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In December 2015, then-candidate Donald Trump told an enthusiastic crowd of 

supporters at a campaign rally in South Carolina that he was “calling for a total and complete 
shutdown of Muslims entering the United States.”1 This campaign platform followed years of 
documented anti-Muslim statements made by Trump and laid the groundwork for his repeated 
attempts to enact a Muslim ban that began just one week after his inauguration in January 2017.2  
 

Each iteration of President Trump’s signature Muslim ban policy has since been blocked 
by federal courts, but the Supreme Court in December 2017 allowed the current version to go 
into full effect while lower appellate courts considered the merits of several ongoing legal 
challenges thereto.3 In April 2018, the Supreme Court itself heard oral argument on the ban’s 
legality,4 and its decision is expected this coming June. Even before the ban went into full effect, 
however, President Trump’s attempts to put one in place, along with his cuts to the refugee 
program and implementation of various “extreme vetting” measures, had already resulted in a 
significant decline in Muslims entering the United States.5  
 

As a private citizen, as a candidate, and as President, Trump has continued to make an 
unbroken chain of anti-Muslim statements—many of which amount to a long-term effort aimed 
at linking Islam and Muslims with terrorism at any available opportunity. These statements form 
a clear record of the religious animus that has driven the policies Trump has pursued from the 
Oval Office. Trump has made this animus clear through his rhetoric as a private citizen and 
presidential candidate, his defense of the Muslim ban and related policies, the manner and form 
of his use of the phrase “radical Islamic terrorism” and variations thereof, and his promotion of 
false and incendiary anti-Muslim propaganda from his Twitter account. This issue brief collects 
many of these statements into a single record that underscores the sustained, demonstrable nature 
of the President’s anti-Muslim sentiments and the alarming degree to which those sentiments 
have driven his policies.  
 
Campaign Trail and Presidential Statements 
 

Though Donald Trump has been President of the United States for less than two years, he 
has spent decades in the public eye – first as a real estate mogul, then as a presidential candidate. 
As such, his words have been part of the public record long before they could dictate policy. In 
retrospect, they act as a compass, pointing out the direction in which President Trump would 
seek to steer the country when eventually given the chance. His disdain for Muslims during this 
pre-Presidential period was clear. During a 2011 interview with CBN’s The Brody File, for 
example, Trump recounted a conversation he had with disgraced former Fox News figurehead 
Bill O’Reilly, explaining that “O’Reilly asked me is there a Muslim problem? And I said 
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absolutely, yes.”6 Trump justified this response by declaring that “you have to speak the truth;” 
he then went on to discuss Islam’s holy book, opining that “[t]he Koran is very 
interesting…there’s something there that teaches some very negative vibe…there’s tremendous 
hatred out there that I’ve never seen anything like it.”7 After launching his bid for the presidency, 
Trump made such anti-Muslim bigotry a hallmark of his campaign.8 Indeed, as Trump made his 
pitch to the American public, he called for the surveillance and closure of mosques,9 the creation 
of a national Muslim registry,10 and the profiling of Muslim people on the basis of their 
religion.11 He has persistently refused to walk back his proposal to enact a ban on Muslims 
entering the country.12 He also repeatedly made public comments that were blatantly anti-
Muslim in nature. In March 2016, for example, he declared his belief that “Islam hates us,” that 
Muslims harbor “unbelievable hatred,” and that it is “very hard” to demarcate the boundary 
between “radical Islam” and the religion as a whole.13   
 

Once he became President, Trump immediately began putting this prejudice into action. 
Less than one week after taking office, he issued the first iteration of his Muslim ban,14 the most 
well-known provisions of which sought to ban the entry of travelers from seven overwhelmingly 
Muslim countries15 and suspend the admission of all refugees into the United States.16 In the 
midst of multiple legal challenges, two subsequent versions of the ban have since been enacted.17 
While the government’s lawyers have argued that the bans should be distanced from President 
Trump’s record of anti-Muslim rhetoric, Trump himself has continued, as President, to make 
clear that each iteration of the ban has been aimed at achieving his original intent: to ban 
Muslims from entering the United States.  
 

Thus far, federal courts have repeatedly struck down major provisions of each version of 
President Trump’s Muslim ban.18 Judges in multiple courts have pointed to the voluminous 
record of anti-Muslim statements, including explicit calls for a ban on Muslim entry into the 
country, that were made by Mr. Trump during and prior to his candidacy.19 In ruling on the 
second Muslim ban in IRAP v. Trump, for example, the Fourth Circuit Court of Appeals noted 
that “[t]hese statements are the exact type of ‘readily discoverable fact[s]’ that we use in 
determining a government action’s primary purpose.”20 Looked at in context, the Court found 
that President Trump’s ban in fact “drips with religious intolerance, animus, and 
discrimination.”21 
 

Some commentators have taken issue with such reasoning, complaining that judges have 
saddled President Trump with a “forever taint” that will “infect every Establishment Clause 
challenge ever brought against the President concerning Islam [emphasis in original].”22 Others 
have questioned whether a court’s “reliance on candidates’ campaign statements poses an 
unacceptable risk to First Amendment interests.”23 Unsurprisingly, Trump administration 
lawyers have also admonished the courts to ignore the President’s campaign trail comments as 
the judicial system considers the legality of the Muslim ban.24 But as the Fourth Circuit recently 
noted in its February 2018 decision finding the third Muslim ban unconstitutional, Mr. Trump’s 
anti-Muslim statements continued well beyond his inauguration as President, and he has never 
disavowed those claims. As the Court observed, “President Trump could have removed the taint 
of his prior troubling statements,” but “instead…President Trump continued to disparage 
Muslims and the Islamic faith” throughout his ongoing term in office.25 Indeed, not only has he 
failed to repudiate his previous comments, but he has also continued time and again to reiterate 
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the same anti-Muslim talking points that he has been inserting into public political discourse for 
years. President Trump, for example, did not even make it through the signature ceremony of his 
first Muslim ban Executive Order – entitled “Protecting the Nation from Foreign Terrorist Entry 
in the United States” – without reading its title aloud and remarking, “we all know what that 
means.”26 In the context of President Trump’s then-recent inauguration and repeated calls for a 
Muslim ban, there is no plausible explanation for this comment but for its role as a verbal “wink” 
to his expectant supporters.   
 

As successive iterations of the ban have been prevented by federal courts from going into 
full effect, President Trump has repeatedly lamented what he sees as the injection of “political 
correctness” into his exclusionary policy. Such comments include, for example, calling Muslim 
ban 2.0 “a watered down version of the first order” and stating his desire to “go all the way” and 
do “what [he] wanted to do in the first place.”27 The President has continued to make these kinds 
of statements, declaring, for instance, in September 2017, that “[t]he travel ban into the United 
States should be far larger, tougher and more specific,” but that such a policy “stupidly…would 
not be politically correct!”28 In context, President Trump’s juxtaposition of a ban that is both 
“larger” and “more specific” points with little subtlety to the fact that he would like to openly 
ban adherents of Islam, rather than being forced to craft a policy that targets Muslims through the 
proxy of their countries of origin.  
 

Much of President Trump’s anti-Muslim rhetoric—from his support for a Muslim 
registry to his justification for the Muslim ban—simultaneously draws on and perpetuates a 
narrative that falsely presents Islam and Muslims across the board as legitimate national security 
threats that warrant discriminatory treatment of the sort the President has proposed and enacted. 
Indeed, many of Trump’s comments point to his ongoing desire to reify this narrative and draw 
connections between Islam, Muslims, and terrorism whenever possible. As a candidate and as 
President, Trump’s inclinations in this regard frequently included his use of and reverence for the 
term “radical Islamic terrorism.” As discussed below, Trump’s use of this term and its variants is 
driven by anti-Muslim animus, and serves as a tool to be used in generating both hostility 
towards Muslims and support for the President’s discriminatory policies.  
 
“Radical Islamic Terrorism” 
 

The phrase “radical Islamic terrorism” has been in use for several decades.29 In recent 
years, however, its use has generated significant controversy, and it is often deployed as a veiled 
way of invoking the manifestly false idea30 that Islam and Muslims are particularly prone to 
violence and terrorism. For example, a number of politicians and public commentators have 
demanded that leaders use the term and have asserted that the inability of U.S. presidents thus far 
to defeat terrorism stems in some significant part from their failure to focus on or use the term 
“radical Islam.”31 For years, Trump has been a prominent supporter of this idea. In the aftermath 
of the Pulse Nightclub shooting in June 2016, for example, Trump lambasted then-President 
Obama for not using the phrase as he responded to the tragedy, and suggested that Obama should 
resign immediately as a result.32 Despite such enthusiasm for its use, however, many experts and 
analysts consider the phrase to be counterproductive from a national security standpoint.33 More 
importantly, many have noted the false synonymy between “Islam” and “terrorism” that use of 
this phrase may create—a false equivalence that President Trump appears hopeful to reinforce. 
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As Richard Jackson, terrorism scholar and editor-in-chief of the academic journal Critical 

Studies on Terrorism, has explained, the use of terminology like “Islamic terrorism” is “highly 
misleading” because it lumps together all practitioners of Islam under the same violent umbrella, 
serving to “identif[y] Islam and Muslims as a source of terrorism, extremism, and threat.”34 As 
others have noted, while the phrase “does not explicitly say there is an intrinsic link between 
terrorism and Islam,” it does “sugges[t] religion is the core issue…[and] that any adherent can be 
suspect on grounds that are unclear and open to interpretation.”35 In the current political climate, 
when anti-Muslim rhetoric has become commonplace from politicians and public commentators 
alike, so too has it become “particularly easy to interpret ‘radical Islam’ as a summation of Islam 
in general.”36  
 

This was particularly the case during the 2015-16 presidential campaign, for example, 
during which Donald Trump repeatedly proposed and voiced support for discriminatory and anti-
Muslim policies. As he spoke about such measures – many of which would apply to all Muslims 
– he also invoked the phrase “radical Islamic terrorism.” For example, during a June 2016 
interview, Trump spoke of “big problems…coming out of radical Islamic – the radical Islamic 
groups,” before going on to advocate for the surveillance of mosques and the profiling of 
Muslims in the United States.37 In another interview earlier that month, after being asked if he 
would rescind his call for a Muslim ban, Trump responded that he would not back down because 
“[w]e have a problem in this country. We have a radical Islamic terrorism problem in this 
country,” and around the world.38 The use of this language, rather than serving a legitimate 
security-related purpose, instead seems designed to reinforce the false and prejudicial narrative 
that Islam as a faith and its adherents as a whole are intrinsically dangerous. Rather than 
allowing the government to “solve [the] problem” by simply “stat[ing] what the problem is,” as 
President Trump has contended, he and other anti-Muslim figures in the United States have 
continued to utilize the discourse of “radical Islam” in order to further a politics of fear that they 
then use to legitimize policies that brazenly discriminate against Muslim individuals on the basis 
of their religion.  
 

Both as a private citizen and as a presidential candidate, Trump repeatedly resorted to the 
vocabulary of “radical Islam.” Since taking office, he has doubled down on the phrase, using it 
on more than two dozen separate occasions,39 often pairing it with and using it to advance his 
trademark anti-Muslim policy initiatives. Indeed, as he signed his first Muslim ban into effect on 
January 27, 2017, Trump declared that the measures were being enacted in order to “keep radical 
Islamic terrorists out of the United States…We only want to admit those into our country who 
will support our country, and love, deeply, our people.”40 One month later, President Trump 
made similar comments during his Joint Address to Congress, referring to the ban as a “strong” 
measure that had been taken “to protect our nation from radical Islamic terrorism.”41 He then 
reiterated that “[t]hose given the high honor of admission to the United States should support this 
country and love its people and its values.”42 Consistently, President Trump has used the phrase 
“radical Islam” to justify and explain policy initiatives that target large numbers of Muslims 
indiscriminately, while simultaneously painting adherents of the Muslim faith as potential 
terrorists who are unable to adequately love the United States.  
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Trump has also sought to connect Muslims and Islam with terrorism by promoting 
hateful, conspiratorial, and abundantly deceitful stories that present the adherents of Islam in the 
United States and around the world as endangering American lives and threatening Western 
values. Indeed, he has made use of the phrase “radical Islamic terrorism” to advance such 
demonstrably false and inflammatory propaganda, a fact that further dispels the notion that 
Trump uses this terminology out of genuine concern for national security. In other instances, he 
has—to name a few—seemingly fabricated stories that portray Muslims as celebrating acts of 
terror, condoned acts of violence against Muslims accused of terrorism, drawn selectively from 
government reports so as to suggest a correlation between Muslim residents in an area and 
increased crime rates, and promoted internet-based content purporting to show Muslims 
engaging in acts of violence. Along the way, the President has used the tremendous power of his 
office to amplify the voices of fringe ideologues with extensive and disturbing records of anti-
Muslim behavior. Such conduct adds yet another layer to the mound of evidence showing that 
Trump’s personal animus toward Muslims and Islam has influenced his words and actions as 
President.  
 
Promoting Conspiracy Theories and Lifting Up Anti-Muslim Voices 
 

On several occasions before and since taking office, President Trump has promoted false, 
misleading, and highly provocative anti-Muslim propaganda. In particular, Trump has repeatedly 
used his Twitter account – which at the time of this writing has over 52 million followers – to 
spread such misinformation, both through his own statements and by sharing inflammatory 
content posted by others. In this way, he has provided a platform for and contributed to the 
spread of anti-Muslim conspiracy theories; he has also provided legitimacy to hate groups and to 
virulent anti-Muslim attitudes more broadly. President Trump’s pattern of peddling such 
conspiracy theories both predates his time in the Oval Office and has continued since his 
inauguration. 
 

On November 21, 2015, shortly after formally announcing his presidential candidacy, 
Trump falsely claimed to have “watched in Jersey City, New Jersey, where thousands and 
thousands of people were cheering” as the buildings of the World Trade Center collapsed on 
September 11, 2001.43 Even though this assertion was quickly and widely discredited,44 Trump 
continued to repeat it. The next day, on November 22, he again stated that people “were cheering 
on the other side of New Jersey, where you have large Arab populations.”45 On November 23, 
Trump claimed that he “saw people getting together and, in fairly large numbers, celebrating as 
the World Trade Center was coming down.”46 After one day’s silence on the subject, Trump on 
November 25 tweeted “Credible Source on 9-11 Muslim Celebrations: FBI” and shared the link 
to an article in which a retired FBI agent reportedly referred to Mr. Trump’s assertions as 
“plausible.”47 Given the deeply emotional and traumatic nature of 9/11 in the country’s collective 
memory, Trump’s promulgation of a false story suggesting American Muslims greeted the attack 
with glee is profoundly offensive and incendiary. The episode also serves to illustrate his 
eagerness to share stories that paint Muslims in a negative light and his refusal to recant stories 
even when they are proven to be false. 
 

A particularly disturbing example came on August 15, 2017, as President Trump made a 
series of statements on Twitter in response to a terror attack that had recently taken place in 
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Barcelona. In one of those statements, the President implored the public to “Study what General 
Pershing of the United States did to terrorists when caught. There was no more Radical Islamic 
Terror for 35 years!”48 With this tweet, President Trump revived49 a long-debunked50 myth 
claiming U.S. Army General John J. Pershing, who served for several years as the military 
governor of a province in the southern Philippines following the American invasion and 
occupation of the archipelago around the turn of the 19th century,51 once subdued a Muslim 
insurgency in the region by executing scores of prisoners using bullets dipped in pigs’ blood. 
That President Trump saw virtue in a tale describing the extrajudicial execution of dozens of 
Muslim prisoners followed by the desecration of their bodies illustrates the level of disrespect he 
has for Islam and its followers. The use of pigs and pork products in attempts to intimidate 
Muslims across the United States is well-documented,52 and the President’s celebration of such 
an expression of anti-Muslim hate is direct evidence of the religious animus he harbors against 
Muslims. Furthermore, while the particular fable about General Pershing to which Trump 
referred has been disproven, there is evidence suggesting that Pershing’s contemporaries in the 
U.S. military had indeed “publicly buried [deceased Muslim insurgents] in the same grave with a 
dead pig”53 on at least one occasion. This disturbing kernel of truth buried within the President’s 
misguided and misinformed statement only adds to the shocking nature of his suggestion that 
such practices be looked to for guidance in the present day.   
 

President Trump again misled the public and promoted anti-Muslim sentiment on 
October 20, 2017, when he stated on Twitter, “Just out report: ‘United Kingdom crime rises 13% 
annually amid spread of Radical Islamic terror.’ No good, we must keep America safe!”54 As 
news reports observed at the time, “Trump’s use of quotation marks suggest[ed] he [was] 
directly citing a passage from a recently released report.”55 However, President Trump failed in 
his tweets to include the source of his statistical data, and the White House remained equally 
silent on the matter thereafter. Nonetheless, it seems clear that the President was referring to a 
bulletin released one day earlier by the British Office for National Statistics (BONS),56 which 
estimated that there had been a 13% rise in “police recorded crime” between June 2016 and June 
2017.57 The bulletin itself is completely devoid of any suggestion that this statistical rise in 
reported crimes was related to terror attacks committed by Muslims.58  
 

In fact, the report’s findings do not even break terrorism out as a subcategory of crimes, 
grouping it instead under the umbrella of “violence against the person.”59 The recorded increase 
of crimes within this category, according to the report, was driven not by terrorism but by 
“increases in the subcategories of ‘violence without injury’…and ‘stalking and harassment.”60 
By ignoring these details, President Trump once again blended fact and fiction to encourage anti-
Muslim sentiment in the American public. By referencing an estimated double-digit rise in crime 
in a European country and tying that crime to “[r]adical Islamic terror,” President Trump pushed 
several anti-Muslim buttons at once; in particular, he played on the rabid fears of anti-Muslim 
commentators that Europe – or “Eurabia,”61 as some have dubbed it – has become a lawless 
wasteland robbed by Muslim immigrants of its culture and former glory. Such claims about 
Europe also fuel anti-Muslim bigotry in the United States, and President Trump’s 
misrepresentation of the October BONS report only added fuel to the fire.   
 

More recently, President Trump on November 29, 2017 used his Twitter account to share 
three separate anti-Muslim propaganda videos originally posted by a leading figure within an 
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extreme right-wing British organization known as Britain First.62 The videos claim to depict: a 
“Muslim migrant” beating up a disabled boy in the Netherlands; an “Islamist mob” pushing a 
teenage boy off of a roof and “beat[ing] him to death;” and a Muslim man destroying a statue of 
the Virgin Mary.63 None of the videos were verified, and one was almost immediately debunked. 
Tellingly, the source of the videos, Britain First, is a Southern Poverty Law Center-designated 
anti-Muslim hate group whose notoriety spiked in June 2016 after a British man reportedly 
inspired by the group’s ideology murdered British Member of Parliament Jo Cox.64  
 

In recent years, Britain First has threatened to take “militant direct action” against elected 
Muslims, and has regularly used social media platforms like Facebook to stoke anti-Muslim 
sentiments among the public.65 The group has even paid Facebook to promote its anti-Muslim 
content in users’ news feeds. One such sponsored video included a clip of Britain First members 
“invad[ing] a halal slaughterhouse and accus[ing] the butchers of offering up animals to 
‘Satan’.”66 Jayda Fransen, Britain First’s deputy leader and the original source of the tweets 
President Trump shared on November 29, also has a long and public history of anti-Muslim 
activity. In November 2016, for example, Fransen was found guilty of religiously aggravated 
assault after an incident in a London park earlier that year in which she verbally abused a 
Muslim woman who was out with her four children. During legal proceedings, Fransen admitted 
to using a number of insults and slurs while shouting at the woman, including the claim that 
Muslim men “cannot control their sexual urges” and were “coming into my country raping 
women across the continent.”67 In court, Fransen defended these abusive, anti-Muslim comments 
by stating that “[t]he reason I said them was because from everything I have studied, I 
understand them to be true.”68 She later slammed the verdict as “a really clear display of Islamic 
appeasement.”69  
 

When President Trump shared the propaganda videos posted by Fransen, he elevated and 
lent legitimacy to an individual and an organization with a lengthy record of anti-Muslim hate. 
This was certainly not lost on Fransen, who posted a video that same day in which she addressed 
President Trump, telling him “how delighted I am that…you took the time to retweet three of my 
videos on Twitter today.” Fransen then praised President Trump for having “shed light on my 
plight here in Britain,” where she said the legal ramifications resulting from her anti-Muslim 
campaigning were “evidence that Britain has become Sharia compliant.”70  
 

President Trump, meanwhile, was met with harsh criticism from lawmakers in both the 
United States and the United Kingdom for having shared these videos, one of which was rapidly 
discredited. The debunked video purporting to show a disabled boy being assaulted by a 
“Muslim migrant,” for example, was highlighted by the Dutch government, which explained on 
Twitter that “the perpetrator…was born and raised in the Netherlands. He received and 
completed his sentence under Dutch law.”71  
 

President Trump’s willingness to promote content of such dubious provenance as a 
Britain First leader’s Twitter page serves to further illustrate his desire to share “evidence” and 
amplify voices that reinforce his own prejudiced view of Muslims. The consequences of such 
actions are by no means limited to the rhetorical: a recent study conducted at the University of 
Warwick in the United Kingdom, for example, found that there may be a correlation between 
Mr. Trump’s anti-Muslim comments on Twitter and spikes in reported hate crimes.72 Such 
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studies offer an important reminder of the ability of the President to influence the thoughts and 
actions of individuals across the United States and around the world—an ability that President 
Trump continues to use in a way that increases the uncertainty and danger facing American 
Muslims in their daily lives.  
 
Conclusion 
 

In his progression from private citizen to presidential candidate and ultimately to being 
the country’s chief executive, President Trump has continued to demonstrate virulent anti-
Muslim prejudice. As documented in this issue brief, Trump has regularly made—and continues 
to make—offensive and disparaging comments about Muslim individuals and the faith to which 
they adhere. Beyond making such statements, Trump as President has also proposed and enacted 
policies that target Muslim individuals, families, and communities directly – his Muslim ban 
being the principal case in point. President Trump has also used the immense power of his office 
to peddle anti-Muslim myths and propaganda materials that foment hate and distrust. As the 
Supreme Court prepares to rule on the third iteration of President Trump’s Muslim ban at the end 
of June, the full measure of this record must be taken into account. And while this process should 
and undoubtedly will continue to include a focus on anti-Muslim statements the President made 
before taking office, the conversation must also emphasize that this behavior has not in any way 
been relegated to his past. Indeed, Donald Trump has thus far conducted a thoroughly anti-
Muslim presidency, and has expressed that prejudice in explicit statements and in each of his 
various attempts to enact a “complete and total shutdown” on Muslims coming into the United 
States.   
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