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American Muslims and Authority: 
Competing Discourses in 

a Non-Muslim State 

KAREN LEONARD 

INTRODUCTION 

How do American Muslims define and attempt to follow Islamic law, or 
shari'a? They are not living in an Islamic state, or even in a state domi
nated by Muslims, yet political spokesmen and specialists in Islamic law 
are attempting to define the nature of Islamic authority and determine its 
force in the U.S. This essay first reviews the contours of the American 
Muslim con1munity and then outlines the problems associated with the 
understanding and practice of Islamic law in the U.S. Third, it delineates 
contests over sources of authority between American Muslim spokesmen 
trained in modern professions and more traditionally trained Islamic 
scholars. The contestants are chiefly Muslims, but after September 11 , 
200 I , others have played roles in defining the legal and political landscape 
for American Muslims as well; that is the fourth part of the essay. This last 
development has brought Islamic scholars to the fore, challenging the 
claims to authority of the new spokesmen. It has also signaled important 
shifts, probably lasting ones, in the patterned interactions among Ameri
can Muslims and between Muslims and others in America. While the fo
cus here is kept on Islamic law and jurisprudence as sources of authority, 
other sources of authority are clearly emerging in the American context. 

AMERICAN MUSLIM DIVERSITY 

Muslims are an increasingly important part of the socio-political land
scape in the U.S ., and they are not only numerous 1 but come from many 
backgrounds. The number of African American Muslims is quite substan
tial, some 30% to 42% of American Muslims, and the number of Euro
pean-American converts is growing. Historically, Arabs were the next 
most numerous group and formed the earliest Muslim American organi
zations. Arabs began immigrating at the end of the nineteenth century, 
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but Christians were the great majority among them until recently. The 
growth of Islam in America has come chiefly through post-1965 immi
grants, with South Asian Muslims arriving and becoming one of the three 
major groups. 2 

In studies done of Muslims in the U.S. in the 1970s and 1980s, the em
phasis was still on Arabic-speaking Muslims based on the East Coast and 
in the Midwest. However, a group of highly educated Pakistanis in upstate 
New York loomed large in one important study, and it was found to be 
the most "conservative" in beliefs and practices. 3 The demographic shift 
in sources and numbers of Muslim immigrants after 1965 signaled an in
terruption in a perceived pattern of steady Muslim "assimilation" or adap
tation to American society, and Islam and Muslims have begun claiming 
a place in American religious and political life. 

Arab and South Asian Muslims are the largest immigrant groups. The 
Arabs are far more diverse in terms of national histories (and colonial 
pasts), coming from Lebanon, Egypt, Syria, Palestine, Iraq, Jordan, Morocco 
(and, in smaller numbers, from Tunisia, Algeria, Libya, Saudi Arabia, 
Kuwait, Bahrain, Yemen, and other Persian Gulf states). South Asian Mus
lims are almost all from three countries, India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh, 
with a largely shared subcontinental history, most recently of British colo
nial rule. At the present time, first-generation South Asian Muslim Amer
icans are taking a conspicuous lead in the formulation of American Muslim 
political discourse.4 Although diverse in terms of national backgrounds, 
languages, and religions, these immigrants are relatively homogeneous 
in terms of socio-economic class. A highly educated group,5 its members 
are fluent in English, most of them having been educated in that language 
since childhood. 

South Asian Muslims have some advantages in the national political 
arena. Indian Muslims, Pakistanis, and Bangladeshis share a heritage of 
political struggle with white or colonial rulers; Indian Muslims are ac
customed to being in the minority, now, in Hindu-majority India. South 
Asian Muslims also, to different degrees, come to the U.S. with experi
ence in democratic politics. This contrasts with Muslims from many 
Middle Eastern countries who have little or no experience with demo
cratic processes. South Asian Muslims are better positioned than Arab 
Muslims with respect to the American media and the general public, since 
American foreign relations with South Asia are less politically charged 
than those with the Middle East and its Muslims. Some of the prejudice 
suffered by Arab Americans6 is less easily triggered by South Asian Mus
lim leadership. 
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South Asian and Arab Muslims dominate the national leadership of 
Muslim organizations, relating somewhat uneasily to African American 
Muslims. Mosques are the most prominent sites of religious activity. Be
cause Islam has no centralized clergy and mosques operate independently 
of each other and because mosque-attendees are only 10-20% of Ameri
can Muslims,7 Muslim political developments should not be equated with 
what is going on in the mosques. Yet one can generalize that, while Ara
bic-speakers tend to have greater proficiency in Arabic and infiqh and 
shari'a Uurisprudence and Islamic law), so that they may dominate in 
many mosque functions and in teaching the young (Arabic lessons, the 
first reading of the Qur' an), it is the recent South Asian professional im
migrants who have been fuelling both the building of local mosques and 
the regional and national mobilization of Muslims on religious and po
litical issues. 8 

ISLAMIC LAW IN THE AMERICAN CONTEXT 

The importance of context is stated well by the anthropologist Talal Asad: 

Islamic religious, legal, and political ideologies do not have an 
essential significance which moulds the minds of believers in a 
predictable way. They are part of changing institutions, and of dis
courses which can be, and often are, contested and re-constituted. 
To understand the authoritative limits of such contestation one 
must focus on religious discourses within specific historical situ
ations, and not on a supposedly original Islamic ideology. Because 
it is the way in which 'the word of God' is reproduced, and the 
[political] situation to which it is addressed, which together de
termine its force, and not the lexical and syntactic forms of the sa
cred text considered in isolation. 9 

Leading scholars like Khaled Abou El Fadl, Professor of Islamic Law 
at UCLA, and Taha Alalwani, President of the Fiqh (Islamic jurispru
dence) Council of North America and head of the Graduate School of 
Islamic and Social Sciences, 10 urge that the context should strongly shape 
decisions about Muslim practices in America. Abou El Fadl, who now 
has several books and many articles published, stresses the search for au
thoritative findings, not the pronouncement of ahistorical authoritarian 
edicts. 11 An American Muslim lawyer, Anver Emon, emphasizes this 
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process of searching in his foreword to the second edition of Khaled Abou 
El Fadl's important work onfiqh in North America: 

The Divine Will's categorizations of human actions (Shari' a) must 
be strictly distinguished from the human endeavor of understand
ing those categorizations and the Divine Will (fiqh) .... With the 
multiplicity of opinions and their seemingly relative validity, does 
this mean there is no single answer to an issue of Islamic law? . .. 
The distinction between fiqh and Shari' a exists because of the lim
ited capacity of the human intellect to know the Absolute absolutely . 
. . . The only burden on humanity is to engage in the process of in
quiry and analysis.12 

The historical experiences of Muslims certainly testify to variance de
spite adherence to certain basic teachings of Islam. There was an identifi
able "core" Islamic way of thinking and acting in seventh-century Arabia, 
yet Islam is not a religion with a single, hierarchical structure of authority. 
There was a core text, the Qur' an, an evolving set of collected traditions, 
the Hadith , and an evolving body of law, the Shari ' a , but those Arabian Is
lamic beliefs and practices have both influenced and been influenced by the 
places to which they were subsequently taken.13 Islam moved to new and 
different places and confronted older religions, conquering or coexisting 
with them and their non-Muslim adherents. Without centralized institutions 
governing clergy or mosques, Islam has developed differently within re
gions of the Middle East, Central, South and Southeast Asia, China, 14 and 
elsewhere, and such situated interactions shape the diverse ways in which 
it is practiced throughout the world. 15 Even in Saudi Arabia, Islam's birth
place, Islamic beliefs and practices have been reshaped over time. 16 

American versions of Islam are being formulated in an ongoing dialogue 
with other members of American society. Some post-1965 immigrant Mus
lims had hoped to avoid an "Americanization" of Islam, such as they saw oc
curring among earlier Muslim immigrants and among contemporary Muslim 
Americans. 17 However, new versions of Islam are being constituted from 
"American" ways of being Muslim and from other ways, as long as Muslim 
immigrants keep coming, of being Muslim. These emerging constructions of 
self and community are being partially shaped by the debates over who 
should represent and interpret Islam in America. is 

Muslims in America come from many places and represent many strands 
of Islam. The "Muslim community" in America, like Islam itself, is not 
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monolithic, and differences or tensions within it are influencing the 
emerging versions of Islam. With respect to religious law, pluralism has 
long been characteristic and accepted. There are four main Sunni (main
stream or orthodox) schools of law, the Maliki, Shafi' i, Hanafi, and Hanbali, 
and a leading Shi'i school, the Ja'fari, all represented among American 
Muslims. In addition to the Sunni and Shi'i traditions, there are smaller 
Shi'i groups like the Ismailis and Zaidis, and sects like the Ahmadiyyas 
and Druze whose Islamic identity is contested. Then there are the Sufis, 
whose charismatic leaders teach mystical strands of Islam; the Sufis are 
from very diverse backgrounds but many are European-American con
verts.19 

The problems associated with the understanding and practice of shari 'a 
andfiqh in America derive partly from the scarcity of specialists in Islamic 
law and partly from the emergence of new spokesmen, men not well
schooled in Islamic civilization and law but well-credentialed in modem 
professions. The current leaders of national-level Muslim organizations 
working towards a unified Muslim community in the U.S.20 are primarily 
well-educated immigrant professionals of South Asian and Arab back
ground. While some imams in mosques and scholars of fiqh continue to 
exemplify high standards of Islamic learning, those in leadership positions 
in many mosques and in the increasingly powerful political coalitions 
are typically medical doctors, engineers, and other professionals. (There 
are a few African American scholars of shari'a andflqh, but they have 
only recently engaged the immigrants, as will be seen.) 

These new spokesmen have changed the inward foci of national-origin 
communities and reached out to other Muslims and the American pub
lic, advocating citizenship and participation in mainstream politics and 
abandoning a stance that had assumed only temporary residence in the 
U.S. As they built major organizations and institutions with professional 
staffs and bureaucratic procedures, the new leaders began defining the 
community in ways that emphasized their own role and marginalized 
spokesmen and groups less like themselves. Without classical training 
in Islamic history and law, it is they who have stepped forward, speaking, 
authoritatively and publicly on legal issues ranging from citizenship and 
voting to marriage and family law. As legal scholar Khaled Abou El Fadl 
says, "In the United States the field of sharia is flooded with self-de
clared experts who inundate our discourses with self-indulgent babble 
and gibberish . .. those who are unable to differentiate . .. the funda
mentals of Islam from its particulars."21 
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CONTESTS OVER AUTHORITY AMONG 
AMERICAN MUSLIMS 

Muslim mobilization in the U.S. involves consideration of Islamic legal 
discourses and practices. The field offiqh is being developed in the Amer
ican context, but who should be authorized to develop it and authorized by 
whom? Is the U.S. dar ul Islam (the place or abode of Islam) or dar ul 
harb (place of war),22 and if the latter, must Muslims migrate from it? If 
they remain, are they bound by the laws of the non-Muslim host state or 
not? As recently as 1986, national Muslim leaders advocated residing only 
temporarily in dar ul-kufr, or the place of unbelievers (the U.S.). But by 
the end of that same year, the Islamic Society of North America (ISNA), 
the leading North American Muslim activist association, took a position 
favoring citizenship and participation in mainstream politics in the U.S.23 

The active role of Muslims in modern American politics encourages 
other legal designations, such as dar ul aman (place of order) and dar ul 
'ahd or dar ul sulh (place of alliance or treaty) . The latter terms reflect 
usages in South Asia and the new South Asian American leadership,24 

just as older references invoked Islamic movements in the Arab world like 
the Salafiyya and the Ikhwan and Arab American leadership.25 American 
Muslim discourse now includes explicit discussions about the compatibil
ity of Islam and democracy26 and Islam and human rights. Proponents of 
democracy argue that the selection of the caliph (the political head of the 
ummah, abolished by Turkey's Ataturk in 1924) was not based on heredi
tary principles, and they promote the institution of the shura or "mutual 
consultation" council as analogous to democratic institutions in the West. 
ISNA helped form a national Islamic shura or representative council on 
religious issues, and the presidency rotated annually between the heads 
of ISNA and ICNA (Islamic Council of North America) and two African 
American leaders (W. D. Muhammed of Chicago and Imam Jamil Al
Amin of Atlanta).27 ISNA's National Fiqh Council, however, has not been 
accepted as authoritative by all immigrant Muslim scholars, and it has 
been criticized by African American Muslims for being "overwhelmingly 
composed of naturalized Muslims," men who know little about U.S. fam
ily law and inheritance rights.28 There are regional experiments with 
shuras as well, often focusing initially on practices.29 

Both Abou El Fadl and Alalwani, the fiqh scholars invoked above, dis
approve of the application of Islamic legal decisions made elsewhere to 
the contemporary American context and encourage fiqh scholarship in 
the U.S.30 Alalwani rebuts the opinion of a scholar who maintained that it 
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was unlawful for Muslims to hold citizenship in non-Muslim states by 
noting that this decision was specific to North Africa during Muslim strug
gles against French colonialism. He also rebuts an opinion holding that, 
since the U.S . is dar al-kufr and dar al-harb, Muslims can disobey U.S. 
laws and regulations, arguing that wherever Muslims find the freedom to 
practice Islam is dar ul-Islam and dar ad-daw'ah (place of calling), a 
place where the laws must be obeyed and the message of Islam should be 
spread.31 Abou El Fadl is particularly eloquent in a despairing critique of 
the pronouncements by fiqh specialists who met for three days in Detroit 
in November of 1999 as the "Sharia Scholars Association of North Amer
ica." Although "[h]alf of the thirty-eight or so scholars have never lived 
in the U.S., the vast majority have never stepped foot in an American court 
room, and at least half live under corrupt and oppressive governments," 
these men issued a double-spaced thirteen-page set of opinions on major 
issues facing Muslims in North America.32 

Yet, while fiqh and sharia have historically played central roles in 
defining Muslims and Islamic communities, they are arguably of declin
ing importance in the U.S. The Wahhabi puritanical strand of Islam, so 
strongly associated with Saudi Arabia today and promoted elsewhere, 
erases reliance on these classical schools of law, not least in the U.S. with 
its dearth of Islamic legal scholars and traditions. Speaking of the Qur' an 
and Hadith, the sources of Islamic law, Abou El Fadl says: 

my books, in this context-you are so foreign, so marginal. .. . 
Here, in this time and place, you are fossilized showpieces . . . . 
Yet, I know that you are eternal and immutable because you speak 
forever. But you are contextual because it is the people that read 
you who must speak to the age, the people that read you who must 
transform through you into a book for our new age and new 
place.33 

Who is reading and interpreting Islam and Islamic law in the U.S. con
text? The new spokesman and new kinds of media (print, radio, TV, video
cassettes, and the Internet) have reinvigorated Islamic discourse, develop
ing a wider role and mainstream audience for Islam. The more numerous 
and less observant Muslims, presumably beyond the reach of what is being 
said in mosques, are being reached through the new political organiza
tions and popular Muslim media. Reaching the masses means "present
ing Islamic doctrine and discourse in accessible, vernacular terms"; as 
elsewhere, American Islamic discourse has "become reframed in styles 
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of reasoning and forms of argument that draw on wider, less exclusive or 
erudite bodies of knowledge."34 

Thus men with educational qualifications in medicine, engineering, 
architecture, and business have emerged as major spokesmen for and 
about Islam in America. Immigrant doctors and engineers publish short 
general books intended for English-reading Muslim and non-Muslim au
diences. 35 This is even a point of criticism with respect to leadership 
within mosques, as the "present leadership" is characterized as having 
medical, business, or computer technology training rather than "knowl
edge and wisdom."36 Modem technology has reinforced the authority of 
the new spokesmen, producing "an increasing laicization among Mus
lims and a weakening of the competence of the 'ulama.' "37 These confi
dent new spokesmen have, however, produced a landscape devoid of re
spect for the schools and methods of Islamic legal scholarship. 38 

Abou El Fadl's view is borne out by two recent social science studies of 
Muslims in America. In April 2001 , a highly-publicized national survey of 
mosques was released, undertaken and sponsored by some among the new 
spokesmen. In defining their survey population, they omitted some Shi' i 
(the Ismaili followers of the Aga Khan), the Ahmadis (until recently ac
cepted as Muslims in the U.S.)39 and the Nation of Islam (Louis Farrakhan 's 
group). Defining a mosque as any organization that sponsored Friday 
prayers and other Islamic activities, the survey included young Muslim 
groups on campuses but overlooked the numerous, largely African Amer
ican Muslim groups in American prisons.40 One of the findings of the 
study was that those who attend mosques place the traditional schools of 
law at the very bottom of the list in terms of "sources of authority in the 
worship and teaching" of their mosques. Those who answered the ques
tions posed by the survey, presidents and members of mosque boards of 
directors and imams, felt that the teachings of a particular madhhab or 
school of law were of little or no importance (52%), somewhat important 
(25 % ), very important ( 18 % ), or absolute! y foundational ( 5 o/o). Their pre
ferred sources of authority (absolutely foundational) were the Qur' an 
(95%), Sunnah of the Prophet (90%), the teachings of the righteous salaf 
(elders) (16%), the teachings of great scholars of the past (10%), human 
reasoning and understanding (10% ), and the teachings of certain recent 
Muslim leaders and scholars (7%).41 

The first systematic poll of American Muslims designed to cover par
ticipation in public life included a section on religious practices. The poll 
was commissioned by the Project MAPS (Muslims in the American Public 
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Square) and conducted by Zogby International in November and Decem
ber of 2001. This section covered the self-identified Muslim respondent's 
relationship with the mosque, conversion issues, the importance of reli
gion in one's life, and interactions between the mosque and politics. But 
this poll made no attempt to ascertain sectarian affiliation within Islam or 
views of sources of religious authority.42 

Before September 11, 2001, the stance of these western-educated po
litical leaders of American Islam was overwhelmingly optimistic, pro
claiming that American Muslims would play a major role in the "recon
struction" of the United States. Thus one man wrote that Muslims could 
make "an essential contribution to the healing of America" by becoming 
more visible and ceasing to "cast doubt on the compatibility of Islam, 
democracy and human rights." Indeed, he, like many others, felt that 
American Muslims also would play a special role in leadership of the in
ternational Muslim ummah. Arguing that Muslims in North America had 
a "head start" over those in Europe, since most already were or were be
coming citizens and could participate in public life, he said: 

Muslims all over the world are looking with high expectations to
ward the Ummah in the United States and Canada. Its dynamism, 
fresh approach, enlightened scholarship and sheer growth is their 
hope for an Islamic Renaissance worldwide. Perhaps the mujaddid 
of the 15th Islamic century and the second millenium of the com
mon era will be an American Muslim, insha Allah.43 

Muqtedar Khan, a young Indian American Muslim political scientist, 
wrote euphorically: 

"But internally, it [the U.S.] is the most Islamic state that has 
been operational in the last three hundred years. Internally, it is 
genuinely seeking to aspire to its ideals and the growing cultural, 
material and religious health of American Muslims is the best 
testimony to my claim. This debate, the existence of a Muslim 
public sphere where Muslims can think freely to revive and prac
tice Islam is its gift to Muslims. Something unavailable in most 
of the Muslim world."44 

A Pakistani American physician echoed this, adding "All that we need is 
unity among Muslims."45 
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CHANGES AFTER SEPTEMBER 11, 2001 

Then came the tragedy of September 11 , 2001 , and evidence that the 
World Trade Center explosions had been triggered by Islamic extrem
ists. The trajectory along which American Muslims were moving has 
changed dramatically, with significant implications for the contests over 
authority. Earlier tendencies on the part of American Muslim spokesmen 
and political organizations to narrow the boundaries of the community, 
de-emphasize the interpretative breadth of lsl~c law, and emphasize 
foreign policy issues at the expense of domestic ones have been re
versed. The new tendencies are being strongly shaped by non-Muslim 
politicians and the media in the U.S., in an interaction between Ameri
can Muslims and the state that is, perhaps paradoxically, drawing Mus
lims more closely into national political life while drawing more widely 
on the religion's rich, long-standing traditions of humanistic and legal 
scholarship.46 

American Muslims were initially silent, hoping that Muslims had not 
been responsible for the murderous attacks, but President Bush began 
meeting with Muslim religious leaders almost immediately 47 and visited 
the leading mosque in Washington. But it was not one of the new 
spokesmen, the political leaders, whom President Bush chose to stand 
on the White House lawn with him on September 20. It was Shaykh 
Hamza Yusuf, an American convert and charismatic teacher about Is
lam and Islamic law, who stood there as one of six religious leaders and 
the only Muslim to meet privately with the President that day, lamenting 
that "Islam was hijacked on that September 11, 2001 , on that plane as an 
innocent victim."48 A clear pattern emerged as the White House and the 
American media learned more about American Muslim leaders and 
organizations. Scholars and others outside the Muslim political organi
zations were called upon to speak publicly about the true meaning of 
jihad, Islamic views of terrorism, and similar topics, while the leaders 
of American Muslim political organizations found themselves on the 
defensive. 49 

Shaykh Hamza Yusuf, a white American convert50 to Islam in his early 
forties who co-founded and directs the Zaytuna Institute in the San Fran
cisco Bay area,51 was arguably the leading figure. His words about hi
jacking Islam were repeatedly quoted and his views welcomed by the 
President, the media, and the American public. Young American Muslims, 
many of them already his fans, circulated his interviews and speeches 
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more than any others on e-mail. In an interview published September 16, 
Hamza Yusuf called the World Trade Center attackers: 

enemies of Islam ... mass murderers , pure and simple . .. . I 
think that the Muslims-and I really feel this strongly-have to 
reject the discourse of anger. Because there is a lot of anger in the 
Muslim . . . world about the oppressive conditions that many 
Muslims find themselves in .. . we have to move to a higher moral 
ground, recognizing that the desire to blame others leads to anger 
and eventually to wrath, neither of which are rungs on a spiritual 
ladder to God. It's times like these that we really need to become 
introspective. 

Answering the reporter's questions about the meanings of jihad, martyr
dom, and suicide in Islam, he ended by saying, "If there are any martyrs in 
this affair it would certainly be those brave firefighters and police that 
went in there to save human lives and in that process lost their own." His 
words resonated widely with the American public.52 

Shaykh Hamza, in a CBC radio interview on September 23, invoked his 
training in Arabic and Islamic law as he talked about his September 20 
meeting with President Bush. He had told the President that "Infinite 
Justice" was a poor choice of name for the American military operation 
against terrorism, and that "crusade" evoked similarly negative reactions 
among Muslims. The President told him that "the Pentagon doesn't have 
theologians and they're the ones that name these things," and he said the 
name would be changed.53 

Shaykh Hamza's views about contemporary spokesmen for Islam were 
clearly related to the contest for authority among competing spokesmen 
for Muslims in America. 

Islam has very few scholars at very high levels. Most of the bril
liant students in the [M]iddle East now go into medicine and en
gineering, ... they don't go into philosophy .. . almost every one 
of these terrorists that are identified ... you will not find amongst 
them anyone who did his degree in philosophy, in literature, in the 
humanities, in theology ... [brilliant students are] only studying 
the physical sciences to the neglect of what makes us human, 
which is humanity, is poetry, is literature, as well as philosophy 
and theology .... I think the Muslim world really has to stop 
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blaming the West for its problems ... it's the easy way out, it's not 
a Qur'anic world-view ... we all need to really look in the mir
ror ... the Muslims need to become introspective and ... the West 
needs to understand .... I came out of the enlightenment tradi
tion and I still believe in the best of the enlightenment tradition 
and I think that Islam confirms and enhances that tradition .... 54 

Shaykh Hamza Yusuf, born Mark Hanson and with strong Sufi tenden
cies, 55 has never been centrally engaged in American Muslim political 
organizing (although he has often been a featured speaker at national con
ventions). A charismatic speaker with a following like that of a rock star's 
among second-generation American Muslims, the Shaykh has produced 
numerous, widely-circulated videos and cassettes. His public appearances, 
often with Siraj Wahaj (a popular African American Muslim speaker), 
generate enthusiastic audiences and fill stadiums. Already well known, 
he was "fast becoming a world figure as Islam's most able theological 
critic of the suicide hijacking," according to a story in The Guardian. The 
story asserted that "Many Muslims find his views hard to stomach, but 
he is advising the White House on the current crisis" and reported that 
his detractors dubbed him a "collaborator," Bush's "pet Muslim."56 Hamza 
Yusuf told the British reporter that Muslims should return to their "true 
faith," stripped of violence, intolerance, and hatred. He declared: 

Many people in the west do not realise how oppressive some Mus
lim states are-both for men and for women. This is a cultural 
issue, not an Islamic one .... I think the way Muslims are allowed 
to live in the west is closer to the Muslim way. A lot of Muslim 
immigrants feel the same way, which is why they are here ... if 
they are going to rant and rave about the west, they should emi
grate to a Muslim country. The good will of these [western] coun
tries to immigrants must be recognised by Muslims .. . . 57 

He remarked again on the backgrounds of the nineteen terrorists, the con
sistent feature being, in his view, that they were educated in the sciences 
rather than the humanities. 

Others who spoke out and were highlighted in the mainstream U.S. 
media were Professor Ali Asani, Professor Khaled Abou El Fadl, Sheikh 
Muhammad Hisham Kabbani, and Professor Muqtedar Khan. Asani, an 
Islamic Studies professor at Harvard and a member of the Aga Khan's 
Shi'i community (one of the groups excluded from the 2001 study of 
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American mosques), criticized American Muslim spokesmen for hav
ing used incendiary language in private while speaking of peace to the 
American public. 

Even when there are disagreements within the Muslim commu
nity about extremism, they will project to the outside that we are 
all monolithic and peaceful ... [but now, the more extreme lead
ers have gone] on alert. They realize that they are part of the prob
lem, that the Sept. 11 incident can be the result of this kind of 
thinking they have been propagating for so many years.58 

Asani was also quoted in a lead editorial in the Los Angeles Times. He 
praised American pluralism as essential to the true spirit of the Koran, 
as undermining "exclusivist" and repressive versions of Islam. 59 He 
voiced the "general concern among Muslim intellectuals about how not 
only CAIR but some of these other organizations are claiming to speak in 
the name of the Muslim community, and how they 're coming to be rec
ognized by the government as spokespeople for the Muslim community 
in the U.S." 

Khaled Abou El Fadl, already introduced here, has been controversial in 
Muslim community circles.6° Known for his independent views, particu
larly about women in Islam,61 he had published a piece entitled "Terror
ism is at Odds With Islamic Tradition" in the Los Angeles Times on Au
gust 22;62 he was turned to after September 11, giving talks locally, 
appearing on CNN, and writing powerful indictments of Muslim leader
ship.63 Trained in both Islamic and American law (at Cairo's Al Azhar, the 
University of Pennsylvania, Yale, and Princeton), Abou El Fadl talked 
about the "crumbling of the Islamic civilization [that] has removed the es
tablished institutions to seriously challenge the extremists .... Extremist 
theology is a combustible brew of puritanism, ethical and moral irrespon
sibility and rampant apologetics."64 Long a critic of the science-trained new 
spokesmen for American Muslims, Abou El Fadl was admiringly profiled 
in January 2002 in the Los Angeles Times.65 

Others turned to after September 11, Sheikh Muhammad Hisham Kab
bani and M.A. Muqtedar Khan, illustrate not the background in classical 
legal training so much as the diversity and broader range of spokesmen;66 

the former leads a Naqshbandi Sufi group with a strong U.S. following,67 

and the latter is a young Indian-origin Ph.D. in political science from 
Georgetown, who did have a career as an unofficial mufti (legal scholar), 
but on the Internet and along innovative rather than classical lines.68 
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The media attention given to Islam and American Muslims has fore
grounded not only Islamic legal scholars but issues of Islamic law, as an 
amusing, but fundamentally serious, e-mail from "an American" illus
trates. The writer expressed resentment at "being bombarded by some in
struction from the media on how I should 'understand' Islam." A few lines 
from this lengthy epistle give the idea: 

[I]t's been over a month . .. and there seem to be hundreds of TV 
talk-show hosts, news people, Islamic experts, roaming Imams, 
and Muslim clerics who keep telling me how I should get ac
quainted with the 'real' Muslim world of the Koran, Hadith and 
the Sunna and how these terrorist guys who pulled off the 9/11 
attacks don' t really represent the actual Islamic faith ... why 
should I be the target audience .... If I have it right, all the people 
who did this were Muslims . .. . I mean I already know what they 
did was wrong as do most honest Americans, so why are you 
telling me? .. . Tell them about the religion! Yes, tell the Muslims 
... that they have it backwards and inside out .... So please, to 
all the media types and so-called Islamic experts-stop giving 
me your line on how these guys have hijacked a religion ... [then 
7 questions are posed, like, why not afatwa on the hijackers, when 
one was put out on Salman Rushdie who only wrote a book that 
got it wrong?] .. .. I'm still not sure if I'm considered a non
believer that Muslims should live in peace with or if I am an infi
del that should be killed for my corrupt life style, or my religious 
belief . .. there are but two possibilities: in the least, either the ma
jority of Muslims aquiecese [sic] to the 'hijacking' of their reli
gion, or at worst, they give tacit approval to the murderous ac
tions the Islamic terrorists have done in the name of Allah.69 

Some American Muslims have managed to see the events of September 
11 as an opportunity. As one man wrote, "American Muslim leaders have 
gotten more media time than we could have ever imagined in our wildest 
dreams."7° Copies of the Qur' an were sold out in bookstores all over the 
U.S. , and many Islamic centers and mosques held open houses. Others, 
however, saw September 11 as a major setback for Islam in America.71 

With all the conflicting reports and opinions being bandied about, the 
contest for authority goes on. American Muslim organizational leaders 
have tried to seize center stage again, only to attract media attention to 
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some of their earlier rhetoric.72 The outgoing president of ISNA, Muzzamil 
Siddiqi, led a memorial service at the Washington National Cathedral; as 
President Bush said later, "He did a heck of a good job, and we were proud 
to have him there."73 Reporters did research and raised questions about 
Siddiqi's earlier remarks in public speeches.74 The rhetoric designed for 
private and known audiences of co-believers, rhetoric designed to instill 
pride and a sense of mission, sounded very different when moved into a 
public arena and read by a wider audience. 

American Muslims previously uninvolved in political organizing were 
galvanized into action, newly concerned with Islamic law and its imple
mentation in the U.S. One new organization, led by medical men and 
other professionals, formed to combat extremism and implicitly accused 
leaders of earlier organizations of condoning extremism and doing a dis
service to American Muslims.75 A debate began about what is being said 
in American mosques, and by whom. Were the "traditional," foreign-born 
imams in American mosques or the western-educated members of the 
boards of directors that run the mosques more " immoderate" in their 
views before September 11? One writer argued that the "moderate" mem
bers of the boards should hire only American-educated imams "who are 
fluent in English and are voices of moderation, who can talk to the me
dia . . . and who can sustain a constructive dialogue with Americans from 
all walks of life . . .. "76 But others criticized the members of the boards 
of directors who employed imams: "board members, who are usually 
educated in various fields like medicine, engineering, computers, and so 
on, do not have adequate knowledge of Islam . .. they will not allow their 
imams to make independent statements." This writer advocated training 
young people in American schools to become both imams and board 
members.77 

Events in 2003 and 2004 have intensified conflicts centered on Islamic 
law and its interpretation in the U.S. What began as a so-called "gender 
jihad" in the 1990s has led to a "progressive Muslim" movement in the 
twenty-first century. This has, in some ways, furthered a deepening division 
between immigrant Muslims and indigenous African American Muslims. 
Ironically, the gender j ihad initially featured leading figures from both im
migrant and indigenous Muslim backgrounds. African American women 
are prominent among the Muslim feminists writing about Islamic law and 
jurisprudence. Amina Wadud, an African American Muslim and an Islamic 
Studies professor, called in her book, Qur 'an and Woman (1999),78 for a 
radical and continual rethinking of the Qur' an and hadith, asserting that 
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much now considered divine and immutable shari 'a is the result of a long, 
male-dominated intellectual process. Another African American Muslim, 
Gwendolyn Zoharah Simmons, writes of the growing number of Muslim 
women scholars and activists "seeking to separate Islam, the religion, 
from culture, tradition, and social mores .. . at times bringing to the fore
ground the interpretations of earlier sects or groups in Islam who were 
labeled heterodox and their views dismissed."79 The gender jihad, then, 
could work across sectarian boundaries. 

The gender jihad is an important strand in an emerging cosmopolitan 
Islam in the U.S., one that is being produced by .fiqh specialists and other 
scholars of Islam. This strand is best exemplified by a volume edited by 
Omid Safi and published in 2003, Progressive Muslims. The fifteen con
tributors are almost all now teaching in the U.S. but many are immigrants, 
and their academic degrees come from all over the world. Four are Amer
ican converts, two of them African American women. In the volume, Kecia 
Ali and Moosa Ebrahim go further than Wadud and Simmons in ques
tioning the patriarchial basis of Islamic law. Another and even more con
troversial element in the progressive Muslim movement involves open 
discussions of gender and sexuality. This has been initiated most con
spicuously by the new website Muslimwakeup.com (it was preceded by 
a few gay and lesbian Muslim websites). The fall of 2004 saw the formal 
establishment of the Progressive Muslim Union of North America. 80 The 
website (progressivemuslims.com) lays out its principles. These explic
itly recognize as Muslim "anyone who identifies herself or himself as 
"Muslim," including those whose identification is based on social com
mitments and cultural heritage," and affirm "the equal status and equal 
worth" of all human beings, regardless of religion, gender, race, ethnic
ity, or sexuality." 

The progressive movement is not just academic; it is beginning to have 
an impact on the national immigrant-led organizations that it has been 
actually attacking. The changes in the American political landscape after 
9/11 have pushed the national Islamic and Muslim political organizations 
into the paths pioneered by the academic progressives. A leading national 
political organization, the Muslim Public Affairs Council (MPAC), made 
progressive Islamic thought the theme of its 2004 convention in Long 
Beach and invited some of the academics in the Progressive Muslims vol
ume to speak; MPAC also has published an issue of its journal, The Minaret, 
focused on progressive Islam and Muslims and advocating moves in that 
direction. Even the more religiously oriented and conservative ISNA, in its 
journal Islamic Horizons, started a three-part series on its own history with 



Leonard 21 

a focus on the role of Muslim women in nurturing the Muslim Student 
Association (MSA) and its development into ISNA.81 

There have also been deepening conflicts between immigrant Muslims 
and African American Muslims, and these are reflected both organiza
tionally and in contests over sources of authority. African American lead
ers split off in 2001 from the immigrant-led Sunni Muslim groups to es
tablish a new organization called MANA, the Muslim Alliance of North 
America.82 Turning away from the national immigrant-led organizations 
because of their failure to reflect the concerns of indigenous Muslims, 
their focus on overseas agendas, and their efforts to become part of the 
dominant or white mainstream culture, MANA's leaders want to main
tain a critical stance toward American society. MANA defines "indige
nous" as "anyone who is native to America, including second generation 
immigrants ."83 

This African American Muslim initiative is also reflected in academic 
battles over Islamic law and jurisprudence. A respected African American 
Muslim scholar of Islamic law (and MANA board member), Sherman 
Jackson,84 has publicly attacked Khaled Abou El Fadl, the latter now 
linked to the progressive Muslim academics. Jackson claims Abou El 
Fadl and other immigrant intellectuals are buying into white America's 
claims to "false universalisms" and are overlooking the justifiably dif
ferent African American interpretations of Islam and African American 
needs for social justice. Jackson writes explicitly about doctrinal in
terpretations not shared by immigrant and black Muslims and calls for 
different versions of Islam tailored to constituencies strongly marked 
by race, class, and histories within the nation. Accusing immigrant Mus
lims like Abou El Fadl of being "American Muslim romantics" who try to 
appease the dominant culture by presenting an acceptable "universal" and 
progressive version of Islam, he sees them as presenting only a part, a 
specifically Middle Eastern "East's truth," as the whole in order to pre
empt views that lie outside the boundaries of their imagination or expe
rience. Asserting that the Prophet Muhammad was sent for all peoples, 
at all times and in all places, and that there are not only New and Old 
World realities but different realities within the New World, Jackson sees 
Islam's pluralistic legal traditions as enabling interpretative communi
ties to adapt Islam to their circumstances. If American Islam is to be truly 
pluralistic, he writes, "it will have to be bold and vigilant in its refusal 
to ignore or jettison any of these histories and experiences in favor of 
appeals to a false universal, no matter how chic, powerful, or expedient 
the latter may be."85 
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CONCLUSION 

The boundaries of Muslim America and the numbers of authoritative 
spokesmen for American Muslims have been steadily expanding since Sep
tember 11, 2001, and differences once suppressed have become open. The 
leaders of the American Muslim political organizations no longer are rec
ognized by the American government or the public as the only spokesmen 
for American Muslims. There are pressures on the political spokesmen even 
from their own followers to broaden their constituencies by generation and 
gender and to put greater emphasis on American values, training, and do
mestic political issues. 86 Post-9/11 spokesmen and women for Islam speak 
for and represent a wider range of Islam's sectarian, intellectual, artistic, 
and legal traditions than do the political spokesmen. The gender jihad and 
a progressive Muslim movement have grown greatly in importance, inter
acting in interesting ways with organizational and legal challenges to im
migrant Muslims from indigenous, primarily African American, Muslims. 

These developments are taking place in the context of growing tensions 
between the goals of American Muslims and those of the political lead
ers of the U.S. In 2005, American Muslims and the leaders of American 
Muslim political organizations face many challenges and American, not 
Islamic, law is probably of more concern. National American Muslim 
groups like CAIR and MPAC increasingly allege violations of the civil 
rights of Muslims and Arabs, and there clearly have been such violations. 
Concern about profiling by religion and/or national origin has grown 
steadily.87 The legal issues with which American Muslims are now most 
concerned are also of concern to many other Americans, as the Patriot 
Act and other measures threaten the civil liberties of all. 
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