
Being me in Trump's America

Item Type Honor's Project

Authors Khan, Shahnoor

Rights Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International

Download date 23/05/2023 21:44:51

Item License http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.12648/1571

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.12648/1571


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

BEING ME IN TRUMP’S AMERICA 

An oral presentation by Shahnoor Khan 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Shahnoor Khan 

Dr. Patricia Sullivan 

HON 495: Honors Program Independent Study 

April 15, 2020 

 

 



 
BEING ME IN TRUMP’S AMERICA - Oral Presentation with Speaker Notes                           1 
 

First, I want to thank you all for coming today. I understand that this is a very busy time 

of year, between midterms, research symposiums, and academic deadlines. It means a lot to me 

that you all took some time out of your day to come listen to my thesis presentation, my story, if 

you will. Before we get into it, I would like to give a huge thank you to Dr. Sullivan and Alicia 

Ivan in the Honors Department, for their endless support and encouragement in this endeavor. I 

also want to give a shoutout to Professor Lipson in the Political Science department, for being 

one of my advisors for this project.  

So as you probably already know, my name is Shahnoor Khan, I’m a senior here at New 

Paltz, and tonight’s presentation will serve as a part of my senior thesis. I study Political Science 

and International Relations, and I am passionate about the United Nations Sustainable 

Development Goals. I am an advocate for gender equality and ethical governmental policies.  

Before I really delve into it, I just want to mention a couple of things. First, this project is 

not inherently anti-republican, nor am I in any way attempting to influence your political beliefs. 

This is merely my story, a written account of my experiences as a young Muslim woman in a 

highly polarized period. At certain points this evening, I will be sharing some quite personal and 

private experiences with all of you, and I would appreciate it if you could keep an open mind. No 

two people have the same exact life experiences; by that same token, I do not speak for every 

Muslim woman, or even every hijabi. I can only speak for myself, and I intend to only share my 

experience, and apolitical research and statistics.  

I titled this presentation as Being Me in Trump’s American for many reasons. I wanted 

this project to reflect my experience, and I wanted to illustrate some of my attributes, as you all 
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saw on the logo we designed for tonight. I’m speaking to you, as a young, educated, Muslim 

woman, who wears a headscarf, or as its religiously referred to as, a hijab.  

Let’s start at the beginning. Not of my journey as an adult, but of my life itself. I promise 

that I won’t bore you with all of the details, but I was born in Smithtown, New York, which is a 

small town on Long Island. When I was eight years old, my family moved to another small town, 

this time in Orange County, just forty or so minutes from here. Goshen, the town I completed 

most of my education in, is a very politcally conservative, Pro-Trump area. Suffice it to say, the 

2016 Election season was a rough time for a hijabi in Goshen.  

Culturally speaking, I was raised in a very conservative Pakistani Muslim family. When I 

say conservative, I don’t mean that my parents have right shifted political values. I mean that I 

was raised to behave conservatively, in the way I dressed, the way I spoke, and the way I 

behaved. I was raised to practice reserved mannerisms. My friends and professors will definitely 

tell you that I am not afraid to speak my mind or share my opinion nowadays, but just bear in 

mind that I was raised to not speak, unless spoken to. I wasn’t oppressed, but I wasn’t 

empowered either.  

Don’t get me wrong, my parents are quite educated and knowledgeable about the world. 

My mother attended Columbia University as a pre-med student, and my father earned his Phd 

from Pace University. The importance of education was something that my parents and I 

definitely agreed on.  

When I was fourteen years old, a freshman in high school, I started to wear the hijab. 

Mind you, this was back in 2014, so the political and social climate was quite different. As you 
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likely remember, not everyone had a political opinion, and there was a greater sense of normalcy 

in political discussions.  

A lot of people wonder why a high school girl would purposefully decide to cover her 

hair, and to dress modestly. Truth be told, I can’t say that I had a religious revelation. I can’t 

even say that I was super religious. Like a lot of Muslim kids my age, I struggled to keep up with 

my daily prayers, didn’t enjoy fasting every summer, and felt isolated during every major 

holiday season. I felt pressure from my parents to follow their rigid example, but I grappled with 

a lack of motivation, and a lack of passion for my faith.  

Regardless, one Tuesday in February 2014, I felt a spiritual calling to start wearing the 

hijab. I wore it to school the next day, and felt so ashamed of my decision, that I told all of my 

friends that (USE AIR QUOTES) “my parents made me do it.” Even at that young age, I felt 

uncomfortable visually displaying my faith. I came home that day, and told my parents that I 

didn’t want to wear the hijab anymore; I tried it, and I didn’t like it. In an ironic turn of events 

however, my mother told me that once I had put it on, I had to keep it on. True story, my lie 

ended up coming true.  

By the way, the religion of Islam does not dictate that once a woman wears a headscarf, 

she can never take it off. My mother’s reasoning was based on culture, not religion. I think it 

very important to stress the differences between religion and culture; a lot of the characterisitcs 

that people associate with Islam are not inherently tied in with the religion, they are actually just 

commonly accepted cultural norms.  

Going off of that, let me just say that like many of my peers, I have a very complicated 

relationship with my parents. There are certain cultural norms that they expect me to follow, that 



 
BEING ME IN TRUMP’S AMERICA - Oral Presentation with Speaker Notes                           4 
 
I have chosen to leave aside. But, they love me dearly, as most parents do. We have different 

values, and different perspectives, but their intentions have never been to harm me, they’ve 

always believed that they were doing what was best for me.  

Important side note. You’ll notice that, obviously, right now I’m wearing a hijab. Many 

of you may have seen me around campus, and around New Paltz, without one on. In fact, many 

of you may have wondered why I’m wearing a hijab in every picture, but not to every class. 

Unfortunately, part of my difficult relationship with my parents includes the fact that they think 

that I wear a hijab everyday, which is why I always wear it in pictures. I don’t view the hijab as 

something that someone should take on/off every other day, but my circumstances have left me 

with no other choice but to be precautious. Remember when I mentioned that this talk was going 

to get a little personal? Well, I just let you in on a huge secret, and I’m about to do it again.  

I was sixteen years old when I first talked about my experiences with domestic violence. I 

was a high school junior, still wearing the hijab, and still dressing very modestly. I was sitting in 

a near empty classroom with one of my peers, on a hot spring afternoon, doing research for a 

group project. Out of the blue, he turned to me and said “I know why you wear the long sleeves 

all the time. Do you want to talk about it?”  

I looked up, but my jaw dropped. I quickly gulped and tried to play it off. I chuckled, told 

him that he didn’t know what he was talking about, and looked back down at my paper. Side 

note, at this time, he and I were not by any means close friends. We had known each other for a 

couple of years, but we were hardly each other confidants. But I can tell you with much pleasure, 

that five years later, he remains to be my closest friend and most trusted confidant.  
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But that day, he refused to let the subject matter drop; again, I’m not sure why he decided 

to be so bold, but in hindsight, I am glad it happened. He said to me that if I wasn’t going to 

answer his question, he was going to answer it for me. I faked a dry laugh and told him to go 

ahead and try. He walked over to the front of the room, looked me dead in the eyes, and 

proceeded to reveal that he had seen through my facade.  

“Well, Shahnoor,” he said, “you wear the long sleeves, and the high neck, because you 

don’t want anyone to see the bruises, and the scars. You don’t want people to know that your 

parents hit you.” I couldn’t meet his gaze, because my eyes were filled with tears. I asked him to 

stop talking, but he insisted that I needed to hear this. He went on to tell me that I didn’t have to 

feel alone, that I should reach out for help, and that I should start confiding in the people around 

me; he told me that trusting people would make what I was going through a little easier.  

It was an important moment for me, because it was the first time that someone had ever 

seen right through me. I had always been a timid, reserved, and mildly awkward kid; I was 

scared of sharing my thoughts and opinions. Fortunately, from that day on I worked to break out 

of my shell. I became more assertive, informed, and driven. It’s because of moments like those 

that I am able to stand in front of you all today,  

So on my journey to escape my shyness and break away from the cultural stereotypes of a 

reserved woman, I ran smack into the 2016 Presidential Election season, enter Donald Trump. 

Now, I am a political science major, and my professors may be disappointed to hear this, but I 

was not expecting Mr. Trump to win the presidency. I was fully anticipating that the United 

States would have its first woman president, and the gender equality enthusiast inside of me was 

thrilled.  
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But, we all know what happened, we all witnessed what has been accurately labeled as 

“the greatest political upset in modern history,” the election of President Trump.  

Now picture this, again I’ll reiterate that I attended high school is a very conservative 

area, as in most of my classmates, particularly the male ones, were very Pro-Trump. I had spent 

the better part of my 2016 debating my classmates on my policy issues with the Trump 

campaign; suffice it to say, I never convinced them, and they never convinced me.  

But on the morning after Trump won the election, I dressed for school in all black, tied 

my hijab, and hopped in the car. Right before I arrived at school, I received a text for my dad. 

The text said “Hey kiddo, I know you’re disappointed. Please don’t argue with anyone today. 

Keep your head down, and stay safe. It’s not worth it.” I sighed, but for the time being thought 

that I would go along with his directions. However, I can tell you that by the end of second 

period, less than two hours later, I had already gotten into heated debates with many of my peers. 

I saw more MAGA hats than ever before that day, and I was not afraid to discuss my perspective, 

not anymore. I remember the questions that I asked most frequently to my peers, which were “do 

I make you feel unsafe?” and “do you want me to leave?”  

In hindsight, a part of me regrets asking those questions, because I should have 

considered that many of my peers weren’t Pro-Trump because of their own political opinions, 

but because of their parents and how they were raised, which is not something you can blame a 

child for. On the other hand, I’m glad that I asked those questions, because it put a face to idea of 

a Muslim ban. It put a face to the idea of labeling every Muslim as a terrorist. Obviously, every 

person I asked told me that neither did I make them feel unsafe, nor did they think I should leave 

the country. It was always an interesting, but fruitless conversation, I’ll leave it at that.  



 
BEING ME IN TRUMP’S AMERICA - Oral Presentation with Speaker Notes                           7 
 

After the 2016 election, I noticed a shift in my community’s behavior. I’d be walking 

down a grocery store aisle, and a mother would suddenly pull her child into herself, nearly 

forcing them both into a shelf, as soon as I was close. I would be waiting in line at a store, and 

would see people with their bright red hats literally point and whisper. I would sit down at a 

coffee shop, and people would suddenly pick up their belongings and move to a different area.  

I think I took these changes in stride. I always told myself that it had nothing to do with 

my scarf; that those people were probably having a bad day. For a couple years, I constantly 

made excuses for the dirty looks, snarky attitudes, and even name calling that I experienced. I 

would be sitting in the front seat of a car, when suddenly the car next to us would roll their 

windows down and yell “F*ck you, towelhead!” Again, I never displayed a reaction. I didn’t 

want to give anyone the satisfaction, and I was hesitant to call more attention to myself in public.  

That being said, let’s see where these circumstances have left us. At this point, I struggle 

to feel accepted in home and culture, because my beliefs are “too Americanized” in comparison 

to some aspects of Pakistani culture. And now, in the post 2016 election era, I struggled to feel 

accepted in my community because they started to see me as a foreigner, not as a peer, not as a 

classmate, and not as a person.  

It takes a lot for a person to grow, emotionally and socially. I can tell you from firsthand 

experience that the feeling of being rejected by both your culture and your community, puts a 

real hamper on your growth. It makes you feel isolated. It makes you feel desperate. And worst 

of all, it makes you feel lost.  

So when I say Being Me in Trump’s America, I mean being lost in Trump’s America. I 

mean the transition from being a part of something good, to being part of a “problem.” We can 



 
BEING ME IN TRUMP’S AMERICA - Oral Presentation with Speaker Notes                           8 
 
debate the facts until doomsday, but at this moment I’m not referring to statistics, and I’m not 

referring to politics. I’m talking about human compassion, and about rhetoric. We have a 

president who uses polarized and hateful rhetoric. He spreads fear and division, as opposed to 

hope and unity. His rhetoric, and his policies, have caused millions of Americans to feel the 

same way that I do at times: like a problem that needs to be eliminated. This is the only country 

I’ve ever lived in, but some days, it doesn’t feel like my country.  

When I titled this presentation Being Me in Trump’s America, I did it in the hopes of 

making my audience consider a different perspective, besides their own. I used terms like 

belong, mental health, and equality in the logo because these are topics that I have to cope with 

every single day. We live in an era where many people who belong to a minority, not just 

Muslims, feel that they don’t belong in American anymore, and that they’re unwanted. We live 

in an era where there is a stigma around mental health. An era where I can’t talk to my family 

about the anxiety I feel when I walk around the sea of red hats, or the depression I struggle with 

when we argue about my hijab. We live in an era where we are equal on paper, but not in 

practice.  

 

Thank you all for listening to my story this evening.  

 


