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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION

American Islam, the Next Generation:
Young Adult Muslim Americans on Campus—
Faith, Identities, Citizenship, Gender, and Pluralism

by

Daniel Azim Pschaida

Doctor of Philosophy, Graduate Program in Religious Studies
University of California, Riverside, August 2015
Dr. Muhamad Ali, Chairperson

This dissertation highlights context and the contours of the religious discourse of young
adult Muslim Americans on university campuses in the Pacific West of the United States.
It focuses on the second generation children of Muslim immigrants and their leadership
approaches to college Muslim Student Associations [MSA]. Based off data from eighty
in-depth interviews with this population and some converts, extensive participant
observation, and an online survey, this study also employs sociological analysis,
phenomenology, hermeneutics, and comparative ethics to identify the ways this
demographic draws on scriptural sources to articulate the significance of their faith in an
American environment. Chapter One explores the social matrix in which heritage
Muslims come to embrace and assert Islam as a central facet of their personal identity. In
particular it identifies the importance of family upbringing, peer relationships, prejudice
and stereotyping of Muslims, and multiculturalism. Chapter Two discloses many core

features of a “Muslim” identity, and the ways it relates to their nationality “American”
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and various other demarcations and activities of their personal identity. Chapter Three
presents MSAs’ institutional practices and individual interpretations related to envisioned
binaries of male and female, analyzing how they believe women and men should relate to
each other on campus, in families, and in their roles in public life. It also presents their
perspectives of homosexuality. Chapter Four tackles the question of how young Muslims
conceptualize and deal with religious, ethnic, and racial differences. This chapter
discloses dynamics of inclusivity, prejudice, trans-ethnic friendship, marriage ideals with
ethnic others, and young Muslims’ sometimes embracing and sometimes censuring
Islamic sectarian diversity. It also divulges their perspectives on soteriology of non-
Muslims. This research counters previous simplifications of young American Muslims on
campus as fundamentalist, exclusive, uncritical, and militant yet also complicates
reifications of them as liberal, democratic, and inclusive, presenting their diverse
interpretations to their faith and detailing the particular ways and for what purposes they
perform conservative, exclusive, liberal, and inclusive approaches to Islam. This
dissertation reveals young adult Muslim Americans on campus creatively negotiate what
they learn about their Islamic tradition with American ideals, constituting diverse

expositions of their Faith.
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INTRODUCTION

Young Adult Muslim Americans: Locating Research and
Researcher, Methods and Theory of the Study

Locating Young Adult Muslim Americans

Episode 1: Tuesday night Muslim Student Association weekly meeting at University of California
Riverside

As I enter room 265 of the Highlander Union Building at 4:50 pm on a Tuesday night, the Muslim Student
Association president, Omar, is consulting with another officer, Yasmin, about announcements to make for
the MSA meeting. Another young woman sits to the right and on her phone as she awaits the meeting to
begin. Sister Yasmin writes down the day’s announcements with a green marker on a large white board.
Both young women are in clothing typical of the MSA participants: jeans or black pants along with a loose
fitting long sweater that hang almost to their legs. One is covering her hair with a colorful headscarf, the
other is not wearing one, which represents the typical 1 to 1 ratio among MSA women participants.
Another woman comments that all the extra clothing on this warm afternoon that our friend a biology
student is wearing appears uncomfortable, and I comment that her style would fit well in the movie The
Matrix, “Oh! I know, because of the big black trench coat!” she replies. “Exactly!” as I pantomime Neo
Anderson avoiding bullets. Other young men and women begin to arrive, taking seats, and greeting each
other. Sabir, of Afghani descent, comes over to say hello to me, while he finishes saying something to
someone else. Then he looks straight at me and says, “I need to finally give you a proper greeting, salam
alaykum!” alluding to how he is often trying to organize other things when he says hello to me, multi-
tasking in his role as an officer. More young men come in, greeting their friends and acquaintances, salam
alaykum, and they begin chatting about classes, sports, or social and religious issues. They wear jeans and a
sweater or tee-shirt; just a few of the men wear hats, a baseball cap or snow hat, as it is under sixty degrees,
cold for Southern Californians. I say hello to a young man with two earrings who has a large book in his
hand called Modern Iran: Roots and Results of Revolution and he tells me about a class he is taking for his
history major. Danny sits down near us and asks him directly, “You’re not Muslim are you?” He explains
that he was raised Catholic, with Native American roots, and he likes Islam and many similarities he finds
with some Native American traditions, such as prayer, the indefinable nature of the higher power, or
treating women with great respect. Soon Omar announces that we will pray ‘asr, the late afternoon
obligatory prayer. The “brothers” maneuver to the back of the room its eastward side. The “sisters” move to
the opposite half of the room, some spreading out rectangular colorful silk or polyester floor scarfs to
prostrate their hands down onto a clean surface. Omar recites verses of the Qur’an as a call to prayer,
praising God and seeking refuge in Him from “the accursed Satan.” Another student leader takes the lead
as an imam to facilitate the steps of inner prayers and movements: standing with arms folded on chest,
bending forward, and prostrating with the head to the ground. After about five minutes, they complete the
prayer and students make their way back to the chairs: a set on the right for the women and a set on the left
for the men with a common walkway in between them. Women and men return to saying hello to their
friends for a minute before Omar begins making announcements, including the Islamic Awareness Week
occurring the following week. Sister Yasmin explains about a blood drive event with the Red Cross at the
local mosque that weekend which would include two free tickets for every donor to the professional soccer
team the Los Angeles Galaxy. She reads the twitter account for it: #howkhafeefisyourdam meaning “how
light is your blood?” Sister Sara explains about the Middle East Awareness week occurring concurrently.



Omar asks the attendees to offer du ‘@’ [prayer] for a Muslim friend whose infant son had suddenly died, for
the MSA secretary who had just badly sprained her ankles, and for a brother of one of the women members
who was having many difficulties. Most students have arrived, about twenty young men and seventeen
young women. The guest speaker, a student of Islam named Nadeem Riaz, presents on the subject of the
attitude, purposes, and characteristics of du ‘a’, based on a lecture on the subject made by Nouman Ali
Khan that he had studied. After about an hour, with some intermittent questions from the audience, Omar
closes with a prayer and announces dinner. A little more than half of the thirty-seven attendees stay for
dinner: a homemade, Middle Eastern casserole and baked cakes with coconut. They socialize as they eat,
men mostly talking with men, and women with women, although some intermixing occurs. I too say hello
to some of the ‘sisters’ I had gotten to know through my fieldwork and interviews over the past two years.
The MSA leaders have become friendly with a young Latino custodian who customarily closes the room
after the event and he partakes of a little of the dinner before returning to duties. Alone and in groups, the
young Muslim Americans disperse.

Episode 2: The Meditation Room

On the second floor of Costo Hall, near the Native American Student Center, the Southeast Asian and
Pacific Islander Student Center, and the Hillel (Jewish) Student Center, is the meditation room, open to
members of the campus community of any faith, although in which Muslims principally occupy it as a
place of prayer and fellowship. I walk through the glass door, whispering “salam alaykim” to groups of
young men seated on chairs to the right and left of the room. Hakeem and Baseem are chatting about a
European soccer league and watch highlights of a recent match on a phone, commenting enthusiastically
about a favorite player’s dribbling moves. Najeeb and Husayn, sitting across from me, debate which NBA
teams are likely to make the Finals from among the “loaded” Western Conference. Near the door, Na’il
tells Ahmed about an entertaining Youtube video he just watched of the popular Indian Muslim preacher
and apologist Zakir Naik in which he refutes a man in the audience claiming to be a great religious figure
[the mahdi]. Thear two young ladies in the back talking about their classes, clothing, and headscarves.
Another woman walks in, makes her way to the back of the room, and sets up a scarf rug to fulfill an
afternoon salah prayer; taking notice, others lower their voices to not distract her. I sit silently listening to
others, not comfortable to talk during someone else’s prayer. Some students leave the room and new ones
enter. Three young men enter in conversation about current events and Muslims. [Saif:] “So did you guys
hear about that masjid that got burned down in Houston?” [Adil:] “Why are people shocked? I’m not
surprised.” [Saif:] “If we don’t speak up against this and mobilize then (he paused) they already think they
can go to our country and kill people and now here too.” [Adil:] “We’re not in a position to do anything.”
[Asad:] “In the Qur’an, Allah says that "he will not change the state of a nation unless they change it
themselves" so unless we get the Muslims on the same page, doing the same thing and going back to
representing the Prophet and the Deen [Islamic religion] properly, we're not gonna get anywhere.” (I miss
the next threads of conversation.) [Asad:] “No, but Allah subhanna-wa-ta’ala [glorifed and exalted by He]
does not prevent you from being nice to someone just because our beliefs do not coincide, it doesn’t mean
you have to be mean to them. You have to treat them properly. Let them do what they want, Allah
subhanna-wa-ta’ala will deal with them.” [Adil:] “Yeah obviously, but if this was the Khilafah [Caliphate],
we’d go by those rules, but here, we respect the rules, we live in this country so we have to live by its rules
so long as they don’t go against Islam, like if there was a law that said we have to drink alcohol, we don’t
have to follow that.”!

! This second episode is a hybrid account of goings on in the Meditation room, based on my own notes and
memory of observations from various visits to the Meditation Room. The conversation of Saif, Adil, and
Asad are added from field notes of Ms. Faezeh Fathizadeh, February 13, 2015, as part of her own academic
research project at UC Riverside for a religious studies course.
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Episode 3: Saturday night at Khadija’s

Khadija is making dinner for her many friends, even though she proudly proclaims that she knew nothing
about cooking before college and thought that regular milk came from white cows, chocolate milk came
from brown cows, and cheese came from a special kind of cow. Maybe cooking is still new to her but her
home made pizza of fresh bread, slices of tomato, whole pieces of basil, oregano, with mozzarella and
cheddar cheese is among the best I have tasted. Her roommate Nadra join us as do Muslim friends and
apartment neighbors Ayana, Jasmine, and Cristina arrive, along with her non-Muslim friends Garrett,
Tonya, and my wife Tiara. We are not just a religiously diverse group, of three different religious traditions
and both converts and heritage Muslims, but ethnically as well, of Somali American, Sri Lankan American,
Mexican American, European American, and African American. Joyful, lively, with a quick mind and
loquacious, Khadija is a natural hostess, establishing a warm and friendly atmosphere, even though a few of
us had not previously met. Conversations move fluidly between topics of recent movies, music, books, and
religion, only interrupted by spurts of laughter. Having eaten more than our daily nutritional necessities, my
wife offers to lead everyone in a Zumba session—an exercise based on Latin, African, and Indian cultural
dances—and after a twenty minutes workout in the living room, feeling invigorated, we say our thank you
and depart.

These three episodes represent three distinct environments in which heritage
Muslims and converts choose Islam as a central facet of selfhood and perform and
construct their identity together. Episode 1 is a space fashioned and directed by Muslim
Student Association [MSA] officers, who with other MSA participants, constitute and
communicate their vision of the significance and essential practices of being Muslim,
such as gender divisions, congregational salah prayer, and cultivating habits of du ‘a’
prayer in addition to the five daily requirements of salah. It is also a place where both
heritage Muslims and those of other backgrounds (in this example, one raised Catholic
and with Native American traditions) experiment with and learn more about Islam.
Episode 2 takes place in a setting not formally under the purview of MSA leadership, yet
informally it is the central location on campus for MSA leaders and participants to gather,
pray, and socialize. It is thus engendered as an extension of MSA space in daily campus
life. The conversation above offers a fascinating look at how three different students react

when feeling threatened by an attack on a Houston, Texas mosque. Episode 3



demonstrates that Muslims also create spaces of friendship, support, and religious
formation outside the purview of MSA leadership. Some of those students participate in
MSA programs from time to time, most do not. This gathering is also distinct in that
many individuals in the friendship group were not Muslim, yet in their interactions the
delineation between who is Muslim and who is not is not pronounced.

A confluence of social, political, cultural, and religious factors has impelled an
increasing number of heritage Muslims and Americans of other religious backgrounds to
make Islam a core interest and shaper of their values and practices while at college, many
carrying forward this identity after graduation. Although no two young adult Muslims
articulate an Islamic identity that sounds exactly alike, this identity work is largely
constructed, fashioned, contested, revised, and consolidated socially—in interaction with
peers—to create coherent communities. This dissertation analyzes many of the
environmental factors that encourage this Islamic identity, the different and common
ways it is articulated and practiced in and apart from Muslim campus groups, the ways
gender performances ground this identity, and how this identity is fashioned in
engagement with (and contradistinction from) religious and ethnic others. This
dissertation focuses on listening to and understanding the voices and discourse of young
adult Muslim Americans as they communicate their beliefs, values, practices, and
interpretive choices. My organization, discussion, and analysis of their voices identify
patterns and make connections previously undisclosed, to further unravel the contexts in
which this identity is being shaped, and to consider the ethical implications of the choices

being made.



Although we must await the future to discern if a unified American Islamic ethos
will be sparked out of the current clash of different opinions, in the views and practices of
these young Americans of the Pacific west of the United States we find a recognizable
number of possible trajectories, propounded side by side in varied degrees of tension and
harmony. Any one or a combination of these trajectories may become preeminent in the
coming decades. How these young people are envisioning Islam has momentous
implications for Islam in America more generally. This is due to the following dynamics.
First, the Muslim population in the United States is also generally young, with over 85%
of Muslim American adults being less than fifty-five years old.> Second, of all American
religious groups, Muslim have one of the highest percentages of youth becoming college
educated, thereby gaining the confidence and financial leverage to be influential members
or a “vanguard” of local Islamic centers and regional and national Islamic organizations.?
Many officers of campus MSAs upon graduation continue to be active, through
volunteering and sometimes full-time work, in local mosques and in regional and national
organizations such as MSA West, Islamic Society of North America, Islamic Circle of
North America, Muslim American Society, the Muslim Public Affairs Council, and the

Council of American Islamic Relations. These young Muslims have abilities to navigate

2 In fact, just 12% of Muslim adults in American are 55 and older, see Pew Research Center Muslim
Americans: No Signs of Growth in Alienation or Support for Extremism, (August 2011): 15,
http://www.people-press.org/files/2011/08/muslim-american-report.pdf (accessed April 14, 2015).

3 Geneive Abdo, Mecca and Main Street (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 63-64. Bayoumi asserts
that young Muslims of the second generation have a “sense of a vanguard position” and enthusiastically
participate in what they see as a movement of a growing global revival of Islam, especially among those
their age. See Moustafa Bayoumi, “Being Young, Muslim, and American in Brooklyn,” Being Young and
Muslim: New Cultural Politics in the Gobal South and North, eds. Linda Herrera and Asef Bayat (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2010), 168.



http://www.people-press.org/files/2011/08/muslim-american-report.pdf

institutions, locally and nationally, in the United States, and speaking “without an accent”
they are likely to be listened to by fellow young Muslims and by non-Muslims in public
forums, whether in political or interfaith activism.* Third, a small but steady number of
MSA activists after college graduation go on to study of Islam full-time, either abroad or
in North American Islamic institutes and colleges. Returning from these studies, they are
generally seen as Islamic authorities by Islamic organizations.®> Fourth, young Muslims
who grow up in the United States are more likely than older Muslims to make Islam the
core of their identity, and thus they are likely to be involved in local, regional, and
national Islamic organizations of charitable work, public relations, legal defense, training
and education, and activism.® In addition, how these young people are envisioning Islam
has a notable impact on global visions of Islam. They interface with fellow young
Muslims around the world through transnational networks and online discussion boards,

as English becomes the international language for Muslims, not just in the “West” but

4 Mucahit Bilici, Finding Mecca in America: How Islam Is Becoming an American Religion (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2012), 157-160, 162.

5 See Zareena Grewal, Islam is a Foreign Country: American Muslims and the Global Crisis of Authority
(New York: New York University Press, 2014).

% About 60% of Muslims in the USA ages 18 to 29 answered that they consider themselves Muslims first
before American, compared to about 47% of Muslims in the USA more generally. See Pew Research
Center, Muslim Americans: Middle Class and Mostly Mainstream (May 2007), 31,
http://www.pewresearch.org/files/old-assets/pdf/muslim-americans.pdf (accessed April 14, 2015). The
more recent 2011 Pew survey did not release reveal the age correlations of this question but Muslim-first
generally was at 49%. However, interestingly, they did further these questions of comparing levels of
identity with citizenship versus religion with that of Christian Americans, finding that 46% identity as
“American” first and also 46% as “Christian” first, Pew Research Center, Muslim Americans (August
2011): 34. These questions explicitly seek to address anxieties about whether our fellow citizens who are
Muslim really are fellow patriotic, assimilated, and loyal Americans. Unfortunately, in reality, a very
patriotic Christian American (a la Timothy McVeigh) can be inclined to violent means of revolution; on the
other hand, an American Muslim who might see all kinds of patriotism as a form of idolatry may at the
same time be what would be considered an upstanding citizen, peaceful, neighborly, treats the other
gender(s) considerately, consultative in decision making, obedient to the laws of the land.
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also in Africa and Asia.” The broader Muslim world continues to be quite young, with
60% of its global population under age thirty in 2010, and the American leaders will
continue to communicate their visions of authentic Islam in discussion—online and

through traveling students and scholars—with their Muslim contemporaries worldwide.’

Brief history of the Muslim Student Association movement

The Muslim Student Association movements arose in the 1960s, produced by
identity politics and some immigrant Muslims’ mission for global Islamic revivalism.
There is a long history of students forming diverse associations at North American
universities. Compensating for the limitations of official college curricula, students on
campuses have joined together to form social, cultural, recreational, political, or religious
associations from at least the 1700s. Greek-letter fraternities had been established in most
of the colleges in New York and New England by 1850. The Morrill Act in 1862
initiated the building of government-funded state institutes, colleges, and universities,
soon opening their doors to social and religious groups that hitherto did not normally

have access to higher education.’

7 Garbi Schmidt, “The Transnational Umma — Myth or Reality? Examples from the Western Diasporas,”
The Muslim World 95 (October 2005): 577, 580-2; Jorgen S. Nielsen, “Transnational Islam and the
Integration of Islam in Europe,” Paper presented at the Second Mediterranean Social and Political Research
Meeting. Florence, (March 21-25, 2000), 17. “English is becoming an Islamic lingua franca,” Jergen S.
Nielsen, “Transnational Islam and the Integration of Islam in Europe,” Muslim Networks and Transnatinoal
Communities in and Across Europe, eds. Stefano Allievi and Jgrgen S. Nielsen, (Leiden, Netherlands:
Kominklijke Brill, 2003), 42.

8 Pew Research Center: Forum on Religion & Public Life, The Future of the Global Muslim Population:
Projections for 2010-2013 (January 2011), 17.
http://www.npdata.be/Data/Godsdienst/PEW/FutureGlobalMuslimPopulation-WebPDF.pdf (accessed April
15, 2015).

o Rodolph Leslie Schnell, National Activist Student Organizations in American Higher Education, 1905-
1944 (Ann Arbor, Michigan: University of Michigan Press, 1976), 6-12.
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These voluntary associations were not just based on mutual interest but responses
to the discrimination of already-established student groups. Faced with exclusion from
Protestant Christian college fraternities and newly emerging sororities, students of other
religious identities began separate clubs from the early 1900s. Newman Centers in North
America, established to support Catholic belief and practice on university campuses,
began at the University of Wisconsin in 1883 and at the University of Pennsylvania in
1893, and by 1908 a national organization for United States Newman Centers began. '°
Barred from fraternity memberships, Catholic students at Brown University formed their
own Greek society in 1889. Similarly, Jewish students at Yale, shut out on religious
grounds from established student groups, founded a society in 1895 open to students of
all races, religions, and colors.!! Tn 1923, Jewish students founded the national Hillel
organization on the campus of University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign. By 1939 Hillel
had established chapters on 30 other campuses.'?

The 1960s, when the national organization of MSAs was formed, were years of
rising consciousness of social justice and equity issues. Recognizing the energy and

idealism of youth, political activists have long looked at university students to champion

107 p. Long-Gracia, “Newman Centers: a brief history,” US Catholic magazine,
http://www.uscatholic.org/life/2012/01/newman-centers-brief-history (accessed October 19, 2013). The
website states these centers were initially established “to help Catholics live their faith on campus amid
perceived anti-Catholicism.”

1 Sanua, Marianne Rachel, Going Greek: Jewish College Fraternities in the United States, 1895—1945
(Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2003), 45-50.

12 Taymiya R. Zaman, “Jewish and Muslim Immigrant Communities and American Campuses,” Muslims
and Jews in America: Commonalities, Contentions, and Complexities, eds. Reza Aslan and Aaron J. Hahn
Tapper (New York: Palgrave Macmillan), 97.



http://www.uscatholic.org/life/2012/01/newman-centers-brief-history

of their causes, such as the Intercollegiate Socialist Society that formed in 1905.'3 The
1960s witnessed an intensification of students experimenting with activism and becoming
confident in their abilities to effect change in their universities, in national politics, and
American society. From 1960, black and white activists initiated off-campus sit-ins and
demonstrations for desegregation and civil rights, for free speech, for student
participation in university decision-making, and later against the Vietnam War and the
invasion of Cambodia. By 1970, most colleges and universities had experienced various
forms of student strikes, demonstrations, and protests.14
Given this background the student founders of the Muslim Student Association

had many models of religious and political student associations for their local and
national organizations. They also realized the unique opportunities that religious freedom
allowed to bring forth their ideals of a global Islamic revival. Their activities toward this
vision had been curbed for years in their home countries such as Egypt and the Jama’at-i-
Islami where their leaders had been often imprisoned their organizations banned. '’

The founders of the Muslim Student Association of the United States and Canada
worked to link the established campus Muslim student groups and to expand them on

new campuses. The year the first local campus Muslim organizations were founded is yet

13 Rodolph Leslie Schnell, National Activist Student Organizations in American Higher Education, 1905-
1944 (Ann Arbor, Michigan: University of Michigan Press, 1976), 6-12.

14 James L. Wood, The Sources of American Student Activism (Washington, DC: Lexington Books, 1974),
1-3

15 Seyyed Vali Reza Nasr, Mawdudi and the Making of Islamic Revivalism (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1996), 43-44. Sayyid Qutb, a leader and the preeminent ideologue of the Muslim Brotherhood, the
most popular Islamic revivalism movement in Egypt, had been in prison in Egypt since 1954 and would be
executed for treason in 1965. In Pakistan, the military ruler from 1958 to 1964 had banned political parties
and repressed Abul A’la Maududi’s Jama’at-i-Islami religio-political party that had been working to
Islamize the national government.



to be identified. From the newly organized Muslim Student Association’s survey in
1963, which identified only 15 campus Muslim associations in North America then, we
can guess that such organizations were fairly new and scarce. The 1968 MSA Handbook
notes that the idea had been brewing from the “early fifties” for a continental Muslim
student organization, but its advocates were afraid there were insufficient funds for such a
project. The MSA leaders quickly began correspondence with hundreds of universities
and assisted in the establishment of local chapters, so that by 1968 there were 105
Muslim groups on college campuses connected to the new national organization. Among
these were Muslim unions at the University of California campuses of Los Angeles and
Riverside. When MSA officers traveled long distances for a meeting or Islamic
gathering, they often arranged stopped at various colleges and universities to help
contacts form a campus MSA. They offered guidelines for constitutions and bylaws,
emphasizing that the groups be run principally by and for students. In 1968 the national
body counted over a thousand dues-paying individual members and a mailing list of five
thousand names. Another forty-eight campus Muslim groups chose not to be formally
affiliated with the national body.!® Likewise, in 2014 of the many hundreds of Muslim
Student Associations active on individual college and university campuses, less than half
are formally associated with the national body. Meanwhile the current MSA-National

functions more as a resource center for campus MSAs rather than an executive body;

16 Muslim Students Association, The MSA Handbook (Ann Arbor, MI: Muslim Students’ Association of the
U.S. and Canada, 1968), 13, 27-34; Omer bin Abdullah, “Building a Community: a Student Action,”
Islamic Horizons, vol. 32, no. 4, (July/August 2003), 46, 51, http://issuu.com/isnacreative/docs/ih_jul-

aug 03 (accessed December 10, 2013).
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those MSAs that choose to be affiliated with the national organization can choose how
much guidance to follow from the central body.

The nationally Muslim Student Association represents a movement that initially tried
to imitate Islamic revivalist movements abroad, but over the next five decades it
increasingly became an indigenous American organization. Constituted by young male
Muslim graduate students, with the assistance of their wives and other young women,
they were inspired by the transnational organizations of the Muslim Brotherhood in
Egypt and the Jama’at-i-Islami in Pakistan. The students advocated Islam as an all-
encompassing “way of life”” and the solution to all problems, directly quoting the Qur’an
and Hadith of the Prophet Muhammad to justify their views. They successfully worked to
replace the Federation of Islamic Associations of the United States and Canada, formed
by World War II American Muslim veterans, which MSA leaders believed was polluted
by its incorporation of American practices such as Sundays for congregational prayer or
ballroom dancing. Many founding officers of the MSA had been members of the Muslim
Brotherhood; inspired by its “utopian vision of Islamic life,” they applied a similar
ideology to the new organization.!” The MSA official manual stated the objectives to be
“creating a unified Islamic thought among the Muslim students, based directly on the

29 ¢¢

Qur’an and Sunnah,” “working for the propagation of the Islamic civilization and its

17 Individual interview with board member of the MSA of UC Riverside, author’s UCR office, October 23,
2013; Kambiz GhaneaBassiri, A History of Islam in America: From the New World to the New World
Order (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 265-7.
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characteristics and role in the modern Renaissance,” and “the realization of Islam as a
complete way of life.”!8

The idealistic leaders who envisioned a universal Islam taking precedence over any
particular human constructs of nationality, race, ethnicity, political ideology, economics,
or religion sometimes had difficulties working with individuals and already-established
groups that did not share this vision of Islam. They ridiculed fellow immigrant students
who were active in the Organization of Arab Student that aligned itself with the socialist-
leanings and often secular identities and aims of Pan-Arabism, encouraging them to
replace their “mistaken” loyalties with Pan-Islamism.'” They quickly took a paternalistic
attitude to the older American organization the Federation of Islamic Associations [FIA],
which they believed practiced an aberrant Islam by including music and social and folk
dancing at the FIA’s annual convention and at affiliated individual Islamic centers.*
Indonesian and Malaysian students did not deem their interests and identities sufficiently
accounted for in the national MSA, so they formed their own ethnic-based national
Muslim organizations.?! Then in the early 1970s Pakistani immigrant students broke off

from the MSA and formed the Islamic Circle of North America, holding its meetings in

Urdu in its first years and concentrating funding and efforts on da ‘wa, i.e. propagation of

18 Muslim Students Association, The MSA Handbook, 97, 121

19 Sally Howell, Old Islam in Detroit: Rediscovering the Muslim American Past (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2014), 202.

20 Sally Howell, Old Islam in Detroit, 151-154, 201-204; Kambiz GhaneaBassiri, A History of Islam in
America: From the New World to the New World Order (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010),
239-241, 269.

2! The Indonesian Muslim Society in America and Malaysian Islamic Study Group, “Request for
conference rooms and accommodations proposal,”

http://www.iamchouston.org/docs/Hotel Proposal 2011.pdf (accessed November 20, 2013); “Malaysian
Islamic Study Group,” http://misgonline.com/v2/index.php/about (accessed November 20, 2013).
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Islam to the public.22 In addition, Shia students who were aligned with the Islamic
revolution of Iran in 1979 broke away to form the independent Muslim Student
Association Persian Speaking Group.??

In the first decades of the Muslim Student Association of the United States and
Canada, Muslim women were relegated to auxiliary positions to the all-male national
leadership. Indeed, another of the areas in which the MSA male leaders believed the FIA
had gone astray was in allowing women leaders in the national organization and affiliated
mosques. Nonetheless, sharing deep enthusiasm for the vision of an Islamic renaissance,
from the first years women worked in vital roles in the new organization. They cared for
the homes and cooked while the male leaders met in all-day meetings on weekends. They
often worked in the MSA’s secretariat taking notes and facilitating the writing and
copying of correspondence. Taking a particularly conservative stance of a domestic
vision of womanhood, they drafted a Muslim Cook Book and focused on Islamic
education of children. They also hosted families, organized a circulating library,
fundraised, implemented a matchmaking committee, and provided marriage counseling.
Some of the wives and female students did constitute a Women’s Committee at the 1966

Annual Convention so that women would have “a common meeting ground” to address

2 Ghaneabassiri, (2010), 269; Herman Meredith Bowers, “A Phenomenological Study of the Islamic

Society of North America,” (Ph.D. diss., Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 1989), 192;
http://www.discoverthenetworks.org/printgroupProfile.asp?grpid=6422 (accessed November 20, 2013), but
should be used with caution as infrequently cites its sources and has a polemic underpinning; “Islamic
Circle of North America,” http://www.icna.org/about-icna/ (accessed November 20, 2013); Edward E.
Curtis, IV, “Islamic Circle of North America,” Encyclopedia of Muslim-American History, vol. I, (New
York: Facts On File, 2010), 288-289.

23 Herman Meredith Bowers, A Phenomenological Study of the Islamic Society of North America, (1989),
174-176, 190-191; Kambiz Ghaneabassiri, Competing Visions of Islam in the United States (Westport,
Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1997), 29-32.
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“problems and interests” and keep in contact, encouraging “each other towards a better
understanding and practice of Islam.” In the 1970s, they facilitated an Islamic
Correspondence Course. As more and more youth became part of the North American
Muslim community, these women organized, staffed, taught, and were counselors for
camps and Islamic summer schools, making efforts to include whole families in the
programs. They taught weekend classes in mosques and went on to found early Islamic
schools in the country.?* Over forty years later, early woman leader Shareefa Alkhateeb
reflected: “[The male leadership] really saw women as just attachments to the men
running things, [but] we didn’t see ourselves as attachments. I saw my role as promoting
the work of women.” As the successfully accomplished goal after their goal, MSA men
gradually looked to them to take on more responsibilities and take central positions in the
North American MSA.?> However, it was not until after beginning of the new
millennium that women were elected or appointed to serve in the highest positions of the

organization.?®

24 The University of Islam or Sister Clara Muhammad schools of the Nation of Islam, although considered
heterodox by many of Sunni Islam, actually preceded by over two decades the MSA-led establishment of
Islam-based schools.

25 Saba Ali, “Building a Movement: A Woman’s Work,” Islamic Horizons,
http://issuu.com/isnacreative/docs/ih_may-jun_03 (accessed October 29, 2013); Muslim Students
Association, The MSA Handbook, 51; “Letters to the Editor,” Al-Ittihad, Summer 1974, vol. 11 no. 4, 19;
Omer bin Abdullah, “Building a Community: a Student Action,” Islamic Horizons, vol. 32, no. 4,
(July/August 2003), 46, 51, http://issuu.com/isnacreative/docs/ih_jul-aug 03, (accessed December 10,
2013).

26 Geneive Abdo, Mecca and Main Street: Muslim Life in America after 9/11 (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2006), 137-142, 192-194. It was 2006 that the first woman, an Islamic Studies professor
named Ingrid Mattson, was elected President of ISNA; she had served as Vice-President from 2001 to
2006. In 2004 Hadia Mubarak was appointed president of the then subsidiary (to ISNA) MSA-National.
Samana Siddiqui, “Breaking Barriers: Young Muslim American women adapt to leading national
organizations,” Islamic Horizons, vol. 42, no. 6, (November/December 2013), 42-43,
http://issuu.com/isnacreative/docs/ih_nov-dec 13 (accessed 1 December 2013).
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Veteran MSA leaders and their fellow immigrant Muslims frequently found work and
stayed in the United States after graduating, and so this initially student-oriented
organization came to focus more and more on broader Muslim professional and
community life. In the 1980s the leaders reincorporated the MSA to become the Islamic
Society of North America [ISNA] with an explicit mandate to support Muslim mosques,
families, professional organizations, and facilitate public relations with the greater
country. The Muslim Student Association became a subsidiary of ISNA called MSA-
National to focus on student activism on the national level and to providing guidance,
support, resources, workshops, and conferences to newly established and veteran campus
MSAs. By 2013, fifty years after its initiation as the MSA, this organization had fully
consolidated itself as a peculiarly American organization, emphasizing spiritual
transformation, celebrating diversity, and creating Muslim communities that are inclusive
of men and women, people with disabilities, and those of diverse racial, ethnic, and
religious backgrounds. ISNA has also looked toward developing relationships with non-
Muslim communities, becoming active in interfaith dialogue and opening its conventions
to non-Muslim speakers.?’” ISNA now is led by men and women, immigrants and their
American-born children, African American Muslims, and convert Muslims of other
ethnicities. However, with MSA-National centered in the Midwest and East coast, in the
mid-1990s the MSAs of California initiated their own independent MSA West alliance to

serve their regional needs, and MSAs in Texas also formed their own regional MSA

27 Yvonne Yazbeck Haddad, Not Quite American? The Shaping of Arab and Muslim Identity in the United
States, (Waco, Texas: Baylor University Press, 2004), 33.
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around 2003.28 Today, there are hundreds of campus MSAs across the country, led by
converts to Islam and the children of converts, African Americans and other ethnicities,
women and men together. However, in leadership and membership, the young adult
children of immigrant Muslims usually dominate these organizations.

The main objective of MSAs has been to help fashion a proud Muslim identity for
students, encouraging them to avoid “public invisibility.”* This basic impetus of MSAs,
in other words, is to works for the Islamic equivalent of “Black and beautiful.” Resisting
the internalization of ethnic prejudice against Muslims, they work to instill excitement
and confidence to embrace Islam as a (or the) central facet of one’s identity instead of
trying to fit in a largely Christian and secular country that often still views Islam as
foreign, dangerous, and the antithesis of American values. This “identity Islam” has
diverse articulations, along a continuum from narrow and exclusive to broad-minded and
inclusive, often existing in varying degrees of tension and harmony among the leaders of

a single MSA.

Theoretical and Methodological Framework:

In this study, seeking to understand the religious identities of young Brief

Overview adult Muslim Americans, I spent time with and talked to young Muslims

28 “MSA West: United Muslim Students,” http://www.msawest.net/ (accessed December 21, 2013); “MSA
Lone Star Council,” <http://www.msa-texas.org/ (accessed April 21, 2015).

29 Khalid Fattah Griggs, “Islamic Party in North America: A Quiet Storm of Political Activism,” Muslim
Minorities in the West: Visible and Invisible, (Walnut Creek, CA: Altamira Press, 2002), 82; Garbi
Schmidt, “Dialectics of Authenticity: Examples of Ethnification of Islam among Young Muslims in
Sweden and the United States”. The Muslim World 92 (2002); Marcia Hermansen, “How to Put the Genie
Back in the Bottle: 'Identity Islam' and Muslim Youth Cultures in America,” Progressive Muslims, ed.
Omid Safi (Oneworld Publications, Kindle Edition, 2011); Geneive Abdo, Mecca and Main Street, 187-
191.
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undergraduates and recent graduates. Instead of implementing my own normative
standards about who is a Muslim, I took anyone who calls him or her self “Muslim” to be
a Muslim and having something of value to say about what is “Islam” and how it should
be understood and practiced in everyday social and private life.** However, the Muslims
I talked to were of a certain demographic, being young adults aged roughly eighteen to
twenty-five years old who attended or were recent graduates of colleges and universities
in the Pacific West of the United States. Those who participated in the Muslim Student
Association on their campus were my central focus, although I also found students who
were on the periphery of MSAs participation or who did not participate at all.
Furthermore, with my subject matter being the discourse of “young adult Muslim
Americans,” I looked to interview principally those young people who were born or who
had grown up in the United States. This turned out to be mostly “heritage Muslims,”
raised in the United States, who were raised learning about the Islamic tradition from
their families and who now dominate the MSAs.

This project is influenced by the sensibilities of “lived religion” in which, instead of
exclusively taking religious institutions and their scholars as representatives of a faith
tradition, the experiences, beliefs, and practices of everyday practitioners also are crucial
to depicting a faith. Whereas studies of “popular religion” focus on the everyday

practitioners, “lived religion” seeks to break down the distinctions between high and low,

30 Thus, whether someone identified with the Nation of Islam, a Sufi order, Sunni, Shiite, or “Salafi,” kept
hijab prescriptions or not, prayed regularly or not, or even held to a certain view about the existence of a
deity, the station of Muhammad, or the status of the Qur’an, did not delimit their participation in this study;
only that they call themselves “Muslim.”
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elite and popular, in which the private rituals and beliefs of laity are just as much a part of
the living religion as the pronouncements, facilitation, and participation of ecclesiastical
groups and official leaders.?! Notably, the youthful individuals in this study occupy a
unique space between the high/low, global/local, official/popular, or elite/folk
dichotomous constructs. On the one hand, they certainly do not represent official
theological or legal voices among Muslims internationally. They are young adults with
rarely any recognized religious authority outside their campus communities. However,
most of them are students in California’s most prestigious university system. On campus
many of these students and recent graduates are participants and leaders in a Muslim
student association and through their interactions, student organization programming, and
behaviors define for each other what is Islam. For non-Muslim students, except for a
Google search or a deliberate mosque visit, they are the most likely contact with “Islam”
they will have in their university years. If someone wants to learn more about this
religion, the campus Muslim Student Association weekly meetings or its regular “da 'wa
table” (public proclamation of Islam) in free speech squares, are the most accessible

places to go. Many of them also participate in other arenas, professionally and in

31 David D. Hall, Lived Religion in America: Toward a History of Practice, ed. David D. Hall (Princeton,
New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1997), viii-ix; Marion Bowman and Ulo Valk, “Introduction,”
Vernacular Religion in Everyday Life: Expressions of Belief, ed. Marion Bowman & Ulo Valk (Bristol,
Connecticut: Equinox, 2012), 5; “The term "lived religion"” focuses on “the actual experience of religious
persons... Although lived religion pertains to the individual, it is not merely subjective. Rather, people
construct their religious worlds together” through “sharing vivid experiences of that intersubjective reality,”
group rituals, which constitute “social supports” to reinforce belief and create shared practices and
“religious actions.” Meredith B. McGuire, Lived Religion: Faith and Practice in Everyday Life (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2008), 12-13.
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activism, including serving in leadership roles in local mosques and regional and national
Islamic organizations.

For this study, therefore, the statements of the Qur’an and the Hadith, the examples of
the first generations of Muslims, the writings of the most influential medieval/classical
Islamic scholars, and the fatwas of leading Islamic legal experts do not represent
authentic Islam, while that of these young adults is comparatively vernacular or
unofficial. All of the above are voices that together produce the significance of the
symbol “Islam.” Young adult Muslim Americans, just as much as they influence each
other, are influenced by these other sources of Islamic definitions that they learn through
their upbringing by their families and through participating in study groups at the college
or local mosque. They also construct their ideas about Islamic teachings through their
own reading and study of primary sources of their tradition, including Google searches
and listening to popular Islamic teachers’ lectures online and in-person. Since the central
question of this study is “what is Islam for young adult Muslim Americans?” their voices
take priority. Because these young adults often quote the Qur’an or refer to the body of
Hadith as principle sources to explain themselves and justify their interpretations, I often
quote in full their (often) abbreviated references to these sources. I also took note of the
lectures of older teachers of the Islamic religion who were invited to Muslim Student
Association weekly meetings and to their regional conferences, teachers who influence
but do not exclusively define how the young adults understand and attempt to live their
faith. I also incorporate some of the statements of popular American and international

teachers of Islam, as the young adult Muslims would quote them and refer to them. Much
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of this dissertation synthesizes these young people’s “lived religion theologies,” yet |
would argue they are also simply “theologies of Islam,” produced by particular parties in
particular times and places, elucidating what he, she, or they understand to be Islam.*

I have tried to strike a balance between my own discussion and analysis of the vision
of Islam of the participants in this study and the vision of Islam of the participants in their
own words. Kambiz GhaneaBassiri critiques the tendency for scholarship on Islam in
America is to re-present Muslim Americans’ own self-representations. This approach is
“indispensable for attaining an authentic understanding of how Muslims are self-
identifying in the United States.” However, he argues that it fails to provide “an
analytical interpretation of the phenomenon of Islam in America,” and “it leaves the
burden of evaluating the context and categories of scholarly analysis on the shoulders of
the scholar’s subjects rather than the scholar himself.”’* Listening to the substantive
thrusts of Ghaneabassiri’s critique, my approach seeks to richly convey and contextualize
young Muslims’ identify discourses, utilize and modify categories created by previous
scholarship to understand this demographic, and develop other frameworks and
categories that have not yet been applied in depth to understand young adult Muslim
Americans.

This dissertation focuses on contextualized Islamic discourse. It provides thick

description to the dialectal ways young adult Muslim Americans articulate and practice

32 Hence, from my non-normative approach, the writings of Abu Hamid al-Ghazali or that of Ahmad Ibn
Taymiyyah, although very influential for other Muslims in defining “orthodoxy,” are no more “theologies
of Islam” or less “vernacular theologies” than that of these young adult Muslim Americans.

33 Kambiz GhaneaBassiri, A History of Islam in America: From the New World to the New World Order
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 7.
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an Islamic identity through the prisms of their multifaceted life circumstances. Abbas
Barzegar argues that religious studies research on Muslim Americans should prioritize
the discourse about Islam itself over preoccupation with differences and conflicts among
various ethnicities, sects, social classes, and generations of Muslims. He claims
taxonomies of American Islamic discourse cut across ethnicity, sect, and other
differences.’* His concern is to find out how different American Muslims ground their
opinions in Islam itself. Yet, to date, very few studies have looked at the meaning of
Islam and being Muslim and American for members of the young generation. As
Barzegar notes, most published research usually prioritize questions of the ways the
youth are dealing with college life, stereotyping and discrimination, race, gendered
realities, or negotiating with parents for independence. Understanding how this
generation actually interprets the Islamic religion is tangential to such questions.* Since I
believe we cannot extract constructions of faith outside of the gendered, racial, and class

realities of human lives, I include analysis of how these young people interpret Islam

3% Abbas Barzegar, “Discourse, Identity, and Community: Problems and Prospects in the Study of Islam in
America,” The Muslim World 101 (July 2011), 520-521, 524-525, 527, 530, 532, 534, 536.
35 Nathaniel G. Mays, “Muslim Students at an American University: a Postmodern Ethnography in the
New Millenium,” (Dissertation, University of Connecticut, 2003) and Farouk Dey, “Islam on Campus:
Identity Development of Muslim-American College Students,” (Dissertation, University of Florida, 2012)
analyze the unique and universal needs of Muslim indigenous and immigrant students on college campuses
with an eye on how to welcome, accommodate, and support their needs of academic and personal
development; Jenny L. Small, “College Religious Affiliation and Spiritual Identity: A Qualitative Study,”
(Dissertation, University of Michigan, 2008) investigates the trajectories of the faith development of
Muslim students as experienced when they engage in inter-faith dialogues, comparing her findings with the
theories of James Fowler and Sharon Parks; John O’Brien, “Growing Up Muslim in America: Managing
Multiple Cultures in Everyday Life,” (Dissertation, University of California at Los Angeles, 2012), nuances
how young Muslim Americans in a hip hop group negotiate youth culture and their religious commitments
via their musical/poetic arts; Shabana Mir, Muslim American Women on Campus (Chapel Hill: The
University of North Carolina Press, 2014) and Pamela Aneesah Nadir, “An Act of Faith: Voices of Young
Muslim Women in America,” (Dissertation, Arizona State University, 2003) considers the diverse
strategies of drawing on relationships and their faith to deal with stigmatization and experiences as cultural
outsiders.
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through the prism of race, ethnicity, family background, gender, and sect and also how
they interpret these factors through the prism of Islam. Nonetheless, as shapers of Islamic
discourse, the fact that they all share identities as Muslims is the core variable for their
inclusion in this study and the chief one I focus upon. As we will see, they
conscientiously draw on the scriptures and teachings of Islam to make sense of their
particular life circumstances, and those life circumstances greatly inform what scriptures
and teachings they draw on for interpretation.® This dissertation does fill in a void by
asking about their understandings of their religion itself, although, in my review a void
that Barzegar overstates, in discerning what is distinctively Islamic about young Muslim
Americans’ views.>’ The more notable intercession is this dissertation’s disclosure of the
diversity of voices and interpretations of Islam among these young Muslims who
participate in overlapping, Islam-based circles.

I employed interviews and participant observation as direct ways to gain
information about young adult Muslim Americans everyday religious practices and
ideals. In these semi-structured, interactive interviews, usually ones of individuals, I was
able to ask about a dozen interrelated topics and employ ethnographic follow-up methods
to inquire further into the meanings of their answers. These questions included topics on
who they see themselves as being and becoming, their national identity and ethnic

heritage, how they defined Islam and being Muslim, and how they defined their life

3% In this regard, I build off the ethnographies of Garbi Schmidt, as well as Geneive Abdo’s Mecca and
Main Street, in Chicago and Dearborn, but performing my research ten years later, focusing on American
Muslims of the Pacific American regions. Their in-depth research begins the conversation of how young
Muslim American utilize their religious sources to interpret their lives. My work furthers this conversation,
augmenting, updating, and interrogating some of the claims of Schmidt and Abdo.

37 Abbas Barzegar, “Discourse, Identity, and Community,” 520-521.
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purpose. I asked the interviewees about their relationship to the Muslim Student
Association and its importance to them. I also inquired about their ideas about gender and
sexuality, and their approaches to ethnic, racial, ecological, and religious diversity.*
Very few of the interview conversations were brief; most took at least an hour or two and
covered many topics. Although I had predetermined topics to ask, I drew on ethnographic
interview techniques of drawing on the interlocutor’s own language and interests in my
further questions. I also used paraphrasing techniques to confirm that I was correctly
understanding the speaker. In more than half of the interviews, I quickly typed nearly
verbatim notes of the words, language, and tone of the speaker. Except for a few
technology failures, each interview was audio recorded with the permission of the
interviewee. This allowed me to transcribe them later or fill in gaps in the earlier typed
notes.

In posing the questions I tried to use language that would invite certain “good”
answers, although I acknowledge that interviewees may be tempted to play up
expectations of common ideal values and defend their particular religious ways and
beliefs. In fact, because I attempted to set the tone of these interviews more like
conversations in which I was getting to know them than as ways for me to collect
information from these young people, I sometimes intentionally made clear my own
ethical concerns as well as those of fellow scholars. This allowed interviewees to

explicitly understand my own stance, which—perhaps counterintuitively—rarely seemed

38 See Appendix for full list of questions asked individual interviewees as well as those uniquely asked of
Muslim Student Association officers.
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to impel them to change their views in significant ways but rather provided them
opportunities to clarify their own stance.

The meaning-making discourses of these young Muslims, produced and performed
both in their own gatherings and in interviews with me, I present as a kind of “lived”
practice. Hockey and Forsey (2012) acknowledge a “Malinowskian myth” that relegates
the interview to a secondary and inferior method of participatory fieldwork due to its
production in settings outside the “natural” field. Against this myth, I affirm interview
methodologies as fitting in “naturally” with what these young people are often already
asked to do: explain the meaning of their religious beliefs and practices to a largely non-
Muslim set of American peers. Like those peers, if we scholars want to know what this
group’s religious identity and behaviors mean to its members, we may simply ask them,
instead of extrapolating and guessing based exclusively on our observations.

Taking a “critical realism” approach toward the interviews, I acknowledge that what is
articulated in the interview is not always exactly how interviewees think and talk about
these issues in the other settings. However, neither does what they say reflect only how
they think about these issues in the interview setting. In the interviews, I strove to
establish a level of comfort and confidentiality as we explored interviewees’ beliefs,
feelings, and approaches on these issues together. Instead of interpreting the interview
setting as artificial or contrived, we might more accurately perceive it as one among the
many sites these young people may pass through in the course of their college lives. Each
site generates a somewhat distinct presentation of self, but in each these youth construct

themselves in ways they believe will be acceptable and palatable to their “audience.”
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Hence, in each setting they “play up ideal values,” even while their fashioning of those
ideals will subtly change, based on what they expect to be the values and norms of each
site of exchange.39 However, due to the environment of surveillance described in chapter
one, their interviewee “selves” are part and parcel of their general public selves in which
they emphasize public virtues and other American values of rationalism and
individualism. Meanwhile, this public Islam’s stress on self-responsibility and
forgiveness tolerates a certain amount of “stretching the boundaries” with practices in
private that some of the more hardline Muslims may find questionable, such as dancing
or music. This data gives access to what they understand and envision as best to
communicate to me the interviewer to be “the beliefs and values driving their actions.”*
Conscious of the power dynamic of my position as a researcher representing these young
Muslim friends, I attempt to let these youth speak for themselves in their own words;
thus, a large portion of each chapter features quotes from interviewees.*' However, the
questions I choose to ask, the quotes I chose to use and omit, my organization of the data,
and my own analyses bring my own voice into this narrative.*?

To balance and enrich the discourses captured through the interviews, I also drew

on participant observation to comprehend individuals’ “lived religion” in “natural

39 Erving Goffman, The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, (New York: Doubleday, 1990 [1959]), 19-
20, 33-35, 38, 48, 56,

40 Charlotte Aull Davies, Reflexive Ethnography: a Guide to Researching Selves and Others, 2™ ed

(London: Routledge, 2008), 109-110.

4! These quotations include brief quotes, block quotes, and longer exchanges between me and the

interviewee.

42 Robert Thomas Rozehnal, Islamic Sufism Unbound: Politics and Piety in Twenty-First Century Pakistan

(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), 11-12.
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environments.”* This participant observation included many hours of attending official
MSA general meetings, Qur’an classes, men’s study groups, barbecues and recreation
activities, meditation room hang outs, Friday prayers on campus, and Islamic
conferences. It also included attending outside of direct MSA influence young Muslim
parties, social and economic justice activities, and a wedding. Thus, what is spoken in the
interview and in their gatherings is the principle source to identify their discourses and
their observed behaviors or practices is the secondary but inextricably linked source to
understand these discourses. However, there is an awkwardness in forming relationships
as an ethnographic researcher. My attendance at MSA gatherings was not to form an
Islamic identity as it was for most other attendees or purely for the value of the
friendships themselves in those and other Muslim gatherings. Nonetheless, I have taken
as an ideal the Kantian moral principle to make human relationships as ends in
themselves rather than means to an end, showing genuine interest in and concern for
these young Muslims as they opened their lives and gatherings to me. I am grateful for
the high level of welcome and helpfulness I encountered among the many new friends I
made in doing this project.

I also deployed a nineteen question online survey in June 2014 (See appendix),
posting it, with permission of club administrators, on various Facebook pages for
university MSAs and some student ethnic organizations’ pages, gathering answers from

150 respondents. The questions closely reflected the themes of the dissertation: what has

4 Jenny Hockey and Martin Forsey, “Ethnography is Not Participant Observation: Reflections on the
Interview as Participatory Qualitative Research,” The Interview: An Ethnographic Approach, ed. Jonathan
Skinner (London: Bloomsbury, 2012), 70-71
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influenced a Muslim identity, what they believe that identity to mean, how they view
their national identity, how they understand various issues of gender, and how they
understand ethnic and religious diversity. These survey respondents reported
characteristics similar to those of the interviewees with 90% being heritage Muslims and
77% between the age of seventeen and twenty-three. However, just over 60% of
respondents were women.**

I pursued this project with two primary goals. First, I wanted to bring greater
understanding of this population’s identity dynamics which I believe have been largely
oversimplified. Second, I believe research in the humanities and social sciences is at its
best when with it we pursue consultative collective transformation. I hold that the
researcher is not in a position to merely evaluate others according to his or her own
ethical and epistemological rubrics. Yet to re-present others’ voices without critical
evaluation and analysis is also ethically remiss. Rather, I hold that my position as a
researcher is to create a critical encounter in which these Muslim Americans, I myself,
and the reader may engage in a process of mutual consultation both to understand each
other better and to think through together the values, practices, and identities that we

would like to constitute our local, national, and global communities.* We are all

4 See “Tables and Images” after “Table of Contents™ to locate survey question response statistics.

45 Socrates is believed to have said “an unexamined life is not worth living.” A critical practice for
individuals and communities is daily critical evaluation of what of our own value perspectives we should
continue with or desist from and what of other groups to adopt in place is essential. When approached with
due humility, coming face-to-face with other cultural ways can displace our own and set in a process of
such critical evaluation. Otherwise, human beings are bound to commit logical fallacies of ego/cultural-
centrism, or go with the merely fashionable, popular, or what is of the politically powerful or of the
revolutionary attractions of subaltern resistance. Cultural ways of life are part of humanity’s collective
resource built up over thousands of years. They offer much to teach us and to teach each other. Part of this
learning is to think through what should be continued upon, what practices should be replaced with better
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enmeshed in a complex network of enacted and articulated assertions— religious,
political, philosophical, and otherwise—about how to live our lives and deal with others I
have attempted to show how these young Muslims are not just drawing on traditional
Islam to make sense of their lives but on many other discourses as well. Likewise, we—I
as researcher and you as reader—bring to this inquiry our own complex entanglements in
premises, prejudices, and postulates about who we and others are, what is right, and what
is valuable. My hope is that just as my young adult Muslim friends and I have each been
(at least slightly) changed through our encounters, you the critical reader may suspend the
impulse to assimilate the other into pre-formed categories but rather let your conceptual
and ethical norms be vulnerable to transformation through this consultative encounter
between you, me, and these young Muslim Americans.*®

Since I am the mediator of this encounter, it may be helpful to know something
more about my subjectivities that are driving this research. We understand that the idea of
neutral and objective research is an artifact of the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century
European Enlightenment. All research projects reflect biases, socio-political interests, and
ethical normativities, whether these are explicitly acknowledged or not. First, this project
is motivated by the principle of “unity in diversity” introduced to me in the Baha’{
Writings. I believe that individually and collectively we are enriched by differences in
which we must not only emphasize points of commonality but, instead of seeking to

eliminate or hide differences, learn from and work with them as strengths. The first step

ones, and what should be modified or refined. Arnold Toynbee, A Study of History, vol. 3, quoted in
Ronald H. Nash, Ideas of History, vol. I (New York: E. P. Dutton and Co., Inc., 1969), 202-3.

46 Also see Robert Orsi, Between Heaven and Earth: The Religious Worlds People Make and the Scholars
Who Study Them (Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2005), 198-199.
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toward this goal is empathy and understanding, the second evaluation and appreciation,
and the third solidarity and cooperation in common projects of human and ecological
well-being. Relationships of empathy, critical appreciation, and cooperative solidarity
between Muslims and non-Muslims are essential for the peace and welfare of local,
national, and global society.

My background, physical traits, interests, interpretive prisms, and abilities shaped how
I could connect with the young adult Muslim Americans I met. Being male, Euro-
American, physically fit, and in my early thirties has meant proximity to some of these
friends and distance from others. Having a stereotypical appearance of an FBI agent has
made some young Muslims wary of me while limiting the kinds of questions I could ask
with those who granted me interviews.*’ Being a fellow student, young adult, active
sports participant and follower of professional leagues, and fan of popular movies helped
me connect with some shared non-religious interests of this population. Studying Arabic
and Islam for many years has facilitated connecting with young adult Muslims’
integration of Arabic phrases in their speech and quoting of the Qur’an and Hadith when
they talk to each other. Given a generally happy and sociable demeanor also assisted me
to cultivate friendships with them.

Being of the Baha’i Faith, I believe, has offered me a unique vantage point to be both
sympathetic and balanced in my research and work with young adult Muslim Americans.

Not really an insider to the tradition, this project has demanded to quickly learn the

47 For example, if I had focused on questions of their opinions on violence and international organizations
that the US government labels as terrorists, this project would have been paralyzed by distrust from the
beginning.
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special vocabulary, etiquette, and rituals practiced in youthful Muslim circles. Although I
have surely made mistakes along the way, I am grateful for the patience and cordiality of
the friends I have made. At the same time, common beliefs and similar practices have
made me not fully an outsider either. Sharing sincere reverence for the revelation of the
Qur’an, the prophethood of Muhammad, the importance of the practices of daily prayers
and month-long fasting, practices of extra-marital sexual chastity, and not consuming
alcohol has given me common ground to closely relate to my new Muslim friends.
Meanwhile, the Baha’is’ experience of systematic discrimination and violence—in Iran,
Iraq, Egypt, and other lands—by those who sincerely profess themselves to be Muslim,
on one hand, and the frequent witnessing of heartfelt manifestations of loving kindness of
many Muslims I personally know, on the other, partly informs my opinions about the
positive and negative potentials in the application of any religious tradition. My premise
has been and continues to be that Muslims—Iike people of any other or no particular
religious identity—have the full range of human possibilities. They too can tap their
cultural resources to transcend selfish interests and care for the well-being of others, to
attack or inoculate from what is different or seek to engage and understand it, to dominate
or to cooperate, to destroy or nurture life, and to show violence or mercy.*® Furthermore,

my experiences have taught me that religious interpretation does not happen in a vacuum

48 Thus, just as much as I reject the role of the religious studies scholar to be to just describe and analyze in
the name of some sort of “neutral objectivity.” Moral concerns are completely embedded in the projects we
choose, the questions we ask, how we interpret and present our findings. Instead of obscuring this
dimension of research, I assert responsibility of the researcher to be upfront about his or her own ethical
purposes as well as candidly acknowledge when he or she believes formations of local religious belief and
practice are helpful to general human flourishing and call them out when the beliefs and practices are
destructive, unhelpful, or just could be improved upon.
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but expresses complex interacting social, psychological, political, economic, and
ideological forces at work and understanding these forces are crucial to understanding
religious interpretation itself. This background and these premises have freed me from
necessarily trying to write the common apologetic projects of the inherent goodness of
“true” Muslims or, on the opposite end, the national security projects that paint most
Muslim activists as guilty by religious association.

In addition, my own life history has convinced me that efforts to fit others into
simple categories are complicated by the overlapping influences on individuals that
twentieth- and twenty-first-century cosmopolitan life constitutes. I was born to and raised
by first and second generation European American Baha’i parents, themselves of Jewish
and Catholic backgrounds. My stepfather, who has an African American Southern Baptist
Christian ethnicity and grew up during the civil rights movement, came into my life from
age ten. This, along with my many years of immersion in Latin American languages and
culture (in college courses, as a volunteer in Chile, and later a bilingual educator) has
deepened my concern for human rights, social justice, and equity. Iranian Baha’is in
diaspora have been friends and extended family from my earliest childhood. Southern
California schooling and activities in basketball and soccer brought close friendships with
individuals of diverse ethnic backgrounds. From adolescence, having mystical
experiences in my study and practice of the Bah4’i Faith conveyed to me conceptions of
potentially powerful forces at work in the consciousness of religious practitioners. In the
year 2000, living among Bah4’i communities in the Mapuche region of Chile, South

America, brought me closer to many indigenous individuals of a rich cultural tradition
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who warmly made me part of their extended families. Further immersion in Chinese and
Arab cultures for my work and studies has made me believe that—even if my formative
journey is not prototypical—with the demographics of so many regions of the United
States representing a microcosm of global diversity, myself and my Muslim friends have
been growing up in a context in which contact with people of many religions, ethnicities,
and cultures is the rule, not the exception.

With this background, interests, and values as the impetus behind my research, I
have nonetheless taken care to let my findings be driven by the data instead of my own
hopes. My initial questions and project design proceeded from trying to address gaps,
reifications, and omissions disclosed in previous books, dissertations, and articles about
this population. Although basically a qualitative project, I have tried to make this study
representative of young adults in the west coast of the United States who take on Islam as
a central facet of identity during their college years. Thus, I found and interviewed eighty
young adult Muslim Americans from a variety of ethnic, social, and religious
backgrounds, and of different degrees of participation with the Muslim Student
Association, at multiple colleges and universities. The themes I found are thus more
likely to reflect young adult Muslims lives more
generally, not just those of interesting but atypical 36

44.4%
outliers. Going into the project, I had some concerns

Female

that gender divisions would often restrict me from

interviewing young Muslim women. However, a

Table 1: Gender of Interviewees

few young women I met early in the data gathering
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stage, enthusiastic about this project, helped me to recruit their friends for interviews. 36

out of the 81 (or 44.4%) interviewees identified as Muslim women.

The grand majority of those

Born in the Moved to Moved to

. . . . U.S. or came the U.S. the US
interviewed grew up in the United States, before age 5 | between age | between 15

) o years 5and 14 and 19 years
were from Arab or South Asian ethnicities, years old old
were raised as Muslims, and were 78% 15% 7%

Table 2: Immigration Age of Interviewees*

undergraduate students between the ages of

18 and 23. About 78% of interviewees were either born in the United States or came to
this country before the age of five. An additional 15% arrived with their families between
the ages of five and fourteen, and 7% arrived in high school or moved to the United
States to begin university. Seventy-four interviewees or 91% were raised as Muslims by
parents who practiced Islam to some extent, a population I hence call “heritage
Muslims.” Seven of the interviewees were raised or practiced another religious tradition

before adopting, “reverting,” or converting to Islam. Sixty-eight of the interviewees were

B Recent
Alumnus, 9,
Graduate 11%
Students, 4, 5%

undergraduate students at colleges or N
universities, nine were recent alumni

(within one to four years) of undergraduate
education, and four were graduate

students. Sixty-eight of the interviewees

Undergraduate
Student, 68, 84%

were between the ages of 18 and 23, ten Table 3: College Status of Interviewees

were between 24 and 29, and three more were in their thirties. About half of the

49 This is an estimate based on direct surveying of only two-thirds of participants on this question.
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interviewees were of Arab descent, having families from regions Southwest Asia and
North Africa. An additional seventeen were of South Asian descent, six Northeast
African, six African American, two Iranians, two Afghanis, three Latinos, two
Indonesians, one Taiwanese, and one Bosnian Eastern European.50

Participant observation, survey answers and statistical analysis, and eighty
interviews with diverse participants of my target population were coded and compared to
illuminate patterns and common themes. I read through my interviewee and observation
notes multiple times to identify common themes and then used a coding system to bring
together recorded statements and observations that addressed the topics of chapters,
sections, and subsections. These findings, in turn, have been compared and contrasted
with the work of other scholars who have published on topics related to the ethnic and

religious minority identity formation of children of diasporic communities, on Islam in

America, and on identities of young adult Muslim Americans.

Brief Overview of Subject and Findings
This project’s principal question has been on how those young adults, for whom
being “Muslim” is a central facet of selthood, conceive of themselves, their group, and

their relationships to others, drawing on ideas, values, teachings, ordinances, and

0 These demographics do not add up to 80 because a portion of interviewees had mixed backgrounds and I
chose to represent them in two different categories (e.g. both as “Latino” and as “Iranian”). In addition, I
was not able to glean clear national heritage for all interviewees, sometimes just regional heritage, and
many of their families were transnational or refugees in various countries before moving to the United
States. This regional information corresponds to: “Arab” is any of the predominantly Arabic speaking
countries in Southwest Asia and North Africa; South Asian is Indian, Pakistani, and/or Bangladeshi;
Northeast African is Somali, Ethiopian, and Sudanese.
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practices of their own religious tradition. I also analyze ways they incorporate other
cultural resources from their environment in their religious identity work. Specifically, I
look at how definitions of Islam and Muslim-ness, American citizenship and religious
belonging, gender relations, and religious and ethnic diversity are essential to this identity
work. The project builds off, incorporates, and challenges important research already
conducted on this population. The distinctive contribution offered by this research is the
intervention it makes in understanding young adult Muslim Americans’ articulations of
identity in their own words and how they interpret their faith to form and justify the
content of this identity. Also significant is my analytical choice to allow diverse Muslims
to be different from each other rather than reduce, into attempting to manage complexity,
their identities into tropes that leave out more than they disclose.’! Nonetheless, I also
looked for discursive themes in the construction of Muslim-ness rather than just
presenting every difference of each individual. There are many such overlapping themes
of young Muslims in their college environment as during this period their friendship
group is given high priority in trying to create cohesive identities.””

I argue that these young university Muslims creatively negotiate what they learn

about their Islamic tradition with American ideals, constituting diverse expositions of

51 Like the discourse of the Gayo, Indonesian Muslims studied by John R. Bowen, there is no standardized,
agreed upon, “American [slam” yet being articulated, just flows and confluences of discourses that

“are dispersive in that they cannot be resolved into a single set of symbols or ideas.” John R. Bowen,
Muslims through Discourse: Religion and Ritual in Gayo Society (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1993), 10.

52 Interviews and observations from my research revealed that after graduation many young Muslims
become increasingly comfortable with individuality in interpretation, taking on a distinctly American
approach of freedom of conscience that combines easily with Qur’anic injunctions to use one’s individual
intellectual faculties to reflect and understand.
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their Faith. They also work to counter negative critiques of Islam and create a pious
lifestyle as an alternative to perceived shortcomings of youth cultures. This American
Islam is debated and represented through the meeting of heritage Muslims from varied
ethnic backgrounds, through their study of Islamic scriptures and American Muslim
scholars, and from family members, legitimated by their own personal reasoning. The
seed of love for Islam is laid in their familial self, challenged by American ideals of the
autonomous, and influenced by religio-national discourses of public virtue, development
of human potentials, gender equity and empowerment, democratic governance,
inclusiveness, and pluralism. Chapter One explores the social matrix in which heritage
Muslims come to embrace and assert Islam as a central facet of their personal identity. In
particular I explore the importance of family upbringing, peer relationships, prejudice and
stereotyping of Muslims, and multiculturalism. Chapter Two discloses many core
features of a “Muslim” identity, and how it relates to their nationality “American” and
various other demarcations and activities of their personal identity. Chapter Three
presents MSAs’ institutional practices and individual interpretations related to envisioned
binaries of male and female, analyzing how they believe women and men should relate to
each other on campus, in families, and in their roles in public life. Chapter Four tackles
the question of how young Muslims conceptualize and deal with religious, ethnic, and
racial differences. This chapter discloses dynamics of inclusivity, prejudice, trans-ethnic
friendship, whether to marry ethnic others, and young Muslims’ sometimes embracing

and sometimes censuring Islamic sectarian diversity.
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This project, thus, is one with a pluralistic ethos at its very core, attempting to
learn about, from, and with those who make Islam a principal source of their identity, a
religion in many ways different from my own and that of most of their fellow Americans.
Although I have worked for a strong degree of comprehensiveness in my coverage of
issues important to this identity, there is certainly much more to be understood of this
population than this two year project could investigate. This is a snapshot of how some
eighty young adult Muslim students and recent graduates—of different genders and from
diverse ethnic, national, and socio-economic backgrounds—talked about and practiced
their common Islamic faith in the years 2013 to 2015 in the United States Pacific regions.
Along with all of us, they are a work in progress; the ways they approach their faith are
bound to change as they enter deeper into adulthood. Their successors as Muslim student
leaders are likely to continue certain inherited genealogies of practice, improve or replace
others, and invent new ways to relate to their faith and to others. There is nothing simple
about the way these complex and diverse individuals constructed and lived their faith
identities at this time. I invite you to go on this journey with me, becoming comfortable
with complexity and difference, getting to know the diverse ways these young Americans
articulate and enact what it means to be Muslim, so that we may be more sensitive to
their challenges and triumphs in fashioning Islamic identities and relationships in

diversity.>?

53 Such sensitivities can also further introspection and ethical practices in how we work with similar
challenges.

37



CHAPTER 1

Individuation in Relationships: The Ecology of Islamic Identity

Formation among young adult American heritage Muslims
Introduction

People from Asia, North Africa, and Eastern Europe who have identified to

varying degrees with the Islamic religion have voluntarily immigrated’ to the United
States for over a hundred years, have forged local communities all across the United
States, and have established cultural, political, and religious institutions and associations.
However, only in the last thirty years or so, due to changes to immigration laws, that
sufficient numbers of Muslims have arrived to become conspicuous elements of the
religious mosaic of cities throughout the country. These immigrants have come from
nations in which Islam is an assumed and pervasive facet of social life. Many of these
immigrants have successfully played essential roles in socializing their children, raised in
America, to “choose” Islam as young adults rather than them trying to fit in with the
dominant religions of this nation or prevalent practices of college campus youth culture.

This second generation of Islamic heritage has become the subject of an increasing
number of studies in the past fifteen years, but much is still unknown about the complex
dynamics with which a large contingent of this demographic is carrying forward its faith
heritage. In particular, we are just beginning to discern the prominent aspects of their

local and general social environments that together encourage decisions to take on Islam

' Tn other words, tens of thousands of Muslims were brought to America in bondage, in the Transatlantic
slave trade, but whose descendants—for the most part—Ilost all but faint signs of an Islamic heritage.
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as a/the preeminent marker of self-hood. Peek (2003) details the defensive group
solidarity initiated in the aftermath of 9/11 when Muslims (and Sikhs) were often
projected by other Americans to be the enemy in our midst.” Likewise, Schmidt (2004)
analyzes the political discourses post 9/11 in Sweden, Denmark, and the United States
that portray citizens of Islamic heritage as a “fifth column,” creating a context which
pressures them to either renounce this religion or prove it helps them actually become
more loyal citizens.> Naber (2005) explores how choosing an Islamic identity is a
strategy utilized by young adults to draw on common ground with parents while at the
same time negotiate norms and expectations by debating what is based in the sources of
the religion versus that which is simply cultural heritage.* Peek (2005) argues that this
population passes through a three stage process toward embracing Islam: 1) the child’s
family plants in them an ‘ascribed’ Islamic identity; 2) Muslim friendships and student
groups at college facilitate learning more about the religion and identifying with it as an
individual ‘choice’; and 3) student activism generates enthusiasm to express the religion
more publicly as a ‘declared’ identity.’

Rather than just focusing on one or a few variables that influence taking this religious

marker for self-hood, two recent works have helped to delineate the complex social

2 Lori Peek, “Community Isolation and Group Solidarity: Examining the Muslim Student Experience after
September 11, 2001,” Beyond September 11: An Account of Post-Disaster Research, ed. J. L. Monday
(Boulder: Institute of Behavioral Science, University of Colorado, 2003), pp. 333-354.

3 Garbi Schmidt, “Islamic identity formation among young Muslims: the case of Denmark, Sweden and the
United States,” Journal of Muslim Minority Affairs 41 (April 2004): 31-45.

4 Nadine Naber, “Muslim First, Arab Second: a Strategic Politics of Race and Gender,” The Muslim World
95 (2005): 479-495.

5 Lori Peek, “Becoming Muslim: The Development of a Religious Identity,” Sociology of Religion 66
(2005): 215-242.
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environment of Islamic identity formation among members of this second generation.
Hermansen and Mir (2006) trace the nurturing of an Islamic identity by immigrant
families’ religious practices and protectiveness, and simultaneously by Islamic schools
and classes, and then by college campus Muslim Student Associations and cultural clubs,
and sometimes by Sufi organizations. They also examine the ideological pressures to
both ‘fit in’ and celebrate diversity, trends in liberalism and conservatism, and the
struggles and strategies to maintain identity in the face of political and cultural
marginalization.® Most recently Dey (2012) describes many of the social factors in
nurturing and/or challenging the development of a Muslim identity: family, 9/11
backlash, Muslim-on-Muslim prejudice, peer support and the MSA, and university
support and accommodations.’

Based on eighty in-depth interviews, an online survey in May and June of 2014
answered by 150 participants, and a substantial body of notes from participant
observation gathered in 2013 through 2015, in this chapter I test, detail, and update these
earlier studies, and fill in a number of crucial gaps to ascertain which factors of their
social environments are most vital to heritage Muslims in forming an Islamic identity. I
outline the various ways they negotiate those common factors, and show how these
variables interact in dynamic ways to construct religious identities. I highlight previously

underestimated factors like multiculturalism, religious diversity encountered in their

® Marcia Hermansen and Shabana Mir, “Identity Jihads: The Multiple Strivings of American Muslim
Youth,” Nurturing Child and Adolescent Spirituality: Perspectives from the World’s Religious Traditions,
ed. Karen Marie Yust et al. (Lanham, Maryland: Rowland and Littlefield Publishers, 2006).

7 Farouk Dey, Islam on Campus: Identity Development of Muslim-American College Students (PhD diss.,
University of Florida, 2012), 85-101.
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schools and communities, and the Enlightenment ideal of independent reasoning instead
of tradition. These elements, along with others identified in earlier scholarship, together
synthesize unique ecologies for this population in the authorship of self.

I argue that we can understand the formation of Islamic identities among this
population in four closely inter-related dynamics. First, these young people learn Islam
from significant relationships with others—family members, peers, teachers, and
community leaders—in which the religion’s value and their personal relationships’ value
are deeply intertwined. The aesthetics of Islam for them inextricably enfolds a dialectical
confluence of the religion’s teachings, individual and communal practices, and these
personal relationships. Second, by ‘choosing’ Islam, these young adults feel they are
honoring, affirming, and strengthening the deep, family bonds they have with parents,
siblings, aunts, uncles, and cousins, and simultaneously defining what Islam means on
their own terms, emphasizing American ideals of individuation and a sense of
independent ethical authority. This strategy allows them, in a single move, to both
maintain significant relationships and secure a sense of adult self-authorship. Third, the
activities of university Muslim Student Associations, and/or the friendships formed
therein, are crucial in nurturing an Islamic identity for these newly independent college
students. Fourth, with this religious choice being challenged by American stereotypes and
practices against Muslims, on the one hand, but also empowered by American ideals
about youth individuation and religious freedom, on the other, a multiculturalist ethos
works closely with continued Islamophobic social experiences to stimulate upholding

Islamic identities as a matter of social justice.
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A Complex of Multidimensional Relationships and the Ecological Model

My research shows that no single social/ideological agent or factor predominantly
predicts the affirmation of an Islamic identity for heritage Muslims. Rather, to begin to
understand the phenomenon of ‘choosing’ Islam, instead of other American religious and
cultural normativities, a multidimensional approach provides the most explanatory
traction. Undertaking a systematic exploration of which facets are most prominent, how
they interact with each other, and how the young person negotiates them, I draw on the
pattern of Urie Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) “Ecological Model” of human development that
outlines many of the institutions, agencies, and cultural factors that interact with each
other and influence a human being as he/she changes over time.?

Bronfenbrenner conceives his model as concentric circles or “nested structures, each
inside the next...like Russian dolls” that enfold and interact with the individual at its
center. The innermost or closest level to the individual is called the microsystem. It
includes those institutions that he/she interacts with directly on a regular basis, such as
the family, school, workplace, friendship group, and religious place of worship. Next, a
mesosystem entails that the individual does not just interact with each of these agencies
but they interact with each other as well, such as parents who ask their school for special
accommodations for their child or parents who insist that the child’s friends always come
over to play. The exosystem enwraps those two inner systems, consisting of settings in

which the developing person is not actually present—such as the board of one’s school or

8 Urie Bronfenbrenner, The Ecology of Human Development: Experiments by Nature and Design
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1979), 3, 21.
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one’s mother’s workplace—yet which closely affect, and are affected by, the other
settings. The outermost circle is the macrosystem, the most subtle among the four,
denoting those ideal ‘blueprints’—such as attitudes, ideologies, customs, and laws of a
nation—for the organization and content of each setting represented by the inner levels.’
Bronfenbrenner eventually integrated into the model the relationships of environmental
changes over a person’s life course, called the chronosystem.!? This model organizes well
the multiple direct and indirect settings and agents that intermix and combine to influence
an individual’s development.

Appropriating the basic structure of the Ecological Model, I map on those particular
factors that are significant to heritage Muslims as they make their religion a central
marker of their self-hood. This model, shown below, helps us to conceptualize the
multiplicity of crucial forces affecting Islamic identity formation while avoiding the
pitfalls of over-focusing on the exegetical power of any single one. In this chapter, I
discuss just the most prominent factors shown below, although most of the others also

receive some attention due to their close inter-relationships.

9 Urie Bronfenbrenner (1979), 3-4, 7-8, 22, 25-26, 258; Robert S. Siegler et al., How Children Develop 3™
ed. (New York: Worth Publishers, 2006), 368.

19 He integrated chronosystem in 1989, as cited by Glen H. Elder, Jr., “The Importance of Process,”
Examining Lives in Context: Perspectives on the Ecology of Human Development, ed. Phyllis Moen et al.,
(Washington, DC: American Psychological Association, 1995), 394.
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Image 1: Ecology of heritage-Muslim religious identity development,
by Daniel Azim Pschaida

Microsystem 1: Family Relationships

My research uncovered that it is not just that their parents raised them in the religion
that predicts these young adults to choose Islam but rather it is the close family
relationships that are a defining feature of such an identity option. Family togetherness,
collectivism, fellowship, close emotional relationships, loyalty, reciprocity and mutual

responsibility are core value-practices for these young people’s upbringing with parents

from the Near East, North Africa, and South Asia, that are shared by other cultures of
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East Asia and Latin America.'! Transported to the American context, while the values of
independence and autonomy may increase and fertility rates decrease as large families are
no longer materially beneficial, close and emotionally interdependent relationships
continue to be strong.'?> These cultural values are reinforced by statements in the Qur’an
and Hadith that make marriage and family life equivalent to acts of piety.'?

The survey of “Young Adult Muslim Americans” that I conducted in May and
June 2014, received 150 responses, with 72% answering that family was one of the “most
central THREE influences on choosing Islam to be a big part of my life.” When looking
at this exclusively from the perspective of those who indicated that they were heritage
Muslims, this number climbed to 77.8%. When considering only young women heritage
Muslims, this number climbed further to 85.4%. While acknowledging the limited
confidence for generalities that this relatively small sample size can provide, this last
statistic indicates that, while family influences are crucial to both genders, there may be
more socio-cultural pressures on young men, than on young women, to define themselves

in ways of individuation from their parents.

! Generally speaking, these qualities persist as values for non-recent-immigrant Americans but are often
tempered or softened by the at-least equally emphasized values of independence, self-reliance, self-
expression, and industriousness.

12 Boris Mayer et al., “Family models of independence/interdependence and their intergenerational
similarity in Germany, Turkey, and India,” Family Science 3 (2012): 65-66, 69-70, 72. While the above
study discusses these dynamics in Turkish and Indian families, the below study includes among its
discussion individual chapters on Algerian, Indian, Indonesian, Iranian, Nigerian, Pakistani, and Saudi
families, see Families Across Cultures, ed. James Georgas et al. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2006), 250, 364, 376-7, 381, 426, 432-3, 441.

13 Saleem Qureshi, “The Muslim Family: the Scriptural Framework,” Muslim Families in North America,
ed. Earle H. Waugh et al. (Edmonton, Alberta: University of Alberta Press, 1991), 34-35, 38-39, 53-54.
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4. The most central THREE influences on choosing Islam to be a big part of my life:
response count |percentage]
Family 108 72.0%
Friends 50 33.3%
Study groups for youth/young-adults at mosque or university 44 29.3%
Reading closely the Qur'an 48 32.0%
Learning the beautiful teachings of Islam 110 73.3%
The scientific insights given in the Qur'an (such as the human embryo or astronomy) 45 30.0%
Desiring to counter negative stereotypes toward Islam in the media and society 45 30.0%
Other, please specify 20 13.3%
Total answers of the 149 respondents: 470 | 314.20%

Table 4: June 2014 survey, influences to identifying with Islam, by Daniel Azim Pschaida

The narratives students gave in interviews offer further insight into the significance
of family relationships in Islamic identity formation. When I asked them what factors led
them to make Islam an important facet of their adult identity, over forty of the seventy-
eight highlighted their family experience, while for most others it was a more implicit
part of their narratives. Many even referred frequently back to their family in answering
other interview questions that did not ask about their upbringing.

In many of their families some elders were more religious than others, but most
interviewees grew up in a milieu in which praying regularly, fasting during Ramadan,
reading the Qur’an, telling stories of the prophets, and not dating or drinking alcohol
were prominent family practices. The following six are fairly representative, three young
men and three young women, of South Asian, Southwest Asian,'* and North African

heritages:

141 will often replace the more commonplace terms of Middle Eastern, Mid-Eastern, or Near Eastern with
the more precise, and less Euro-centric, “Southwest Asian” to denote this Southwest region of Asia.
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Bahaaj: “My Dad growing up, has been a pretty religious guy, he made sure we did the
requirements, prayed five times a-day, fasted during Ramadan, kept the values of Islam — to be
peaceful with one another, to care for one another and to make sure the person next to you is okay
before you are...”

Farzam: “I was raised in a very traditional Muslim household; we pray regularly in the house, fast;
my grandmother is very practicing and conservative. My Mom is on the board of [the] mosque;
we had a Qur’an teacher through 11" grade who taught us how to recite it and to memorize it.”
Nabeel: “...[1] pretty much have just experienced it as just there and it worked for me. I've always
been around it and learned more about it and it makes sense for my life.”

Layla: “I feel [me being Muslim] definitely has a lot to do with my parents; religion wasn’t really
passive in my family.”

Shirin: “I was born into a Muslim family, and they taught us all the ideals of being a Muslim and
the religious culture, and took us to classes and everything; but at the same time they taught us to
explore more into our religion.”

Qatara: “My older siblings have influenced me a lot and my Dad too...They influence me to go
deeper into...my religion and understand more and always ask questions and don’t always think
that if someone tells you this is the way Islam is, to research it to see if they are telling the truth...
My older siblings wore the hijab first and encouraged me to wear it too, so I started to in the third
grade.”

Many students mentioned praying and fasting with their family from when they were

young, making such behavior a natural component of one’s daily life. William, a pre-law

major of mixed (African-American father and Indonesian mother) ethnic heritage, said:

[I] started practicing since I was little; started fasting from age four or five, would fast half day.
Mom was really strict with it and wanted me to understand the culture really well; then I started
praying around the same time, learning the basic prayers, be able to stick with the solid foundation
of praying, to the best of my ability, five times a day... Then we would do Jumu 'ah prayer on
Fridays...Since I’ve been raised in a Muslim family, it became more of a habit.

In this way, William’s parents instilled in him the importance of prayer and fasting as

practices of piety in and of themselves, while also essential facets of his family

relationships, making it part of the pattern of individual and collective life. Now twenty-

one years old, he does not often attend the Muslim Student Association, but nonetheless

continues to fulfill his five prayers faithfully at the proper time, even when on campus.

Many interviewees’ parents inculcated in them a close relationship with the Qur’an

from a young age, teaching them to pronounce words correctly and to memorize short,

then longer, chapters. Recitation of the Qur’an is among the paramount practices of
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Islamic life, often compared to the centrality that veneration of Jesus holds for many
evangelical Christians. Most interviewees had parents or grandparents who taught them
how to correctly pronounce the Qur’anic chapters (surahs), recited to fulfill one’s daily
prayers. Some parents would bring into their homes accomplished Qur’an memorizers to
teach their children, like Farzam quoted above. Likewise, Tana’s grandparents hired an
imam to come over each week to teach her the Qur’an and other books on Islam. Khadija
also learned to memorize the Qur’an at home and at Sunday school, eventually mastering
the entire holy book. Hamza’s Dad would teach his children the Qur’an and Hamza
competed with his younger brothers in memorizing chapters. Na’il’s mother is a hafiz
[having memorized the entirety of the Qur’an] who taught him from his youngest years to
recite and memorize the Qur’an. Now he studies the holy book weekly in a small group
with a shaykh at an Islamic center and also helps teach it as part of MSA programming.
As children the interviewees may have heard bedtime stories about fairies, unicorns,
or talking bears, yet it was stories about the doings of prophets—taken from diverse
Islamic sources—that they breathed in as naturally as air in their upbringing. Reem, a
global studies major whose parents are Palestinian, said: “I think it begins when you're a
child, when your parents are teaching you, they tell you stories, they tell you about the
book, they tell you about the prophet, they talk about how merciful God is, the
connection to God and the beauty.” It was through such stories that they learned of the

intimate role God plays in the lives of His followers.!> They also learned the morals their

15 There are a growing number of resources produced by Islamic organizations and businesses to help
families socialize their children in Islam, Yvonne Yabeck Haddad et. al, Muslim Women in America: The
Challenge of Islamic Identity Today (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 82.
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parents wanted to sow in their children, such as the patience and forbearance of the
prophet Muhammad when he was made fun of and attacked by his ill-wishers; or his
special considerations for those who were sincere in reforming their lives or for someone
who balanced prayer with perseverant hard work to provide for his family.

Through these stories parents cultivated their children in those morals and values that
they most idealized. Bahaaj, quoted above, speaks of the peacefulness and caring for
others that his father strove to always instill in him through stories and teachings of
Islam. Sana, a media studies major and MSA officer, said, “My parents were not very
strict, if [ had a question they explained a lot, they allowed me to be myself but said you
are Muslim so you know what is right and wrong, but trusted us to do that when we left
home.” Likewise, their distinctiveness as a family and devotion to certain values was
highlighted when their parents forbade many activities typical of their peers. Safi, a
business marketing major whose parents are Palestinian, said: “our parents weren't that
assertive with the religion, wouldn't force me to pray or go to the mosque; but can't eat
pork, shouldn't drink alcohol, don't have a girl-friend.”

For some students it was also the great adversities their family had experienced that
stimulated them to turn to religion and rely more on God. Just before entering university,
two of my young interviewees’ fathers died unexpectedly. One of them, Husayn, in a
very heartfelt account of his journey deeper into Islam, reported himself to be rather “lazy

and just into video games” as a teenager. But when his father died, he sought comfort in
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listening to Qur’anic verses that speak of the peacefulness of the afterlife.!¢ He says that
since then he has become much more focused on schoolwork and active service to his
religious community. Likewise, Halala’s mother was in a very serious car accident just
before she entered college. A biology major who is active in student government, Halala
said that her parents had always taught their children the religion in a very loving and
caring way; however she feels she would not often make it a priority. But as soon as she
learned what happened to her Mother, “I was just thinking, ‘how am I going to get
through this?’ so I went back to needing God, felt can’t do this on my own... [The]
minute my Dad told me, I said, ‘oh my God’; and was like, ‘is she going to be okay?’ and
praying to God that she was going to be okay...” For each of these three, the precious
relationships they have with their family and religion was viscerally heightened with the
sudden realization of the transience of those parents presence in their lives.

However, some parents were hesitant and fearful of the backlash of living in an
environment of Islamophobia, and so they encouraged Islam as a home practice but not

something to be actively advertised in public spaces. Omeed of Indian heritage said:

I had no identity mix up till like 9/11, stuff popped up about my religion perceived to be different
by others; I live my life being low key about things; if someone asks, I’'m willing to let them know
about my religion; but other than that I keep things confidential; parents encourage me [to do that],
seeing what happens to other people when they express their religious beliefs; they don’t want to
see pain or extreme interrogation; they’re concerned about me, to not catch people off guard... My
family is pretty laid back about these things...but we fast and pray five times a day, we try to eat
halal, do our best to keep in close contact with our community, stay intertwined, have more
Muslims friends, have a problem can aid them...

Likewise, when Rohana, who emigrated from Iraq with her family as a teenager, became

more interested in Islam after attending a large conference called Reviving the Islamic

16 Qur’an 36:57-58: “They will have all kinds of fruit and they will receive whatever they ask for; they will

5 9

be greeted with a word from the Merciful Lord: ‘Salaam (Peace)’.
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Spirit, her parents “were scared... [They] had this idea that practicing Islam in U.S. might
be dangerous.” It is such fears of a backlash from which some parents strongly oppose
their daughters from wearing the headscarf. These concerns seem valid, as more than
twelve years after 9/11, physical attacks on kijabis sometimes still occur.!’

Not all young adults grew up in homes where both parents were devoted practitioners
of the faith’s values and rituals. In more than a few cases, it was just the mother, while in
others it was only one or both grandparents. A few others came from mixed religious
households, with Catholic Christian mothers. Dawud, a biochemistry major who also
enjoys acting in theater, told me that he followed in the footsteps of his father’s lackluster
practice of the faith until his sophomore year of college, when his involvement in the
MSA led him to begin praying more regularly. Isra’s father, a heritage Muslim himself
but a fierce skeptic, actively challenges her interest in the faith of her grandmother,
stepmother, and extended family. However, Isra now welcomes these challenges as
solidifying her understanding of her chosen faith.'8

In some families, acculturation in Islam worked both ways: parents training their
children in the religion but also their youth’s new-found passion for the religion
enhancing the interest and practice of their parents.'” Marjan, whose family is from

Afghanistan, spoke about becoming serious about only eating halal meat three years ago.

17 Gail Paschall-Brown, “Florida girl attacked after wearing hijab to school,” Wesh.com Orlando, February
4, 2014, http://www.wesh.com/news/central-florida/florida-girl-attacked-after-wearing-hijab-to-
school/24271022#!18UQ6x (accessed July 5, 2014).

18 These family anxieties and contentions are also noted in Nadine Naber, “Muslim First, Arab Second: A
Strategic Politics of Race and Gender,” Muslim World 95 (Oct. 2005): 486-487, 493.

19 Denise Al-Johar, “Muslim Marriages in America: Reflecting New Identities,” The Muslim World 95
(October 2005): 567; Lori Ann Peek, “The Identity of Crisis: Muslim Americans After September 11%”
(Ph.D. diss., University of Colorado, 2005), 186.
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She encouraged her mother to do the same, and now both of them are contemplating
taking on the headscarf together in the future. Qatara’s father encourages her to pray
regularly and be involved in the MSA, while she encourages him to read the Qur’an with
her younger brother.

Many interviewees asserted that despite being born into the faith, their parents
encouraged them to explore the religion for themselves and ask questions. Many also
believed their parents did not force a lot on them. Albeit, someone from a more liberal
upbringing might regard being asked to pray and fast, not eat certain kinds of meat, or not
being able to date or try alcohol, as being heavily disciplined. However, I did not trace
any hints of dissimulation in these statements. They seemed to be honest assessments of
their upbringing. At the same time, the fact that more than a few students made such
comments suggests their expectation that other people might think they were
brainwashed or forced by their parents to become Muslims; thus these students want to
affirm that their religious identification is ultimately a matter of free choice.

An Islamic identity is organically developed for many of these youth that at one and
the same time expresses and strengthens the family bond. This was eloquently enunciated
by Zakir, a business major whose family is from Palestine and Jordan: “for me I would
say my life revolves around my family, and as a family we revolve around pleasing
God; so I work towards my family and as a family we work towards God; so if we
accomplish it, I feel like we've achieved our purpose.” However, this principle of the
formation of the self as part and parcel to the family was most clearly explained by Farah,

a psychology master degree student of South Asian heritage:

52



I think I just knew [I am Muslim], as this is who my family was. There was no defining moment
but a gradual understanding that we have our own culture and beliefs. When we are young we
don’t really make such distinctions. When little we don’t see the self as anyone different as anyone
else. Parents were my first teachers and taught us what it means to be Muslim...It was how they
raised us, a gradual realization, that our family does things different. I think in many other families
kids’ own talents and interests are really encouraged to be pursued and developed. I didn’t really
see what mine was; we did things collectively, not about me developing a particular interest or
skill, but rather we focused more on things as a family; we would camp as a family, not summer
camp with my friends, we did things collectively. My identity formed within a family, we have an
identity within the family, I am in relation to my family.

This dynamic of “I am in relation to my family” has been referred to as the “familial self”
where close interactions with one’s nuclear and extended family cultivates one’s sense of
personhood and spirituality. Hermansen and Mir (2006) argue that this emphasis on
togetherness and “we” before “I”” continues to play a major role for immigrant parents
raising their children in this country. However, they also note that American cultural
emphases on autonomy and individuality create tensions with these family ties and hence
still impel youth towards identity struggles in early adulthood, which this chapter will

further explore in the last three sections.

Microsystem 2: Gathering of Muslims: mosques, Islamic schools, camps, and
conferences

The parents who are part of this latest wave of immigration have a distinct advantage
over earlier first generations because they do not have to rely completely on the home
environment to cultivate Islamic values and practices in their children. Now they can

actively summon the resources of Islamic institutions in their cities and regions of the

20 On “Familial self,” see Alan Roland, In Search of Self in India and Japan: Toward a Cross-Cultural
Psychology (Princeton University Press, 1988), 3-8; on its dynamics on heritage Muslim immigrant
families, see Hermansen and Mir, “Identity Jihads™: 424.
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country to reinforce these ideals.?! In Sunday schools at the mosque, Islamic private
schools, summer and weekend camps, and regional or national conferences, these
children and youth were able to learn more about their family’s faith from scholars and
teachers of Islam, while also forming close friendships with peers.

About a third of interviewees mentioned attending a mosque or Islamic center for
religious classes on the weekend as important to their identity formation, and it sounded
as though many more would have mentioned doing so if I had asked them directly about
this. Halala, who is Palestinian-American and whose older brother was also very involved
in Muslim communities, said, “I’m really involved in my masjid...I’ve been attending
ever since [ was a little kid, and went to the school there, then taught at the school for a
while, and I’ve really been involved in the youth group at the masjid. I almost live
[there]. I really enjoy being there and being in the community there.” Hence, her
experience growing up attending classes on Islam was so positive that once older she in
turn took on the role of teacher of the younger generation.

Some students did not just attend a class once a week but attended an Islamic private
school during their elementary years. These schools usually included a daily class on the

Holy Book and Islamic teachings and stories:

[Dawud:] I went to a religious school...[an] Islamic-school. I spent a big chunk of my life there.
[Daniel:] do you feel like you got a strong religious education through this school? [Dawud:] I do
believe they set a very strong foundation for me... They also gave me the freedom to explore my
religion rather than hammering it into my brain, which is sometimes good and sometimes bad.
[Daniel:] it wasn’t shoved down your throat but they gave you a religious education? [Dawud:] the

2l These families are considered part of a wave from 1968 to the present called “Differentiated Families,”
distinguished from the previous wave from Post World War Il to 1967 called “Transitional Families,” and
those who came from the late 1800s to WWII called “Pioneer Families” or those African Muslims forced to
the Americas by the Atlantic slave traders, see Sharon Mclrvin Abu-Laban, “Family and Religion among
Muslim Immigrants and Their Descendants,” Muslim Families in North America, ed. Earle H. Waugh et al.,
(1991), 16, 25.
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fundamentals were shoved down my throat, but the extras weren’t... They did show us how to
pray, read the Quran, speak Arabic, how to act and things like that, but they didn’t shove down,
like for example, separating the room between boys and girls. [Daniel:] Would you have a daily
religion class? [Dawud:] yes...and then basically we’d also have math, history, religion, science.
[Daniel:] do you feel that’s a big part that made you more connected to Islam? [Dawud:] It did
actually because so my Mom is more religious and my Dad isn’t. So if I just learned it from my
family I don’t think that I would have had an accurate description of it. My Dad didn’t pray and
my Mom prays religiously. So I believe that me being in this school environment helped me get a
grasp on what it means to be a Muslim.

Thus, in Dawud’s understanding of his life path, with only one parent practicing, having
attended an Islamic school was a crucial extra factor in his socialization that has helped
nudge him more towards his mother’s example than his father’s.

For others, it was in summer or weekend camps or youth development programs that
they learned more about their faith in a systematic manner, while bonding with Muslim
peers. Layla, who had finished her degree in creative writing and was then studying full-
time at an Islamic institute in Texas, said, “I got to go to a lot of camps and conventions
growing up, girls and guys who were my age; that really shaped my Islamic identity.”
Such summer camps sustained their importance during their teenage years and Na’il and
Cantara, although from different ends of the state of California, both attended at different
times the Muslim Youth Leadership Program, acknowledging its positive impact. This
program, sponsored by the Council for American Islamic Relations (CAIR), takes youth
and young adults to Sacramento, California to visit the state capital and learn how
Californian Muslims can have an impact on informing public policy. Na’il said: “I was
forced into it by mentors, but [it turned out to be] one of the best experiences I've ever
had. 1didn’t find it important before this. There we could give our voices, voices as

Muslims, but as Americans as well; don't be in a bubble because that's something
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Muslims tend to do.” He continued that it is important that we “hang out with non-
Muslims as well” and “branch out to serve our communities.”

At least ten students articulated that they had become interested as youth in attending
conferences and study groups, outside of even those of the Muslim Student Association,
by their own initiative or sometimes by invitation of a friend, instead of their families.
Just before she entered UC Riverside, Indian-American Samira was pressured by her best
friend to attend with her a late-night prayer session (called giyam or taraweeh) at the
mosque during Ramadan: “It was one of my favorite speakers, and—I don’t know—
something changed... It was a realization that maybe I should take this more seriously
than I have been; just gain more knowledge on it... So I just kind of started learning
more, reading more, gaining more Muslim friends, and relating on those aspects...”
Samira’s friend’s encouragement and her attendance of this event gave her this feeling of
gravitas that impelled a deeper engagement with the religion.

These narratives, cited above, also remind us of some of the complex ways that an
Islamic identity formation occurs for these young people. While I isolate each crucial
agent to explore its individual implications, these samples exemplify the constant close
interactions between the diverse agents and factors within the ecology of socialization.
Samira’s friend brought her to a compelling talk on Islam sponsored by a local Muslim
mosque. Rohana as a teenage immigrant to the United States was experiencing an identity
crisis and feelings of dislocation when she learned a scholar from her country would be
speaking at the Reviving the Islamic Spirit conference. Shirin’s move toward Islam,

reading the Qur’an and attending the mosque on her own, occurred when assaulted with
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the realization, after a sudden betrayal of trust, that the peer-friendships that had been the
center of her experience as a young adolescent were very precarious. Ikhlas’s friends also
disappointed her, as did her experiment with rebelliousness, and—feeling “like shit”—
she decided to pursue a stronger relationship with God instead. Desiring to grow in her
knowledge and faith, she negotiated with her parents to be able to attend a Muslim
conference hosted by the Muslim American Society. This was part and parcel to a
process of further individuation as she challenged her parents’ wishes and their “cultural”
practice of sheltering their daughters for the sake of family reputation.

At least four of the young men interviewed mentioned having committed to
participating in a long-term study and discussion group called an usra that is part of a
program of training and personal development of Muslims, founded and directed by the
Muslim American Society (MAS). Hamza, a Somali-American who was preparing to
study medicine, said:

I also became involved in different Islamic organizations. And from what I hear in their lectures I
feel more comfortable in my stance in the way I practice. Currently I’m in an usra once a week
and read the Quran, talk about Hadith, or about today’s Muslim community or different things. I
feel like I’'m part of it and part of the ideas that are in the community. So I feel affected and at the
same time I’'m learning a lot too.

The Muslim American Society, established in 1993, has been able to successfully
replicate many of the elements of MSAs on college campuses. The usras it forms have
been able to engage participants and strengthen Islamic identity by regular study of Islam,
meaningful contributions (service) to a community, and by providing a forum in which
close bonds of friendship may be fused. Indeed, as further discussed below, numerous
students called their MSA ‘a family away from home’ and this ideal is likewise purposely

idealized in the very name of the MAS usra, which literally means “family” in Arabic.
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One of the ways MAS upholds the integrity of a family bond is that the usra asks its
participants to take the regular weekly attendance and homework very seriously,
discouraging them from dropping-out, and not allowing individuals to enter a group after
it has begun, needing to await a new usra instead. Just as individuals cannot easily drop

in or out of a family, one is asked to have the same attitude of commitment to the usra.”

Microsystem 3: The Muslim Student Association

For most students interviewed, participation in the MSA is the single strongest factor
that solidifies an Islamic identity during their college years, motivating them to ‘choose
Islam.’*®* At each University of California campus, thousands of students participate in
clubs, associations, sororities, or fraternities. Although students sometimes experience
rejection or become part of practices of exclusivity in these groups, research has shown
campus student associations play crucial roles in addressing psycho-social needs of
young people for meaning and self-identity, social bonding, self-empowerment, and
socially significant action. Involvement in student organizations has salutary effects on
academic achievement, clarifying values, improving critical thinking, enhancing self-
esteem or self-concept, civic responsibility, and leadership skills, and it answers the need

for belonging. Involvement connects students with others who share and affirm their

22 “MAS Tarbiya: MAS Usra—A Program of Islamic Self-Development and Activism,” Muslim American
Society, http://www.mastarbiya.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=515:usra&catid=51

3:about-us&ltemid=820 (accessed 6 July 2014).

23 Research has consistently shown “belonging to the MSA actually changed their view on Islam from a
non-engaging part of their family heritage to a conscious, individual choice,” see Garbi Schmidt, Islam in
Urban America: Sunni Muslims in Chicago (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2004), 100.
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values, interests, and commitments, and it also generates feelings that one matters and
others depend on him/her.?*

These student associations play important roles as support groups and as havens from
experiences of racial, religious, or cultural marginalization or discrimination. This is
especially important for the many African Americans, Latinos, Native Americans, East
Asians and Pacific Islanders, Muslims, and Sikhs on college campuses. Cultural and
religious groups, and the cultural centers on many campuses, provide places for
celebrating their various histories and backgrounds. They are “counterspaces, a home
away from home, and a haven in a hostile territory.” They nurture engagement in social
justice activism and form a bastion of political empowerment to voice their needs and
secure representation in the social, cultural, and academic contexts of the campus. They
are also hubs to receive and give academic mentorship and support as well as provide
professional networking.”> My interviews and participant observation shows that the
MSA fulfills many of these functions for most participants and all of them for some, in
ways that are in harmony with these young peoples’ upbringing, and so the students are
comfortable there. In this section, I will focus on the MSA’s fulfillment of their psycho-

social requirements to find belonging, to grow in the knowledge and practice of an

2 Terrell L. Strayhorn, College Students’ Sense of Belonging: A Key to Educational Success for All
Students (New York: Routledge, 2012), 106-107, 115.

% Jenny L. Small, “Engaging Religious and Faith Diversity in Multicultural Student Services,”
Multicultural Student Services on Campus: Building Bridges, Re-visioning Community, ed. Dafina Lazarus
Stewart (Sterling, VA: Stylus Publishing, 2011), 96-99, 102; Cultural Centers in Higher Education:
Perspectives on Identity; Theory; and Practice, ed. Lori D. Patton (Sterling, VA: Stylus Publishing, 2010),
xiv, 11, 110-111.
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emerging master identity, to develop leadership skills, and to contribute to or be a vital
member of a community.

Students get involved in the Muslim Student Association to find friends of similar
backgrounds and values. It is also a place where many hope to meet, or get introduced to,
a potential marriage partner from similar cultures and the same religion—a partner of
whom their parents might approve. As new students at the university they are excited by
the new-freedom college-life offers them but at the same time they anxious about
possibly becoming absorbed into facets of campus social culture that are contrary to the
values with which they were raised. Ikhlas, a Lebanese-American, said, “I wanted to stay
in connection with my faith.” Hakeem, who is Syrian-American, said that going to
college he was looking for a close group of friends but didn’t “want the drinking and
objectifying of women associated with a frat.” MSA is “good clean fun,” he said. “It
keeps me away from the wrong things, and at the same time it gives me a sense of
identity and joy and friendship, brotherhood.”

MSA leaders emphasize its role in protecting against and negotiating the many
negative temptations of college life. A beginning of the year role-play video created by
the UC Riverside MSA and an end-of-the-year banquet video created by the CSU San
Bernardino MSA both depicted the dangers of college party culture, highlighting the
centrality of alcohol. The latter MSA depicted that involvement in such a party culture
also damages family relationships. Many students see the MSA in terms of a halal
(kosher) fraternity or sorority that they can participate in comfortably, free from drug use

and excessive promiscuity. A member of the Riverside City College MSA even said this
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outright in a group interview: “We’re like a fraternity or sorority”” and have a “safe”
community environment in college.

Indeed, terms of “brotherhood” and “sisterhood” were among the first features voiced
by almost every student I interviewed in answering what they appreciated about the
Muslim Student Association. They experience the MSA as a surrogate “family,” many
using that exact word in their descriptions. Marjan said that her first week at UC
Riverside was the first time she had been away from home for a long period and she
“cried [her] eyes out.” But then her good friend who was a senior “dragged” her to an
MSA meeting: “Looking back I'm so grateful to her...for bringing me here, for meeting
all these girls, honestly, yeah, it's like family now, sisters, I don't have sisters, I'm just
like, I have all these sisters now.” She said she feels “[MSA is] like my home away from
home,” and it seems to have truly filled this void of close family relationships that going
away to college brought upon these young people.

The students described this family as having the characteristics of support, care,
understanding, helpfulness, dependability, and fun. Qatara said, “They give me a lot of
advice to take this class or not take this class... The MSA is a big support group.” Radi
reported, “They’ve really helped me out and supported me when I went through tough
times, such as with school.” Likewise, Nuri stated he appreciated that “MSA is like a
family” and you “know that everybody’s got your back, you really feel that, you go
through a tough time, everybody wants to make sure you’re doing okay.” Omeed said he
found in the MSA “life-long friends” who, although of different ethnicities, had a

“similar way of being brought up” and the “same kind of morals.” Indeed, a number of
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students claimed, that unlike their parents' generation who often stick with people of their
own nationalistic background, their friendships are across ethnic, racial, and sectarian
lines and extend the values of their upbringing. Omeed said these friends both help you
out when you need it and “call you out” if you say or do something wrong.

Also, finding that the Muslim Student Association has members of a variety of
“levels” of faith comes as a breath of fresh air for many new members who feel
ambivalent about their Islamic heritage or who have a liberal stance. On the other hand,
numerous heritage Muslims seem to be like Tana who, although she was regularly tutored
in Islam during her childhood in India, believing she would be seen as very ignorant
compared to the others who are “more on top of things,” never got involved in the MSA.
Omeed, also Indian-American, was able to give MSA a chance to get past this stereotype:
“I found that the MSA isn’t as conservative as | imagined; thought of the MSA as a group
of radical people to condemn other people for doing wrong things; but the more I get to
know them, find they are accepting people.” Nuri, an Egyptian-American psychology
major, said that these stereotypes of MSA as zealous, conservative, and judgmental are
the opposite of what the purpose of MSA is: to not be a private club for perfect Muslims
but a place to support each other to keep strengthening one’s faith.

With such presumptions hovering around MSA, Samira expressed appreciation that
what she found was actually a diverse club, where she was able to find friends with a

similar religious “level” and style or approach to her own:

MSA is a very diverse club...different backgrounds, different religious levels; and it's very
possible for each person to find a friend who is on their level. Because, personally, I'm not
someone who will relate to a super extreme person; I'm a moderate, I think I'm a balanced
(chuckle), individual; so I like dealing with people that are moderate and open-minded, as well,
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and MSA helped me find those people, where I can relate to them on multiple levels and I can
also learn from them and vice versa...

Some students look for friends who can really challenge and mentor them to be better
Muslims, while others, like Samira, look for supportive buddies who can empathetically
relate what they are going through in their Islamic identity and work through the same
kind of issues simultaneously.

Indeed, numerous students voiced getting involved in the MSA to grow in their faith
by increasing their knowledge and practice of the religion. While most students
appreciated the weekly talks and study groups led by Islamic scholars and knowledgeable

peers on campus, for some students this was their principal interest. Ikhlas said:

MSA became very important to me, I clung to it, because they brought Islamic speakers...I knew
that when I went to MSA it was social [for so many of us], but I tried not to make it a social thing;
I'd notice people on their phones during the lectures and get annoyed by that. They are spitting
gold at you and you're not paying attention; I went just for Islamic knowledge. MSA was very
important for me to have that as a base to stay in connection with faith.

Likewise, Hakeem said he went to college knowing just the basics of Islam; but now his
parents are “really happy in terms of [his] progress in knowledge,” such as his new
abilities to quote hadith or verses from the Qur’an” relevant to various issues. Not being
someone inclined to spend a lot of time at the mosque or listening to lectures online, the
campus talks have been his chief fountain of learning, and he says he has been “inspired”
by friends’ examples to continue enhancing his knowledge and practice.

Participation in the Muslim Student Association has endowed them with confidence in
a public Islamic identity as a young adult. Having a group of peers who are also
practicing Islam in the university setting has made them comfortable to do the same. For

example, Cantara—an Egyptian-American who grew up in Northern California—said
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that being one of the only Muslims she knew of in her high school, she “wouldn’t find a
place to pray” on that campus; she was intimidated to put such atypical behaviors on
display to her non-Muslim peers. Once on the campus of her university, “others are
doing the same, other people who also want to pray...now I’'m not the only one; [here’s
a] patch of grass, guys, let’s go pray.” For Shirin, being able to stop for an hour between
classes for MSA organized studies on the Qur’an or the Hadith helped make Islamic
knowledge part of her general university study. For Hamza, getting to hear on-campus
lectures made him “feel more comfortable in my stance in the way I practice.”

Besides the general MSA meeting, in most of the campuses where I engaged in
participant observation, the Muslim students—mostly MSA members—had fashioned
spaces of their own (usually within the campus student cultural center). These spaces
were devoted to Muslim fellowship, study, and ritual practice, in other words, providing
an Islamic habitus.*® A number of students separately used the phrase “keep you in
check” to talk about the impact such spaces had on others and themselves. One student
explained that these spaces of friends “remind you of what you should be doing and what
you should be aiming for.” Connecting with others on an Islamic and a friendship levels
of mutual interests occurs almost simultaneously as students fluidly moved between
talking about sports, classes, courting processes and marriage, Muslim community life
dynamics, and Islamic teachings. In such conversations they organically infuse their

language with Arabic expressions that reflect central religious concepts, a phenomenon

26 Pierre Bourdieu, OQutline of a Theory of Practice, trans. Richard Nice (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1993), 72.
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Garbi Schmidt calls Islamic American English.?’ Peppering their language with phrases
such as in sha’ allah [if God wills], Alhamdulillah [praised by God], or jazak allah khayr
[May God give you a goodly reward] reinforces Islamic ideology that God’s will, good-
pleasure, and blessings are the only thing that really matter, and this encourages novices
of those spaces (including me) to adopt the same expressions.

A former MSA officer, Bayan, explained to me, in different words, that creating
spaces to acculturate novice members in their habitus was a deliberate strategy by
campus Muslim leaders. If a participant in the MSA, or other Muslim spaces, was
noticed to have what were deemed to be un-Islamic behaviors, the standard strategy was
not to confront or correct him/her, but to target that person as a new close friend. MSA
leaders invite him/her to spend time with them on and off campus, in formal meetings
and informal “hang-out”, thus progressively bringing the novices into harmony with the
group’s practices. This process is one of ‘encapsulation’ where the novice is immersed in
a new religious form of life through building close emotional bonds and enacting together
ritualistic practices. Through the rhetoric of the conversations the novice also begins to
integrate the ideological perspective of the group as his/her own, and the leaders give the
mentee special roles to fulfill for the MSA so as to endow him/her with a sense of a

special, shared mission.?®

27 Garbi Schmidt, American Medina: A Study of the Sunni Muslim Immigrant Communities in Chicago
(Lund, Sweden: University of Lund, 1998), 252, and Schmidt, Islam in Urban America: Sunni Muslims in
Chicago (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2004), 104; Karen Isaksen Leonard, Muslims in the
United States: The State of Research (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 2003), 55.

28 Lewis R. Rambo, Understanding Religious Conversion (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1993), 107-
8.
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For example, Adam, an Indian-American political science major, recalls being invited
to become roommates with some new friends who were leaders of MSA. Their
apartment itself become a place where they could comfortably pray alone or together and
talk with “Islamic English” often on topics of their shared faith. He said that learning
more about Islam and having fun seemed seamlessly woven together. When seeing a
movie together at the theaters, if prayer time came, they would quietly get up and fulfill
their religious duty in a corner of the theater or lobby. He also mentioned praying in the
parking lot outside a restaurant where they had dinner. These groups of friends, hence,
transfer and inscribe an idealized Islamic habitus into new geographical spaces within
and outside the college campus.

Described above by Bayan and Adam, these may also be regarded as “communities of
practice,” in which experts have grounded a common set of symbolic practices that guide
interactions and activities. Novices gain capital as fellow leaders, moving from the
periphery of the group toward the center the more that they legitimate themselves by
adopting the habits of the experts.” Qatara said: “The MSA is a big support group here
and just seeing my peers being so involved in our religion...just kind of motivates me to
feel the same.” While I have no reason to doubt the sincerity of students who have told
me that becoming stronger in their faith or taking on religious symbols such as the

headscarf was by their own “choice,” in the following anecdote we can note how taking

¥ Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger, Situated Learning: Legitimate Peripheral Participation (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1990), 29; Etienne Wenger, Communities of Practice: learning, meaning, and
identity (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 100-101; Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of
Practice, 180-181; Terry Rey, Bourdieu on Religion: Imposing Faith and Legitimacy (London: Equinox,
2007), 42, 94-95.
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on the modes and habits of the leaders of an Islamic community of practice is,

nevertheless, not always fully intentional or carefully deliberated.

I felt nervous that I wouldn’t fit in or find a husband [if I adopted the headscarf]. After talking to
girls in the MSA one night I was just like, I’ll do it and put it on, even though I never do things
like that, but I did... It was the day before and we were fasting the night before... Me and some of
the girls, one of them had the scarf on and the other one didn’t; and we were just talking and I said
that I wanted to put it on, and [it was] me and another girl who hadn’t put it on, and we decided to
put it on. It happened on a whim, it wasn’t like something I planned. It was literally on a whim.

This is a particularly apt example of the general thesis of this chapter, the inextricable
connections between factors. Her father served as a leader of a nearby Islamic community
and it was important that his daughter exemplify basic Islamic norms so as to not
undermine his religious legitimacy. Hence donning it “on a whim” occurred as a
combination of desiring to honor her father’s wishes, solidifying important new
relationships with young adult Muslim peers, and her perception of the practice itself as
pious.

In identifying and socializing novice MSA members through friendships, the mentors
do not just strive to cultivate stronger Muslims in general but also future MSA leaders in
particular. Several MSA presidents I spoke with explained a process in which they were
being groomed from their freshman or sophomore year as MSA leaders and then, once
officers, he or she and other MSA board members targeted new members who seemed to

have a lot of potential. In the words of one president:

The leadership just tries to be as among the members as possible getting to know them, inviting
them to their houses and having fun with them... Because it’s important for the leadership to feel
connected to the members and the members to feel certain closeness to them, because that’s how I
became more involved when I started hanging around the presidents. [In our MSA] all the
presidents since five or six years ago or even seven are all best friends to this day.

Often invited to become roommates with these mature MSA members and having
fellowship with them, they become collaborators in planning, organizing, and
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implementing various Islamic events. In this way they gradually move toward being able
to handle larger and larger roles within the MSA. MSA presidents or vice-presidents
usually have served previously in other roles such as 'sister's chair', treasurer, or public
relations.*® Becoming leaders of the Muslim campus association and constructing a sense
of self occurs hand-in-hand as many went from being 'on the periphery' of an Islamic
identity to after graduating continuing to be very involved with local Muslim
communities and institutions, including campus MSAs.

Whether holding official leadership positions or not, for many, MSA is also a forum in
which they are able to develop an Islamic identity embedded in service to their Muslim
campus community. Shirin said: “it was nice to be very active with the da 'wa table”
(providing information on Islam at a free speech area on campus). Sana really appreciated
the camaraderie in service. She said: [MSA is] “my outlet to giving back to the
community... [ like working with others...have the same goals and trying to help out the
members that are attending.” Likewise, Nuri said: “I see stuff around me every day, I just
want to help out, and I saw that MSA is like, it fosters itself around helping others.”
Cantara, an outgoing president of an MSA, said that a central purpose of MSA is to
develop better Muslims, not just through lectures, studies, and staying ethically buttressed

in an Islamic environment but “through community service for the sake of God.”

39 Most MSAs elect their leaders through a two-stage voting process of nominations for board roles, then
elections. We should also note that does not mean that the next president is just a clone of oneself. As
another out-going MSA president pointed out, although this “grooming” process exists to varying degrees
and dynamics in each MSA, “you can kind-of tell who is really dedicated to the organization” and those
people often happen to be close friends with other MSA leaders. Depending on the formality or informality
of the president, their conservativeness or liberality, the MSA takes on a distinct feel each year that reflects
that leader’s persona, style, and posture towards Islam and authority, in many ways.
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Microsystem 4: Friendships Elsewhere

Finding a close group of Muslim friends is crucial to the solidification of an Islamic
identity during those college years. Such an “ideologically compatible social group”
gives a feeling of belonging, “anchored in the strength of worthy and grounding
meanings.”*! One-third of all students answering question four of the survey (above)
marked “Friends” as an important influence in forming an Islamic identity. This was the
third most frequently marked factor, after “learning the beautiful teachings of Islam”
(73.3%) and “Family” (72%). However, not all students find Muslim friends through the
MSA itself. We do not yet have precise demographic information but anecdotal
observations claim that on average only five to ten percent of all students of Islamic
heritage on a campus participate to some degree in the Muslim Student Association.>?
While a large amount of heritage-Muslims who do not participate in the MSA prioritize
exploring other identities through their vocational pursuits and/or other clubs, many of
these non-participants still find close friendships with heritage-Muslims through other
networks on the college campus that are critical to Islamic identity maintenance and
strengthening. Qatara, for example, found that when she lived with non-Muslims her first
year at college, although they were kind and respectful of her religion, she found herself

often not saying her prayers on time or that she was missing some of them altogether. As,

31 Sharon Parks, The Critical Years: the Young Adult Search for a Faith to Live By (San Francisco: Harper
and Row, 1986), 90-91.

32 Garbi Schmidt, “Dialectics of Authenticity: Examples of Ethnification of Islam Among Young Muslims
in Sweden and the United States,” The Muslim World 92 (Spring 2002): 2.
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praying was important to her, she soon moved out to live with fellow Muslim young
women she had met. She says, now “I pray on time.”

Qatara started to live in an apartment with two other Muslim women and their
neighbors downstairs were also Muslima students. Some of them had had a negative
experience in the Muslim Student Association, and they formed an alternate small family
in which they prayed together, fasted together during Ramadan, cooked halal foods
together, freely talked and shared, supported each other, joked around and had fun
together.* Halala said that such friendships help her to feel more “determined” in an
Islamic identity and practice when one is faced with stereotypes against the religion or
dirty looks from strangers for wearing the hijab. Rafeeq, an Indian-American computer
science major who identified as a “geek,” explained that with Islam being such “a
communal religion”, it was crucial to find a good group of brothers [or sisters] who are
very welcoming and accepting, allowing oneself to be comfortable to just be oneself, and

who encourage one to uphold the religion but without too much pressure.

An Exosystem: Resisting Media Stereotyping and Islamophobia

Although most of the young people of this study were just in elementary school during
that fateful day of September Eleven, its long shadow has followed them through
childhood and youth, forcing upon them an Islamic identity often years before they could
process such a marker of selfhood as a “choice.” With Arabic or common Muslim

names, or even wearing explicit symbols of the religion such as the Aijab from a young

33 This group in which Qatara often participates was highlighted in Episode 3 of the Introduction chapter.
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age, peers and adults in their lives have assumed they are Muslim and treated them as
such. In this dialogical authoring of self, a person could possibly negate that that is “me,”
but doing so ran the risk of showing shame for one’s family and the religion. Hence,
often the more viable option was to take on the vision of oneself of others.** While many
reported that their classmates were quite respectful towards them and toward this
religious marker, others narrated stories of a peer spitting on the headscarf, being called
‘terrorist’ or ‘towel-head,” or being asked ‘Is Osama bin Laden your uncle?’* Whether
or not in their childhood and adolescent years they had yet formed a conscious passion
for their religious heritage, they experienced such comments or acts as not just attacks on
their religious heritage but on their family and their own persons. Hence, they actively
take on and defend the identity ascribed to them that they experience as a three-fold
entity (i.e. Islam, self, family) instead of shamefully trying to hide it. In other words,
defending Islam becomes a cause of not just defending a religion that they find has
unfairly received a bad-rap but a cause of defending oneself and one’s family as well.

A number of students eloquently spoke of this environment of public scrutiny,

which—as argued by Mir (2014)—the 2013 Boston Marathon bombing helped

3 Dorothy Holland et al., Identity and Agency in Cultural Worlds (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1998), 171-173; Shabana Mir, Muslim American Women on Campus: Undergraduate Social Life and
Identity (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2014), 15.

35 The heightening of an environment of negative sentiments toward Islam post-9/11 has been well-
document, see Mohamed Nimer, “Islamophobia and Anti-Americanism: Measurements, Dynamics, and
Consequences,” Islamophobia: the Challenge of Pluralism in the 21°" Century, ed. John L. Esposito and
Ibrahim Kalin (Oxford: Oxford University Press [Nook version], 2011), 115-118; Islamophobia:
Understanding Anti-Muslim Sentiment in the West,” Gallup World,
http://www.gallup.com/poll/157082/islamophobia-understanding-anti-muslim-sentiment-west.aspx#2
(accessed 3 August 2014); “Unfavorable views of Jews and Muslims on the rise in Europe,” Pew Research
Global Attitudes Project, September 17, 2008, http://www.pewglobal.org/2008/09/17/chapter-1-views-of-
religious-groups/ (accessed 3 August 2014).
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perpetuate.®® Zakir said, “Discrimination has really shaped how we are, how we speak
and how everything we do is under public eye, whereas other kids don't have to worry
about that; so I think that plays a big role in the Muslim community where discrimination
really puts us on the spot all the time.” For those who do not try to hide their Islamic
heritage and just try to ‘fit in’, it pushes them quickly into what Lori Peeks calls a
‘declared identity’ where, as Zakir says, “[I] try to show them I’m different than the news
depicts us.” Living under this panoptic public gaze impelled many of my study to
counter Islamophobic stereotypes by striving to act the opposite.

In the interviews, youth told me how they struggled to resist this stereotyping and
demonstrate a positive and ethical image of Muslims. This positive image is that of the
model citizen, striving to act in ways that are “helpful to the community” and caring of
neighbors. 3’ “We like to have fun, we’re peaceful, we’re a normal religion,” pleaded
another student. Shirin said, “Whenever I saw people I would smile at them to show them
that I'm not that kind of stereotype that people see.” A number of women explained that
the environment of stereotypes motivates them further to show that Muslim women are
not oppressed but empowered, assertive, well-educated and career-driven. Many of them
take on the headscarf, in part, to become “a banner” (of this counter image) of Islam.3®

However, others experienced this not just as an opportunity to serve and proclaim Islam,

36 The two brothers who were suspected and/or convicted to be responsible were young adults, who had
grown up partially in the United States, but who may have become attracted to a violent version of Islamic
ideology, Mir, Muslim American Women on Campus, 15.

371 further explore this theme in chapter 2, section 6. Also see Garbi Schmidt, “Islamic identity formation
among young Muslims: the case of Denmark, Sweden and the United States,” Journal of Muslim Minority
Affairs 41 (April 2004): 39-40.

38 Also see chapter 3,
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to struggle to shine good light on their religion for the sake of self-growth and pleasing
God, but as a huge, tiresome burden. Cala expressed: “this country does have a big
influence just because...there are stereotypes that I’'m trying to break that are

exhausting.”*

Macrosystem 1: Islamophobia and the Contradictory Politics of Multiculturalism
Out of the civil rights movement and second wave feminism emerged the ethos of
multiculturalism that presented an alternative option to much previous normative
expectations of ‘Americanization’ and ‘assimilation’ for the new immigrant. This new
ideal had so pervaded the discourse of our public institutions by the 1990s, foremost
among them educational, that sociologist Nathan Glazer authoritatively entitled his 1997
book We are all Multiculturalists Now.** Multiculturalism has so pushed against the still
strong assimilationist expectations that the public performance of one’s particular
ethnicity is now “not only acceptable, it is often chic.”*! Multiculturalism is not just a
socio-political ideal to recognize and treat other peoples’ cultures, especially the minority
ones, as of equal value and worth as the dominant ones, but it is an imperative call to

identify with and practice one’s own ethnic heritage.

% For similar discussion, see Shabana Mir, Muslim American Women on Campus, 8.

40 Nathan Glazer, We are All Multiculturalists Now (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1997), 7-8,
13-14, 90-91. However, we should note that Glazer is in many ways critical of multiculturalism. Also see,
Maykel Verkuyten, “Social Psychology and Multiculturalism,” Social and Personality Psychology
Compass 1 (2012): 282.

41 Syed Ali, “Why Here, Why Now? Young Muslim Women Wearing Hijab,” The Muslim World 95 (Oct.
2005): 522.
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The message of multiculturalism is: One of the best ways you can be American is to
be proud of your ethnicity, learn about it and perform facets of your cultural heritage.
Samira embodies this ethic well when she expresses her annoyance for those fellow
South Asian Americans whom she feels sacrifice too much to ‘fit in’: “I don't relate too
well with Indian Americans, because they seem to be very whitewashed... I don't like it
when people try so hard to ignore what they are.” Indeed, multiculturalism fashions and
demands self-authenticity—being ‘true to your self’™—in terms of cultural-heritage
maintenance. Even Euro-Americans have hastened to retrace their English, German,
Swedish, or Czech family roots.** This is even truer for the Muslim heritage students
with non-Anglo names and non-white appearances, who report regularly being asked by
fellow Americans, “Where are you from?” They soon learn they are not being asked the
city or region of the United States they grew up in but which ancestral country, reflecting
an acknowledgement of “difference’ that the questioner finds intriguing.*?

Multiculturalism implies that an important way to be an American individual is to
practice one’s family’s own culture, and that it is exciting to celebrate and learn about
each other's differences.** Heritage Muslims pursue personal understanding of their

family’s religion as an act of American emphasis on youth individuality where they find

4 Sharmila Rudrappa, Ethnic Routes to Becoming American: Indian Immigrants and the Cultures of
Citizenship (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2004), 139, 144.

43 This acknowledgement of difference, however, sometimes stirs feelings in these Muslims that although
legally they are American citizens, socially they are seen as foreigners.

a4 “Although turning to Hinduism and seeking to maintain Indian culture and values are ways of resisting
Americanization, they are also particularly American ways of making the transition from immigrant
sojourners to ethnic Americans for the first generation, and of expressing individualism and taking their
place "at the multicultural table" for the second.” Prema A. Kurien, A Place at the Multicultural Table: The
Development of an American Hinduism (New Brunswick, New Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 2006), 9,
also see 54-56.
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their uniqueness in cultural performance. They also contrast this individuality to the
perceived religious conformity of Muslim-majority countries, as reflected in this

statement by Sana:

I’m American Muslim... I feel like in Muslim countries it would be completely different, being
surrounded by Muslims it would be hard for me to create my own identity, growing up here I was
discovering myself while discovering Islam, I had the freedom to discover it as I wanted it.

However, with unashamed irony multiculturalism’s byproducts are both unity and
segmentation, both individualism and collectivism. One must immerse in the traditions
and customs of one’s family, a cultural society, and/or community to really become
competent and practiced in one’s ethnic heritage. However, this encapsulation largely
severs the person from other social bonds. This ethos reinforces the already collectivist
tendencies of the families of these youth to learn closely their heritage at the hands of
parents and extended family, as well as movies and news media. Then as youth at
university, they further this learning and perform their particular ethnicities, through
participating in cultural clubs, such as Lebanese, Palestinian, or Pakistani student
associations.

While many engage meaningfully in nationalistic culture clubs, others sense that, save
going away to live in the homelands of their parents for many years, they will never gain
mastery of the languages, customs, habits, and arts to become ‘truly’ Egyptian or Indian.
Many of the second generation, told me that they lack confidence and agility in the

linguistic, historical, and praxis nuances of the homelands of their parents and

75



grandparents.* In place of ethnicity or ancestral nationality, they find clear avenues to
learn about and gain expertise in practicing the religious aspect of their cultural heritage.
Thus, these students were receptive to an ideal emphasized in twentieth-century
Islamic revivalist movements, that their religion transcends national borders; it can be
practiced as well in the United States as in any Muslim majority country. Religion then
becomes that facet of one’s ethnic heritage that is easily accessible to learn and show
forth, the lynchpin of their multiculturalist practice. Religious pluralism becomes
multiculturalism in practice. Instead of pursuing the foods, clothing, and dances of one’s
ethnic ancestry, one has the option to demonstrate the core values of one’s culture which
is often conceived to be best embodied in one’s religion. In other words, in this
multicultural pursuit of authenticity, for these youth being true to one’s culture becomes
equivalent to being devoted to the fundamental ideals of Islam. The same phenomenon
also occurs for some Indian Americans who come to believe performing Indian-ness
means performing ‘Hindu-ness.” However, demands for authenticity often promote an
essentialized, conservative or fundamentalist, and reified version of one’s heritage culture
or religion: interpreters who are most concrete and literalist are frequently deemed most
grounded in the tradition.*® Many of these young people, find claims to such authentic
Islam, backed by practices of prayer rituals and gender divisions that are distinctive from

the larger campus community, in the Muslim Student Association.*’” Nonetheless, a large

4 Also see Garbi Schmidt, “Dialectics of Authenticity: Examples of Ethnification of Islam among Young
Muslims in Sweden and the United States,” Muslim World 92 (Spring 2002): 12.

46 Peter Van Der Veer, “Transnational Religion: Hindu and Muslim Movements,” Global Networks 2:2
(Dec. 2002): 101-102; Rudrappa Ethnic Routes to Becoming American, 137-139.

471 will elaborate more on these essentialized and conservative turns in later chapters. Also see the above
article by Van Der Veer (2002), 102; and Marcia Hermansen, “How to Put the Genie Back in the Bottle?
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minority of those interviewed simultaneously participate in national heritage student
associations, although for some engaging with Students for Justice in Palestine became
their second club due as much to the Islamic-based sacred geography of Jerusalem/Al-
Quds as to a Palestinian heritage of some the activists.

Crucial to the experiences of the North African and Southwest and South Asian youth
of my study is an underlying White-Protestant/Secular ethnic-centrism, disguised as
simply ‘The American Way’, that continues as the standard of what is acceptable and
what is backward, or even anti-American. This American Way’s new macro-value of
multiculturalism is comfortable with these young people celebrating falafel and Arab
dance, saris and curry or Bollywood dances, expressions of the regions of their cultural
heritage. In fact, such things are valued on campuses as part of showcasing “cool
difference.”*® However, the transformation of the European/American tradition of
Orientalism into a full fledged Islamophobia is apprehensive of these students devotion to
their religious tradition of Islam.* While multiculturalism encourages the pride and
practice of their ethnic heritage, Islamophobia insists—but not Islam. Thus, these young
adults experience the tension between these two impulses: celebrate your culture but give

up the foreign intrusion of Islam.

“Identity” Islam and Muslim Youth Cultures in America,” Progressive Muslims: On Justice, Gender, and
Pluralism (Oxford: Oneworld Publications, 2003).

48 Shabana Mir, Muslim American Women on Campus, 61.

4 Mohamed Nimer says, “Fear is a natural emotional reaction whenever people feel danger” such as the
terrorist acts of 9/11. “However, when such an emotion is expressed in a discriminatory action or in the
form of rhetoric against a whole faith community or against persons because they are or appear to be
Muslim, then natural fear will have morphed into Islamophobia.” Mohamed Nimer, “Islamophobia and
Anti-Americanism: Measurements, Dynamics, and Consequences,” Islamophobia (2011), 118.
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Yet, the Muslim young adults sense the contradiction and hypocrisy of these two
opposing directives. They assert that Islam is at least just as worthy a multicultural choice
as any other, and this becomes their predominant cause of social justice. Justifying Islam
is made their preeminent mission of American civic activism. This is reflected in Shirin’s

statement:

My family is from Palestine; but I was born here. No one can say then I'm not an American, 'cause
I have citizenship, and I'm clearly an American. And also no one really is an American except for
the Native Americans; but a lot of people don't know that, they think that if you're not white or if
you're wearing the scarf then you're not an American. No! I have an American citizenship and I
am an American and I will show that as an American I am a Muslim too and as a hijabi. People
say that hijabis are walking da 'was, because we're showing people that we’re standing up for who
we are, we're are also Americans.

In interviews, they cited that that which they appreciate most about America is the
freedom to practice the religion of one’s choice. However, in question seventeen of the
June 2014 Survey 52% of respondents marked that America “challenges the practice of
my faith.” Among those who answered this question with “other”, one said: “America is
always trying to find ways to label all Muslims as terrorist rather than make the
distinction between extremists and the rest of us who are just as "American" as the
"Americans".” I posit that due to this intense experience of ostracizing that they do not

want other non-Christian religious groups of this country to experience the same.
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17. America:

response count (percentage
Supports/Encourages the practice of my faith 19 12.8%
Challenges the practice of my faith 77 52.0%
[s a neutral entity in regards to the practice of my faith 38 25.7%
Other, please specify 14 9.5%
Total 148 100%

Table 5: June 2014 survey, America supports or challenges the practice of Islam,
by Daniel Azim Pschaida

Therefore in question nineteen of the survey the majority answered they that they
“envision America to be” a “multi-religious country” rather than just Christian,
Abrahamic, or secular. Their jihad, or struggle, is for Islam to be accepted in this country,

and by extension, other minority religions as well.>

Macrosystem 2: Individuation from Pop Youth Culture

‘Becoming Muslim’ is pursued as a legitimate alternative to the strategies utilized by
popular youth culture for individuation. The participants of my study perceive themselves
as nonconformist young adults, rebelling from the practices of many of their fellow

b1

American peers and partially from their parents’ “cultural” norms (See end section).
Thereby they individuate themselves as mature adults. While they perceive their

contemporaries as striving to make themselves independent by disrespecting and/or doing

‘their own thing’ despite their parents’ wishes, these second generation Muslim

0 See chapter 4, page 316, for details of survey question 19.
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Americans maintain and often even strengthen the relationships with their parents. In this
context, many quoted the Islamic injunction to ‘respect one’s parents.”!

In the juxtaposition of Islamic ideals and perceived normativities of college campus
culture, these young Muslims fuse an identity as holy people, set apart. While their peers
affirm their maturity in part by pursuing new-found sexual freedoms in romantic
relationships and/or ‘hooking up,” many of the second generation Muslim Americans
pride themselves on Islamic pieties of non-physical contact with the opposite sex. The
Muslims consort with the other gender only for worthy purposes instead of flirtations,
and they ‘lower the gaze’ instead of perceiving/objectifying the sexual attractiveness of
others. While their peers perform adult status by consuming alcohol in parties and bars,
young Muslim Americans affirm the dignity of having fun with their friends without
mind-altering alcohol or drugs.

Individual Muslims on campuses, including those active within MSA, in actuality
fulfill these expectations to varying degrees, along a continuum from those who strive to
avoid completely even gazing at the opposite sex to those who do have a sexual
relationship with a boyfriend or girlfriend, from those who will not join in any non-
Muslim dominated social gathering to those who regularly drink and smoke marijuana

with friends at parties. Maintaining such high standards is not easy in American colleges

5! In fact, only one of the seventy-eight young adults interviewed recounted in their life narratives what
might be considered a period of adolescent rebelliousness in the sense commonly seen among American
peers. Otherwise, rebelliousness for this population, who generally had strong family relationships, meant
some of the girls wanting to wear shorts or a few of the boys not wanting to pray. Goodness and kindness
to parents is enjoined in man verses of the Qur’an [e.g. 17:23, 31:14, 46:15] and in a few hadiths a
harmonious relationships with parents is associated with attaining heaven or paradise, e.g. Kanzal ‘Ummal
vol. 46: “One who pleases his parents has verily pleased Allah.”
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where some friends may show sincere respect of their boundaries and distinctive mores,
while others may feign cosmopolitan understanding while belittling conservative
lifestyles as naive, restrictive, and ‘missing out.” Meanwhile, in both types of friends’
circles dating, sex, stylish clothes, and alcohol, are normalized, natural, and central to
campus life.’> Music, television, and movies enhance the aura of these practices as being
vital to a happy and fulfilled life. Some students worried that just insulating themselves
from such off-campus activities would prevent them from developing important
educational and professional relationships, and so they may choose to toe the line,
striving to participate while still abstaining from the saram [forbidden]. Jai, a

Bangladeshi-American majoring in business and accounting, said:

If your social circle is just in MSA you get stuck in one bubble and lose other social circles. I was
talking to a [fellow Muslim young] professional at a conference, and he said that even if you don't
drink you still would want to go out and hang with your colleagues as these will be the people that
will evaluate you. That can also be a floor for you to talk about your religion and influence
somebody, and in Islam you’re suppose to influence others for the better. On the Day of Judgment
you will be asked, ‘why didn’t you tell your neighbor about Islam?’ so it is an opportunity to
spread the religion.

In this interview, his Muslim friend who accompanied him added that in making
judgments about these dilemmas what is crucial is to be clear about one’s own intentions
as well as knowing what one can handle. A similar discussion arose in a UC Riverside
MSA study circle about whether it is Islamically advisable to attend an upcoming campus
music festival, most arguing that one should avoid altogether social contexts in which one

would be tempted to compromise one’s morals.

32 Shabana Mir, Muslim American Women on Campus, 47-48, 130-133.
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Indeed, such challenges are central subjects of concern for these students. The
abstinent and drug-free standard is idealized as the habitus of distinction and struggling to
realize it is seen as among the preeminent jihads of their college years. Distinctions
between Muslims and the party-scene students are heavily emphasized in many videos
produced by Muslim Student Associations that construct college as a time of crossroads
between these two lifestyles. Their peers may interpret these young Muslims as prudish
and “missing out” on adult freedoms that should be experienced as rites of passage into
adulthood. The Muslim young adults pride themselves on the pieties of their distinctive
practices which differentiate them from the popular American youth culture being
practiced around them by many college classmates. Rather than seeing themselves as
unfulfilled, they experience their Islamic-based nonconformity as affirming their status as
independent, responsible, mature, and virtuous American adults.

An Exosystem meets a Macrosystem: A Multi-Religious America and Independent
Thinking

These second generation Muslim American youth grow up in a multi-religious
America, where peers are predominately Christian but also Hindu, Buddhist, Sikh,
Jewish, or non-religious. They negotiate religiously plural social contexts, a phenomena
heightened in California where much of Asian immigration has been concentrated over
the last fifty years. Whereas in the United States as a whole about one in four individuals

is not Christian, this ratio rises to about one in three individuals in California.>>

33 Jeanne Batalova, “Asian Immigrants in the United States,” Migration Information Source,

http://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/asian-immigrants-united-states#6, last modified May 24, 2011;
““Nones” on the Rise,” Pew Research: Religion and Public Life Project, last modified 9 October 9, 2012,
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These youth also grow up under the influence of the European Enlightenment whose
motto is to have the courage to use one’s own powers of reason and understanding
“without the guidance of another.”* This Enlightenment genealogy manifests itself in
American public schools where “critical thinking” instead of mere “rote memorization™ is
emphasized.>> Within this context of independent thinking and religious plurality,
students encounter peers of other religions and may be uncomfortable in presuming one’s
own religious heritage is superior. Rather, many Muslim American youth feel compelled
to learn something about alternate religious paths, especially the ubiquitous Christianity,
to justify their own religious upbringing.

Heritage Muslims interviewed, however, gave narratives of investigation into other
religions that were mostly presented not as an existential drama but a quick and
superficial glance at the others that helped confirm and give them more appreciation for
Islam. Many of them were like Bahir who learned something about a form of
Christianity through a friendship: “One of my friends is a Young Earth Creationist. He
believes the earth is 6 thousand years old. I wanted to learn more about his views, but |

found that his beliefs don’t make any sense. It is just scientific fact that the fossils are

http://www.pewforum.org/2012/10/09/nones-on-the-rise/; “Religious Landscape Survey,” Pew Research:
Religion and Public Life Project, http://religions.pewforum.org/maps (all accessed 15 July 2015)

3 Immanuel Kant, “An Answer to the Question: "What is Enlightenment?"”, Konigsburg, Prussia, 1784,
unknown translator, https://web.cn.edu/kwheeler/documents/What is Enlightenment.pdf (accessed 15 July
2014).

35 However, in practice, critical thinking often gets secondary attention in the pressures of high-stakes
standardized testing, “The National Council for Excellence in Critical Thinking,” The Critical Thinking

Community, https://www.criticalthinking.org/pages/the-national-council-for-excellence-in-critical-
thinking/406/ (accessed July 15, 2014).
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millions of years old.” Identifying this contradiction, he was quickly able to dismiss his
friend’s [form of] Christianity.

About five students did describe a more intensive process of learning about other
religions. They were proud of Islam’s uncompromising monotheism from which they
judged that Christians undermined the unity of God by the doctrine of the Trinity,
Buddhists undermined it by venerating statues of the Buddha, and Hindus had multiple
gods as well as statues. In addition, for some the popular Christian doctrine of Original
Sin compromised the unity and perfection of God as it could mean that God had made a
mistake in how He created human beings. A few students dismissed Judaism as being too
closely tied to ethnicity. A student who studied Sikhism said it was an unhelpful burden
and didn’t make sense to have or carry all of their five articles of devotion: a bracelet, a
dagger, special boxer-shorts, uncut hair, and a small wooden comb.

In all, it was only a minority of students who reported studying other religions beyond
a brief familiarization with some facets of Christianity. They found Islam to be more
“rational,” and—while other religions had some truths—*“Islam is most complete.” In the
survey report, when limited just to respondents who are heritage-Muslims, over 53%
answered having “considered and studied...other religious faiths or ways of life” at least
“somewhat.” Nonetheless, my feeling is that, if interviewed, most of those who answered
“somewhat” (41.8%) would give the typical very basic familiarity with just Christian

doctrines of the Trinity or Original Sin, and would know very little of other religions. It
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was more often those who were converts to Islam who narrated intense existential dramas

of immersing themselves in multiple religions.

5.1 considered and studied other religious faiths or ways of life (e.g. Buddhist,

Christian, secular/non-religious/pop cultural values) when/before choosing Islam.
response count |percentage

not at all 61 42.5%

somewhat 64 41.8%

closely 18 11.2%

Other, please specify 6 4.5% I

Total 149 100%

Table 6: June 2014 survey, considering other religions, by Daniel Azim Pschaida

Despite having not yet undertaken an extensive independent investigation of religious
alternatives, many students emphasized that their parents had encouraged them to
“question” their religion to decide for his/her-self if Islam itself was his/her own choice.
Previous scholarship has insightfully interpreted this language of Islam as their own
“rational” “choice” to be a deliberate strategy to put themselves in line with Western
ideals of autonomy and self-determination. They have been trained in the ideals of
independent understanding and critical thinking, so “To state oneself by reference to
aspects of tradition and collective lifestyles is mostly considered archaic, repressive and
even undemocratic.”® To call Islam their “choice” is to align themselves with a narrative

of modernity and progress.’’ They admit that they were born into the faith but emphasize

%6 Garbi Schmidt, “Islamic identity formation among young Muslims” (April 2004), 34-35.
57 Susanne Stadlbauer, “A Journey to a “Pure” Islam: Time, Space, and the Resignification of Ritual in post
9/11 faith testimonies of Muslim women,” Narrative Inquiry 22:2 (2012), 349-350.
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that they embarked on a journey to study Islam for themselves, crafting a narrative that
justifies themselves as free, independent agents of their own lives and Islam as the ideal
life-path of Enlightenment intelligence. Hence, while multiculturalism encourages them
to celebrate their ethnic heritage, the Enlightenment ethos pushes them to clarify it was
their own decision to embrace their ancestral religion.

Instead of Islam versus other religions, we can interpret the main choice as being
between Islam and other aspects of college life. A large portion, perhaps the majority, of
their heritage-Muslim counterparts focus their pursuits on non-Islamic-centered dynamics
of college life. They may just prioritize their academic studies and career-paths. They
may be very involved in service, cultural, or pre-professional clubs or associations,
fraternities or sororities, music groups, sport or dance teams, and/or partying and dating;
while not prioritizing time for regular prayer, attending the mosque, or reading the
Qur’an. Many of those interviewed may also be involved in some of the aforementioned
student groups and activities, yet Islamic ethics, rituals, and practices is one of their
highest priorities or even their master identity status. In this respect we can affirm that

Islam was indeed their choice.”®

Islam vs. “culture”: the multi-ethnic encounter
These young Muslims have developed a dichotomy between “Islam” and “culture” as

a strategy to assert their own independent, authoritative, interpretations of the Islamic

38 Research still needs to be done on the particularities of the decision-making process for those who pursue
other identity-paths during their college years than a focus on their Islamic heritage. Such studies will be
important points of comparison with those who do make Islam important to their adult self.
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faith.>® Heritage Muslims encounter their own diverse national and ethnic backgrounds
at summer camps, high school, and college clubs, and they realize differences in how
they were raised and what each other’s parents taught is ‘Islam.” Lateefa, who grew up in
an Arab country and moved to Southern California in her mid-teens, noted this: “I didn’t
really discover [this] until I came here and have mixed with Muslims from heritages from
many different places and we each do things a little differently. It can throw things into
confusion but it can also encourage you to look more into these things and see what the
religion actually teaches about it.” These young people further hear a range of teachers
and scholars of the religion give lectures, citing Islamic textual sources to justify certain
understandings of the religion. This has created a basic interpretive approach I heard in
interviews, formal and informal gatherings alike, that if a practice is not justified in the
Qur’an and Sunnah, then it should not be counted as Islamic; although if a cultural
practice is not opposed to Islamic principles then it is permissible for Muslims.

Not infrequently, the speakers at Muslim Student Association events have an
apologetic purpose, such as focusing on those teachings within the foundational texts that
they see as empowering women and giving them rights. While relevant to both genders,

giving them resources to counter Orientalist stereotypes of Islam, these lectures are

¥ The employment of this dichotomy for interpretive independence has been discussed insightfully in the
following works: Schmidt (April 2004), 37-38; Nadine Naber, “Muslim First, Arab Second” (2005): 479-
495; R. Stephen Warner et al., “Islam is to Catholicism as Teflon Is to Velcro: Religion and Culture among
Muslims and Latinas,” Sustaining Faith Traditions Race’ Ethnicity’ and Religion among the Latino and
Asian American Second Generation, ed. Carolyn Chen and Russell Jeung (New York: New York
University Press, 2012), 46-68. For a highly critical analysis of the downside of this interpretive dichotomy
when its fused with an exclusivist and fundamentalist orientation, see: Marcia Hermansen, “How to Put the
Genie Back in the Bottle? “Identity” Islam and Muslim Youth Cultures in America,” Progressive Muslims
(Oxford: Oneworld Publications, 2003).
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particularly significant to the young women who accumulate discursive arsenal to
negotiate spaces of autonomy and freedom from their parents. Many young women
interviewed spoke of their parents giving their brothers a lot more independence to visit
friends’ homes, often late into the evenings, or to go further distances away to college,
while the parents worried that a lack of regular supervision would put their daughters into
compromising situations (i.e. her sexual chastity comes into question) that would
embarrass the family reputation. Marjan said:

...it's been a struggle but ever since college I've built trust with my parents and they trust me
more, and I tell them I'm going to be with this person till so-and-so, and my brother has learned
from me now, and he calls, ‘we're here, we're there, we'll be home [at such a time], or we’re
spending the night here, and will that be okay?’ And my parents like that now we're on the same
level; which is way better than before because all my friends would come to me, never allowed to
stay over, never allowed to go to someone else's house, always [my] place...

For young women like Marjan, learning more about Islam gives them the confidence to
question the double-standard that they interpreted as a cultural practice.

Making this distinction between Islam and culture allows youth to individuate from
their parents, making important choices about their own lives, on their own terms. Of the
universities Reem found most desirable, she was only accepted into UC Riverside, which
was far from home. Not wanting her to move out, they demanded she stay home, attend

the local Cal State, and apply again the next year for the nearby UC. She argued:

Islam doesn't define the man can go off to work or study and I can't; I have the right to pursue my
education, education is called for in Islam, I have to pursue an education... there are certain verses
in the Qur'an that talk about that, talks about women's rights and what we’re allowed to do... They
see it from a conservative point of view because they are very conservative Palestinians,
culturally.

Likewise, when some parents limited their children’s (sons included) marriage prospects

to someone of the same nationality—or sometimes someone from the same village or
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even a cousin—many of the second generation could argue that such parochial practices
are counter to Islam’s trans-ethnic spirit of brotherhood.

The young Muslims use this same trope of ‘culture not Islam’ to separate themselves
from what they interpret as certain superstitious practices of their parental generation and
thus affirm their own second-generation “rational” version of Islam. One young adult of
South Asian heritage reported his parents writing out the Arabic word for the divine
“Allah” in a special way with saffron and water to produce a talisman. Another reported
her mother, upon coming from home from a trip out, ritually waving an egg around her
head, breaking it, and throwing it away, meaning to counteract and purify from the
negative energies or auras of others encountered in public. As a child, these practices
were just accepted as what their families do, but then as young adults they challenge them
as ‘irrational’ cultural practices that are not part of Islam. Warner et al. (2012) has calls
this “Teflon Islam,” where that which is perceived as unfair, restraining, unappealing, or
contradictory is categorized as “culture” and can thus slide right off of “pure” Islam,
easily purged of ‘cultural’ pollutions.®

The trope of “Islam vs. culture” gives this second generation a degree of interpretive
independence that open spaces to negotiate with their parents on the choices they are
making. At the same time the interpretive choices they are making are co-authored,
bolstered, and restrained by the valuable new relationships they are making with fellow

young adult Muslims at university, study groups, and Islamic-based organizations,

% R. Stephen Warner et al. (2012), 46-68; also see Rhys H. Williams and Gira Vashi, “Hijab and American
Muslim Women: Creating the Space for Autonomous Selves,” Sociology of Religion 68:2 (2007): 280.
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especially MSA. They judge that their meeting of various ethnicities itself is a purging
mechanism, where those items that they share they deem as probably of the foundations
of Islam while those that are different are likely old-country add-ons. They also pride
themselves in the friendships they are making across ethnic heritages, as distinct from
members of their parents’ generation whom they perceive as moving in linguistic and
ethnic cliques, even at mosque. This differentiation between Islam and culture gives
these young people the confidence and freedom to investigate and interpret Islam in way
that makes sense to them in their own social contexts, even while they do not meta-
cognitively realize the time-space-experience (i.e. cultural) prisms of their own
interpretations and conclusions.

Although this practice enables these youth to achieve a sense of adult status through
differentiating themselves from their parents, despite ‘choosing’ the same religion they
were socialized into, one of the downsides of the Islam-culture binary is it can make the
young adults dismissive of the wisdom and persons of their forbearers. This negative
implication was eloquently described in an interview with Zienab Abdelgany: a former
president of an MSA who now works closely with youth and young adults among her

duties as an employee of CAIR. She said:

[The] dichotomy between culture and Islam creates a sense of disconnect with our own cultural
background, as well as second generation folks born here and the generation of our parents and
grandparents. It has a little bit of a hegemony aspect to it; it can be very condescending in many
contexts, looking down on the ways our parents and grandparents practice Islam. It doesn’t foster
a healthy sense of identity. It’s good for us to be clear on what Islam says on women, on what
Islam says about how we should and can dress, that it is flexible in its context, and that it’s okay to
embrace many of the culture norms that we grow up around. But sometimes we take that
dichotomy [to an extreme] and it alienates us from our own relatives and our own histories; we
suffer a lot from discarding our own social histories.
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Since, as claimed in this chapter, these youth embrace Islam partly to affirm central
values of their family upbringing, it is ironic that this condescending dismissal of one’s
parents’ version of Islam is also often part and parcel of such a hermeneutic posture. To
reconcile this, we can understand ‘Islam vs. culture’ as a mediating ideology that affirms
one’s family and at the same time establishes one’s autonomy from one’s parents.

Partly to address the negative side-effects of this interpretive strategy, Ms. Abdelgany
developed with others a program called Muslim Gamechangers Network for this young
second generation. Among the central activities of Gamechangers is to interview one’s
parents and grandparents, finding out the “dreams our parents and grandparents had for
us, draw inspiration from their generations, what we can learn from them, and the ways in
which we can connect with each other instead of isolating ourselves.” She said that
finding out more about one’s particular family histories and comparing that to other’s
family histories helps the youth discover their families have a lot in common as well,
such as the social traumas so many of the older have experienced in their old countries
and in the immigration process. While many immigrated seeking educational and
employment opportunities, many others were seeking asylum from political persecution
or were refugees of war-torn countries. Abdelgany has worked with the scholars in
residence at the Islamic Center of Irvine, CA, among others, to assist members of this
generation to recontextualize their faith.%! Jamaal Diwan, one of these scholars, in an

interview explain that he strives to help the youth understand that for each generation the

61 Also see: “CAIR-LA launches Muslim Gamechangers Network for High School Students,” Council on
American-Islamic Relations, last modified January 9, 2014, https://sun.cair.com/press-center/press-

releases/12315-cair-la-launches-muslim-gamechangers-network-for-high-school-students.html>; “Blog,”
Muslim Gamechangers Nework, http://www.muslimgamechangers.com/blog/ (accessed August 3, 2014).
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challenge is to understand text, understand context, and to try to merge them. He also
defined it as comprehending “the core issues of the faith” so they can be “done correctly
to deal with the new context.” % Indeed, the first-generation parents also are often in
struggles to practice the religion correctly in their new context. Although not moving as
naturally through American cultural spaces as their children, rather than a stagnant
carbon-copy of the Islam they practiced in their former homelands, the first generation
immigrants also modify and adapt their approaches to the religion in the new national

context.%?

Conclusions

While other scholarship has identified and insightfully discussed many facets of the
sociological matrix in which members of the Muslim children of immigrants to the
United States affirm and fashion their heritage religious identities, this chapter has strived
to fill a void in understanding the many complex factors in these youth’s environments
and how these factors interact. | have adapted Brofenbrenner’s Ecological Model to
organize the concrete and ideological, the local and trans-local, agents that encourage and

influence the formation of an Islamic identity. I have argued that this model allows us to

62 Jamaal Diwan, phone interviewed by author, June 9, 2014.

63 These questions of adaptations and appropriations of American space and discourses by the first and
second generation is largely the theme of Mucahit Bilici, Finding Mecca in America: How Islam is
Becoming an American Religion (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2012); also see Muna Alj,
“Muslim American/American Muslim Identity: Authoring Self in Post-9/11 America,” Journal of Muslim
Minority Affairs 31:3 (2011), 355-381; M. A. Mugtedar Khan, “Constructing the American Muslim
Community,” Religion and Immigration: Christian, Jewish, and Muslim Experiences in the United States,
ed. by Yvonne Haddad et al. (Walnut Creek, CA: AltaMira Press, 2003), 175-198; Kambiz GhaneaBassiri,
“Religious Normativity and Praxis among American Muslims,” The Cambridge Companion to American
Islam, eds. Julianne Hammer and Omid Safi (New York: Cambridge University Press [Kindle edition],
2013), 208-227.
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recognize the many prominent factors of their environment without giving undue
importance to any single one as itself having ‘caused’ Islam to be the master identity
status. Moreover, this model helps us to discern their identity development as one
pivoted on close relationships over atomization: affirming and modifying the terms of
family relationships while cultivating new friendships, professing American national
ideals while challenging prejudices, and an attraction to the teachings and practices of
Islam, each factor converging with the others in unique formations.

In their West Asian and North African cultures of heritage, habitus of interdependence
and togetherness are usually enacted more intensely than commonly experienced by
youth of Western European family heritages that emphasize individual self-expression,
self-reliance, development of talents, and being “unique.” We can say that the
collectivist habitus is such a visceral fact of their upbringing that the terms of “I am of
my family” comes first for their identity before thoughts of being a doctor-in-training,
skateboarder, musician, or soccer player, although many are also these things. With
Islam forming an integral part of their family life, these youth strive to make choices that
maintain and reinforce the integrity of their family relations, and they choose their
religion as one of the highest values that their parents strived to pass to them, a choice
that simultaneously honors their parents and reinforces the family bond.

With America’s emphasis on multiculturalism, they might just choose an
uncontroversial hyphenation of their nationality: Jordanian-American, Libyan-American,
or Pakistani-American. While many also often take on these hyphenated, nationalistic

identities, they perceive the inherent hypocrisy of Islamophobic discourse given the
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United States’ value of religious freedom combined with multiculturalism’s inherent
demand that all cultures be treated with equal dignity and respect. They experience the
negative stereotyping of Islam as an attack not just on the religion they learned to cherish,
but on their very families, friends, and selves. Rising to defend Islam as sacrosanct and
innocent, they are bolstered in their efforts by their encounter with fellow heritage
Muslims of diverse ethnicities, catalyzing a trope of ‘Islam vs. culture’ that they use to
justify their right to interpret the religion for themselves. This trope endows them with a
measure of independence from their parents as adult, self-responsible decision-makers.
This trope also enables them to defend Islam from stereotypes of violence, oppression of
women, inhumane punishment of criminals, and superstitious rituals, interpreting these as
“cultural” (or sometimes “political’’) practices rather than Islamic ones.

In the friendship groups they develop at college, often centered in the Muslim Student
Association spaces and activities, this ‘pure’ Islam is studied, implemented, negotiated,
and strengthened in fellowship, enabling them to actualize the American-value to self-
differentiate from parents, within the close relationships of their new “family” of peers.
In these circles, they also find friendships and fellowships that reflects many of the ethics
their parents taught them: dignified language, freedom from drugs and alcohol, pork-less
meals, and conservatism in gender relations. It is a naturally comfortable, college space
because it, in part, replicates one’s home-life.

While these are the most influential elements of their sociological environment that I
identified, we must acknowledge that the way each individual of this second generation

experienced, negotiated, and responded to this shared ecology is fairly distinct. When
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some of their families are in chaos, or when one lives on campus rather than commuting,
these circumstances give added urgency to finding a surrogate family of friends. Others
do not find the Muslim Student Association very welcoming, or just never give it a
chance, and they form other friendship groups. Sometimes these groups are principally
Muslim, and other times they find friends of diverse religions through another student
association or through a common hobby or major. Yet being the “Muslim” of the group
and sharing what makes one unique is often welcomed as “cool” and “interesting.”®*
However, we should be careful not to relegate these youth’s embrace of their heritage
religion to exclusively sociological factors. Many spoke of being attracted to Islam for
the religion’s own intrinsic aesthetics and virtue. Indeed, people have converted to the
religion for fourteen hundred years, across very different socio-historical contexts, due at
least in part to the faith’s inherent positive attributes. In the beginning chart of the
“Ecology of heritage-Muslim religious identity development,” among these young
people’s immediate microsystem, I included the “Qur’an” as shorthand to represent the
Islamic holy book and the teachings and practices of the religion more generally. It was
the most marked of options at 73% in question four of the survey on that which are “The
most central THREE influences on choosing Islam to be a big part of my life,”
demonstrating that in their experience it is indeed one of the most significant forces that

motivates them to take on a Muslim master identity. Interviewed participants mentioned

6 Such displays of distinctiveness are a double-edged sword in building communal bonds as it can at once
make oneself “interesting” but also an exoticized peer, becoming like a rare animal in a zoo. Shabana Mir
calls this “cool difference” as exhibiting one’s “cultural wares” in a kind of “diversity showcase.” She
claims that such difference is welcomed as long as it is not too “loud” or “aggressive,” i.e. not challenging
the lifestyle approaches of the normative majority, see Mir, Muslim Women on Campus, 59, 61.
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appreciating the message la illaha ila Allah [no god but God], the religion’s emphasis on
the mercy of God, that God is one’s best Friend who could always be relied upon, and/or
the teaching that Muhammad was sent to perfect human character. They found
significance in the stories they had learned since childhood about the prophets as
exemplary patterns for one’s own life. Others found ennobling the pursuit of living the
religion’s injunctions of purity of mind (from sexual focuses) or the discipline of
regularly connecting with God in salah prayer five times a day. At the same time, these
narratives of being captured by the beauty of Islam were often wrapped up with family
and friend relationships. For example, Husayn found consolation in listening to the
melodic recitation of the Surah of Ya-Seen, and its account of the peacefulness and the
delights of the afterlife, when his father was suddenly killed: “They will have all kinds of
fruit and they will receive whatever they ask for; they will be greeted with a word from
the Merciful Lord: ‘Salaam (Peace)’.”® Nuri finds significance in Islam’s ability to unite
in common worship and brotherhood people of so many different ethnic backgrounds,
exemplified for him in his participation with others in his campus MSA.

This research has built on a growing body of research centered on Muslim American
college students and recent graduates. Yet to be adequately investigated is how identity
formations change five to ten years removed from the college experience as young
Muslim Americans often become immersed in non-Muslim working environments and as
they marry (frequently) other second-generation Muslim Americans. Learning ways to

support the deepening of Islamic identities and practice as the young adults move beyond

%5 Qur’an 36:57-58
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college has been important to some American Muslim organizations. A former president
of MSA-West brought this matter to my attention a few years ago. Also for MSA officer

Samira it is an issue central to her leadership objectives:

I try to promote the idea that life is not MSA; like, we are blessed to be in an environment that is
so kind and accepting with all our friends, we are in a bubble. It is not going to be like that later
on; they're going to go to work, go to grad school, it's not going to be like [our] MSA. So
whenever I have sessions with these girls, I try to prepare them for this future, because they could
easily go to a med school that is in Utah, like in Mormon town, in the middle of nowhere. And
they have to be accepting of those around them and they have to be ready for not being surrounded
by Muslims twenty-four seven; because that's a big possibility, we are a big bunch but we are not
that big, like America is bigger. ...So I like to promote that you need to be secure with yourself
and not simply depend on others to secure you; because I feel like that is the mistake that a lot of
undergrad youth make: whatever group they are in, they try to make their friends to secure them,
but then when once those friends leave, they are lost, completely. So you shouldn't do that, you
shouldn’t make MSA to be your security, you should be your [own] security.

Do many young Muslim Americans lose much of their Islamic identity by their late
twenties, far removed from their MSA “bubble” and as distinct social settings become
more prominent? Or is it instead modified as they form new friendship groups and build
families of their own? This is also a vital area of research that needs pursuing.
Meanwhile, we have noted the efforts of the Muslim American Society and the Council
for American Islamic Relations, as well as diverse conferences and summer camps, to
support and nurture Islamic-based identities, friendships, and family relationships beyond
the aegises of mosques and campus MSAs. These organizations too have begun to
recognize how inextricably linked these discussed factors are and that their confluences
engender dynamics that promote and challenge in various ways young adult members of

the second generation to take on Islam as their master identity marker.
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CHAPTER 2

The Islam of the Young Generation—
Totally American, Totally Muslim

“...you can be one-hundred percent Muslim and one-hundred percent American too.” —Munirah

Introduction

Muslims have lived in the United States from before this land became a country, yet
only within the last twenty-five years have we been able to trace something of the
emerging contours of an American Islamic discourse.! Scholars of the academy and
Muslim religious communities have attempted to decipher or assert its characteristics, yet
few have offered an up-close look at how the second generation Muslim American young
adults, raised in this country by parents who grew up in other countries, define their faith.
This chapter offers an updated and current (2013-2015) taking-of-the-pulse of American
Islamic discourse among young Muslim college students and recent graduates in the
Pacific West of the United States.

Much scholarship has been devoted to trying to identify the traits of this emergent

American Islam. Abdullahi an-Naim's in What is an American Muslim? calls on those in

! However, a distinctive discourse did emerge among African American nationalist movements in which
Islam was conceived as the natural religion of African Americans, Arabic the natural language, and they
must not rely upon Caucasians but work together as a single African/““Asiatic” people for collective
empowerment. See Robert Dannin, Black Pilgrimage to Islam (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002);
Richard Brent Turner, Islam in the African-American Experience, 2™ ed. (Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, 2003); Sherman A. Jackson, Islam and the Black American: Looking toward the Third Resurrection
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005) ; Edward E. Curtis, Islam in Black America: identity, liberation,
and difference in African-American Islamic thought (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2002);
Eric C. Lincoln, Black Muslims in America (Grand Rapids, Michigan: W.B. Eerdmans, 1993)
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this country who identify with Islam to remember that although they are religious
minorities, they are part of the majority as fellow citizens of this country and must take
advantage of their civil rights to fight for equality. He encourages them to learn from the
examples of Jews, Mormons, and Catholics who were also once persecuted religious
minorities yet deliberately and actively worked to shape their religion and nation, seeking
full inclusion. However, he argues for what Islam in the United States should be, not for
what it is currently according to sampling the discourse of many quotidian American
Muslims.?

Feisal Abdul Rauf, imam of a mosque in New York City and spokesperson of the
controversial Park51 Islamic Community Center near the site of the World Trade Center,
takes on the question of what constitutes an American Islamic identity and ethos. He
avers that Islamic and American ideals both recognize human equality before the one
universal God. This human equality, from which he also derives the principles of liberty
of conscience, fraternity, and social justice, opposes oppression on the basis of race, tribe,
class, religion, or gender. This ideal, he argues, reflects the command of the “Abrahamic”
religions to love God with all one’s being and to love others as oneself. Proceeding with
these ideals, he asserts that American Muslims are people who are committed to
“democratic values, pluralism, and a free society” and that they have a special role to
play as mediators between the United States and the Muslim world abroad. Among their

role as mediators is to make efforts to introduce “democratic capitalism” to Muslim-

2 Abdullahi an-Naim, What is an American Muslim? Embracing Faith and Citizenship (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2014).
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majority nations, which will allow for a better standard of living for everyone with its
important practices of corporate business structures and “interest without usury.”
However, he does little to problematize the downsides of capitalism, such as its
allowance of the concentration of wealth among the few or the close collusion of its
practitioners with imperialism and exploitation. His book, like an-Naim’s is his own
personal manifesto rather than an interpretation of the way fellow American Muslims
define their faith.?

Interpreting through personal observations and many conversations with fellow
Muslims over the years, political scientist M. Muqtedar Khan has one of the most
intriguing theses about the Muslim generation growing up in the United States. Khan
argues that members of the Muslim second generation have embraced liberal ideals of
freedom, human rights, pluralism, religious and cultural tolerance, and consultative
government, finding Islamic sources to justify such principles. Furthermore, they are not
ambivalent about their religious or national identity but are “proud to be Muslim and
American.” In addition to human rights they are concerned with animal rights and the
natural environment. They believe in the rights of Americans of diverse religions to
worship freely and the right of all peoples, ethnic as well as religious, to be treated
equally. They are aware of and thankful to God for living in a country that allows
economic opportunities and political rights. They feel that their ability to practice Islam

by choice, without fear of political threat or manipulation by a dominant group, is ideal

3 Feisal Abdul Rauf, What’s Right with Islam: A New Vision for Muslims in the West (New York:
HarperCollins, 2004), 1-4, 9, 13-14, 252
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and they wish the same for their Muslim kindred in other lands. He asserts that the
Muslim Americans who lead most American Muslim national organizations—whether
immigrant, indigenous, or second generation—have similar values.*

Drawn from participant observation and interviews, this chapter looks closely at how
young adult Muslims, students and recent graduates of colleges and universities
constitute their identities as “Muslim” and “American.” Since Islam has become central
to the lives of these young people, I asked them to define Islam and being Muslim, their
life-purpose, and the relation of their religion to their nationality. Due to the environment
of surveillance described in the previous chapter, their interviewee “self” is part and
parcel to their public selves that they inhabit in which they emphasize public virtues and
other American values of rationalism and individualism. Meanwhile, this public Islam’s
stress on self-responsibility and forgiveness tolerates a certain amount of “stretching the
boundaries” with practices in private that some of the more hardline Muslims may find
questionable, such as dancing or doing music. Those who do gossip about others whom
they see as engaging in suspect actions, often two people of opposite sex interacting, we
may interpret as not only a strategy to demarcate Islamic conservative boundaries or
solely a tactic to self-aggrandize through censure of others, but as a discursive quest to

make sense of these challenging topics for oneself.

M. A Mugtedar Khan, “Constructing the American Muslim Community,” Religion and Immigration
Christian, Jewish, and Muslim Experiences in the United States, eds. Yvonne Yazbeck Haddad, Jane 1.
Smith, and John L. Esposito (Walnut Creek, CA: AltaMira Press, 2003), 191-193.
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Most of the questions relevant to this chapter were open-ended and with a fairly low
degree of bias inherent in the questioning or my status as the interviewer.’> The questions
I regularly asked most relevant to this chapter were:

1) How do you define Islam?

2) How do you define being Muslim?

3) (Asked less regularly but more bias inherent) Are there people who are not
“Muslim” in name but who live Islamic ideals as well or better than many
Muslims?

4) What is the purpose of life?

Among active participants of not just the same region of MSAs, but one and the same
MSA, there are a multiplicity of approaches and answers to these basic existential
questions about the meaning of their faith. Yet each approach we would have to
characterize as non-aggressive and, while often enjoining high moral standards, their
advocates are moderate in encouraging such norms upon others. Instead of being an
agreed upon basis of a master-identity construction, these most foundational terms—
“Islam” and “Muslim”—are contested and viewed in different ways, even by three close
friends who participate in the same campus MSA. Thus, we will not, and cannot, force all
answers into a single rubric or heading but allow them to keep their messiness and

divergences as we explore their contours.

3> Charlotte Aull Davies, Reflexive Ethnography: a Guide to Researching Selves and Others, 2™ (London:
Routledge, 2008), 105-107, 111-113.
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We can and will, however, identify and categorize some frequent themes expressed,
converging colors that appear in this rainbow of diversity, and the socio-historical
contexts in which these themes are significant and negotiated. As they are drawing on
similar sources—reading of the Qur’an and popular hadith, admired Muslim speakers,
American experiences, second generation horizons, and web-networking—we can find
patterns in their conclusions. Thus, a number of prominent trajectories of an emerging
“American Islam” can be identified, fashioned with and continually renegotiated among
the diverse approaches of its proponents. Although few are using the language of
“American Muslim” or “Muslim American” regularly or deliberately, they readily
identify with Islam as their religion and American as their nationality, these both being
central markers of their self-identity. Indeed, although many say that the way they
approach their faith is simply (universal/true) Islam, their approach to their faith is
closely influenced by their American context and the ideals they find therein. Likewise,
while they see themselves as simply Americans, similar to other ethnicities their views of
what this means is colored by their religion (among other factors, such as class, culture,
gender, race, and peer groups).

In discussing this close relationship between these two markers of identity, we must
remember that “Islam,” “Muslim,” and “America” are not static, predetermined, entities
but are constructs, symbols, or “imaginal” realities, the terms of which are continually

debated.® Among the participants in this debate are Muslim Americans, along with

6 That is, “Islam” and “America” have no concrete, physical existence. As symbols, they exist in the hearts
and minds of those who talk about them, who negotiate their definitions, and deploy their significances for
various ends. The term “imaginal”—or mundus imaginalis—was coined by French scholar of Islamic

thought Henry Corbin, “Mundus Imaginalis: Or The Imaginary and The Imaginal,” Spring (Dallas: Spring
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Americans of other religious and philosophical stances, Muslims in other nations, and
people around the globe of other nationalities and religious commitments. Hence, this
chapter is not an argument about what is characteristically American or what is
authentically Islamic, but a description and analysis of how these young people engage
with values and rhetoric about genuine citizenship and Islamic piety. I use the terms
“American Muslim” and “Muslim Americans” interchangeably to denote being a citizen
of the United States and being Muslim. Indeed, although these young people usually
employ these two identity markers separately, these markers are inextricably linked
variables, reflecting how these young adults would like the greater United States
populace to see them: as American citizens whose religion is Islam.

These young Muslim activists have been creating an “indigenous” or American
Islam—an expression of faith that emerges in interactions with the concerns, values,
social matrices, and hopes of this country. These young American Muslims are drawing
on the Qur’an and Hadith in search of modes of practice, discourse, and identity that they
see as “authentically” Islamic. Meanwhile, the act of interpreting these sources,
consciously or not, is drawn through the prism of American evaluative sensibilities, yet—
as Ghaneabassiri points out—the conclusions arrived at are conceived and presented as

normative and universal Islam.’

Publications, 1972): 1-19. Hence, “imaginal” designates a notion that is similar to Robert Bellah’s
“symbolic realism” and to Benedict Anderson’s “imagined communities.”

7 Kambiz Ghaneabassiri, “Religious normativity and praxis among American Muslims,” The Cambridge
Companion to American Islam, ed. Julianne Hammer and Omid Safi (New York: Cambridge University

Press, 2013), 219-220.
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In studies of young Muslim activists on college campuses, a key characteristic of
this dynamic has been identified and called the “ethnification of Islam” or “identity
Islam” where being Muslim itself is the master-identity status over and above other
competing identities, whether racial, nationalistic, familial, vocational, or socio-
philosophical.® Geneive Abdo (2006) interprets this ethnification of Islam in a positive
light, where young Muslims do not take on the cultural divisions of their grandparents but
establish Islamic spaces where Muslims of all ethnic backgrounds are welcome. In
contrast to this, in Marcia Hermansen’s (2011) critical observations, all too often Muslim
student groups are forums for enacting chauvinistic and arrogant pride, engendering a
narrow interpretation of correct ‘Islam’ while censoring as kafir (unbeliever/infidel) any
Muslims or non-Muslims who approach their faith differently. These students often see
their Christian and Jewish classmates, and sometimes even their own parents, as
practicing ‘cultural’ aberrations of a ‘pure’ and ‘original’ Islam.’

This chapter and the following two complicate and provide nuance to the different
claims of Schmidt, Abdo, and Hermansen. Many of the individual Muslims I interviewed
were both critical and celebratory about different facets of their heritage culture while
they also took pride and vigorously asserted their legitimacy as Americans. Publicly they
were suspicious of some practices of their extended families that they interpreted to be in

direct contradiction to Islamic standards. However, they may also celebrate their mother

8 Garbi Schmidt, “Dialectics of Authenticity: Examples of Ethnification of Islam among Young Muslims in
Sweden and the United States”. The Muslim World 92 (2002): 1.

9 Marcia Hermansen, “How to Put the Genie Back in the Bottle: 'Identity Islam' and Muslim Youth
Cultures in America,” Progressive Muslims, ed. Omid Safi (Oneworld Publications, Kindle Edition, 2011),
Kindle location 8056.
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culture: participating in the Lebanese, Pakistani, or Iranian student associations, wear
South Asian cultural dress, and in the privacy of their apartments with friends may sing
and dance to Bollywood or Arab pop music.!? While they idealize the cordial meeting of
Muslims youth whose parents came from across the planet, as authentic Islamic
knowledge is often perceived to be derived from overseas (although best interpreted in
North America), and appropriating American and global genealogies of racial prejudice,
converts are sometimes dealt with in paternalistic and/or racist manners.!! Against
Hermansen’s claims, I found that while MSA leaders often sought to present a unified
front to “Islam,” this front only thinly veiled the diverse perspectives and approaches to
their religion within the body of membership. The correct approach are an ongoing
conversation among MSA leaders that existed together in ebbs and flows of relative
harmony and dissonance about how to best “apply” the religion to their indigenous
American context.

I argue that these young adults are matching the best of what they perceive to be
Islamic and American values, inviting perceptions from fellow American citizens (and
themselves) that they are among the best of United States citizens and from fellow
Muslims—nationally and around the world—that they are among the best of Muslims.
Imbibing American and global cultural discourses that frame “good religion™ as

promoting ethical humanism, actualizing human potentials, being logical and rational,

19 Also see: Jamillah Karim, American Muslim Women: Negotiating Race, Class, and Gender within the
Ummah, (New York: New York University Press, Kindle edition, 2009), 129.

1 Zareena Grewal, Islam is a Foreign Country: American Muslims and the Global Crisis of Authority
(New York: New York University Press, 2014), 36, 53; Jamila Karim, American Muslim Women, 130. This
phenomena will be dealt in more depth in the fourth chapter “Out of Many One.”
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and yet being individualized and eclectic in interpretive method, they couch Islam in
these terms. They are doing this, in part, by finding and interpreting Islamic sources to
assert that in God’s view it is most important to practice ethics and cultivate a good
character, and they are connecting this with concepts of American civic and private
virtues. They speak of these interpretive choices as solely their attempts to be good and
faithful Muslims; however, this emphasis on shared American virtues is also a strategy to
become among the model minorities within their country. They are framing foundational
Islamic practices, such as prayer and fasting, in modern self-help movement language of
self-actualization and self-development. Meanwhile, as introduced in the previous

chapter, their interpretive styles stress uniqueness and individuation.

Who are you?

Young people, raised in by Muslim immigrants, work through “spoiled identities,”
obliged to either take on conservative, essentialized characteristics to look like “real”
Muslims (to both Muslim and non-Muslim peers) or to veil their Islamic background and
do the utmost to just fit into broader campus youth cultures. In the politics of
multiculturalism, o be Muslim in the eyes of others the person feels pressure to
appropriate external signs of piety. This means, the headscarf and loose, covered clothing
for women, a beard and sometimes traditional Arab clothing for men, praying regularly in
public spaces, and not interacting with the opposite sex, practices deemed to justify
authenticity. On the other hand, many of the campus non-religious social circles base

their activities much on alcohol and promiscuity. Muslim who otherwise are friendly with
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individuals of these groups may find such social circles to undermine his or her values
and that also make him or her appear “assimilated and invisible.” Mir (2014) assesses
students as “sandwiched” between the two options of hyper-religious Muslim circles or
non-religious off-campus activities, and so many struggle to create “third” spaces to be
and become, in response to and in freedom from these dominant loci. !> Yet she
overstates her case about the limited possibilities beyond the two options. In my
observations, in these California universities students encountered a rich variety of
student associations and peers that facilitate fashioning friendships with like-minded
individuals. There are many choices: to need to join ultra-conservative groups or campus
party culture is a false dichotomy. Interviewee Layla, a UC Riverside alumnus who
majored in creative writing, stated: Muslims in this country can be “relatively similar” to
other Americans “without compromising your beliefs; you can’t drink, date, or
party...but feel like I still had the whole college experience; can make college what it is;
can be an American kid; if you want to go surfing, play sports, can still do these things.”
Nonetheless, these young people do acutely experience the stigma of their othered
religious and/or ethnic identity. Goffman defines the implications of stigma or a “spoiled
identity” as the following: “an individual who might have been received easily in
ordinary social intercourse possesses a trait that can obtrude itself upon attention and turn
those of us whom he meets away from him, breaking the claim that his other attributes

have on us.”!® In other words, we miss the person and see the difference or deformity as

12 Shabana Mir, Muslim American Women on Campus: Undergraduate Social Life and Identity (Chapel
Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2014), 39, 153.

13 Erving Goffman, Stigma: Notes on the Management of Spoiled Identity (London: Penguin Press, 1963),
14.
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the defining feature. We miss the opportunity to meet, learn about, and fully see the
other, distracted by the headscarf, the beard, or unusual name. We inflict symbolic
violence on the other when we stigmatize and do not allow them to be other-than-that, to
be other-than-expected, or to change, grow, and metamorphose.

In the scholarly pursuit of understanding, analyzing, and contextualizing the “young
Muslim American,” it is often difficult to see the person beyond these three markers (i.e.
young, Muslim, America), or beyond others such as: Muslims and race, Muslims and
gender, or Muslim immigrants and converts. Mir hopes that these young adults can have
a “‘healthy identity,” one she defines as “constructed in relative freedom from the
constraining effect of stereotyping.”'* At the same time she laments that Muslim
American women must constantly respond to hegemonic Orientalist stereotypes in

shaping and fashioning a self-identity. She writes:

In a “healthy” campus culture hospitable to Muslim students’ religious and American identities,
Muslim women would possess the freedom, flexibility, and vocabulary to construct their
American, Muslim, ethnic, gendered, and youthful identities, to “emphasize [their] multiple
subject positions,” and to decide how Muslim, mainstream American, or ethnic to be, how much
to “mute or flaunt [their] identities”... This means that I must recognize myself (and be
recognized) as a woman, a double immigrant from Pakistani as well as the United Kingdom and
culturally both Western and Pakistani, a heterosexual, a Muslim feminist, a cancer survivor, an
anthropologist, an academic, and a resident of the United States for much of my life now—rather
than merely as “Muslim” or “Pakistani.” To treat our identities as complex, simultaneous, and
seamless not only opens up multiple possibilities of identity for us but also “rupture[s] the

boundaries between groups" and connects us to multiple communities of interest... 15

Since I share this ideal with Mir, I began each interview by letting each subject to
define his or her self on his or her own terms, not constrained by those characteristics that

made him or her suitable for the study. I started with questions such as: “Big Identity

14 Mir, Muslim American Women on Campus, 153; cf. 39.
15 Mir, Muslim American Women on Campus, 177.
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Question: Who are you? Who do you see yourself as? What do your close friends know
about you and see you as? What are you passionate about? What do you stand for?”
However, I often needed to follow up these questions with more specific inquiries into
the various facets of their current life, doing my best to guess at aspects that might be
important to these young women and men, some of whom I had only very recently met. I
present here eight responses to these initial questions that, in part, demonstrate that these
youth see themselves as having many other markers than just their religion, nationality,
ethnic heritage, or gender.

In this first quote, we can see for Halala that being Muslim and being American are

crucial facets to how she talks about herself, yet neither designation defines her life:

I’m a fourth year bio major, but I’'m going to take a year off at the end of the year, take that time to
think about what to pursue; I’m thinking about teaching. In my third year I was pre-pharm, but
then I realized it is not right for me. I’m not so much worried about the pay, as living a
comfortable life... When I got to UCR I was a physics major for a year and then I realized, even
though I loved it, the major wasn’t for me; because if I wanted to do something different, it was
too hard to get out of...I think our parents also taught that too, to like and enjoy what we’re doing;
there was no crazy pressure on us; but make sure there’s some [financial] stability involved as
well... I’m really involved in my masjid...been attending ever since I was a little kid, and went to
the school there, then taught at the school for a while, and really involved in the youth group at the
masjid, I almost live in the masjid, I enjoy being there and being in the community there. I clean
the masjid a lot, me and my older brother... I ran to be a [college student government] senator for
two years. [ didn’t make it the first time, but second time made it and served as senator during my
junior year; instead of complaining had something I could do about that... I think another thing, is
people see me as outspoken, that I always have an opinion on politics. I’'m really interested in
what’s going on in the news, I keep up with Jon Stewart (Comedy Central’s The Daily Show) and
CNN. I feel I don’t want to be that person that complains but doesn’t really understand and really
doesn’t do anything about it. Many Americans, including Muslims, complain but don’t take an
active role to fix these things... I served as Vice-President of Students for Justice in Palestine last
year, was Treasurer before that; didn’t this year, as wanted to focus on my grades and think about
where I’m going next...

Thus, Halala has naturally continued with her involvement in the mosque community that
she grew up in, yet she has also been very involved in campus student life and activism,

being an officer in a very active social justice club, as well as a senator in student govern-
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ment. News media helps her feel connected to her country and to global society. She
wants to be an American and Muslim of excellence, one who does not just complain
about what is happening on her campus, in the country, and internationally, but one who
actively helps make a positive change. She is also a student who has been searching to
find a major that is a good fit for her present and future interests and hopes. She speaks of
her close relationship with her parents, representing them as supportive of her individual
pursuits rather than authoritarian.

In the following conversation, Safi emerges as someone who is culturally second-
generation Arab American, a Californian, a Palestinian, a business marketing major and
natural salesman, a soccer fanatic, an athlete and teammate, a foodie, a funny guy, a

confidant to friends, and someone who is passionate about justice:

First and foremost I'm an American of Palestinian origin, born to a Palestinian mother and father. I
was born and raised in America, in California specifically; [’m very involved within my culture
and my religion, most of my friends know that I am Muslim... Most my friends are Muslim and/or
Arab, because we tend to understand each other, our cultural ideas are similar. As to what I stand
for—everything that is morally just; when there is the good and the bad, I would take the good...
What else do you want to know from there? [Daniel]: What did you say you are studying? [Safi:]
I’m a business marketing major. [Daniel:] How’d you choose that? [Safi:] From a job I had in high
school in sales; the ability to speak to people comfortably and approach them with ideas came
naturally to me, so marketing and business—that seemed the most suitable to me. I don’t want to
sound cocky or anything, but most of the time, if I have something in my hand, I can sell you it,
especially if I know specifications of it and have in mind what you like. [Daniel:] Are you a soccer
player or general soccer fanatic? [Safi:] Well, I am both. I will watch soccer throughout the week,
and then on weekends wake up early to watch, especially the European leagues... I played soccer
throughout my whole life, till today; ...any chance to play I will go play. I play in IM [campus
intra-mural] soccer a game a week. Then I play in a league with co-workers on Saturday mornings.
I also play basketball IM. [Daniel:] What are your characteristics according to friends? [Safi:] I'm
kind of considered the funny guy of the group, we're always messing around, clowning with one
another; also a lot of them confide in me, they find it easy to talk to me, about whatever they are
going through; maybe it’s because I'm the oldest one in the group... I'm the middle ground
between fat and athletic... some will ask, ‘wanna go eat here?’ and others like “wanna go hit the
gym?’ so I’'m the in-between guy where anyone can ask me to do anything.

Another student, Badiya, identifies as “Pakistani American Muslim,” as a student of

sociology and business and administration, a future entrepreneur, a reader, a self-
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educator, and someone who stands for “truth,” someone who works to eliminate

misconceptions about Pakistanis and Muslims:

[Daniel:] How do you identity yourself? [Badiya:] My parents are from Pakistan, they came here
thirty-ish years ago; I was raised in Fremont area, born and raised in the Bay area [of CA]; I came
here [to Southern CA / UCR] for school; I identify as Pakistani Muslim American, but Pakistani
American Muslim rolls off the tongue. I feel like there are different types of Muslims, so I'm a
Pakistani American Muslim. [Daniel:] What are you studying? [Badiya:] I’m studying sociology
and administrative studies, fourth year... [Daniel:] What do you see yourself doing later on?
[Badiya:] I want to start my own company, working in market research, hope to do that in June. I
did an internship, hopefully will become full time in June. [Daniel:] What are your hobbies, or
what are you passionate about? [Badiya:] I love reading, I read a novel [she means “book™] a
week, make myself to; I’'m reading Outliers, I mostly read non-fiction, that teaches me more about
human behavior and the human mind; I also read books about entrepreneurship, and how different
companies go big and how different products do it. [Daniel:] What do you stand for? [Badiya:] I
hope I stand for the truth, I’m part of PSA [Pakistani Student Association]. There are so many
misconceptions about our community, Pakistanis; the media misrepresents it in horrible ways,
with drone strikes and things, and with Islam too, so I just want the truth to be out there.

In the following interview, we see the difficulties in garnering an articulation of
one’s identity, even when it is asked in a very open-ended way. All students were asked
to fill out a short survey, before beginning the interview, which asked about their family
background, ethnic, national, and religious roots.!® Ameen began defining himself in the
interview with these same four subjects he began. Yet he also mentioned his educational
and career goals, typical conversation topics of college students who are just meeting
each other. Then I proceeded to ask him about skateboarding, music, and prayer,
following guesses I had already made about him based on my observations and brief chat
with him just before the interview. This allowed him to either affirm or negate my
presumptions. I reproduce below only the first half of this piece of the conversation, but
even with this we can see the dialogical nature of identity construction, that it is

continually created and adapted in human social interactions.

16 See Appendix 11
112



My name is [Ameen]. [ was born in the United Arab Emirates (UAE), but I was raised in the US, I
guess my identity belongs in this country; I consider myself an American; but a lot of my roots
belong in Bangladesh, that’s where my family comes from. My ideals and practices originate from
there, like integrity, or what not; or what I consider modesty. I guess different people consider
modesty different things; I just consider modesty being humble, being proud of who you are,
being a good Muslim, being a good person; don’t lie to people, don’t cheat them, be happy with
the way God made you; being simple...not too flashy. I’'m a business major right now, I don’t
want to become a millionaire, my goal is to improve upon myself, get a job, take care of myself,
take care of my family, and just be happy; ...I’d love to be rich, why not, but just more to be
simple, take care of people, have friends, have close friends, not just acquaintances, who I can be
there for and will be for me; those are my main goals in life. [Daniel:] (Noting that he carried a
board, I ask) Are you a skateboarder? [Ameen:] I started skating around 13; actually this has a lot
to do with my roots; ...my uncle skated, I always looked up to him, whatever he did, as the cool
guy; growing up in Fontana (Southern California) as one of the few brown people, had these
feelings that I always wanted to fit in with everyone else, do what they are doing; ...started just
riding around on the skateboard, but didn’t give it much thought, didn’t have a passion for it; then
flipping through channels, saw “Skate Arabia” on my TV, June 28, 2008, I remember the date,
recorded it on TiVo, blown away; to see skateboarders in the Middle East, some Irish guys
growing up in UAE, and skating there;!” then [ had a bond with it, as I’'m from the UAE, now I see
it as part of me. I think I will always have some special bond to skateboarding, even when I’m 30
and have kids... That is definitely part of my identity, for sure; just how I perceive things. Just
when we were walking over here [to your office], that’s why I stopped and took that picture, and
then emailed it to my friends as a place to skate. Also, when coming to college, I made a lot of
friends through skateboarding, even joined a skateboarding club my first day of school, made a lot
of friends; they respect me and my religion, respect me for who I am, and I love skateboarding.

Ameen sees himself as someone for whom his religion, culture, and family is very
important, who otherwise would be seen as a typical American-year-old-male, passionate
about skateboarding. He went on to talk about pop music and spending time near the
Meditation Room on campus, where Muslims conglomerate to fulfill their obligatory
prayer as well as socialize. That has enabled him to make friends with those who share
his religion, while skateboarding has connected him with friends from a variety of
religious and cultural backgrounds. Interestingly, in addition to being an enjoyable

activity in itself, skateboarding allowed him to strengthen his connections with his ethnic

17 The documentary he watched, Paul Gonclaves, “Long Form—Skate Arabia,” Vimeo,
http://vimeo.com/67019196 (accessed September 9, 2014). While Ameen’s family is from Bangladesh, he
was born in the United Arab Emirates where his family had immigrated to work. He, like this film
mentions, feels a solidarity with other “expatriates” in the United Arab Emirates where neither they nor
their children are allowed citizenship. Also, see Yakhi, “Dubai Got Soul,” SkateArabia, posted July 1,
2014 http://www.skatearabia.com/uae/dubai-got-soul/ (accessed September 9, 2014).
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heritage (“to see skateboarders in the Middle East”) and, at the same time, help him (“one
of the brown people”) fit in better with peers his age. Also of importance is the double-
immigrant status of his family, coming from Bangladesh, then immigrating to the United
Arab Emirates and then to the United States.

Last, I include the beginning of an interview with one of the convert participants in this
study. She is someone who sees herself as a very independent minded, honest, and kind
person, a humanitarian, a future educator, Central American, African American, and a

Muslim who is passionate about prayer.'

[Jasmine:] I am me, I do what I want, I try not to fit in with other people, do my own thing.
[Daniel:] What values define you? [Jasmine:] I try to be honest with people, but sometimes I can
come off a little harsh because I don't have a filter, blatantly honest, try to be kind to all people,
not because I want anything in return but just because I think that's how people should treat
people; I want to dedicate my life to humanitarian work, because I like helping people. [Daniel:]
Any career in particular? [Jasmine:] Teaching, don't care what I teach but want to teach
somewhere they don't have as many privileges as we do here; want to go to a less developed
country...to teach. ... My family's from [Central American country]. I was born in the States. In
my family, my grandma teaches us to say we were born in [this Central American country], and be
proud, I'm going to be great because I'm [this nationality]. But I mostly identify myself as Black;
look at a lot of Black leaders and try to make them proud in a sense; that they didn't fight in vain;
[Daniel:] Which Black leaders do you really look up to? [Jasmine:] Ida B. Wells, Du Bois,
Langston Hughes... [Daniel:] What do you appreciate about Islam? [Jasmine:] I like prayer, when
I first started praying salat, fajr was the most difficult, didn't want to wake up that early; but when
I started to do that, when prayer time comes it is kind of a recuperating time, break, or rest, or just
take my mind off the world and put my mind on God; don't really see prayer as an obligation but
more like a gift.

Muslim and American, Independently and Together
Most interviewees held their Islamic identities in high esteem and readily stated
their national citizenship as Americans, yet they found awkward the fusion of these two

essential markers of self. ‘“Would one say “Christian American,” “Jewish American,” or

18 The particular country in Central America that her family comes from has been edited out for
confidentiality.
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“Amish American™?’ some of them asked. For them Islam is their religion and American
is their nationality, and they rarely experience any essential conflict between the two.”
More common for them is to fuse with the hyphen their national or ethnic heritage with
their citizenship: Egyptian-American or Pakistani-American.

Whether young Muslim Americans combine their religion with their citizenship as
preeminent identifiers is relevant for scholars, intellectuals, and activists who have an
agenda to resist or confirm generalizations about Muslims as foreign viruses on United
States soil, people whose ways are radically distinct from American values and who
threaten to reform this country in Islam’s image.?® Ashraf, a graphic design university
graduate who is involved in community service projects, addressed this concern of
scholar-activist and media pundits when I asked him, “Is there is an American Islam?”
He said, “I think ‘American Islam’ is a cool term but I don't see the purpose of that
term.... It has become a slogan to say American Muslim and stuff like that; it's cool, but I
don't think we need to prove ourselves in the sense that we are American and Muslim.”
He explains that such language becomes significant in answer to fears that “we come here

to destroy or to push certain propaganda on some people,” but “Islam is not a giant ship

19 While they are unhesitant about America as their citizenship and social-cultural background, they may be
at the same time critical of some the economic, racial, and sexual practices of the country and domestic and
international policies of the government. “The label American signifies multiple speaking positions, with
different meanings depending on the speaker and the moment in which she or he speaks. It can signify
place of birth, residence, citizenship, ethnicity, cultural outlook, and economic status,” says Jamillah
Karim, American Muslim Women (2009), 130.

20 Hence, when the Pew Research Center did their survey in 2007, they asked Muslims if they identify as
Americans or Muslims first, and those from ages 18 to 29 more consistently identified as “Muslim” first at
60% versus 41% for those age 30 and up. See Pew Research Center, Muslim Americans: Middle Class and
Mostly Mainstream (May 2007), 6. When they did the survey again in 2011, only showing all ages of
adults, 26% replied “American,” 49% replied “Muslim,” and 18% “both.” See Pew Research Center
Muslim Americans: No Signs of Growth in Alienation or Support for Extremism, (August 2011), 15,
http://www.people-press.org/files/2011/08/muslim-american-report.pdf (accessed April 14, 2015).
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that is just taking over and parking and wrecking everything in sight.” He explained that
the Prophet Muhammad wrote to a monk in Turkey (and the Qur’an also says this) that
“protecting the rights for other people to worship also, Christians to worship, they should
have their churches, their synagogues.” He acknowledged that Muslim-majority
countries, empires, and kingdoms, past and present, at different periods in their long
histories either have done much to realize this ideal or have abjectly failed to do so. He
asserted that the Muslims of America are like other religious groups in this country who
have their “way of life” and modify slightly the domains of public life in which they
participate. For Ashraf, the change he envisions Muslims making in this society is
“providing...a high ethical standard in how we are doing things,” a standard which
Muslims themselves “have to reach.” Thus, Muslims can collaborate with other groups
for the improvement of the various sectors of American life, such as “the media, in

medical science, politics.” He added:

The Prophet said that he came to perfect human characters, so it is just adding on to it, it is
perfecting it a little bit, reinforcing what is already there... The media, there might be already a lot
of ethics, but there might be some things that are missing, so as Muslims we might be reinforcing
the ethics that are in there, basically, and taking it to a different level, and trying to implement it.

The language of “American Islam” also traces changes over time in how Muslim
immigrants to this country articulate and practice Islam in ways that it reflects
propounded core values of this country, and hence more amenable to the general public.
However, the scholar, activist, or editorial news pundit immediately must face that this
project is based off reductionist essentializations that are impossible to overcome. The
project’s premise is that there are characteristics that inherently make the United States

and Islam of the “old country” quite different, or even opposite, in ideals. If we construct
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America as democratic, egalitarian, human rights oriented, rational and inventive,
religiously and politically tolerant, and supporting separation of church and state, we find
that Muslims in other countries have often practiced these same ideals. On the other hand,
if we were to suggest that Islam is fascist, hierarchical, arbitrary in legal practice,
irrational and stagnant, intolerant, oppressive to women, collectivist, and combining
religious and political authority, our history books make evident that Americans have
also been guilty of some of these. To trace changes in how Muslims over time talk about
and live their religion in America, we would have to identify this religion’s precise
previous characteristics: a well-nigh impossible task due to the grand diversity of Islamic
interpretations and practices of the religious tradition’s fourteen-hundred year history
across three continents.

Essentializations of “America” and “Islam” are logical fallacies, yet this dichotomous
thinking affects these young people’s approach to their religion. They have to work
through the fellow Americans’ suspicions and stereotypes to prove that they are
legitimate members of this country. At the same time, they must face the Occidentalisms
of Muslims in Asia and Africa to justify themselves as legitimate Muslims and are not
“too Americanized,” as if there is something inherent in being American that pollutes or
detracts from authentic Islamic practices. Munirah, a political science and environmental
science major who was one of the few students who unhesitantly took on the “Muslim

American” trope, said:

I identify as Muslim American because many Muslims overseas see us as too Americanized if we
are American Muslim; but I'm American but Muslim first, but really, I see them as together, not in
conflict. I see the [American] Constitution goes along with my ideologies. They go hand in hand.
I think it is a universal identity; I don't think that American is just one race; more like, since
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America wasn't based for one type of race but for all races, so was Islam meant for all races; you
can be one-hundred percent Muslim and one-hundred percent American too.

In the face of “Muslims overseas” who see them “as too Americanized” and Americans
who see them as too Muslim, she pushes against constructions of conflict between her
nationality and religion. For her, both Islam and America entail a “universal identity”
because both are meant “for all races.” For her, being of Pakistani heritage and the
Islamic faith does not make her any less American and being American does not make
her any less Muslim or Pakistani.

Likewise, Lateefa opposes essentializations of “Muslim” versus “liberal” that sets
them in opposition. She rejects constructs that assert a certain kind of conservatism as
being the only true type of Islam and that assert liberalism as being Western, anti-Islamic,
or heretical. She said that in Saudi Arabia, where she grew up attending an English-
medium school, “You’re seen as either religious or a liberal; I don’t think this bifurcation
applies to me, I think I base my life both on Islam and liberal values of human rights,
freedom, democracy, and equality, without them being in conflict.” As a reflection of
egalitarian ideals expressed within the Qur’an, she is sympathetic with the movement to
give women the right to drive without male chaperones in Saudi Arabia, and she
personally knows women who have been involved in the recent demonstrations for this
right. For her, this movement does not so much manifest Western values’ incursion into a
Muslim society but that shows a true interpretation of Islam’s holy book.

For others it is the very absence of a homogenous, singular, essentialized, “American

Islam” that actually makes Islam in America very American. Abia compares her
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approach towards her religion when she was an undergraduate leader for MSA with her
current understanding as she studies law in Washington D.C.:

I see everyone as within the religious [Islamic] discourse. Before [for me, American Muslims]
were a community that was outside of the average community in America; we had to work hard to
fit in with everyone while maintaining our morals or values. Now I think a lot of Muslims have
different morals and values and that’s fine and not a problem and that makes us more American,
more than anything else. We shouldn’t need to try to fit in with a certain Muslim standard or
American standard, but diversity within our beliefs is fine too; and I’ve become more okay with
that idea. I was more about being one community, one umma, and now I’m more about people
practicing their religion with their relationship with God [as they see fit].

As a leader in the Muslim Student Association, she had worked to create a singular,
positive, representation of Islam to the American public. Now she prioritizes inclusivity,
appreciation of diversity, and respect for individual agency over her previous preference
for showing forth a kind of united strength by uniformity in morals and beliefs. She
believes that accepting the diversity within the Muslim community actually “makes us
more American.” In other words, diversity and pluralism within American Islam mirror
the diversity and religious pluralism within the United States itself.

Similarly, Rafeeq answered when I asked him if there is an American Islam:

It wouldn’t be very solidified or concrete; it’s something still kind of in formation and means
something different to each person, and it would be with the Western principles of individuality
and kind of choosing your own path, taking that approach with Islam; which isn’t necessarily a
bad thing; but when taking such an approach not ignoring the basic foundations.

Rafeeq sees each Muslim in the United States making of Islam something a little different
as a very American approach to the religion. However, he is also concerned that
interpretations be grounded in the sources of the tradition, and not just whatever someone
arbitrarily wants it to be according to his or her own desires.

While in practice, the Muslim Student Associations tolerate a range of approaches

toward the religion, in discourse, as when Abia was an officer, many student leaders of
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the MSA emphasize Islam’s singularity and unity of belief and practice. They want to
give their religion a united front. They also fear that the religion will become
compromised by individual whims. They see their religion as reliable and clear, rising
above the influences of man-made cultures that skew the purity of the faith. When I asked

him if there is an “American Islam,” MSA officer Nuri answered:

...religion and culture should be separate... You tell me Egyptian Islam or Palestinian Islam, I
would say that that doesn't exist; Islam is a way of life; Islam is faith, it should be uniform to
everybody. Allah, glorified and exalted be He, sent the Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon
him...to mankind; He sent not Chinese or Cambodian Islam, not specific way Islam molds to you
but Islam has a core guidelines that you need to conform to. And you also have the Sunna, in the
Hadith and Sira (biography of the Prophet), and that Sunna is to help perfect the character of
mankind. You have the prophet Muhammad who was said to be a walking Qur'an and show how
to live life as a Muslim and a Muslim is someone who submits to God and God alone; so culture
and religion should be separated; Islam should be Islam and whether I'm Egyptian or not should be
based on what kind of food I like or dress I wear. We often think we just do this in my culture and
we proclaim it as Islam. Muhammad says what's right is clear and what's haram [forbidden, sinful]
is clear, and should be no ambiguity in that section; and so one tries to live their life in one way
and another another way, and we're all brothers and sisters, and God will judge us all in the end,
but we must care for each other.

Nuri speaks of this ideal that religion is for transforming human beings to improve
themselves and it is not for individuals to make their faith conform to their own desires
and preferences. He also asserts that in his religion “what's right is clear and what's
haram is clear.” Yet he forgets that religious sources are always revealed and interpreted
through a cultural lens and context. One must strive to become aware of the gap between
one’s own lens and context that determine what assumptions are being applied in
interpreting the sources and the historical situation, context, and assumptions in which the
sources were given, recorded, and transmitted. Recognizing a gap between one’s own
present, situational need for understanding the Qur’an and those specific events that
brought forth the Book’s revelations, scholars of Islam developed the field of asbab al-

nuziil in which they strive to reconstruct “the situations/occasions/reasons of revelation”
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of sections of Qur’anic verses.2! The scholars of the Islamic sciences furthermore
developed the principle of giyas (analogy) that asks whether the situation for which a
teaching in Qur’an or a hadith was given is similar enough to a present situation on hand
to also be applicable.?? In vigilant interpretive dialogue, what is grasped is usually not
exactly what the author intended, nor how its first audience understood it, nor merely
what the reader wants it to say, but a truth that is sparked through this consultative
‘fusion of horizons’ that speaks to and is applicable to the reader’s present situation.”’
Nuri worries that such talk of “American Islam” implies individuals making the
religion conform to their own whims, desires, and ideologies, whereas, for him, human
beings should conform to Islam and in this process “perfect” one’s “character.” Likewise,
Sharig—who is a Palestinian-American alumnus of UC Riverside’s MSA who now
works as an engineer—said: we “need to adapt the culture to the religion rather than the
religion to the culture.” In spite of Nuri’s ideals of uniformity, he also acknowledges that
Muslims will differ among themselves, and non-Muslims will also differ, about how to
“live their life.” He believes that judging the merits of each person is God’s exclusive
prerogative; while humans’ roles are to “care for each other” and treat each other as
“brothers and sisters.” The challenge for him and like-minded leaders of MSAs is to

uphold this ideal of brotherly caring in a way that sincere Muslims who do things a little

2 Ahmed Von Deffner, “Asbab al-Nuzul,” Ulim al-Qur’an: an introduction to the sciences of the Qur’an
(Leicester, UK: Islamic Foundation, c1983), 93-94.

22 Wael B. Hallaq, An Introduction to Islamic Law (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 22-23.
23 Hans-George Gadamer, Truth and Method, 2™ revised ed., trans. Joel Weinsheimer and Donald G.
Marshall (London: Continuum, 2004), 304-305, 365-366; Jeffrey Stout, “The Relativity of Interpretation,”
The Monist 69 (January 1986), 104-106, 114.
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differently may not experience censure and rejection in their encounter with what MSA
projects to be the “standard,” “culture-less” Islam.?*

Some young Muslim American leaders demonstrate awareness to many of the
problematics of this “Islam, not culture” dichotomization and they are making efforts in
workshop programming and activism to counteract this perspective and its effects. The

stated mission of the MSA West’s 2015 annual conference held at UCLA was:

Our embodiment and interpretation of Islam does not occur in a vacuum; it is shaped by social,
political, and historical forces that have and will continue to mold and construe our individual
understanding of Islam. Instead of isolating these forces as mutually exclusive from our faith, we
must trace their effects and connect them to Islam’s essence and beauty. By sharing stories of our
diverse pasts and highlighting commonalities while respecting differences, we understand that
Islam is rooted in our identities that span various social, political, and historical realities. Rooting
ourselves in each other’s accounts can equip us with the proper solidarity needed to collectively
rise for social justice and the pleasure of Allah as a community, both within and beyond our
ummah.?

This statement not only acknowledges the situatedness of one’s individual interpretations
of Islam but it calls the Muslim to recognize the overlaps of his or her situatedness with
other Muslims, young and elder, local and globally, through sharing of stories to unite
with them in solidarity to fashion greater justice within and outside Muslim communities.
While they do not necessarily experience any clash between their religious and
national identities as Muslims and Americans, for them United States culture is a “mixed
bag” in its specific practices. Some things are in harmony with Islam and even allow
opportunities to express Islam as it should be, while other practices of this country

contradict the religion and may be hazardous to spiritual health. Shariq said that Islam’s

24 See further exploration of this theme in chapter four in the section “The Muslim Student Association and
Intra-Faith Diversity.”

25 «“Annual MSA West Conference,” MSA West: Uniting Muslim Students,
http://www.msawest.net/index.php/events/2015-conference (accessed March 19, 2015).
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goal has been to reinforce the good in local practices and reform the negative, giving the
example that “Muhammad praised the generosity aspect of Arab culture but denounced
the blood-for-blood [retaliation] and all the feuds aspect of it.” Husayn says he takes up
those positive “Modern American” ideals of “liberalism, free thinking, openness,” and
“empathy.” Meanwhile, he makes efforts to practice Islamic “restraints” to counteract a
frequent American “over-emphasis on material things” that leads to imbalance and
“excesses” and that results in “problems of gluttony, lust, and greed.”

Adeeb, meanwhile, likes the “hospitality and fair opportunities” that American culture
emphasizes. An engineering alumnus of UCLA, he continues to be active in Islamic
centers and MSAs. In a mosque youth group that he facilitates he warns the attendees
about the entrapping pressures to conform: “just because you see people coloring their
hair, you don’t have to; because they are dressing promiscuous or wearing earrings, you
don't have to.” He also cautions them against excessive use of “social media and video
games” replacing “good face-to-face conversation.” At the same time, he sees a lot in
common between Islamic ideals and American ideals. He even asserted that very often
“Americans have more Islamic ideals than the Muslims in the Middle East have” while in
the Middle East “people get stuck” in parochial allegiances to “culture and ethnicity and
tribe and blood.” This quote from him reflects threads I also heard from many other

students:

Hospitality is good [in the United States], people care about each other and each other's rights;
even if one American gets his/her rights taken away so many other Americans stand up for it.
There's a good justice system here; the values of Islam and America do fall in line with each
other... You have the Republicans and Democrats; Democrats have the welfare and food stamps
and giving back towards other people, giving some of your wealth to the unfortunate.
...Republicans tend to be more socially conservative with family, regarding the gay people, and
trying to maintain certain ethics in society. Muslims can relate to Republicans that way.
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Democrats have ideals about the environment and taking care of the planet; while family and
abortion in Republicans are closer to Muslims. Muslims in America tend to follow the Democratic
Party line as Democrats are more often against war, and Democrats tend to have more economic
equality, Muslims like those ideals and fall in line with that, but Democrats are also less for family
values and more for gay rights, and that can make some Muslims uncomfortable.

Likewise, Hakeem appreciates that Muslims, although a small portion of this country

compared to Christians, do not need to struggle with these issues alone. Rather, Jews,
Christians, and other religious people also often strive to stay away from drugs and to
practice sexual purity, sharing of wealth, and to decrease poverty through charity and

social programs.

Some interviewees criticized the American government’s foreign policy, and some
also criticized the domestic policy. Husayn believed the country “pays too much attention
to flexing its muscles internationally to look like a superpower, killing others,” spending
“too much on the military and pop stars,” and not putting “enough emphasis on valuing
life or taking care of people, domestically, curing poverty or improving education.” In
college classes I teach, I have heard students who come from a variety of religious
backgrounds express opinions in favor of and against practices of the United States
government. Thus, I did not interpret these Muslim students’ critiques as being
qualitatively different from those of other American citizens, much less as being
unpatriotic. Rather, critical analysis of domestic and international policy is a vital first
step to civic involvement and constituting a healthy democracy.

Not infrequently, students stated that it is actually in the United States that Muslims
are able to practice their religion better than abroad. They said that they and their peers
are more likely to appreciate the religion because they do not take it for granted as just

part of society and everyone’s upbringing. Second, they believed that since Islam is not
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inextricably wrapped up with the politics, traditional norms, and practices of the society,
they were able to more easily distinguish “real” Islam from culture. Lastly, they asserted
that, rather than just practicing it as a matter of social conformity, the religious diversity
of the United States more fully opens up for them the possibility to “choose” Islam, thus
reflecting the Islamic principle that “there shall be no compulsion in religion” [Qur’an
2:256].

Garbi Schmidt traces how these young Americans make claims that Muslims are
model citizens, reinforcing the highest values of this country to strengthen the nation. She
argues that young Muslims of the United States and Scandinavian countries represent
Islam as providing the foundation for, and fulfilling even more successfully than other
political covenants, the democratic ideals of Western nations. In other words, the stream
flows both ways: not only does America help these youth to be better Muslims, but they
help America be a better nation. She explains how they assert that human rights, equality
between races and between genders, social class equity, ecology, democratic government,
and even scientific research and reasoning are among the core principles of the religion.
Being core principles of their faith, American Muslims thus claim to be able to
exemplarily practice these ideals.?

We should note that this interpretive lens is not tortured or forced upon the Islamic
tradition, unnaturally molding sources of the religion to these interests. Islamic

authoritative scriptures, like other world religions, are rich and can be drawn upon to

26 Garbi Schmidt, “Islamic identity formation among young Muslims: the case of Denmark, Sweden and
the United States,” Journal of Muslim Minority Affairs 41 (April 2004): 37-40.
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support and shape diverse concerns for their exegetes. Many statements in the Qur’an and
Hadith can be and have been looked at as advocating human equality, human
responsibilities toward one another, collective decision making, being helpful community
members, promoting justice and order in society, and practicing ethics and good
character. Religious sources are always read and made significant to particular socio-
historical circumstances. These emphases exemplify the current ecology these particular
Muslims find themselves, rather than reflecting any greater or lesser degree of Islamic
authenticity than Muslims applying their tradition to their lives in other regions of the
globe and/or in former times. That young Muslims are now interpreting their religion in
this way reflects their absorption of values and forms of thinking highlighted in national
and global discourses. These interpretations also creatively respond to their continued
experience of ‘outsider’ status in their society-of-birth and their desire to be accepted as

fellow and valuable citizens with other Americans.?’

Democratization of Religion: the individualization of interpretation

A troop of scholars has argued that the locus of American religion has centered on
individual experience and interpretation, over institutionalized construction. They assert
that Americans seek out firsthand experiential appreciation of meaning, instead of simply
dwelling in congregationally performed pieties; they eclectically pursue whatever would

seem to bring more peace and insight, rather than an exclusive focus on a single religious

27 Political citizenship is a fact of having legal rights as a member of the United States, social citizenship
however only happens when fellow legal citizens consistently look upon American Muslim as a fellow
member of American society.
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agent. Hatch avows that the ideals of political equality were ardently absorbed into the
ethos towards Christianity of the masses in those first decades after the American
Revolution, establishing an egalitarian posture that values individual conscience and
inspiration, as well as popular opinion, in determining truth over that of traditional
hierarchy.?® Wuthnow contends that despite these underlying currents of popular religion,
in the first half of the twentieth century most Americans sought to satisfy their
transcendental cravings through participation in a congregational religious community
and adopt its teachings and rituals. In contrast, by the end of the century the undercurrent,
identified by Hatch, again became the prevailing current as “most Americans say their
spirituality is private—that it must develop without the guidance of religious
institutions,” and that faith is a largely individual “quest” that “Americans piece together”
as “patchwork” from a plethora of resources.?’

The youth in my study are a part of the Millennial Generation and reflect a certain
perspectivism, rather than absolutism or relativism, in questions of truth. In other words,
they believe truth or ethical living are universal realities, instead of being only what is
distinctly true for each individual, yet it is fine that people will differ somewhat in their
interpretations. In recent national Pew surveys, those eighteen to twenty-nine years old
who are affiliated with a religion or congregation declare in similar percentages as their
elders that there are absolute standards of right and wrong. Two-thirds of young adults

and the 65-and-up believe “many religions can lead to eternal life.” However, nearly

28 Nathan O. Hatch, The Democratization of American Christianity (New Haven & London: Yale
University Press, 1989), 6, 10, 14, 27.

2 Robert Wuthnow, After Heaven: Spirituality in America since the 1950s (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1998), 2.
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three-quarters of the young, compared to 59% of the 65-and-up, say “there is more than
one true way to interpret the teachings of their faith.”*° From this I infer that most of the
young affirm there is absolute truth but respect the dignity of the individual’s experiences
in interpreting the subtleties of that truth. This honoring of subjectivities reflects to a
deep commitment to the agency of the individual in one’s spiritual journey, which young
adult Muslims intimately absorb in their approach to their own faith.

The consolidation of religious authority in the individual appears to have occurred
with the Baby Boomer generation (although data is not available to compare their views
with those of their parents’ or grandparents’ generation). Sociological surveying and
interviewing, as described above, has confirmed that the Baby Boomers’, Generation X’s,
and the Millenials’ approaches towards religion and spirituality is deeply personal, and
recognizing it as such opens the way for respect for others’ journeys. Wade Clark Roof’s
sociological analysis interprets a general shift in style from a straightforward adoption of
“the meanings, values, and institutions...handed down by our parents’ religion” to an

ethos of “seeking” out and often combining “elements from various traditions to create

30 pewResearchCenter: A Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life Report, “Religion among the Millennials:
Less Religiously Active Than Older Americans, but Fairly Traditional in Other Ways™: 17,
http://pewforum.org/docs/?DocID=510 (accessed January 2012). Presently Millennials, Generation X, and
Baby Boomers say “many religions can lead to eternal life” in similar rates (65%), and over two-thirds of
both Millennials and Generation X believe there is “more than one true way to interpret the teachings of
their faith.” In follow-ups on “many religions,” researchers found that most people mean not just different
denominations of their same religion but religions other than their own, such as Islam, Buddhism, or
Hinduism (as most of those interviewed subscribed to some form of Christianity), or even just general faith
in a Higher Power and living a strong moral life of integrity and kindness. Pew Research, “Many
Americans Say Other Faiths Can Lead to Eternal Life,” Religion and Public Life,
http://www.pewforum.org/2008/12/18/many-americans-say-other-faiths-can-lead-to-eternal-life/ (accessed
September 6, 2014),
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their own personal, tailor-made meaning systems.”*! He does not think that
contemporary Americans believe in religion and spiritual elements any less than did
members of previous generations but that there has been “a qualitative shift from
unquestioned belief to a more open, questing mood.”*? He believes American (with
emphasis in the Pacific West) approaches toward religion and spirituality have been
“shaped by a frontier heritage” that emphasizes individualism and free thinking.** While
the leaders of the Muslim Student Associations I have encountered frequently push to
present Islam as singular and uniform, the participants and non-participating Muslims on
campus largely take on a perspectivistic posture towards their common religion and this
personal, eclectic, seeking, and experience-oriented respect for individual interpretation.
Although this impulse to fresh interpretations of the religion began long before
Muslims arrived in the United States in large numbers, through much of the nineteen
century the right to interpret still largely rested in Islamic scholars, called ‘u/ama (and for
some the murshid or Sufi master). European colonial dominance in some Muslim-
majority regions incited self-critical crises in which traditional forms and agents of
Islamic knowledge became widely viewed as insufficient or ineffective to counter the
militaristic, scientific, and ideological might of Western hegemonies. The traditional,

direct oral transmission of knowledge at the feet of scholars of classical Islamic sciences

3'Wade Clark Roof, A Generation of Seekers: The Spiritual Journeys of the Baby Boom Generation (New
York: HarperSanFrancisco, 1993), 5, 8, 245.

32 Wade Clark Roof, Spiritual Marketplace: Baby Boomers and the Remaking of American Religion
(Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1999), 9.

33 Wade Clark Roof, “Conclusion—Faith and Spirituality in a Fluid Environment,” Religion and Public
Life in the Pacific Region: Fluid Identities, ed. Wade Clark Roof and Mark Silk (Walnut Creek: AltaMira
Press, 2005), 169.
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became replaced by mass printing of books written by classically-trained ‘ulama and self-
educated lay Muslims. They supplied the demand for books on the religion born of the
fast-growing general literacy in the twentieth century. The right of the individual Muslim
to read and let his personal conscience interpret largely replaced the ‘u/ama as the locus
of Islamic authority.>*

The democratization of religious authority also has been particularly prevalent for
Muslims in the United States due to the socio-political context. First, only in the last two
decades have centers of Islamic higher education begun to emerge in North America,
none of which are close to attaining the level of prestige of Islamic seminaries in the old
countries, has created a vacuum in traditional forms of religious leadership. Individuals
otherwise well-educated—but in such fields as medicine, engineering, or the social or
natural sciences—are often asked to fill in this gap as leaders and directors of mosques.
Other mosques import scholars trained in the classical centers of Islamic scholarship.
These latter shaykhs (teachers of Islam) often exemplify great erudition in quoting the
sources of the faith, but they have difficulties communicating in ways grounded and
relevant to the young people’s everyday lives in this country. Not infrequently, they have
difficulties even in speaking clear English—the language with which the youth are most
comfortable and which is the lingua franca of predominantly multi-lingual American
mosques. Relatively few mosques and Islamic centers are as yet led by American-born

Muslims who have taken the time to complete a rigorous Islamic education, domestically

34 Francis Robinson, “Crisis of Authority: Crisis of Islam?” Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society 3 (July
2009): 340-341, 343, 346, 348, 350, 352-3.
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or abroad. These factors create challenges to keeping youth and young adults actively
engaged in local mosque communities. At the same time, these resourceful young people
fill these gaps in local authority through their own research and peer networks.>

The Internet has also led to a democratization of religious authority within Islam, not
just in the United States and Europe but in Muslim-majority lands as well. Today, anyone
who can set up a web-page or present himself or herself as erudite in online forums, can
claim to be a learned Muslim and put forward his or her own version of Islamic
teachings, although some web surfers do try to verify the credentials of the authors.*¢
While the students I talked to may look at various web-pages that come up from their
through Google search, as they question about proper approaches to ablutions before
salat or explanations on solving domestic disputes, more often they looked for the

opinions of scholars they already knew about who had esteemed reputations. Hearing

35 Thsan Bagby, The American Mosque 2011: Basic Characteristics of the American Mosque; Attitudes of
Mosque Leaders (Council on American-Islamic Relations and Faith Communities Today [FACT], January
2012), 25. Bagby finds that 45% of Imams have the equivalent of a BA, MA, or PhD from an overseas
university, and only 3% of Imams have a degree in Islamic Studies from an American university. Two-
thirds were born outside of the United States and 47% only came to the United States after the year 2000, in
part to fill roles in the influx of new mosques in the past fifteen years, Thsan Bagby, The American Mosque
2011: Activities, Administration, and Vitality of the American Mosque (Islamic Society of North America
and Faith Communities Today [FACT], May 2012) 12-15. Also see Karen Leonard, Muslims in the United
States: The State of Research (2003), 20-21, 28, 121. Although young American Muslims have difficulties
in turning to foreign scholars in making Islam relevant to their lives, many do still see the traditionally
Muslim-majority regions of the globe as torch-carriers of authentic Islamic knowledge and so a small but
steady number of US Muslim young adults travel and study Islam abroad for varying amounts of time.
However, this authentic knowledge is not necessarily equivalent to the classical Islamic canons that were
mostly written hundreds of years ago. “The contemporary sense of crisis,” writes Zareena Grewal, “among
devout Muslims in the US and around the world emerges from the fear that the answer—that is, those
bodies of traditional knowledge—is either an inaccessible or an inadequate answer to the challenges devout
Muslims face today,” Zareena Grewal, Islam is a Foreign Country: American Muslims and the Global
Crisis of Authority (New York: New York University Press, 2014), 39.

3 Gary R. Bunt, iMuslims: Rewiring the House of Islam (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press,
2009), 113-116, 118; Gary R. Bunt, Islam in the Digital Age: E-Jihad, Online Fatwas, and Cyber Islamic
Environments (London: Pluto Press, 2003), 124-5, 201-2; Francis Robinson, “Crisis of Authority” (July
2009): 339-354; Gary R. Bunt, iMuslims. Rewiring the House of Islam (London: Hurst & Co, 2009), 129.
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them lecture at an Islamic conference or receiving many recommendations from friends,
these students looked to such teachers as Hamza Yusuf, Siraj Wahhaj, Suhaib Webb,
Nouman Khan, Azizah Al-Hibri, and Yasmin Mogahed. They freely and eclectically
learned from whichever scholars resonated with them and their friends. The scholars
represent various combinations of traditional Islamic higher-education with secular
American degrees. Nathan Hatch asserts that the rise of democratic Christianity
represented an irony as the egalitarian ideal made room for new authoritarian leaders who
gained ardent popularity for their charisma and their dramatic and straight forward styles
of preaching. He says that this democratization was expressed and occurred through the
“triumph of vernacular preaching.”*’ While Siraj Wahhaj incorporates Jeremiad
censuring of immorality and different forms of structural racism and classism that is
common to African American preaching and Suhaib Webb incorporates youthful lingo
and neologisms that reflect a former career as a disk jockey (DJ), each of the above-
named admired scholars employs a conversational style of delivery, speaking directly
about the challenges and opportunities of everyday living as a Muslim in America.

While the young people of my interviews and participant observations drew closely on
speakers they respected in forming their opinions, their own take on an issue was not
simply regurgitation of a scholar’s discourse.*® They looked at the statements of various
scholars, often through web-pages and Youtube videos, comparing them with their own

reasoning to see what “worked” and was true for them personally. In the following quote

37 Hatch, The Democratization of American Christianity (1989), 16.

3 The young generation “badger their imams for information” and wish to dialogue and question about this
knowledge, instead of just taking it for face-value, Syed Ali, “Why Here, Why Now? Young Muslim
Women Wearing Hijab,” The Muslim World 95 (Oct. 2005): 525.
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from Mujahida, a Bosnian-American sophomore who majors in global studies, we see an
emphasis on an individual’s capacity and right to reason rather than taking at face value

the opinion of scholars of Islam or respected Muslim peers:

Daniel: So, from where you’re standing, would it be better for a Muslim to follow the interpretive
guidance of a scholar from say 1000 CE who legislated on an equivalent issue, or because it's a
different socio-cultural historical context to go directly to the Qur'an, Hadith, and Sunna and see
how it applies to this context?

Mujahida: ...I believe in moderation, so if you're going to study and if you're going to follow the
ancient legislation or the modern-day legislation, I would say use your common sense, have a
basic understanding of what shariah is...understanding application...the reason why the
legislation was, and apply your common sense, would you follow that? Is that applicable to
modern day standards? Right, for example, nigab [the face veil], modern-day, I mean back then a
lot of people were wearing nigab even before Islam, why, because of sand, so if you're trying to
figure out if nigab is mandatory or not use your common sense; or they say nigab, back then, was
to preserve your modesty...and also to not be showing off, but by today's standard, if you wear
nigab, in a society where nobody is wearing nigab, like you have a lot of problems there, so I
would say just use your common sense and ijtihad, right. There’s a fatwa that if you're trying to
get an answer to your problem and if you get it right you get two hasanah, or two good deeds, but
if you did your homework and got it wrong you get one good deed, either way you win, so I would
say read up and then use common sense...and interpret for yourself what you believe, what is
most applicable to you, and use your ijtihad which everybody has the right to.

Mujahida here draws on Islamic sources (an unspecified fatwa/scholarly-legal-
opinion) to argue that the very act of investigating and thinking through an issue for
oneself is a good deed, even if the conclusion one arrives at is not necessarily what God
would say. She emphasizes reasons over legal precedence, majority opinion, or taking
religious injunctions at face value: understanding the wisdom and purpose behind a
practice. Her approach cannot be categorized as salafi that desires casting aside legal
history and returning to the precedents set by Muhammad and the early generations of his
followers. Nor can she be characterized as neo-traditionalist, centering on genealogies of
scholarly interpreters. She accepts as a given that both classical and modern-day Islamic
scholars may have important ideas to teach her, while she affirms the agency of

subjectivity in no uncertain terms (“and interpret for yourself what you believe, what is
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most applicable to you™). In her discussion on the nigab she asserts that the reasons
certain practices may have made “sense” a thousand years before in a different
geographic and cultural environment may not make the same sense for Muslim
Americans own current contexts. She claims the right of fresh interpretations (ijtihad)
and not just for present-day, prominent, Islamic scholars, but for each individual,
conscientious Muslim.

In my survey deployed in May and June 2014, question nine I asked young Muslim
Americans what sources of guidance they turn to when they have questions about the
teachings or correct interpretation on some issue related to Islam. On this question they
were permitted to choose multiple answers, and the majority reported turning to many
different sources of guidance to help them answer their questions. Most reported turning
to shaykhs or imams (64%), followed by Internet research (54%), their parents or family
(52%), and knowledgeable friends (51%). Others also reported conducting their own

research of the Islamic primary sources the Qur’an and Hadith (27.5%) and applying their

9. When I have questions about the teachings or correct interpretations about some issue as related to Islam,
I turn to (please check the most important one or up-to three most important).
response count |percentage

Internet research 81 54.4%

knowledgeable friends 76 51.0%

my parents or family 77 51.7%

shaykh(s) or imam(s) 96 64.4%

my own logic or reasoning 36 24.2%

my own research of Qur’an and hadith 41 27.5%

Other, please specify 4 2.7%

Total answers of the 149 respondents: 411 276%

Table 7: June 2014 Survey, sources for Islamic guidance, by Daniel Azim Pschaida
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own logic and reasoning toward the question (24%). Three of the four students who
chose “Other” named specific scholars of Islam that they turn to for guidance.

Like other Americans who have an eclectic approach, the students in my study
also pragmatically attempt to garner further knowledge, understanding, and insight from
many scholars and fellow Muslims that they may find. However, this is an eclecticism
rooted in fellow Muslims, rather than the much broader eclecticism of those who seek
spiritual insight from various religious traditions, self-help books, and New Age gurus.
The young adult Muslim Americans seek diverse resources to strengthen their faith, their
religious knowledge and practice, practicing bricolage within the heterogeneity of Islam
itself. Na’il, an Egyptian-American freshman who helped teach a Qur’an class for UCR’s
MSA, said: “I try to attend as many teachers as I can; one of my main teachers is also my

Mom, she teaches me Qur'an; and they all help.” Similarly, Munirah said:

I feel like the more diverse you are in your research and the different backgrounds you come from
and then you find one of them, or one repetitive notion, then that is correct; you see it in many
different sources; and your own nature agrees with it; not just in one book you read; you hear it in
lectures, websites, different translations of the Qur’an, then you're confident in that.

She explains that through research in many sources (diverse background of Muslims,
lectures, websites, various translations of the Qur’an) one can recognize the salient ideal
while affirming individual subjectivity (“your own nature agrees with it”). In a more
general way, these young Muslims—Ilike individuals of other religions—demonstrate the

limits of the socialization process. Rarely is there one single habitus that totally shapes a
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person’s views and practices. Rather in lived religion the individual takes from and
combines in creative ways many elements from his or her environment.*

Most of these young Muslims, however, do not support unbridled subjectivity in
interpretation but desire for the interpretation to be Islamically authentic, grounded in the
Qur’an and Hadith. Personal conclusions must be tempered and guided by the sources of
the Islamic tradition rather than whatever one would like his or her faith to be. Like
Rafeeq and Nuri, quoted in the section above, these Americans Muslims respect a range
of opinions among their peers, and the dignity of the individual to interpret for his or her-
self, but they are cautious about Muslim perspectives merely arising from individual
fancy or whim, yet calling it “Islam.” In the following conversation Lugman, a Libyan-

American mathematics major at UCR and MSA leader, supports an eclectic approach that

fully utilizes one’s intellectual faculties while being in harmony with the Qur’an:

[Daniel:] What Islamic teachers do you actively try to learn from? [Lugman:] Pretty much
anything, but still have to use common sense, and that it doesn't contradict Qur'an; as there are
some scholars out there who don't exactly follow what the Qur'an says, so it's good to listen to a
lot of scholars, get their opinion, but don't take anything that contradicts the Qur'an, and also good
to use logic; God gave us a brain, might as well use it; also use what applies to your life.

Individually, students emphasized eclectic research of various sources and scholars
that they deemed reliable and their own rational thinking and conclusions from this
research, yet when together they felt pressure to affirm prominent opinions for the sake of
group unity. They worked to create a united front that advertised to potential Muslim

MSA new recruits and non-Muslims alike what the campus Muslims are really about.*’

3 Meredith B. McGuire, Lived Religion: Faith and Practice in Everyday Life (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2008), 208.
40 Shabana Mir, Muslim American Women on Campus, 159, 163-164.
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This may be reinforced by MSA leaders, like Nuri quoted in the previous section, who
stress that Islam is one thing and they reaffirm prevalent views, citing sources that
support those conclusions. At a UC Riverside “brother’s” halaga (study group) of MSA
that I attended, eight young Muslim men debated the merits of attending an upcoming
pop music festival called Heat held at the university. All except two in the group said in
different words that, due to the prevalence of promiscuity, physical intimacy, possible
drug-use, and perhaps the music itself, it was best to avoid the festival. One member told
a story about God intervening when the Prophet Muhammad was a young man, putting
him to sleep so he was not able to make it to a social gathering that may have
compromised his morals. Others asserted that when there are arguments for and against
something they should go by a hadith that says Muslims should “avoid the gray areas.”
One dissident believed he could enjoy the music and being with his friends while mostly
avoiding negative influences. Another argued that Muslims may need to socialize in bars
with potential business associates for professional advancement, even while not drinking
alcohol. Na’il affirmed the majority view but strove to generate a tone of unity through
empathizing with the minority opinions.

Cala articulated this pressure towards conformity within the spaces of the Muslim

Student Association itself.

[Daniel:] In your experience with the MSA is there is a diversity in how to approach the faith?
And how did the MSA deal with it? [Cala:] Yeah I don’t think there is room for interpretation in
the MSA, if you have a different idea, they kind of shoot you down. If one person says something,
everyone is like “yeah,” like they know what they are talking about. But if you have a different
opinion, people are scared to voice that. One of the reasons that I’'m not more involved is that I’'m
very liberal minded and I’ve had a very different experience than other people. People don’t think
the same way that I do. Especially since I’ve taken many different classes, I’ve been exposed to
many different cultures, I’ve been raised with different mentalities and I’m very open-minded.
And that’s not usually okay, in the MSA so you just sit there and are quiet, if you don’t agree.
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Others whom I asked about this said that one can disagree with a speaker but that
there is a certain etiquette (adab) involved. Lateefa, who grew up most of her life in
Saudi Arabia, said that in her home country, “It’s kind of discouraged to ask questions as
others see you as questioning the faith itself or you’re not pious or strong in the faith;

when you really just want to know why.” She says that in the United States, meanwhile:

People are free to ask questions and many do at the MSA meetings, at least in the groups in
previous years people asked a lot of questions. There is a kind of etiquette to asking questions.
You don’t want to just dispute with the speaker or show logical fallacies to try to show off your
own knowledge. If you have a legitimate concern that way, best to ask more privately; but
seeking more Islamic knowledge, it is good to ask questions.

In my observations, many speakers actively encouraged the asking of questions at the
MSA meetings from 2013 to 2015, and some students did ask them about various issues.
However, I was surprised that even though MSA is a very important place that many of
these students sought out to grow in knowledge of their religion, relatively few questions
were voiced. Even while many students in the interviews emphasized that “questions are
encouraged in Islam,” many of these young people seemed to fear that asking questions
would make others perceive them as impious or ignorant. Most often the ones I saw
speaking up with inquiries were irregular, or one-time, attendees who did not have a
reputation to cultivate. The few regulars who voiced their questions were very self-

confident individuals.*!

4 However, sometimes MSA leaders encouraged members to submit questions anonymously before a
meeting.
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Doing Righteous Deeds of Public Virtue

Young adult Muslim Americans have built an ideal of what it means to be a good
American and a good Muslim from perceived overlap between the Islamic tradition and
United States citizenship discourse that both emphasize virtue ethics. In a religiously and
politically plural society, the question of what binds us as a nation is difficult to put in
language of a particular religion, conservatism or liberalism, national rituals or ancestry
and mythic history, for these limited identities exclude as many as they include.
Arguably, what has and must increasingly bind Americans together as a national
community is an ideal of virtues or ethics or character-traits. This conclusion can be
witnessed in the work of sociologists, community activists, and public school programs.

Building off the sociological work of Alexander de Tocqueville and Emile Durkheim,
much of Robert N. Bellah’s lifework searched for that which can bind a pluralistic and
secular political-state into a national community.** In such works as “Civil Religion”
(1967) and The Broken Covenant (1975) Bellah identified Liberty and Equality to be
among those ethical ideals of that unite this country’s individuals into a society. Such
parallel civil religion dimensions as the American flag itself, mythic histories of the
nation’s founding, and rituals of singing the National Anthem or reciting the Pledge of
Allegiance are subservient to and serve to reinforce those ideals. In Broken Covenant

and then again in Habits of the Heart and The Good Society, Bellah and his collaborators

42 Even his last work in which he interpreted the Axial Age to be a search for the universal good for human
beings, representing a pivotal turn from older religious emphases on sacrificial offerings to other-than-
human-beings, I argue was the beginning of Bellah’s final project to find in the cultural heritages of
civilizations across the globe those symbolic resources that can unite humanity in common ethical ideals on
the planetary scale, rather than his previous focus on the US. Robert N. Bellah, Religion in Human
Evolution: From the Paleolithic to the Axial Age (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2011), 606
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strive to identify the foundation and salvation of this country in “virtues.” They deplore
America’s lack of application of practical wisdom (phronesis), resulting in the otherwise
important virtues of personal initiative, industriousness, self-responsibility, and self-
reliance constituting an atomistic nation of self-centered, narcissistic, and cold-hearted
individuals. For Bellah and company, a proper application of practical wisdom would
temper the above virtues with solidarity, reciprocity, and caring about and for one
another. Only through this more balanced implementation of virtues can the members of
this nation cooperate together to advance the “common good” as communities. Without
these virtues the kindred ideals of Equality and “Justice for all” are destroyed at the altar
of Liberty.*?

In philosophy, the late twentieth century witnessed a revival of Aristotelian virtue
discourse, more formally called the “aretaic turn,” which attempted to address problems
of political consensus building, societal fragmentation, epistemology, morality, and
existential significance. A leading voice in this turn, Alasdair Maclntyre in After Virtue
(1981), calls for re-grounding of the “practice” of communities in a robust “catalog” of
Aristotelian virtues. These, he argues, will assist consensus-finding in otherwise
incommensurable premises of moral arguments and will bring forth a holistic, integrative
teleology to the various domains of individual lives. He offers this virtue foundation as
being able to unite in common conversation the moral insights of classical Greek,

medieval Christian European, Enlightenment, republican, and Marxist philosophy. Linda

43 Robert N. Bellah et al., Habits of the Heart: Individualism and Commitment in American Life (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1996), viii-ix, xxx-xxxi, xxxiv-xxxv; Robert N. Bellah et al. The Good
Society (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1992), 12; also see Richard Madsen et al. Meaning and Modernity:
Religion, Polity, and Self (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002), xii-xiii, 10-11.
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Zagzebski, a pioneer in virtue epistemology, in Virtues of the Mind (1996) also summons
Aristotelian philosophy to create a common framework to justify both actions and beliefs
in the light of virtue ethics. While Maclntyre desires to overcome the atomization of
moral ideals into separate rhetoric through a re-adoption and development of “tradition,”
Zagzebski argues that it is phronesis, or wisdom, that can “mediate between and among
the whole range of moral and intellectual virtues.”**

This same impulse has driven other scholars to articulate an ethic that is globally
applicable to which peoples of varying religions, cultures, and ideologies may agree.
They have argued for a combination of moral principles and virtue ethics to offer such a
universal norm, the specifics of which will continually be articulated and modified in
consultation by many parties. In his Declaration of the Religions for a Global Ethic, Hans
Kiing writes of the possibility that a global ethic be reasonable and applicable to people
across the world: “that the principles expressed in this Declaration can be affirmed by all
humans with ethical convictions, religiously grounded or not.” Later he says that “with
freedom of consciousness and religion,” it is not the implementation of a common
religion that can bind people of a modern state but “convictions and norms which are
valid for all humans regardless of their social origin, skin color, language or religion.”
Similarly, in his own Declaration of a Global Ethic, Catholic scholar of dialogue and
ecumenism Leonard Swidler says, “We advocate movement toward a global order that

reflects the best values found in our myriad traditions.” He says such values are taken

4 Alasdair Maclntyre, After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory, 3 ed. (Notre Dame, Indiana: University of
Notre Dame Press, 2007); Linda Trinkaus Zagzebski Virtues of the Mind: An Inquiry into the Nature of
Virtue and the Ethical Foundations of Knowledge (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1996): xiv-xv.
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from discovering “minimal consensus on ethics” that are convincing to women and men
of goodwill from the diverse religions and non-religious ethos, values that will provide “a
moral framework” for relating to ourselves, each other, and the world in a respectful and
just manner. A new planetary culture, Kiing avows, will be built upon such universally
agreed upon moral principles as non-violence and respect for life, solidarity and just
economics; tolerance and truthfulness, and a transformative consciousness that is socially
beneficial and pluralist, partnership forming and peace fostering, nature-friendly and
ecumenical. Swidler also details moral principles among which are respect for the dignity
of each human life, loving the good for everyone, responsibility to help one another, and
dialogue to learn from each other and broaden and deepen a developing consensus.®
Because values were assumed to be tied to particular religious traditions and there was
a desire not push one’s beliefs on an increasingly diverse America, author and activist
Don E. Eberly (1995) argues that the public spaces of businesses, schools, and politics
de-emphasized values and virtues after the 1950s. Nonetheless, Americans abundantly
agree, he claims, that character is important. Values or character traits unite people from
opposite political spectrums and from different religions and cultures. For those who
raise a skeptical “but whose values?” he draws on C. S. Lewis assertion that the core
virtues of beneficence, duty to family, justice, faithfulness and veracity, mercy, and
magnanimity are shared across ideologies and ethnicities. He adds evidence from a

Gallup survey that said the grand majority of Americans believe in teaching the young

45 “Hans Kiing: Declaration of a Global Ethic” and “Leonard Swidler: Declaration of a Global Ethic,” Oct.
20, 2013, Center for Global Ethics, http://globalethic.org/ (accessed Aug. 28, 2014).
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honesty, democracy, care for family and friends, moral courage, acceptance of people of
different races and religions, and respect for the expression of unpopular political and
social views.*® In the same volume, Thomas Lickona presents his “Comprehensive
Approach to Character Education” to address a breakdown in youth morality as
manifested by trends in rising youth violence, peer cruelty, dishonesty, and declining
work ethic and personal and civic responsibility.*’

Indeed, while few of these students will have read Bellah, Maclntyre, Eberly, or
Kiing, this perspective on how to cultivate strong citizens of American and global society
has increasingly entered this country’s schools and public life through concrete programs.
In United States schools, in the absence of being able to teach a particular religious
worldview to fashion ideal members of society, and striving to counteract negative youth
culture trends of swearing, bullying, racism, perversity, and contumacy, many classrooms
have adopted programs that emphasize traits of character or virtue ethics. Over forty
school districts, plus the Boys and Girls Club and YMCA, have adopted the program of
“Character Counts” (in which Eberly and Lickona, above, have been involved) that
emphasizes the “six attributes of character”: Caring, Citizenship, Fairness, Respect,
Responsibility, and Trustworthiness. Many other institutions that work with children and
youth have incorporated such programs as “The Virtues Project,” “S.T.A.R.,” “Character
First! Education,” “Character Education Partnership,” “Lessons in Character,” and “The

National Character Education Center.” This last program emphasizes Respect,

46 Don E. Eberly, ed. “The Quest for America’s Character,” The Content of America’s Character:
Recovering Civic Virtue (Lanham, Maryland: Madison Books, 1995), 16-21.

47 Thomas Lickona, “A Comprehensive Approach to Character Education,” The Content of America’s
Character, ed. Don E. Eberly (Lanham, Maryland: Madison Books, 1995), 141-142.
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Compassion, Integrity, Perseverance, Cooperation, Initiative, and a Positive Mental
Attitude.*® These programs have worked with local communities across the country, such
as Yakima, Washington, Owasso, Oklahoma, and Aiken, South Carolina, to adopt a
character trait each month, making it ubiquitous by advertising it in such places as private
businesses’ reader boards, on city utility bills, in city council meetings, and in schools.*’
Muslim young adults also use the language of the civil religion of standing responsible
before God to lead public (and private) moral lives. Garbi Schmidt writes that young
American Muslims she met in her fieldwork and interviews articulated striving to be
exemplary citizens of their communities by going out of their ways to be considerate and
help neighbors and strangers. They believed they held mutual “responsibility for your
fellow human beings,” whether Muslim or non-Muslims. One young person spoke of
assisting an old lady with crutches down some stairs. Schmidt interprets their reasons for
this ethical and communitarian emphasis as threefold. First, although they also stressed
ritual piety, it was easier to practice ethics than five daily prayers in the structures and

schedules of Western nations. Second, these emphases were a strategy to stress loyalty

48 “Character Education Programs,” Association of American Educators,
http://www.aaeteachers.org/index.php/character-education-programs; “Education,” The Virtues Project,
http://www.virtuesproject.org/; “The Six Pillars of Character,” Josephson Institute: Center for Youth
Ethics; “Core Ethical Values in VIA,” National Character Education Center,” http://ethicsusa.org/values-in-
action/core-ethical-values-in-via/ (accessed August 15, 2014 )

49 “A city of character,” Aiken Standard, posted January 17, 2011,
http://www.aikenstandard.com/article/20110117/AIK0101/301179999; “Once Again Character Counts!”
http://www.selah.k12.wa.us/ADM/Publ/News_Updates/Focus%200n%20Character%20Continues.pdf;
“Owasso City Council Minutes of Regular Meeting: Tuesday, January 7, 2014,”
http://cityofowasso.com/AgendaCenter/ViewFile/Minutes/01072014-22; Craig Howard, “School District
set community P.A.C.E. with character building,” Spokane Valley News Herald, published September 9,
2010, http://www.spokanevalleyonline.com/articles svnews/2010/092410_pace program.html; “August
2012 Newsletter,” Smithville Area Chamber of Commerce,

http://www.franlan.com/chamberCMS/images/stories/PDF's/August2012 newsletter.pdf; “Background,”
Mission Viejo: Community of Character, Summer 2003 (accessed August 15, 2014).
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and mutual belonging in a non-Muslim nation-state. Third, they carried forward the ethos
of twentieth century Islamic revival movements, such as Jama 'at-i-Islami and Ikhwan al-
Muslimun that accentuated the importance of social activism and community service.>

These youth have appropriated the language of virtue ethics to portray themselves as
among the best of Americans and likewise among the best of Muslims. In the present
political climate in which horrifying acts of terror continue to be linked with the Islamic
religion rather than one of many strands of global Islamic ideologies or to particular
socio-political contexts, the loyalties of these United States citizens are still regularly
questioned. In addition, these young adults’ fellow believers in Muslim-majority regions
may be suspicious that their youthful Muslim counterparts’ have become excessively
“Americanized,” undermining their abilities to interpret and practice Islam. The
language of public and private virtues is a deliberate strategy to perform civil and
religious legitimacy. Young adult Muslim Americans have absorbed this language of
character traits as the values that bind and distinguish Americans of different religious
backgrounds. At the same time they argue that such virtues are also among those most
fundamental to the Islam.

As part of the interviews, I asked the seventy-eight young adult Muslims such
questions as “Who is a Muslim?” or “What are the characteristics of a true Muslim?” or

“What is the purpose of life?”” The following five quotes exemplify the most frequent

kind of responses to these inquiries:

Halala: A Muslim is someone who submits himself to Allah and embodies the religion itself and
represents the religion; I think of someone who is of good character, someone who has good

0 Garbi Schmidt, “Islamic identity formation among young Muslims: the case of Denmark, Sweden and
the United States,” Journal of Muslim Minority Affairs 41 (April 2004): 37-40.
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character first and foremost; someone who treats his parents with the utmost respect; who always
asks about their neighbors, that their neighbors and community is doing okay and doesn’t need
help; I imagine a Muslim as being generous and kind.

Riya: I think the purpose of life is to do what is asked of you by the Creator, and while we are here
to do what we can for the community around us, and to live in a righteous or upright life to pave
the way for your afterlife... Do things like volunteer work, nothing in particular, but sometimes
the homeless feeding, sometimes donating clothing, or Red-Cross kind-of things; help Muslims or
non-Muslims alike, as God created us all; wherever I can help, try to give my service; or at least
giving money, but I think that's the least, less than getting down and dirty which is what no one
wants to do but is the most important

Cala: The praying is the easy part, its five minutes, five times per day. The fasting is hard on your
body, but people forget to eat all the time. Everyone around you is doing it too. It’s not the hard
part. Yes it’s hard, but it’s once in a lifetime opportunity. Giving to charity is hard, but the hardest
still is upholding your character and the expectations that God has for you.

Yunus: A person who follows the pillars, prays and fasts; then follows the things that Islam asks
for, looks at women in respectful manner, treats other in respectful manner, don't look at color;
humanistic characteristics as well as Islamic ones; treats people as if they are all the same.
...[who] follows Islam; like cleaning the street or helping the poor; help the homeless, expect
Muslim to do that.

Samira: To be a Muslim I think means you need to be a tolerant and compassionate individual.
You have to have empathy. You have to not be elitist; I feel like our issue in our umma, in our
Muslim society, is that we are getting arrogant... and we're not being respectful of other types of
religion, other people's religions, and that is not what Islam is meant for, it is not our duty to damn
someone to hell; it’s not our duty to tell someone why are you wearing that that way. But in a lot
of verses of the Qur'an, Allah will say that He is Most Just and He is Most Merciful; so who are
we to say anything, because we are imperfect creatures; he created us imperfectly so that we can
turn back and repent to him. ...if we were perfect, then he doesn't have a job to do... I feel like to
be a Muslim you have to have empathy; because who knows one day you might be in that
person’s situation. One day, I don't know, you might find yourself being attracted to the same-sex;
you never know what's going to happen in your life, so I don't think it is right that we judge people
so quickly. I think being Muslim is being empathetic and compassionate towards everyone's
situation.

These young adults emphasized having a high moral character, caring for others, and
doing small acts of kindness for others. While they said that recognizing the unity of
God and the Prophet-hood of Muhammad was a basic qualification for being Muslim,
they believed that what truly completed a person as a follower of Islam was being a
productive, helpful and compassionate person of integrity. In other words, a Muslim
should be an exemplary member of society. This theme was also consistently promoted in
the talks sponsored by the Muslim Student Association. For example, in April 2014 in a

Friday jum ‘ah at the meditation room of UC Riverside, an event organized by MSA, the
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student speaker told a story about the first Muslim community in Medina in which a man
prayed most of his day in the mosque. The Prophet Muhammad, always seeing this man
there, one day asked him who provided for him and found out it was his brother. His
brother daily worked vigorously to support him and his family and contributed to society
through his profession, having time to only fulfill the basic prayers. The Prophet told this
first man that his brother was the “better man.” Likewise, when I asked Lugman about
the spiritual state of being of non-Muslims, he said that there is a story of two women
where one followed the Five Pillars of Islam but treated other people poorly and another
mostly neglected the Five Pillars but “she acted proper towards people, had good morals
and ethics. The Prophet said [that] this [latter way] is what the religion is [most
importantly] supposed to produce.”

Nuri, the student officer of MSA, in his interview, emphasized that prayer is only a

small piece of one’s life purpose to worship God. He said:

God put you here in life for a purpose, and that purpose is to worship him; and some people think
worship is, ‘oh I gotta stay in the mosque and pray all day,’ but yes, you have your prayers and
obligations, but it is also treating your wife well and fairly, taking care of your family and your
parents, making sure you always respect them even if you disagree; encompasses being fair in
business, don't cheat anyone in any way; encompasses if you do something, do it with your full
ability and attention and make it as perfect as you can, encompasses all these things, encompasses
righteousness, are you righteous with everything you do? If you're righteous and do it for the sake
of God, then that is worship.

For Nuri, the key-note of being a Muslim is really being ethical in the myriad facets of
life. In his statement, while articulating Islam in a way that will be pleasing to many non-
Muslim Americans, he molds his discourse with a distinctly religious and Islamic flavor
that will be appealing and legitimate to fellow Muslims, domestic and abroad. He does

this by expressing one’s motivations for this ethos to be out of worship, to strive to love
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and please God, rather than to make oneself look like an outstanding citizen or pious
Muslim, even while both those things are implicit intended byproducts.

Similarly, Bahir linked being Muslim with generally acting as an outstanding citizen.
When asked “what is the purpose of life?” he responded “to serve God and live the best
life you can do...best in terms of forwarding the good of society” rather than to get to
“level twelve in the World of War Craft (a video game)... We can forward the good” by
showing “what Islam truly is...our true colors; help our communities, like recycling or
volunteering, or clean up; being good to your neighbor; ...to live a more humbled life;
donate.” He said that in this way “we can promote anti-Islamophobia,” i.e. better the
image of the religion. Hence, for him, and many of his Muslim friends, being accepted as
a worthy American citizen also helps improve the reputation of his religion, and both can
be attained through practicing virtue ethics as an act of devotion to God. In effect, the
struggle to become recognized as a full citizen is sacralized as a religious cause, while
working to have Islam welcomed as an American religion, for Bahir and his fellows, is an
expression of civic activism.

These young people ground talk of public virtue in distinctly Islamic discourse.
Rafeeq identifies himself as a “geeky, nerdy type” who likes video games, comic books,
and fixing computers and “love(s) helping people” through which he sees himself as
“worshipping Allah.” He relates this to the important Islamic concept and practice of
sadaga which he translates to mean “optional charity.” He told me, “even a smile...,

29 ¢¢

even lending an ear” or “random acts of kindness” “can be considered a form of sadaga.”

The word sadaga in its etymology relates to be being trustworthy, reliable, sincere, and a

148



true or faithful friend.’! He paraphrased a hadith to say that it is good manners and
character that truly completes someone as a Muslim: “Islam” is “not just the basic of
doing your rituals and prayers; the prophet said that none of you is a true believer unless
you have good manners and character—adab and akhlaq.” Later in the interview, Rafeeq
elaborated that “any act of kindness shouldn’t be done for something in return...for
people” or for “fame” but “for the sake of Allah.” He described this as the meaning of the
prominent Qur’anic virtue of ikhlas, or sincerity. Cristina, who converted to Islam during
her first year of college, also saw the purpose of life for a Muslim as remembering God
through one’s actions, such as “giving to charity, or helping an old lady cross the street.”
She said that even though one does these things to “get to heaven,” the true motive must
be to “remember Him” and “submit” to His will. These students, and others, even without
citing the Arabic word, refer to the prominent Islamic concept of niya, or purifying one’s
“intentions” when doing acts of worship. This is ritually practiced when beginning to
read the Qur’an, completing a saldt prayer, or beginning hajj/pilgrimage.’* Thus, from
their discourse, in this ideal of sadaqa, the virtues of trustworthiness, faithfulness,
kindness, purity of intentions, and sincerity, are also enfolded.

Muslim Student Associations institutionalize the public virtue of sadaga through their
practice of preparing food for the destitute. At UC Riverside, each quarter, MSA
members would spend an afternoon in the regular meetings making lunch bags of peanut-

butter and jelly sandwiches, chips, a piece of fruit, and a bottle of water. Sometimes they

5! Hans Wehr, “sadaqa” and “sadiq,” Arabic-English Dictionary: The Hans Wehr Dictionary of Modern
Written Arabic 4" ed., ed. J. M. Cowan (Urbana, Illinois: Spoken Language Services, Inc. 1994), 594.
32 Joseph Schlacht, Introduction to Islamic Law (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1964), 116.
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would later go through a nearby neighborhood in small teams, passing the bags out to
people who seem to live on the street. More typically they would donate the care
packages to a shelter or center that feeds the indigent. The national MSA organization has
also encouraged, and I saw various local MSAs practice, the Ramadan Fast-a-thon.
Started in 2001 at the University of Knoxville in Tennessee, hundreds of MSAs across
the nation now participate, raising tens of thousands of dollars that they donate to local
emergency food shelters. Some campus MSAs encourage members to donate money they
would save when missing meals during Ramadan toward feeding the impoverished.
Alternatively they have asked local businesses to donate a certain amount of money for
each student who fasts, and participants have invited their non-Muslim friends to also fast
to experience what it is like and help raise money.> In 2013, the University of
Washington’s MSA donated most of the money gathered to a soup kitchen and it also
hosted a large iftar dinner, inviting fellow students and local community members.

In the same spirit, two young men volunteered for the MSA of UC Riverside in the
2013-2014 academic year, requesting that it form a food task force. Each Tuesday
afternoon they spent hours chopping, cooking, and preparing enough food, including
dessert, to feed the thirty to forty students in attendance. They told me that they did this
to give more gastronomical diversity and nutrition to the weekly meeting (previously

there was typically pizza), and to attract a consistently strong turnout. One said:

33 Hadia Mubarak, “How Muslim Students Negotiate their Religious Identity and Practices in an
Undergraduate Setting,” Social Science Research Council (May 2007): 5; “A Tale of Two Cities:
Rebuilding in Faith,” MSA Link (MSA National: Spring/Summer 2008): 8-9, tells the story of how the
MSA of Loyola University in New Orleans worked together to raise funds, including $20,000 through Fast-
a-Thon, and volunteered to help rebuild communities after Hurricane Katrina.
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“anything can be an act of worship; try to feed your family in a healthy way, or earning
money in an honest way, these are all acts of worship, six or seven hours of work is six or
seven hours of worship, when we do it conscious of God; we can show Islam through
character.” He added that they began to do this act of worship to “try to encourage people
to come to the meetings, as there are good speakers there” and attending MSA can be a
“reminder of God” from which “the more unified we become.” The other expressed how
good food may help unify the group: “it creates more bonds of fellowship, eating and
talking together, people stay and chat over the food.” Both of these individuals in
separate interviews stressed mindfulness in how they use their time, limiting their movie-
viewing and avoiding video games. In my observations, they spent much time each week
studying, interacting with friends, and volunteering for service opportunities.

Adeeb expressed sadaga by finding ways to be of service to the various communities
in which he participated. In a phone interview, asking him what he strives to stand for, he
answered “giving victory to God’s religion” and that the way to do this is “to spread good
and stop evil.” He said he attempts to do this “through good behavior; whoever I meet,
[being] nice to each person, give my time to each person, help them out, show them I care
about them, show concern for them, whatever religion, whatever race or ethnicity, rich or
poor.” He has acted on this ideal of universal beneficence in various ways throughout his
youth and young adulthood. He grew up attending and volunteering at his local mosque,
cleaning it with his sister, and facilitating a group for youth. While attending a University
of California, he led the Muslim Student Association as president for a year. During his

time there, he noticed that a lot of students were just struggling to have money to afford
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eating lunch; so he organized a central refrigerator on campus where leftover food from
banquets and university events would be brought and students had access to a free meal.
Now as a young professional, he also connects wealthy Muslims to invest in students,
home-buyers, and young entrepreneurs, encouraging them to give interest-free loans,
according to Islamic legal rules. Previously, he was a tutor for Mentor Academic Peer
Support (MAPS), regularly going to a high school in Watts, California to tutor and
mentor youth. He also heads an organization that tutors incarcerated youth in juvenile
hall, teaches the detainees math, helps them pass their testing, and guides them to make
good decisions to improve their lives.

Young adult Muslims, often along with their elders, have also organized the
institutionalization of sadaga in various regions of the country with an eye on serving
communities of lower socio-economic resources, by setting up after-school centers,
medical clinics, and social service agencies. Zaid Adhami affirms in his 2010 report for
the Institute of Social Policy and Understanding that such activities are typical, as he
describes and evaluates the many current philanthropic activities facilitated by mosques
in the Los Angeles area.’* Four young friends attending college in the Riverside area
established the Sahaba Initiative organization in 2011 in neighboring San Bernardino—a

metropolitan area that ranks second only to Detroit as the poorest large city in the United

34 The activities include canned food and clothes drives, collecting zakat moneys and distributing them to
community charitable organizations, mental health and drug counseling referrals, after-school tutoring,
community garden plantings, and free tax services. Zaid Adham, “Los Angeles Mosques: Institutionalize
Charity and Service” (Detroit: Institute for Social Policy and Understanding, 2010), 7-9. Published
September 1, 2010, http://www.ispu.org/PublicationPortal/41/0/0/Enter%20Any%20Keyword/1/Search.aspx
(accessed August 21, 2014).
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States.>®> Audacious about feeding the hungry from their teenage years, on one occasion
they passed out leftover food from an Islamic Conference in the middle of the night to
people on the streets of Compton, California. Sahaba Initiative currently has a Food
Pantry, Community Garden, and Resource Center.>® They also regularly invite Muslim
and non-Muslim friends to help them with put together food and care packages and
distribute them in the San Bernardino and Riverside. At this writing, they were working
with other Muslim professionals and social service organizations to initiate a drug
counseling and mental health component of the center. At this time, three of the four also
had other full-time jobs or attend university while just one staffs the center as his main,
full-time job.

The founders of this organization frame the significance of this organization, and what
they do, in five ways. First, they work to counteract the negative image Muslims often
receive in the media. Mohammed Kuko, a Sudanese-American student who is one of the
founders, asserted that what most Americans see comes from “the couple of bad apples,”
so he likes “people to see the Muslims that are helpful to the community” and “*hard-
working.” Second, founders frame this organization as reflecting Islamic principles and
practices that emphasize socio-economic justice. Mr. Kuko connected this to the principle

of zakat, the Islamic tax of 2.5% of excess wealth, saying he “read a study that if every

35 Rob McMillan, “Census: San Bernardino 2"-Poorest Large City in US,” ABC 7 Eyewitness News,
November 17, 2011, http://abc7.com/archive/8436598/ (accessed August 23, 2014). San Bernardino and
Riverside is part of the Inland Empire region of California that are also with the Detroit area among the
poorest in the country, see Neil Nisperos and Ryan Hagen, “Census: Inland Empire has nation’s highest
poverty rate,” The Sun Censuses, September 18, 2013, http://www.sbsun.com/social-

affairs/20130919/census-inland-empire-has-nations-highest-poverty-rate (accessed August 23, 2014).
%6 Sahaba Initiative, https://www.sahabainitiative.org/ (accessed September 10, 2014).
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Muslim did this, then we would almost end world hunger... Sahaba Initiative is trying to
do this for San Bernardino, based partly on the zakat from different masjids around the
area.”’ Third, they work to make this organization have a spirit of solidarity with the
poor, the meek, and disenfranchised. At a presentation to UCR’s MSA in February 2014,
Malek Bendelhoum, a Sahaba founder, said, “The first to come to Islam were of the
lower socio-economic status...they’re our roots, that’s where we came from.” Arbazz
Mohammed, the other presenter, added that in Islam “poor people” should not be looked
down upon as having a “kind of blemish,” but rather some of the most honored
individuals in the religion’s history have been indigent and seeming without social status.
He said, “Zakat brings people of different social classes together in fellowship.” Fourth,
these Sahaba founders linked service with emotional/spiritual states of happiness and
peace. Arbazz Mohammed talked about happiness not being tied to wealth or material
well-being per se, but through service to others “you find contentment, and this is janna
(the garden of heaven) on this earth, because inner peace comes from “peace with Allah.”
Peace with God in turn comes from fulfilling his rida (good-pleasure). He also rooted

such a religious perspective in scientific evidence saying that a “Harvard study recently”

57 A few MSA UCR students referred to a legendary period in one of the early Caliphates in which through
the practice of zakat tax, sadaga charity, and jizya tax of non-Muslims, the public treasury (bayt-ul-mal)
and its equitable distribution practically eliminated poverty from the Islamic empire. According to the
story, the provisions of each person had been so taken care of that to continue to practice charity, the Caliph
Omar ordered to take grain and to put it in the fields for the birds. While in fact today Muslim-majority
countries struggle with inequitable extremes of wealth and poverty to similar degrees as other nations,
some young Muslims cite this moment in their religion’s history as a source of pride and esteem for the
theoretic potentials of the faith’s teachings to effect positive change. These comments are uniquely
portentous for them at this moment in which many Americans protest of ever-rising income gaps between
the richest and the poorest and the myth of “trickle-down” economic policies. “The World Distribution of
Household Wealth,” United Nations University, February 2008,
http://www.wider.unu.edu/publications/working-papers/discussion-papers/2008/en _GB/dp2008-03/
(accessed September 2, 2014).
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confirmed “the happiest people are those that dedicate their lives to service.” Fifth, caring
for fellow human beings is a virtue in itself. Mohammed Kuko quoted the Prophet
Muhammad proclaiming a version of the Golden Rule in the words: “No one of you is a
true believer until you want for your brother what you want for yourself.” Mr. Kuko said:
“if the whole world adopted this quality, the world would be a better place.” Mr.
Mohammed and Mr. Bendelhoum explained in their presentation that the “Qur'an doesn't
say to feed the Muslims... but says to feed and care for those in need.” Thus, they and
others like them strive to serve Muslims and non-Muslims without distinction.
Prayer and Fasting in the Language of Humanism, Self-Help, Self-Actualization,
Public Virtue, and Journeying towards God

A further sign that these young Muslims think about and articulate their faith in a way
that reflects contemporary conceptual prisms prevalent in their American nation comes to
light when we examine the ways they frequently talk about the significance of fasting and
prayer. They speak about these practices less in terms of covenant, fealty, obedience and
surrender to God, sacrifices, or giving of offerings that have been traditionally central
ideals of the Abrahamic religions and more in terms of self-help, self-actualization,
compassionate humanism, and public virtue. God’s wisdom and authoritative command
remains in the background as the ultimate raison d'étre of these religious laws and their
language also depicts life as a journey towards the Divine. However, the significances
these young adult Muslim Americans emphasize to make sense of these two pillars of

Islam strongly reveal concepts of a contemporary humanistic worldview.
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I repeatedly heard students explain the religious practices of prayer and fasting in
terms of human development. They compared these rituals to exercising and
strengthening one’s body at a gym: praying and fasting being weightlifting and an
aerobic workout for the soul. Sana said:

It's like going to the gym and lifting weights, strengthening your muscles, the five pillars and what
not in Islam, those are my weights to strengthen my soul ... With prayer, you always have to try,
you always need to give effort; with breathing, it’s more natural, my belief in God is more like
breathing, it comes naturally to me; praying is more like exercising, a thing you do to make you
strong.

For her, the very naturalness of her belief in God is not enough for spiritual fulfillment:
one must also develop oneself with religious practices like praying and fasting.
Likewise, Rohana speaks of the importance of prayer in terms similar to the

necessities of electronic technologies:

Prayer, five times a day... it is not a burden but a time management skill; it is there for a reason,
for your connection with God, giving energy to your soul, and throughout the day you make those
full stops and recharge yourself. Fasting is the same thing, you realize you are not an animal,
you're more than just someone who eats and drinks, more to you than that; I would definitely say
that reading the Qur'an was, is, one of the biggest lights in my life, to say why do I have to go
here, do this, do that; I don't just see it as a religious or holy book but as a self-improving book.

Hence, Rohana has mapped the idea of the self-help manual onto the central Scripture of
Islam. To give it this perspective is not torturously stretched, however. The Qur’an

99 ¢¢

describes itself as a “guidance (hudd),” “a discernment and a criterion between truth and
falsehood (furgan),” and “wisdom (hikmah).” The Qur’an also speaks of itself as an agent
for developing the human soul/self (nafs), analogous to water and sunlight growing flora,
such as in 71:17: “And God has cultivated you from the earth growing (gradually).”
Likewise the Qur’an 48:29 gives a “parable,” comparing the true believer to “a seed

which sends forth its shoot, then makes it strong; it then becomes thick, and it stands on

its own stem, (filling) the sowers with wonder and delight.” Hence, the ideas in the

156



Qur’an invite organic deepening of one’s faith and growing in spiritual qualities rather
than suggesting a stagnant dichotomy between a believer and an infidel.>®

Many students emphasized that “Muslim” was not “just being a label” but a way for
continual self-improvement and growth. Husayn said that you can “never feel satisfied
with the state you’re in, always trying to improve; someone who wants to exercise and
lift weights, once they feel satisfied they don’t have new challenges to go further, and
when you’re a better Muslim you can handle better what life throws at you; lift weights,
can carry more weights.” Thus, he says that being Muslim is a matter of building up
capacities: the greater the growth, the large the challenges one can tackle effectively.

Many students also spoke of prayer in the more traditional terms of becoming closer
to God, attaining the presence of God, and preparing oneself for heaven. Mujahida said,
“The point of religion, in my eyes, is not to make your religion difficult but the point is to
improve yourself and build yourself a closer bond with God.” Nadra defined prayer as “a
cleansing and it brings you closer to God and you are supposed to purify yourself, get
closer to and please God, and strive to get into heaven.” In this trope life is expressed as a

journey full of opportunities and obstacles one must pass through to attain God’s

presence.” This trope is also rooted in Islamic imagery that depicts journeys through

58 Daniel Azim Pschaida, “The Purpose of Life and the Development of the Human Personality: The
Process- and Growth-Orientation of the Qur’an,” (University of California at Riverside: unpublished paper,
November, 22, 2010).

3 This trope maps closely to scholars of American religion who characterize this country’s religiosity as a
“nation of seekers.” Leigh Eric Schmidt, Restless Souls: The Making of American Spirituality (San
Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 2005), 7; Wade Clark Roof, A Generation of Seekers (1993) and Spiritual
Marketplace (1999); Robert Wuthnow, After Heaven (1998); Robert C. Fuller, Spiritual but not Religious:
Understanding Unchurched America (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001). However, as discussed
in the section above “Democratization of Religion,” these “Muslim seekers” do not try out and draw from
diverse religions and ‘alternative’ spiritualties but diverse resources from within Islam itself. The exception
to this are the convert Muslims I interviewed, over fifty percent of whom expressed intensely studying and
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(usually) seven stages in one’s approach to God; descriptions of heaven itself feature
seven garden levels of paradise; and in Muhammad’s legendary Night Journey (laylat-
u’l-mi 'raj) he ascends the seven levels of heaven to his meeting with God. Sufi writings
present the journey of the spiritual wayfarer as passing through valleys or gardens toward
the presence of God. The Qur’an itself also uses the language of drawing near to the
Divine (often denoted by the root qaf ra ba [« J (3] such as 34:37; 39:3; & 96:19). %°
Other students spoke of their religion in terms of a growing relationship with God, an
interpretation that was reinforced by the Muslim Student Association lead officers.
Marjan confessed that she had taken to talking to God throughout the day, particularly
when she is driving alone in her car to “just have a conversation with God, to ask for help
for this person or that, or just express feelings to God” as a way to build her relationship
and a regular consciousness of the Divine in her life. In a 2014 MSA meeting at UCR that
studied the first Surah of the Qur’an, the organization’s president encouraged members to
meditate and call on the various “ninety-nine names of God” to cultivate tagwa (or God-
consciousness). At a follow-up meeting a few weeks later, the vice president of the MSA
discussed ten of those ninety-nine names, explaining some of the significances of each
attribute and how understanding the divine names deeply can help one draw closer to
God. The leaders closed that gathering by asking each participant to write a letter to God,

putting it in an envelope so that MSA could re-send it to them in a few months during

experimenting with various other religions before coming to Islam. These converts generally continued to
actively appreciate learning about other religions to enrich their own spiritual life.

60 Students also enact this language of ascent and altitude when they speak of going to Islamic conferences
and talks to get an “iman (faith) high,” used in the way of “spiritual high,” perhaps being seen as a healthy
alternative to “getting high” off non-prescription drugs.
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Ramadan. Such recommended practices continue Islamic traditional practices of
unscheduled and voluntary du 'a (supplication).®! However, they reformulate du’a as a
constant communicative relationship and practice in a way that is even more informal
than traditional du’a (which has often used memorized parts of the Qur’an and prayers of
the Prophet and eminent Muslim poets).

Ashraf extended the situations where one can work on drawing closer to God, saying

that it is not just in prayer and fasting or chatting with God in one’s car. He said:

The heart of Islam is the heart (chuckle), that's what it is, it is your connection with God; whatever
you're doing if you're in that deep state of being connected to your Lord, that is the heart of it; if
you are picking up trash but you're in that connection with your Lord, that is more important than
whatever you do as long as you have that connection.

Indeed, in young adult Muslim Americans’ interpretation of the significance of
Ramadan itself in terms of charity and public virtue we can see the influence of their
national environment. Repeatedly I heard that fasting during Ramadan’s significance to
be to empathize with those who are very poor and who go hungry and also to help to feed

the indigent. Tana, an Indian-American pre-medical student, said:

In Ramadan, fasting teaches you to sympathize with people that don't have as much, to step in
their shoes, at least from the morning till sunset, to see how it feels to be hungry, to be starving. A
lot of people in this world feel that way every single day for the rest of their lives, and they die; it
teaches you things like that and also charity work and all that.

In a khutbah (sermon given during the Friday prayer gathering), fellow student Bahir
challenged this significance typically given for Ramadan, saying that although it is not
incorrect, it is not the essential implication of the Fast. He said that Ramadan fasting is a
command of God for the sake of developing our God-consciousness (tagwa), in the

difficulty of being hungry, thirsty, and tired; and that for this purpose it is not proper to

%1 Du’a being distinct from the more formal and ritualized five salat at set times.
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lie around on Ramadan but best to stay active and remember God. He added that fasting
is done for the sake of renewing one’s relationship with God and for cleansing one’s
minds and lives. He also linked the significance to the Qur’an’s first revelation in its
entirety to the angel Gabriel during the Night of Power, traditionally understood to have
occurred in the final third of the Ramadan month.

Islamic sources, nevertheless, also do connect fasting with compassion for the hungry
and charitable feeding of the poor. The Qur’an says feeding an indigent person can be a
substitute for someone who cannot fast due to health issues (2:184). In addition, various
statements in the Hadith record the Prophet as encouraging feeding those with
insufficient food, giving money, and manumitting slaves during the month of Ramadan.
These practices make up for compromising the fast, such as a believer who admits having
intercourse with his wife during the holy month (a forbidden act during these thirty
days).®? Indeed, often in Muslim-majority countries public feasts are held each night of
the Fast in which those of lesser means are especially welcome. In North America

mosques and Islamic centers may organize large dinners for visitors during Ramadan.

Conservative Discourse and Relaxed Implementation: The Case of Music

The localized, heterogeneous approaches to interpretation of Islam by young adult
Muslims in the American Pacific region are further witnessed when looking at the issue
of music. Islamic scholars and Muslim laity have intensely debated the morality and

proper Islamic approach to the use of musical instruments, poetry, and singing.

62 Sahih Muslim, Book# 6, Hadith# 2457, 2461, 2465; Abu Dawud, Book# 9, Hadith# 1605
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Statements in the Hadith indicate that it was a contested issue from the early Muslim
communities, perhaps even from the Prophet Muhammad’s lifetime. The Qur’an and
Hadith do not give clear injunctions on the permissibility or prohibition of music, and
eminent scholars have both censured and approved of its use. Arabia and the regions into
which Islam spread had highly developed musical traditions, and while scholars debated,
Muslims continued unabated to gather at their homes and in Sufi orders to play and enjoy
the aesthetics of music.®* From the 7 through 11" century, the courts of the caliphs,
sultans, and kings often sponsored talented musicians.®* Meanwhile, Muslims and non-
Muslims alike have long appreciated the musicality inherent in many styles of Qur’anic
recitation, performed and heard ubiquitously in Muslim-majority communities in public
calls to prayer, prayer services, weddings, circumcisions, and funerals.®> Additionally,
many individuals in Muslim-majority countries, for whom their Islamic faith is
important, enjoy music of many styles and from many global regions, Western,
traditional Arab, South Asian, or Indonesian. They also listen to Islamically-inspired
lyrics from the radio, cassettes, and digital devices. Arabic writers in different ages have
used distinct terms to discuss particular genres of music, as there is no generalized term

like the English word “music.”®® A cursory sampling makes evident that one can

3 Amnon Shiloah, “Music and Religion in Islam,” Acta Musicologica, 69, no. 2 (Jul. - Dec., 1997): 143-4;
Lisa Nielsen, “Gender and the Politics of Music in the Early Islamic Courts,” Early Music History 31
(January 2012): 235-261; Jonas Otterbeck and Anders Ackfeldt, “Music and Islam,” Contemporary Islam:
Dynamics of Muslim Life 6, no. 3 (Springer, October 2012): 235-6.

64 Jean Jenkins and Poul Vosing Olsen, Music and Musical Instruments in the World of Islam (London:
World of Islam Festival Publishing Company, 1976), 8.

% Lois Ibsen al Faruqi, “The Status of Music in Muslim Nations: Evidence from the Arab World,” Asian
Music 12, no. 1 (1980): 60.

 Sumarsam, “Past and Present Issues of Islam within Central Javanese Gamelan and Wayang Kulit,”
Divine Inspirations: Music & Islam in Indonesia, ed. David D. Harnish and Anne K. Rasmussen (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2011), 46.
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probably find as many websites made by Muslims in favor of music as those that rail

against it.*’

Today, music is a nexus of larger conflicts over Islamic authority,
authenticity, orthodoxy, and piety. The topic also reflects concerns about secularity and
pop culture, approaches to da 'wa, and engaging new generations of Muslims.%

With these debates about music, most leaders of the Muslim Student Association at
UC Riverside regarded it suspiciously. On the five levels of Islamic legal injunctions
(mandatory, recommended, permissible/neutral, inadvisable, or forbidden),% they either
deemed it as inadvisable or often as a “gray area” that seemed to be between neutral and
inadvisable. Thus, they usually advised to avoid music to be on the safe side. Marjan,

spoke about her fellow Afghan Americans as “very culturized,” since their weddings

often serve alcohol, have a bosom-revealing bride’s dress, and music: “No, you're

%7 Here are some immediate websites that come up when entering “Islam and Music” in a Google and
Youtube search: Q&A: Yusuf Islam: on Music and Faith,” Aljazeera, April 18, 2012,
http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/features/2012/04/201241774025368229.html; “Fifteenth Greater Sin:
Music,” al-Islam.org, http://www.al-islam.org/greater-sins-volume- 1-ayatullah-sayyid-abd-al-husayn-
dastghayb-shirazi/fifteenth-greater-sin-music; John (Yahya) Ederer, “Regarding the Permissibility of
Music,” SuhaibWebb.com http://www.suhaibwebb.com/society/entertainment/regarding-the-permissibility-
of-music/; “Is music prohibited in Islam?” Islamic Research International Foundation, Inc.
http://www.irfi.org/articles/articles_351_400/is_music_prohibited_in_islam.htm; “Sheikh Yusuf Estes on
Music in Islam,” Youtube, posted November 29, 2008, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=14ifypK3qJw;
“Music is Haram [Nouman Ali Khan],” Youtube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0d60zHU5gKY;
“Shaykh Hamza Yusuf Prohibitions of the Tongue Singing & Music” Youtube, February 13, 2013,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tNt3ZXy_iKw (all accessed September 23, 2014).

% Anne K. Rasmussen, “The Arab Musical Aesthete in Indonesian Islam,” The World of Music 41 (2005):
65-67; David D. Harnish & Anne K. Rasmussen, Divine Inspirations: Music & Islam in Indonesia (2011),
26-27; “Paradoxes of Muslim Music in Boznia and Herzegovina,” Asian Music 20 (Autumn, 1988 - Winter,
1989): 128-130; Regula Qureshi, "Muslim Devotional": Popular Religious Music and Muslim Identity
under British, Indian and Pakistani Hegemony,” Asian Music 24 (Autumn, 1992 - Winter, 1993): 111-113;
Laudan Noushin, Music and the play of power in the Middle East, North Africa and Central Asia
(Barnham, England: Ashgate, 2009); Dwight Reynolds, “La Musica Andalusi como Patrimonio Cultural
Circum-Mediterraneo,” El patrimonio cultural, multiculturalidad y gestion de la diversidad [Cultural
Patrimony, Multiculturalism, and the Management of Diversity], eds. Gunther Dietz and Gema Carrera.
(Sevilla: Instituto Andaluz del Patrimonio Historico, 2005): 128-141; Kamal Salhi, Music, Culture and
Identity in the Muslim World: Performance, Politics, and Piety (London: Routledge, 2014), 1, 3-5.

% Corresponding to the Arabic words: fard/wajib, mustahabb, mubah, makrith, & haram
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walking in with music... and can you even do that? Islamically you can't; I feel like you
can't; but culturally they feel it’s right.” A young leader who taught many study groups at
UC Irvine’s Muslim Student Union’® advised against listening to music. Described
above, most of the young men at the UCR “brother’s” halaga, or study group, argued that
it would be inappropriate to attend an upcoming campus music festival. It was unclear to
me whether it was the music itself or the promiscuous gender interactions, dress, and
possible drug-use that was their main concern. One young man was comfortable with his
Islamic loyalties and planned to attend the festival.

In the following quotation, Lugman exemplifies this sentiment of “avoiding the gray
areas,” and evokes the added discomfort that lyrical music often incorporates themes that
are against Islamic praxis. I asked him about the process he goes through to interpret

questioned issues within his faith, and he answered:

Regardless of the issue, the best way is to avoid the gray areas. Music for example, there are a lot
of opinions, and it would be best if you can avoid it, you should avoid it; our knowledge is limited;
if it is haram, possibility that it is, then should just avoid it; and the Prophet says to avoid these
more gray areas, you don't want to be in the no-man's land. I personally, don't listen to music. If
you listen to a lot of music these days, it speaks about usury of women and money, narcotics and
drugs and alcohol; and definitely these things are clearly haram or forbidden; and it wouldn't be
proper to listen to things that aren't appropriate. And music influences you, and you wouldn't want
music to poison your brain or poison your beliefs... Often music is just a distraction or just to sit
down and relax. We also know music has an effect even on your emotions, whatever your
previous emotions were; listen to a negative song, you feel that way as well.

This was a dominant concern about music for students: relying upon music instead of
prayer and the Qur’an to address difficulties in one’s moods and emotions. Baseem, who

generally regards himself a “softy” when it comes to the issue of music, nonetheless said

70 The UC Irvine’s MSA was an organization dominated by foreign graduate students. Undergraduates who
grew up in the United States, findings themselves to be interpreting Islam in a significantly different way,
formed the Muslim Student Union as an independent student organization. Author conversation with the
vice-president of MSU of UCI, May 2014.
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that someone at his work was “feeling gloomy” and then she “put on some music and got
cheered up” but “that cheering is just pushing it aside for a little while, can be
distracting...away from God.”

In practice, however, leaders tolerated and showed moderation with respect to the
various opinions about music among their membership, among their activities, and
among themselves. Many Muslim Student Associations hold banquets at the end of the
academic year, one of the key pieces of which is the showing of a video slideshow of
participants and activities from the year, often accompanied by rated-G pop music.”!
When the MSA of UCR showed again at their next general meeting the slideshow video
with the background music, I whispered to the outgoing and incoming presidents,
teasingly, “Do these videos show that MSA officially endorses music?”” One said “No,
no, no!” and the other said “No way,” waving his hand back and forth for emphasis.’”?
Likewise, some of the young women leaders of this MSA admitted to enjoying dancing
together in their apartments to Bollywood music.

Indeed, some of the students involved in MSA are musicians themselves. One of

UCR’s officers who writes spoken word and raps said that he likes to “try to change up

"I The music at the 2014 MSA of UCR end-of-the-year banquet was three songs from Disney animated
films: “I'll Make a Man Out of You” (Mulan), You Have a Friend in Me (Toy Story), and “Love is an Open
Door” (Frozen). In addition, “Brave,” by Sara Bareilles, was used. Nuor Shatila, Facebook chat, message to
author, October 16, 2014.

2 In official discourse, MSA leaders have the pressure to play the role of “gatekeepers” of Islamic
legitimacy, sanctioned by authorities outside of the Muslim campus community, from which they would
emphasize more conservative perspectives in official discourse while often being a lot a looser about
matters like music, dancing, and gender segregation in their own private lives. Ethnographic data
disaffirms interpretations in which conservative Muslims hold court in “official” interpretations over that of
liberal Muslims; indeed the meaning of “conservative,” “liberal,” and “moderation and balance” shift along
with their subjects as the issue in question and contextual factors also change, Shabana Mir, Muslim
American Women on Campus, 158-160, 163-164.
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the lyrics and make it so that it positive, make it formative, and so that it is beneficial.”

He further explained:

That way, people will, regardless of the different opinions, hopefully find what I’'m doing is okay;
you’ve got to strive and keep on doing what you’re doing, and hopefully, God will forgive you,
you know. That’s the beauty of it... I feel like since so many people, including Muslims, listen to
music, and listen to so much filth, on the radio, talking about all this sexual and drugs, and all
these kind of messages that unfortunately aren’t too great, and what I want to do, flip the script,
you know, and hopefully, and have the same style, same style but different message...

This student is part of a large subculture of American Muslims who consume and/or write
rap and hip-hop music, Islamic-centered and/or otherwise. There is a growing movement
of children of immigrant Muslims who are adding their experiences and visions of Islam
in America to that of the more established African-American and Latino Muslim rap
artists. The genre of rap music can get by with just drums, leaving aside melodic
instruments that some interpret to be even more explicitly discouraged in Islamic
teachings than other forms of music. This style can also be reminiscent of the rhythms
and poetry of Quranic recitation. Positive messages that are vital to formulating Islamic
American identities can be expressed in music and fashion bridges between one’s religion
and nationality that resist negative stereotypes about Islam.”

Others students advocated that music can have a positive influence in the image it
conveys about Islam to the general public. One young lady discussed at-length the music
video that had Muslims, including hijabi women, dancing to Pharrell William’s top 2013
billboard song “Happy.” Shirin felt very annoyed that some Muslims appoint themselves

as “haram police” to attack their fellow religionists on online forums:

3 Suad Abdul Khabeer, “Rep that Islam: The Rhyme and Reason of American Islamic Hip Hop,” The
Muslim World 97 (January 2007): 125, 128, 130-1; Lori Zehra Goshert, “Sonic Bridges: The Rise of
American-Muslim Music,” Muslims and American Popular Culture—Volume 1: Entertainment and Digital
Culture, eds. Iraj Omidvar and Anne R. Richards (Santa Barbara, California: Praeger, 2014), 361-362.
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I think that video definitely defeats the stereotypes of everything with Muslims; however, I feel
that some Muslims, whenever they see something like that, they just attack; like its...haram to like
dance or listen to music; and I'm like, they're not doing anything wrong, they're showing the
people, how we are, we're very peaceful people, and we like to have fun and everything, we're
peaceful, we're a normal religion...

Another MSA officer affirmed the potential positive effects of music: “there's also music
out there that can motivate people to be good. It even connects people...”

With music, then, we find a diversity of individual and institutional practices among
Muslims and their campus organizations. Cal State University San Bernardino’s MSA is
more informal in its organization style than UCR’s, and one of the lead officers is herself
a dedicated singer and aspires to be a music journalist. She said, “You know, I’'m not
perfect, I do enjoy listening to music; but I strive to stay away from inappropriate music;
don't always do so, everyone has their little guilty pleasures; ... but I try to more listen to
music that is more inspiring, motivational, makes you happy.” As part of their
recreational time after their weekly meeting, this MSA would sometimes play a game in
which members would guess the song or artist from a small part of a tune played.
Sometimes, MSA officers at UCR organized their members to attend a debut showing of
a highly-awaited film, such as they did with The Amazing Spiderman 2 at the nearby
movie theatre. These movies contain extensive lyrical and/or instrumental background
music, so I asked some students about movies. Most admitted to being fans of movies but
tried to avoid films with pervasive nudity, foul language, or perhaps excessive violence.
Nuri said that he strives to avoid “ones that are...too vulgar or too obscene...but other
than that, there’s no problem in...watching movies.” For Lugman, films like the Lego
Movie or Despicable Me 2 are harmless but he felt, as with music, “I could be doing

something better with my time, listening to Qur'an or remembering myself of God, or
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praying... could be studying or doing sports and being active; if you can't stay away from
it, at least watch something positive or not harmful.”

We can conclude that since music is usually a central facet to most youth cultures,
even those students who worry that God disapproves of music experience a tension
between what is expounded and what is actually practiced. Music produced and
consumed by American Muslims—most predominantly hip hop, punk, and nasheed
styles—has been and continues to be an important site for the production of their youth
cultures.”* Most of those I talked to about this issue themselves listened to music to some
extent and believed that the grand majority of their Muslim peers also listened to music,
whether mainstream radio and/or Islamic-inspired artists. This extends to leaders of the
MSA who often have more pressure than other MSA participants to maintain a
conservative image of Islamic praxis, at least in their role as officers. While they usually
expressed conservative views, in practice they acted more in line with what Nabeel said:
“In my opinion it's fine if it's not vulgar or promoting you to do bad things.”

I posit that officers understand some of the complexities of interpreting subjects like
music, they acknowledge the gaps between their own ideals and actions, and they also
need and want to not just be leaders but friends. Hence, in more formal gatherings they
may admonish fellow MSA members to take a conservative line but ultimately respect
that each individual needs to interpret and strive for an authentic, Islamically-grounded

practice for him or herself. In this we can also witness that when an aspect of the “official

74 Su’ad Abdul Khabeer and Maytha Alhassen, “Muslim Youth Cultures,” The Cambridge Companion to
the Study of American Islam, eds. Julianne Hammer and Omid Safi (New York: Cambridge University
Press, 2013 [Kindle Edition]), 300.
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tradition” (in Islam often represented by the scholars of figh [jurisprudence]) is disputed,

these cracks create space for a variety of local practices and interpretations.”

Conclusions

The “Americanization” of immigrant Muslims is predicated upon essentializations of
“Islam” and the “United States.” These essentializations are imagined as contrasting and
distinct. Yet for the children of these immigrants, Islam is their religion and the United
States their nationality. The two need not clash any more or less than they do for
Buddhists, Christians, or Jews who are Americans. Those of whatever religion who strive
to uphold conservative sexual mores, avoid alcohol and drug-abuse, or eschew vulgar
language, find difficulties when much in American culture and social practices seem to
reflect the opposite of these. Yet, young Muslims also find much in their society to
appreciate, whether shared values with other religious individuals, liberty to practice
one’s religion, educational and economic opportunities, freedom to voice opinions and be
involved in politics and government, or compassionate care for and solidarity with the
disadvantaged. For these young Muslims, Islam is one more religious flavor in the mix,
albeit surely the best one in their experience, that enriches American society, strengths it,
and helps improve morals.

Their American upbringing affects their interpretations of Islam and their religious

lens influences their interpretations of their national homeland in dialectical ways. They

5 Meredith McGuire, Lived Religion: Faith and Practice in Everyday Life (New York: Oxford University
Press, 2008), 42-43, 45; Michel de Certeau, The Practices of Everyday Life, trans. Steven Rendall
(Berkeley, USA: University of California Press, 1988), 37; Michel de Certeau, Fredric Jameson, and Carl
Lovitt, “On the Oppositional Practices of Everyday Life,” Social Text 3 (Autumn, 1980): 6-7.
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hone in on those overlaps between the ideals prominent in American and Islamic
discourses. These overlaps emphasize the dignity of individualized interpretation and
drawing on spiritual resources eclectically, prayer and fasting as ways of self-growth and
charity to others, and the public virtue of caring for and being of service to others.
Pressure to embody a conservative point of view can be witnessed in official MSA
discourse on music even while MSA leaders are more flexible in its implementation.
While some MSA leaders are hesitant about music’s legal place within Islam, most listen
to popular music, only often concerned that the lyrics are not vulgar. They recognize the
importance of a growing number of the children of immigrants adding their talents to
those of African American and Latino Muslim musicians in utilizing contemporary
musical styles to express, debate, and develop this American Muslim identity and to
resist prejudice.

To do justice in seeing this population for who it is, we must recognize that this
population is not just Muslim and American. Like other stigmatized minorities in this
nation’s history, there is added pressure on Muslim Americans to “prove” that they are as
American as anyone else, or perhaps even better Americans. Yet in their lives, each
person negotiates the discourse, values, practices, and authorities of religious, national,
and pop culture in unique ways for him or herself. This constitutes individuals who often
have at least as much in common with non-Muslim young adult Americans as they do
with their fellow believers. Many are also skateboarders, soccer players, dancers, foodies,
actors, movie buffs, music-makers or connoisseurs, comic book aficionados, “geeks,”

social justice activists, community volunteers, and student government participants. As
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college students, they try out a host of majors to find one that matches with their talents,
interests, and aspirations, and they experiment with a virtually limitless set of other
possible demarcations of self. While the discussion here helps us identity some prominent
patterns in the ways this population constructs and responds to the intersection of religion
and nationality, to respect the dignity of any individual demands a humble posture of
openness to the myriad of possibilities that makes this person who she or he is and desires

to be at a particular moment in time.
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CHAPTER 3

Young Adult Muslim Americans and Gender:
Finding their own Way

Introduction

Points of departure for the academic-activist study of female human beings have
been women'’s rights, just treatment, equal economic opportunity, protection from
violence, and freedom to develop the entire spectrum of human psycho-emotional
characteristics without censure. While these issues remain foregrounded, scholars on
Muslim women, recognizing that the characteristics of a liberated and empowered Euro-
American middle class woman are not universal norms, have recently shifted the
discourse to focus on the unique subjectivities, desires, values, and pursuits of women
living in other regions and cultures of the world.! Some of this literature has also often
sought to counter imagery produced by Orientalist neo-colonial projects that depict
Muslim women as oppressed by Muslim men.? Concurrently, Muslim scholar activists
have critiqued the patriarchal assumptions that created gender norms for orthodox Islam

and offered new hermeneutics that emphasize as their methodological lens justice, human

! Sherine Hafez, The Terms of Empowerment: Islamic women activists in Egypt (Cairo: American
University in Cairo Press, 2003); Saba Mahmood, Politics of Piety: The Islamic Revival and the Feminist
Subject. (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2005); Sherine Hafez, An Islam of her own:
reconsidering religion and secularism in women's Islamic movements (New York: New York University
Press, 2011).

2 Homa Hoodfar, “The Veil in Their Minds and on Our Heads: The Persistence of Colonial Images of
Muslim Women,” (Resources for Feminist Research, 1993, vol. 22), 5-18; Lila Abu-Lughod, Do Muslim
Women Need Saving ? (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2013); Saba Mahmood, “Feminism,
Democracy, and Empire: Islam and the War on Terror,” Women'’s Studies on the Edge (Durham & London,
North Carolina: Duke University Press, 2008), 81-94.
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dignity, and human beings’ equal status before God.? In the North American context,
Shahnaz Khan (2001) and Shabana Mir (2014) have analyzed the ways in which North
American Muslim women create hybridized identities and practices, both resisting and
partially appropriating orientalist stereotypes and liberal ideals of womanhood.*

As Julianne Hammer points out, “women studies” is shifting to “gender studies” and
scholarship about Muslim American women is only beginning to focus on the category of
gender itself, as produced by men, women, and other gender identities.’ With this shift
Muslim women voices must be recognized for their agency in not just producing
themselves as Muslim women but as integral producers of Muslim American discourse,
practices, and identity more generally. The voices of many Muslim women and men
have been central each of the chapters in this dissertation, reflecting this ideal and reality
that Muslim women do not just deal with the Aijab and other “women’s issues.” Rather,
they, along with their male counterparts, think about and work out every facet of Muslim
community life. Likewise, talking about gender and Muslims is about more than just

hijab. Instead of taking gender as a purely “women’s issue,” this chapter analyzes the

3 Julianne Hammer, “Studying American Muslim Women: Gender, Feminism, and Islam,” Cambridge
Companion to American Islam, ed. Julianne Hammer and Omid Safi, (New York: Cambridge University
Press, 2013); Riffat Hassan, “The issue of Woman-Man Equality in the Islamic Tradition,” Women and
Men’s Liberation: Testimonies of the Spirit, eds. Leonard Grob, Riffat Hassan, and Haim Gordon
(Westport: Greenwood Press, Inc., 1999), 65-82; Nimat, Barazangi, Women'’s Identity and the Qur’an: a
New Reading (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2004); Amina Wadud, Inside the Gender Jihad
(Oxford: Oneworld Publications, 2006); Kecia Ali, Sexual Ethics and Islam: Feminist Reflections on
Qur’an, Hadith, and Jurisprudence (Oxford: OneWorld Publications, 2006); Asma Barlas, “Believing
Women” in Islam: Unreading Patriarchal Interpretations of the Qur’an (Austin: University of Texas Press,
2002).

4 Shahnaz Khan, Muslim Women: Crafting a North American Identity (Gainesville: University Press of
Florida, 2000); Shabana Mir, Muslim American Women on Campus: Undergraduate Social Life and
Identity (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2014).

5 Julianne Hammer, “Studying American Muslim Women” (2013): 332.
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discourse constructed by young adult Muslim Americans, both women and men together,
on diverse issues of gender and sexuality. How do these young people fashion values and
practices for their campus religious spaces, leadership roles, and home life? What are
their expectations for attire? And how do they respond to contemporary demands to
socially recognize and legally approve of same-sex relationships and marriage?

As we shall see, Muslim men and women sometimes work to maintain but also
challenge many traditional Islamic norms of gender. Often a single individual wants to
continue certain practices as intrinsic to the sources of the religion itself while he or she
wants to modify other practices, deemed “cultural” or inauthentic.® Negotiating gender
norms occurs among students involved in the Muslim Student Association, men and
women cooperating and contesting with each other, sometimes although certainly not
always along gender lines.

The first goal of this chapter is to understand how these young adults define, perform,
explain, and rationalize their normativities for gender and sexuality. I attempt to neither
begin with presumptions that Islamic teachings and Muslim interpretations are oppressive
and require revisions, nor with an apologetic purpose that Islamic ideals are liberating
and empowering. Rather toward verstehen/understanding, I strive to learn how these
young adults understand the wisdom of their religious tradition on its own terms, and in
comparison to others’ gendered practices, and how they critique fellow Muslims for

failing to live up to what they view as the values of the Islamic faith. The subjects of the

6 Kambiz Ghaneabassiri, “Religious Normativity and Praxis among American Muslims,” Cambridge
Companion to American Islam (2013), 330.
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study are not just working with stagnant Islamic texts, teachings, and practices. The lens
in which they interpret the Islamically authentic and pious is fashioned by their context
and ongoing participation in various local, national and global discourses and habitus,
Islamic, secular, or otherwise. These young Muslim Americans wrestle with competing
visions of Islamic ideal practices related to gender and sexuality, weighing and
considering the value of divergent approaches both within and outside of their Muslim
circles.

Visions of a liberated woman cannot be imposed upon subjects, young adult Muslim
Americans or otherwise. Rather, the subjects’ ways of living must be understood in itself
by the power it exerts and its significances for its participants. This prioritization of
understanding does not denote justifying the subjects’ approaches as legitimate, equal, or
better than other peopl