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Last Friday, a winter storm delayed
our connecting flight back home to Cin-
cinnati. We decided to make the most of
it. The next day, we had brunch at a fa-
vorite New York restaurant. We ate well.
Probably too well. Then we browsed at a
favorite New York bookstore. While our
eldest went off to explore the fiction sec-
tion, I ascended to the second floor to ex-
amine two of my favorite subjects: phi-
losophy and religion. Specifically, my
own. 

But I was shocked to find that the en-
tire Islam section consisted of only half a
shelf. Maybe, I told myself, there wasn’t
much demand for religion in this neigh-
borhood. But that didn’t seem right to
me. 

Before we left that Manhattan book-
store, I took a few pictures of the Islam
shelf, sure that at some point the dangers
of this relative indifference would reveal
themselves. Sadly, I’d not be disappoint-
ed. Just a few days later, a graduate of
another renowned American business
school – it’s in Cambridge and perhaps
you’ve heard of it – made headlines
when he callously explained that, in his
opinion, Bulgaria would have no problem
welcoming Ukrainian refugees, who
were after all properly “European,” “in-
telligent” and “educated.”

Why did this matter? Well, for one
thing, this Harvard alumnus, Kiril Pet-
kov, is the Prime Minister of Bulgaria. He
has an impressive resume, to be fair, in-
cluding an undergraduate degree from
the University of British Columbia. He is

certainly (superficially) educated. But
what does that learning amount to?
Clearly, Petkov meant that Ukrainians
fleeing Putin’s brutal war machine are
more deserving of our compassion than
Syrians who, unfortunately for him, were
also fleeing Putin’s brutal war machine. 

But never mind that. 
Perhaps the prime minister’s com-

ments were meant to mask religious su-
premacism: Christians deserve priority.
Muslims can go elsewhere. This is a curi-
ous thing for the prime minister of the
European Union member-state with the
highest percentage of Muslim citizens to
say. And if you’re wondering, those Mus-
lims are largely the descendants of Turks
who settled the region centuries ago, or
the descendants of Bulgarians who vol-
untarily converted, and did you know
Bulgarians and Turks share an ancient
connection anyway?

But maybe he meant some Europeans
are more European than other Euro-
peans for entirely made-up reasons.

Or perhaps Petkov’s comments be-
trayed a racial and ethnic hierarchy. But
that’s also a strange position for the
prime minister of a country dependent
for its security on a diverse superpower
whose vice president is the daughter of
immigrants of color, and whose secre-
tary of defense is a retired African Amer-
ican general. Or perhaps his comments
just betray what too many of our merit-
ocratic elites think of themselves versus
others, though they usually keep their
contempt to themselves. (I’m not sure if
that’s better or worse.) 

Like every other American (hopefully,
at least), I am horrified by Putin’s entirely
unjustified invasion of Ukraine. What’s
happening to Ukrainians is awful with-
out caveats. I also think President Bi-
den’s patient response, rallying and reju-

venating the West, is not just right but
admirable. But while we confront the
very real threat of an authoritarian dem-
agogue, for whom people are means to
ends, let us not fear applying some moral
rigor to ourselves either. Consider that
what allegedly offends us about Putin is
his brutish inegalitarianism.

He subordinates Ukraine to Russia,
and Russia to himself. For him, all people
might have been created by God, but cer-
tainly not equally. That contrasts starkly
with what we like to think we believe
about ourselves, not to mention how we
treat others. When I was teaching that
class at Dartmouth, the invasion of Uk-
raine had just started. I made the war
part of the class; indeed, I asked each
student to think carefully about how the
West should respond. Beginning with
defining what the West is – and isn’t.

One of the answers? “An illusion of
meritocracy.”

Too many elite Americans think their
privileges reflect an innate superiority.
We see this in how some white Ameri-
cans look down on Americans of color.
We see this in how some rich Americans
look down on poor Americans. Rather
than assume an elite education is a mark
of some inherent quality, the universe
merely formalizing what you knew all
along was indisputably true about you,
what if we taught people to see their ac-
cess as a responsibility instead?

That you shouldn’t think of your ad-
mission to Harvard as proof of your spe-
cialness – but as a test of your character.

Here’s some privilege. Will it change
how you think of yourself? Will it change
how you relate to others? What bothered
me about the puniness of the Islam sec-
tion at that bookstore was that it be-
trayed an abdicated responsibility. Yes,
every store must meet the demand of its

customers. But education is not just
about telling people what they want to
know. It’s about telling them what they
need to know. That’s – theoretically, at
least – why someone would pay astrono-
mical sums for an education. 

In the belief that they’d be provided
insight into the world they couldn’t oth-
erwise glean. Not to be reassured that
they were right all along. 

Islam is the world’s fastest-growing
faith. By the end of the century, nearly 1
out of 3 people in the world may be Mus-
lim by faith or ancestry. We cannot navi-
gate a complex, volatile world without
knowing about its constituent parts.
Just consider Ukraine. If not for the ca-
sual Islamophobia modeled by Petkov,
and countless others, we would have
paid far more attention to Putin’s other
vicious military interventions – in places
like Syria, Libya, Chechnya and, of
course, his backing of mass murderers in
the Balkans. 

We would’ve seen that these were dry
runs for theaters closer to home. 

But we didn’t, because we could hard-
ly bring ourselves to care about the peo-
ple who we decided were insufficiently
like us to matter to us. Until we woke up
one day and the world’s other military
hyperpower was firing missiles and
dropping bombs just miles from NATO’s
borders. Studying another faith might
teach us to regard its adherents with
compassion. While studying history
might teach us another lesson: Strong-
men always start by targeting the weak
and the vulnerable. They don’t ever stop
there, though. 

Haroon Moghul lives in Mason and is
the author of “Two Billion Caliphs: A Vi-
sion of a Muslim Future” (April 2022). He
writes about faith and family at his Sub-
stack, Sunday Schooled.
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Growing up in the scorching Florida
heat during the 1980s was not always
easy for a dark-skinned daughter of im-
migrants. Recreation involved riding
bikes with friends through neighbor-
hood streets, running through sprinklers
to cool down, and pure celebration when
someone on the street got a swimming
pool. The camaraderie of finding ways to
have fun despite the heat set the stage
for a memorable childhood.

As the years progressed, school sports
– swimming, tennis, track, basketball
and others – required certain attire to
participate. Whether they were tennis
skirts, bathing suits, or shorts and tees,
by the time I reached middle school, I
was unable to participate primarily be-
cause of what I was expected to wear. 

As a Muslim, the codes of modesty set
in around this time (puberty), and they
were in contrast to the norms. Even
though I did not wear the hijab (head-
scarf) at the time, the dress code was dif-

ferent enough that ultimately my days of
athletic extracurriculars were over. It
never occurred to me to test the norms,
as fitting in was already hard enough.

Aside from the physical benefits of ex-
ercise, multiple studies have shown how
participating in youth team sports builds
leadership skills, teamwork, confidence
and self-esteem. Allowing all American
youth this access is one of the many op-
portunities this country affords. Recent-
ly, this access was challenged in Ohio. 

Noor Alexandria Abukaram, a high
school athlete from Sylvania, Ohio, was
disqualified from her high school’s cross
country meet in 2019 despite having beat
her own personal 5K record. The reason
she was disqualified was because she
wore a hijab, which was not approved.
The disappointment led Noor to begin a
movement “in an effort to prohibit or-
ganizations from implementing discrim-
inatory policies.”

After garnering national attention,
Senator Theresa Gavarone (R- Bowling
Green), sponsored Senate Bill 181, which
was passed unanimously by both cham-
bers and signed into law by Governor
Mike DeWine on Feb. 28. The new law
ensures that Ohio school athletic pro-
grams will not prohibit wearing of reli-

gious apparel during participation.
The passage of such legislation with

unanimous bipartisan congressional
support is truly remarkable. I am not
sure how many other pieces of legisla-
tion have had this unchallenged course
during these otherwise polarizing times.
The fact that the interfaith community of
Christian, Jewish, Muslim and other
groups came together to garner this sup-
port is a testimony to the endless possi-
bilities of collaboration.

My high school niece recently relayed,

“Muslim girls who wear the hijab just
want to be treated like other athletes and
get the opportunity to play the sports
that we love.”

Decades after my childhood experi-
ence, I am truly inspired by the progress
we have made when I see confident
young Muslim American girls dressing
modestly, some wearing the headscarf,
and participating in so many sports. 

The freedom to practice one’s religion
is the foundation of our nation’s exis-
tence. As a Muslim American woman
who now chooses to wear the headscarf,
I am so proud of my country, which une-
quivocally affords me this right. This is
especially poignant when the hijab is be-
ing banned in parts of Europe, Asia, and
even Canada. It relays how important it
is for us to persistently counter discrimi-
natory practices and advocate to ensure
our freedoms are protected.

During this month of celebrating
women, kudos to Noor Abukaram, Sena-
tor Gavarone, and the countless women
who choose to stand up and make a dif-
ference.

Dr. Samina Sohail is a board member
at the Islamic Center of Greater Cincin-
nati and a member of Equasion’s “A
Mighty Stream” Racial Justice Initiative.
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Noor Alexandria Abukaram, right,
poses with Ohio Sen. Theresa
Gavarone before a House bill at the
Ohio Statehouse on Feb. 9. ALIE
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creased officer accountability, the goal
must be to prevent tragedies in the first
place.

Officers undoubtedly are responsible
for their actions. But terminating and
locking up abusive or incompetent offi-
cers one at a time does not hold chief cul-
prits accountable. It’s a necessary, but
very inefficient, means of improving po-
lice conduct. 

For too long, police leaders and local
government officials have gotten off rela-
tively easy while eyes shift solely to offi-
cers in terms of blame. Not only did Min-
neapolis officials let down Floyd, his
family and the entire city, they also failed
officers by not providing sufficient duty-
to-intervene training or holding Chauvin
(and other officers in charge of training)
accountable for past misconduct. Min-
neapolis officers who beat a drunk
resident, leaving behind a pool of blood,
were given essentially a slap on the
wrist, and then put in charge of training,
according to a report. When behavior at

the top changes, officers will be forced to
fall in line. 

Police also need help sorting through
mental health issues that might cause
them to lack the capacity to de-escalate
or make good decisions in situations
where excessive force is being used. 

Agencies should invest in trauma-in-
formed police wellness approaches that
help reduce officer stress and depres-
sion. Officers are exposed to personal
and vicarious trauma almost daily. And
if left unaddressed, the risk of officers
engaging in violence at work and at
home increases significantly.

One related study suggests poor men-
tal health among officers could contrib-
ute to misconduct, and post-traumatic
stress potentially accounts for up to al-
most half of excessive force cases.

With officer suicide rates much higher
than the general population’s, our offi-
cers clearly need additional support.
Several mindfulness and self-regulation
interventions have shown promise in re-
ducing stress and depression and im-
proving coping abilities.

Police departments should also pull
back from enforcing lesser crimes, in-
cluding minor traffic infractions, espe-

cially when enforcement has minimal
public safety impact. Fatal police shoot-
ings and citizen resistance often occur
during police stops or escalations that
start during other minor encounters.
From Philando Castile to Eric Garner to
Floyd to Sandra Bland, encounters for
relatively trivial incidents preceded their
deaths. By overemphasizing traditional
enforcement activities, police managers
and civic leaders unnecessarily place of-
ficers and citizens in adversarial and of-
ten emotionally charged situations.

Evidence from cities such as
Cincinnati and Fayetteville, North
Carolina, suggest that police can help
improve crime rates and citizen attitudes
toward officers, reduce racial disparity in
stops and searches, and curb police-citi-
zen violence by redirecting time and re-
sources toward more serious offenses.

Police departments should reward
and incentivize officers to engage in
community and problem-oriented activ-
ities. Despite decades-old rhetoric sur-
rounding community policing, agencies
continue to stress traditional enforce-
ment metrics in officer performance
evaluations, including the number of
stops, searches and arrests.

Police officers devote much of their
time to noncriminal calls. Incentive
structures should be realigned to pro-
mote innovative and community-cen-
tered practices. Doing that could mean
fewer opportunities for police-citizen vi-
olence and open new leadership path-
ways for officers.

The recent focus on police account-
ability – as seen in guilty verdicts and in-
dictments – is encouraging but far from
a watershed social justice moment. It’s a
beginning. Let’s push police forces to
work harder and more creatively to
change practices and policies at the
heart of misconduct. If departments
don’t, we’ll surely see more moments of
misconduct and abuse caught on video
and, justifiably, more guilty verdicts in
response. When it comes to officer mis-
conduct, the justice system appears to
be evolving. But that’s not enough.

Thaddeus L. Johnson, a former police
officer, is a senior fellow at the Council on
Criminal Justice and teaches criminol-
ogy at Georgia State University. His wife,
Natasha N. Johnson, is a faculty member
at Georgia State and director of the uni-
versity’s master’s program in criminal
justice administration.
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