been taught about Islam is that it is about peace and I mean no 

harm to nobody.”  

     *** 

In a post 9/11 military, many soldiers could not even begin to imagine the 

consequences-- that once decorated and respected, they would now be suspected, 

arbitrarily, as enemies.  

James Yee was returning home to Seattle from Guantanamo Bay to see his family 

in September of 2003. Within an hour of stepping off the plane in Miami, Florida, he was 

under arrest, and would spend the next 76 days in jail. Yee, a third generation Chinese 

American, was the U.S. Army Muslim Chaplain at Guantanamo Bay from 2002-2003. 

Yee grew up in Springfield, New Jersey and he was never introduced on any broad level 

to the Chinese culture. They ate Chinese food in Chinatown and celebrated with 

fireworks on Chinese New Years, but that was it. Being Chinese was incidental. Yee 

attended the United States Military Academy at West Point because he wanted to follow 

in his father’s footsteps and serve the nation. Yee’s father was drafted during WWII but 

as he was preparing to be shipped overseas the war ended. Yee has two other brothers 
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who joined the military.  

 Yee’s family members were practicing Lutherans and he was confirmed in the 8th 

grade. But religion was not an integral part of his life growing up or at West Point. It was 

not long after graduation from West Point, that Yee was introduced to Islam, which 

sparked an interest in reading and learning about the faith. Soon after, he made his 

conversion. His family was supportive. His mom keeps a scrapbook chronicling her son’s 

participation in all the different activities as a Muslim American. Yee traveled to Syria in 

1998 to learn more about Islam, while he was there, he met his wife Huda.  

 Shortly after his conversion to Islam, Yee noticed a dearth of Muslim chaplains 

serving in the Army. While going through the officer basic course at the chaplain school, 

Yee noticed many other chaplains were challenged by the idea of pluralism, the precept 

that while everyone may practice his/her own faith, one should not actively proselytize 

and convert. It seemed to Yee that many chaplains felt it was their religious duty to 

recruit converts. The military often displayed Yee as the ideal in its public relations 

campaigns, with Yee conducting sensitivity training at Army bases post 9/11 across the 

nation.  

In Yee’s own words, he “had become the U.S. military’s poster child of a good 

Muslim – a devout chaplain who comfortably served both God and country.” Yee, it 

seemed was particularly suited to be a chaplain at the infamous detention center in Cuba. 

In 2002 Yee was assigned to replace Abuhenna Saifulislam, a Muslim naval chaplain at 

Guantanamo Bay. He was asked to report in early November and he was told that he 
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would only be serving six months. But those six months dragged on repeatedly when the 

military were unable to find a Muslim chaplain replacement for Yee. 9  

 A few days before his appointment started, Yee dropped his wife Huda and their 

daughter at the Seattle International Airport so they could return to live with Huda’s 

family in Syria during his tour of duty. As Yee stepped off the plane at Guantanamo on 

November 5, 2002, he felt the searing heat of Cuba. After taking a quick tour around 

Camp Delta, he recalls his first impression of Guantanamo: “I felt as if I had traveled 

back in time and arrived in a town of the Wild West… signs of neglect were 

everywhere.”  

According to Yee, the detention site was filled with cells that were similar to 

animal cages, composed of chain link fencing material. The prisoners at Guantanamo 

were subjected to cruel abuse, physically and sexually, and their Muslim faith was 

subjected to ridicule and abuse. Sometimes Yee would find Bibles within the prisoner’s 

cages - or pages of their Quran’s torn out by guards. The prisoners were only allowed to 

go outside for recreational purposes every three to four days for one hour. “There was no 

aspect of due process, all the prisoners were being held there without charge in my days, 

they had no access to attorneys. The uncertainty took a toll on the prisoners mentally and 

psychologically.” Depression was common among the prisoners. During the first few 

months of General Miller’s command at Guantanamo Bay, the United States Army Major 

General from November 2002 to November 2004, there was a rash of suicide attempts. 

About 1/3 of the prisoners were on anti-depressants and a system was put in place to 

prevent suicide attempts. The detainee’s towels and sheets were taken away and replaced 

with coarse canvas materials. Yee witnessed several of these suicide attempts; detainees 
                                                
9James Yee For God and Country: Faith and Patriotism Under Fire, Chapter 3  
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would refuse to go out during recreational time. In a 2006 New York Times article, it was 

reported that 41 suicide attempts by 25 detainees have taken place at the facility. On June 

10, 2006, three unidentified detainees held at Guantanamo Bay committed suicide, that 

they “hanged themselves in their cells with nooses made of sheets and clothing and died 

before they could be revived by medical personnel.” All three men left suicide notes in 

Arabic.  

 Although once classified, the conditions at Guantanamo, experiences of detainees 

and policies of the camp eventually became public. Many journalists have reported on 

Guantanamo Bay but none as closely as has Carol Rosenberg. A senior reporter for The 

Miami Herald, Rosenberg has spent the past 10 years making Guantanamo Bay her beat. 

She describes the appearance of the camp in words nearly identical to the description of 

James Yee: a “huge cage surrounded by chain-linked fencing.”10 Rosenberg also reported 

on three men, Nizar Sassi, Mourad Benchellali, and Khaled Ben Mustapha, who were 

prisoners at Guantanamo in 2002. The men told her they were subject to violence 

including torture and rape during their detention. 11 Yee was tasked with serving as 

chaplain to these and other men, and to spiritually assist them on a daily—basis. Yee 

thought it was likely that some men were terrorists but many others were possibly 

innocent. All underwent daily abuse and experienced a system of indefinite confinement. 

In a recent report, published by Amnesty International on December 16, 2011, 10 years 

after Guantanamo first opened, cases of torture and abuse are detailed. Mohammed al 

Qahtani, a Saudi Arabian national, was taken into custody, subjected to interrogation, 

                                                
10 Miami Herald “Inside the convicts cellblock where war criminals stay at Guantanamo Bay” Carol 
Rosenberg, February 28, 2011  
11 Miami Herald “French Judge wants to probe Guantanamo torture claims” Carol Rosenberg January 19, 
2012 
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“always in shackles and was forced to wear a woman’s bra and had a thong placed on his 

head; was tied by a leash and led around the room while being forced to perform a 

number of dog tricks; forced to dance with a male interrogator while made to wear a 

towel on his head “like a burka.” The description of abuse goes on for several more 

paragraphs. Mohamed al-Qahtani remains in detention at Guantanamo without charge or 

criminal trial.  

 The prisoners sometimes hated Yee, calling him a traitor to his faith. Yee merely 

displayed empathy for their suffering, but he was not an advocate regarding their guilt or 

innocence, he simply wanted to perform his designated duty—providing spiritual support 

to the detainees. After a few months, Yee wanted more than anything to see his wife 

Huda and his two-year-old daughter. Yee’s assignment at Guantanamo initially described 

to him as “a few months” grew into a year without seeing his family because the military 

could find no suitable replacement for him. A year into his deployment in Cuba, Yee 

needed a two-week leave.  He longed to see his family, he missed them and he needed to 

recuperate mentally and physically. Yee boarded the plane from Cuba arrived at the 

International Airport at Miami where he expected to make a routine flight transfer to 

Seattle. However in Miami, he was met by security agents who took him aside for 

questioning. Confused, but having nothing to hide, Yee cooperated.  

 On September 22, 2003, General Miller ordered the arrest of James Yee. The only 

logical explanation for Yee’s ensuing arrest seems to be the pervasive Islamophobia that 

had taken hold at Guantanamo.  Fellow Officer Captain Jason Orlich had grown 

increasingly suspicious of Yee while at Guantanamo. Orlich developed a very specific 

distrust of Yee, and personally reported Yee to the head of the camp’s Counter 
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Intelligence Office, claiming that Yee was undermining intelligence operations, 

emboldening detainees, siding with them in ways that ultimately, amounted to 

espionage.12  

 According to Yee, Orlich was intimately involved in Yee’s arrest. Orlich would 

ultimately be the individual who brought forth a witness and testimony that acted as the 

catalyst for Yee’s formal investigation and impending arrest. 12 It is Yee’s belief that 

during the time he was chaplain at Guantanamo from 2002-2003, there was not a single 

prisoner at the detention center who could be connected to the attacks of September 11. 

“It was just not reality. Any high value terrorist suspect at that time was in the custody of 

U.S. government or military. They were being kept at C.I.A. black sites,” said Yee.  

 As Yee sat in a small room with Miami customs officers watching over him, F.B.I 

agents walked in and began questioning him. They also seized all of his belongings and 

demanded to know where he kept the “Classified Files” that they believed he had 

obtained. He was placed under arrest by the officer, one of whom read Yee articles from 

Uniform Code of Military Justice (UCMJ). But Yee received no explanation. He was 

completely in the dark about why this was occurring.  

 It was not until his official arrest and detention that a guard informed him of his 

charges. Spying, espionage, aiding the enemy -- these were all capital crimes that carried 

the death penalty. “It just seemed so ridiculous and outrageous that I could not believe 

that it was actually happening! I was waiting to wake up from a bad dream,” Yee said. 

The first thing on Yee’s mind was his family; his wife and daughter had just flown in 

from Syria to meet Yee at the airport in Seattle, where their home was. Huda’s English 

                                                
12 http://seattletimes.nwsource.com/news/nation-world/jamesyee/ Jan 9, 2005 
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was poor and she also did not have any cash on her to get back to the apartment they 

shared. Yee said that Huda was worried when Yee did not meet her at the airport. She 

attempted to contact Yee ringing from a payphone, but the call went straight to voicemail. 

She knew something was wrong.13 

 Days passed and Yee remained imprisoned. All he could think about was his wife, 

daughter, parents and siblings. He worried about how the Army was going to treat his 

wife, an immigrant Muslim female. Yee was held in a solitary cell in Jacksonville for six 

days. He was known as “Yee, 2253”, the last four digit of his social security number. 

After his sixth day of confinement, Yee was transferred to a brig in Charleston, South 

Carolina. It was in this brig, that he spent the next 10 weeks alone. Yee’s daily routine 

was as follows: he would wake up at 5:00 AM, make his bed, dress, wash and pray Fajr, 

or the prayer before dawn. Breakfast was at 6:00 AM, followed by the national anthem. 

Lunch was at 11:00 AM and dinner at 5:00 PM.  

 “I did my best to stay positive. Because I was innocent, I knew the case against 

me had to be weak. But I had begun to sense that whatever was behind this ordeal was 

extraordinarily malicious, if not sinister.” said Yee. When he was arrested on September 

10, 2003, the media broke the news. He did not even know that the world thought of him 

as a terrorist.  

 On October 10, 2003, Yee’s military attorney, Major Scot Sikes, phoned him with 

good news. Sikes had seen in an article in the New York Daily News that the military 

was planning on dropping the major charges, instead giving him a “slap on the wrist.” 

Yee learned that he faced two minor offenses -- mishandling of classified documents and 

adultery, both charges which Yee disputes. 
                                                
13 James Yee For God and Country: Faith and Patriotism Under Fire, Chapter 9, “Yee, 2253” 
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Martha Brewer, a federal agent had shown Huda photos of Yee with other women 

at a military ball, but these women were his co-workers. Bizarrely, while he was in prison 

and with no substantiation that an affair actually took place, they told Yee’s wife he’d 

been unfaithful to her with at least three women while he was stationed at Guantanamo. 

Huda did not believe them and ordered Brewer to leave her apartment. Huda said angrily, 

“You made this up to make me hate my husband, but that’s not going to work. You need 

to leave.”14 On October 25, Yee was granted two hours of visitation with his family. It 

was the first time he’d seen his wife or his daughter Sarah in over a year. After the two 

hours ended, his two-year-old daughter looked up at him and cried, “When are you 

coming home with us, Baba?” Yee replied back, “Soon, in-shal-Allah,” God willing.  

 On November 25 at 3:30 PM, Air Force Master Sergeant Jeffrey Pointdexter, the 

supervisor that oversaw Yee’s confinement came to him and said “I have both good and 

bad news for you. The bad news is that you can’t watch a movie tonight. The good news 

is that you won’t be here tonight.” Yee was confused, until a few moments later someone 

came by with papers for him to sign. “I realized I was being released from prison. I was 

so excited to be leaving that I barely read the papers she gave me!”  

Following Yee’s detention, he still had a battle waiting for him in court. Yee was 

not allowed to return home after his release, he was sent to Fort Benning to await his 

article hearing. While he was at Fort Benning, Yee experienced one of the most difficult 

experiences of the entire ordeal. Yee phoned Huda and discovered that she had learned 

about his alleged charges for adultery and pornography. Yee said Huda had found his 

Smith and Wesson .38 special handgun in his closet at home. Huda said, “I’m holding it 

in one hand.” Then she told him, “and two rounds in the other.” “Tell me how to use it,” 
                                                
14 James Yee For God and Country: Patriotism Under Fire “Wounded in the War on Terror” p. 169  
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she said. Huda told him she could not deal with this anymore and wanted to be free from 

everything, the media, the scrutiny, and the idea that the United States government could 

do this to her family. Yee panicked, feeling helpless, he called the Olympia police 

department and they sent officers to their apartment and took Huda to a nearby hospital 

against her will.  

According to a press release issued by U.S. Southern Command on March 19, 

2004, General Miller chose to drop all charges relating to Yee’s alleged mishandling of 

classified information. As for the allegations of adultery and pornography, Miller also 

dropped those charges and instead offered Yee non-judiciary punishment under Article 

15 of UCMJ. These charges are non-criminal. On January 7, 2004, Yee was honorably 

discharged from the U.S. Army.  

      *** 

 On a sunny day in February 2012 in New York City, Yee stands dressed in a suit, 

among hundreds of others visiting the 9/11 Memorial. Yee walks around the monument 

taking pictures where the towers once stood and is asked by strangers to take their 

pictures in front of the fountain. Yee reminisces about his friend and fellow soldier Major 

Ron Milam who was killed in the Pentagon on that fateful day. As Yee makes his away 

around the memorial fountains, looking for his friend’s name, he thinks about how 

September 11 is linked to his arrest.  

 Although the accusation and arrest ruined Yee’s distinguished military career and 

personal life, he is still proud of his service. “I was a West Point graduate, I benefited a 

lot from that experience and can say that I’ve personally contributed to the national 

security of United States,” says Yee. He had intended to retire from the military as a 
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Military chaplain. That dream is lost. Before the Guantanamo incident, Yee leaned 

politically conservative, but since his wrongful arrest and accusation, he has become a 

staunch advocate for the constitutional protections of fellow Muslims and works on 

behalf of Islamic non-profit organizations, and progressive organizations such as the 

American Civil Liberties Union. 

 Yee now volunteers his time with C.A.I.R. (Counsel on American-Islamic 

Relations) and travels around the world speaking about his experiences at Guantanamo 

and with Islamphobia. The media also regularly seek him out. While visiting the 9/11 

Memorial, Yee received phone calls from local news stations in New York City and New 

Jersey asking him to speak about a recent controversy involving allegations that the New 

York Police Department were spying on Muslims at New York University, at mosques 

and at their homes. Unbeknownst to the Muslim students at NYU and other Muslim 

residents of New York, the NYPD had been planting informants in mosques and in 

students groups. Yee, an individual more than familiar than most with the harmful 

consequences of Islamophobia, is well qualified to field such questions. 

 Yee applauds Muslims who are currently serving in the military, but after his 

experiences, he is cautious. “They should think about whether they want to go through 

this type of suffering. I think over time the environment will change but it is going to take 

people being sacrificed like others and myself, who are serving for those changes to 

occur. If you are willing to sacrifice your life for this change to happen, then that is a 

noble thing. For Muslims of all ranks, they cannot be afraid to let their voice be heard,” 

says Yee. 

     *** 
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 Race, birthplace, nationality and age all play a role in the discrimination of 

Muslim soldiers. Bahammou and Ali are both low ranking soldiers; they both immigrated 

to America for similar reasons. They are both born in the Middle East. They both have 

thick accents and have not yet mastered the English language. These and other factors 

make them easy targets for discrimination. With deep olive complexions, and Arabic 

surnames sewn onto their uniforms, they quickly became the targets of prejudice and 

racist remarks. 

On the other hand, for American-born soldiers Anees Merzi, who is half white, 

and Brandon Burgess, who is African American, there has been no anti-Muslim 

prejudice. Anees Merzi, 24 years old, is from Oceanside, California, a small coastal town 

outside of San Diego. Having recently graduated from West Point, Merzi is now a second 

lieutenant field artillery officer. Merzi recently deployed to Kuwait on February 16th, 

2012 as a platoon leader. While Merzi was at West Point, he studied Arabic and 

computer science.  

“It was just always a dream of mine to serve in the military. I come from a 

military background, my grandfather was a Marine, so I always looked up to him,” 

explained Merzi. He is half Lebanese and half American Caucasian, his father 

immigrated to America during the civil war in Beirut and ended up in Los Angeles, 

California where he met Merzi’s mom, who is from Southern California.  

To date, Merzi has never received a negative response to his religion. Merzi 

believes that at West Point he was surrounded by educated personnel, and thus not likely 

to experience instances of religious or ethnic intolerance. Merzi had to re-locate to Fort 

Hood before his deployment to Kuwait—and he was wary at first. But Merzi says 
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soldiers at Fort Hood were quick to point him in the direction of Friday prayers. “Most 

people that I come across, they don’t see me as Muslim. I don’t fit the stereotype of what 

a Muslim is, most people just see me as an American, which is how it should be.” 

 Half Lebanese and half white, Merzi has his mother’s light skinned hue, but his 

father’s dark brown hair. He played football at West Point, and he says that most people 

think he is Italian or French. His southern Californian background makes him 

knowledgeable about movies and other aspects of American popular culture. He blends in 

easily with the other soldiers. When people discover that he is Muslim, they may make a 

joke or two about the Middle East, but Merzi is confident and experienced in handling 

such delicate social situations. 

     *** 

 Some Muslim soldiers wrestle with whether serving in the military and presents 

special moral dilemmas. Adherents of Islam assert that the religion is peaceful and 

prohibits them from killing co-religionists.  Sa’ad Ansari of Park51 comments on this 

contradiction, “it is difficult for a Muslim to join the military and potentially kill other 

Muslims but at the same time, it is a Muslim value that you defend your people.”  

 Merzi has no qualms with killing another Muslim in war. Most civilians associate 

the military with violence, killing and war, but Merzi sees it differently. He believes that 

war fosters peace. “For me, I do not see people as A) You’re Muslim, B) You’re 

Christian and so on. If you are a bad person, then I will consider you the enemy 

regardless of your faith. I am not killing my Muslim brothers, it is just an act of police,” 

he said.  And, he looked forward to his first deployment, “I’m just ready to get there and 
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join my troops! I am really excited about it!” said Merzi. When Merzi returns to the 

states, he plans to marry his girlfriend who is also Muslim, and from New Jersey.  

 

Merzi’s friend Brandon Burgess, a recent Islamic convert, echoes Merzi’s 

sentiments and shares similar experiences. Burgess, 26, is an active duty soldier who 

maintains self-propelled rocket launchers, reloads ammunition and resupplies vehicles at 

Fort Hood. He converted to Islam less than a year ago. Burgess, who is African 

American, sits in his small but tidy apartment in Killeen with minimal decoration, and 

talks about his family’s disappointment in his conversion. Born and raised in Georgia, 

Burgess comes from a strict Southern Baptist military family. Having grown up with a 

pastor father, Burgess finds it hard to convinced his family that is more than “a phase he 

is going through.” 

“It’s not a phase, I have never felt more right about anything than Islam,” said 

Burgess. Burgess has several Muslim friends on base and he has noticed a difference in 

how Muslim soldiers are treated. “For me, I’m just an American, no one gives me any 

trouble. They can’t tell me apart from other soldiers, no one will assume I am Muslim 

unless if I tell them. But for my buddies who are clearly from the Middle East, it’s harder 

for them…religion shouldn’t be an issue,” said Burgess shaking his head.  

Some Muslims question the theological morality of Muslims serving in the 

military, particularly when the United States has engaged in war with predominantly 

Islamic nations. Salim-Shirazy does not see serving in the military as being in conflict 

with her religious beliefs, because she does not perceive the U.S. as causing war. Salim-

Shirazy states she is a firm believer in justice and that a nation has to do all it can to 
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defend justice. “I still feel strongly that my belief in peace is still in the military and in 

the end, the result, it is to create freedom and peace for everybody. Someone has to have 

the guts to defend our country despite what your religion is!” she says. Salim-Shirazy’s 

duty in the military is mainly working in human resources the office, when deployed; she 

worked in a green zone, which is not in active combat.  

 After serving almost 20 years in the military, Salim-Shirazy anticipates retiring 

officially on December 1, 2012. She is looking forward to returning to civilian life.  “I am 

not sure what I am going to do, I might have to work part time somewhere to keep up our 

mortgage payments,” said Salim-Shirazy. What she’s most looking forward to is 

spending time with her family and having some personal time. With her oldest son 

currently serving in Afghanistan, even after retirement there will still be someone in her 

family proudly serving the nation. In the summer of 2012, two additional sons, Husan 

and Aziz, will be joining the Air Force. 

  “I’m really proud of my mom because she takes us to most places where families 

are not able to go, like Sea World to see Shamu!” Salim-Shirazy’s eight-year-old son, 

Abass giggled. “She takes me traveling and sometimes I worry about her when she goes 

far from home,” said five-year-old Lalai. “I always go back to the same principle, for me 

Islam is about peace and if you believe in what I believe in, then it is all about peace and 

not about terrorism or hurting other people. It’s about helping people,” said Salim-

Shirazy.  “I always hold a sense of pride for Fatuma, everybody in the family is proud of 

her because we know what she is standing for. What she does is not only for her but it is 

for her family and for the whole nation,” said Muhammad, her husband, beaming with a 

huge smile on his face. 
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      *** 

 In the mid 20th century, following the attack on Pearl Harbor and the United 

States’ entrance into the Second World War, Japanese Americans were the focus of 

distrust and suspicion. In the early 21st century, as the nation became entwined in 

conflicts with two predominantly Islamic nations, a similar xenophobic suspicion, almost 

predictably, focused on another community, Muslims.  The issues underlying the 

discrimination against some Muslim soldiers in the United States military are myriad, but 

our concern must be to protect all soldiers from prejudice, to enforce of the constitutional 

protection of Article VI of the Constitution, which state that “no religious test shall ever 

be required as a qualification to any office or public trust under the United States.” 

 

Weinstein, founder of M.R.F.F, believes it is critical to focus on why such distrust 

is so pervasive in the military. “It has real world consequence and causes real harms—the 

ongoing discrimination against not just service members but their families. This is a real 

threat to our military communities. Not only is it unjust and un-American, but it 

undermines the cohesion of our military and the ability to retain Muslim American 

soldiers, sailors, airmen, and marines who are committed to fighting to protect 

everyone’s—theirs and ours—freedom,” he says.  There seems to exist a paradox in the 

institution of the Military itself, that it has been tasked with protecting the freedoms and 

constitutional rights of this nation, but at the same time, struggles to do so internally, for 

the individual men and women who serve. Serving one’s God of choice and one’s 

country need not be mutually exclusive. The separation of church and state is required so 
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that all soldiers and all citizens regardless of religion find equal protection under the rule 

of law.  
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Serving as a Warrant Officer IV, Fatuma Salim-Shirazy is highly respected in her company. 
Working among other officers, she is a minority because she is both a female, from Kenya, and 
also a Muslim.  

 

 
Fatuma Salim-Shirazy attends physical training every morning at 6:30am with her division. She 
wakes up at 5:00am to prepare her children for school before heading to physical training.  
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Fatuma Salim-Shirazy exercises on the elliptical machine during most of her physical training.  

 

 
Fatuma Salim-Shirazy has not encountered any difficulties practicing Islam at work; she has her 
own private office where she can pray when necessary. Most of her co-workers do not know she 
is a practicing Muslim but when they find out, they respect her.  
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Fatuma Salim-Shirazy spends a weekend afternoon relaxing with her husband and daughter.  

 

 
Fatuma Salim-Shirazy cheers on her son, Jamal, at a track meet in Killeen, Texas where her son 
attends middle school.   
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Fatuma Salim-Shirazy’s daughter, Jante, has at times experienced some difficulty in the 
predominantly Christian community of Killeen. Jante at 15 years old chooses to wear a hijab.  

 

 

 
Fatuma Salim-Shirazy is a workaholic; she is apart from her family from 6:00 AM to 6:00 PM at 
night. On weekends, Salim-Shirazy often attends her children’s sporting events or spends time 
with her family at home. 
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Fatuma Salim-Shirazy lives in a suburb in Harker-Heights with her family. Their house is five 
miles from the gates of Fort Hood.  

 

 
Fatuma Salim-Shirazy prepares to pray with her family by putting on her hijab. With eight 
children, and one son currently serving in Afghanistan, praying five times a day can be a 
challenge in the Salim household.  
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Fatuma Salim-Shirazy displays a picture of her parents on a computer. As a child, her parents 
instilled in her that Islam is a religion of peace, and she carries that belief with her still. Even so, 
Salim-Shirazy is aware that in public, she must be mindful of saying such phrases as “Allha 
Akbar”, which means God is great, because of the negative connotations in many people’s minds. 

 

 
While outside with her husband and daughter, she discovered dill in the backyard. Salim-Shirazy 
laughs while she makes her daughter smell it to confirm it.  



 

 46 

 
Fatuma prays with her husband, Muhammad, while her children are in Saturday school learning 
about Islam.  

 

 
Fatuma Salim-Shirazy is in her 20th year of serving in the United States Army. She plans on 
retiring in December 2012.  
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Brandon Burgess, a recent convert to Islam is a Multiple Rocket Launch technician. “For me, I am 
clearly American, no one gives me any trouble. But for my buddies who are of Middle Eastern 
descent, it’s hard for them to be Muslim and serve in the military. Religion shouldn’t be a problem, 
it just shouldn't”, says Burgess.  
 

   
At Fort Hood, there is no imam and Wagdi Mabrouk serve as the Volunteer Faith leader of Islam 
where he leads prayers on base every Friday. Usually a handful of soldiers show up to prayers on 
Friday inside a building shared among other religion. 
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Since retirement, Mabrouk stays at home and takes care of his daughter. Mabrouk let’s his 
daughter plays with his cell phone.  

 

 
Wagdi Mabrouk, a veteran of Desert Storm and Iraqi Freedom, says his life drastically changed in 
the military following September 11. 
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For John Ali, a Middle Eastern born private serving in the U.S. Armed Forces, he has been 
threatened by fellow troops and called slurs as “Al Qaeda” by Sergeants. 

 

 
John Ali said he does not have many friends in the Army. He often visits local parks by himself to 
pass his time when not on duty. 
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John Ali lives in the barracks, which increases the likelihood of instances of discrimination. Ali 
looks forward to moving out of the barracks once he gets married.  

 

 
James Yee visited the 9/11 Memorial in New York City to reflect on what happened on 
September 11 and how that event tragically changed his life. 
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While at the 9/11 Memorial, James Yee received phone calls all afternoon, with requests to 
perform interviews about the New York Police Department spying on Muslim students at New 
York University.  

 
James Yee was the former Chaplain at Guantanamo Bay from 2002-2003. The victim of religious 
discrimination in the U.S. Armed Forces, he was charged with espionage, spying for the enemy, 
and stealing classified documents from the Army. He was also in prison for 76 days. Lacking 
evidence, all charges were dropped. His suffering stemmed from one soldier’s Islamophobia.  
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