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Abstract

As we make our way through the beginning of the new Christian millennium and the 15th Islamic century after Muhammad’s (saaws) momentous world history transforming emigration from Mecca to Medina, it is clear that those of us who reside in the United States need to think seriously about what it means to be Muslim. In the aftermath of the horror of September 11th, what had been a need has become a very urgent priority. One major reason for this is that the emotionally driven post September 11th “war on terrorism” has put a glaring uncomfortable spotlight on residents of this country who are Muslims.

In 2002/1423, Muslim Americans have been blessed with unprecedented political freedom and material comfort. Nevertheless, Muslims simultaneously face difficulties partially caused by living in a secularly - oriented society that tends to trivialize, privatize and marginalize all faiths (Carter, 1993). Thus, a major concern is whether what we do now and in the future will be “authentic” in terms of “rooting” ourselves in the Quran and sunnah and the best practice from the early Muslim communities and the rich spiritual, intellectual and practical Islamic heritage that followed.

 In taking up this topic, “The Need for a Unique American Muslim Identity", this presentation is divided into three parts. The first part is a brief, introductory attempt to place the need for a unique American Muslim Identity within a Qur’anic and post September 11th context. In the second part, what is offered is a brief general analysis of some of the critical issues currently facing the very diverse, fast growing community of Muslims living in the US (Bagby, Perl and Froehle 2001). The third part sets forth a multifaceted model that might be helpful as we attempt to “root” ourselves in this country with an authentic Muslim American Identity.

I. The Need
Allah says what means, “Hast thou observed him who belieth religion?”

(107:1,MP).

For all Muslims in general and those who live, work and/or study in the United States in particular, this verse has some important reminders. First of all, it reaffirms that Muslims have a deen, or a particular worldview and way of life, which is based on divine revelation. Second, those believers who “belieth” or deny their deen are presented as a warning and an object lesson for everyone. Third, the verse, by implication, encourages each Muslim to raise the serious question of whether he or she is one of those people. Given this perspective, I offer the proposition that our essential task since the horrifying attack of September 11, 2001 is the same as it was on September 10, 2001. That essential task is to follow our deen by fulfilling our intended primary purpose of worshiping the one and only Creator (51:56) as outlined by the Qur’an and sunnah (3:31-32) of Prophet Muhammad (saaws). Thus, any discussion of  “Rooting Islam in America” must be carried on with these important concepts in mind. If we keep these ideas in mind, it is much harder to lose our Islamic footing and, insh’Allah; it will be much easier to develop Islamic “rooting” wherever we are. 

Before we proceed, we must admit that the sad reality is that most Muslims are freer to practice their deen in the US than they are in most Muslim majority countries. In 2002/1423, Muslim Americans in particular have been blessed with unprecedented political freedom and material comfort not shared by the vast majority of Muslims throughout the world. Even so, prior to September 11th, many Muslim Americans found that seriously practicing the tenets of their deen on a daily basis was sometimes difficult (CAIR 2000). One major reason for this is that the United States was and is a secularly - oriented culture which tends to trivialize, privatize and thus marginalize all faiths which make demands on its adherents (Carter 1993). 

After September 11th, the US launched an emotionally driven “war on terrorism” accompanied by emphatic statements by President George W. Bush that this war was not supposed to be against Islam. Nevertheless, at a cost of over a billion of our tax dollars each month, this  “war on terrorism” has directly or indirectly caused the deaths of thousands of innocent Muslims abroad while sparking official and unofficial harassment of hundreds of Muslims and many Muslim organizations in the US. In addition, this war has turned up the heat on the already much discussed issue of American Muslim identity (Rashid 1990, Haddad 1991, lin 1998, Hague 1999, Nyang 1999, Smith 1999, Haddad and Esposito 2000, Jackson 2000). 

Consequently, this has placed the average Muslim American under intense scrutiny and pressure. This is particularly so for those who happen to look stereotypically “Muslim” by having darker skin (America is, after all, still a color conscious society), by wearing certain head coverings or clothing and by having certain types of names. In this atmosphere, we have seen yet another wave of Muslims who have tried to hide their Islamic background in a number of ways. These attempts often include one or more of the following behaviors: passing as “white”, discarding kufis, hijabs and loose fitting cultural clothing, and some even go to court to legally change their names. Unfortunately, such “Muslims without Islam” (Ramadan 1999) constitute the majority of Muslims in America (Haddad and Lummis, 1987). 

Clearly, since September 11th, the resultant powerful, negative representations of Islam have forced Muslim Americans to think consciously about who they are and how they want to be identified publicly. Muslims living in the US need to make sure that such considerations are made with their deen uppermost in mind. In other words, the critical identity - shaping individual and collective decisions we make about who we are and what we are to do should be based on an Islamic worldview. Such important judgments should not be based on an emotional reaction to the crisis of the moment. Hopefully, in this way, Muslim Americans can avoid becoming one of those who, as noted in the Qur’an above, who becomes an object lesson because he or she made a lie out of his or her deen.

In assessing “The Need for a Unique American Muslim Identity”, the discussion that follows has been divided into two parts. The first part covers a brief review of some of the critical issues currently facing Muslim Americans. Included in this segment is a consideration of the concept, “the American dream”, and its impact on American Muslim Identity. Unfortunately, the limited scope of this presentation does not allow for an analysis dealing with the nuances involved in characterizing a community that is so religiously and culturally diverse as the Muslims who reside in the United States (Bagby, Perl and Froehle 2001). Nevertheless, an attempt will be made to sketch some broad outlines of the major issues facing Muslims as they endeavor to construct a unique American Muslim identity.
In the second part, an action-oriented paradigm is proposed for use by individual and groups of Muslims residing in America who want to “root” themselves as Americans without abandoning the Qur’an, sunnah and the rich inclusive civic legacy spawned by Islam (Menocal 2002). It is called the DEEN model. It encompasses four areas of activity - development, education, economics and networking - each one beginning with the letters that spell out the word  “DEEN”. This model takes its name and conceptual base from the community development corporation, DEEN (Development Education Economic Network) incorporated established by New Haven CT’s Masjid Al-Islam in 1999 (Masjid Al-Islam Community Development Project. 2002). As a work in progress, the model is intended as a broad flexible starting point for Muslim individuals and groups who want to consciously “root” themselves in this country as citizens with an authentic Muslim Identity based on the Qur’an and sunnah of Prophet Muhammad (saaws). 

Aside from the Qur’an, two other primary references for much of what is presented here are the books, Medinan Society at the Time of the Prophet (vol. I) by Akram Diya’ al ‘Umari (translated by Hoda Khattab) and To be a European Muslim by Tariq Ramadan. These two sources are of invaluable assistance to the English speaker concerned with the issue of American Muslim identity. The first one deals with the transition of the first Muslim community from minority status to one with independent political authority; the second book assesses the condition and identity issues of post -Ottoman, post-colonial Muslims in modern Europe who have once again become a growing minority. They are excellent starting points for a discussion of American Muslim identity.

II. An Analysis

Allah says what means, “O mankind! Be careful of your duty to your Lord Who created you from a single soul and from it created its mate and from them twain hath spread abroad a multitude of men and women. Be careful of your duty toward Allah in Whom ye claim ( your rights ) of one another, and toward the wombs (that bore you ). Lo! Allah hath been a Watcher over you.” (4:1,MP)

As the primary text for Islamic belief and practice, the Qur’an makes it clear 

that its message is intended for all peoples (39:41, 38.87, 68:53, 81:27). Consequently, as verse 4:1 above indicates, all humanity is admonished to be careful of its duty to the Creator, as we are all descended from one being. Further, men and women have been spread through the earth as tribes and nations so that we may come to know one another and vie with one another in doing good (5:48, 49:13). From this it seems that the Qur’anic view is that Islam is to be practiced throughout the earth, which, of course, includes the United States. 

In the area of Islamic law, Ramadan (1999) argues respectfully and persuasively, that the dar-al-Islam (the abode of Islam) versus dar-al-harb (the abode of war) construct and other similar constructs were valid for the context of the Islamic scholars who developed them. However, he asserts that the current situation calls for us to view places like Europe (and by analogy, the United States) as dar ash-shahadah (abode of witness). In his view Muslims are obligated to “witness” their faith by being active participants in civic activities that do not contravene Islam. Thus, he argues that there is a basis in the Qur’an, sunnah and sound Islamic jurisprudence for being an active citizen in a non-Muslim society under certain conditions. It is clear from his writings and his public pronouncements that he believes that the United States is one of those places (2002).


In addition, an assessment of the beginning of Islam under the dynamic prophethood and leadership of Muhammad ibn Abdullah (saaws) offers, in the full light of history, the functioning of the first Islamic community in both a minority status (Mecca) and as a governing entity (Medina). As al ‘umari (1995) makes clear, a Muslim scholarly assessment of this and other history must take into account the particular Islamic worldview which places the Qur’an at the center of knowledge. A review of the Meccan and Medinan revelations in the Qur’an indicates that these communities had different, yet related concerns. In other words, even though some of the personalities in the community were the same, different circumstances sometimes dictated a modified praxis. All of this was done, of course, without losing sight of the crucial obligation of fulfilling the human beings’ intended primary purpose of worshiping the one Creator (51:56) as outlined by the Qur’an and sunnah (3:31-32). Thus, as many Islamic legal scholars assert, any authentic practice of this deen must take into account, within certain prescribed limits, the circumstances of the people who are practicing it. It is clear from history that one of the reasons that Islam has spread so rapidly is because it has easily accommodated cultural differences that do not conflict with the Qur’an and sunnah (Nyang 1999). Thus, on the basis of Qur’an, Islamic law and history, it appears that Islam should have a unique presence in American society. 

Throughout the globe, American society is often seen as the prototype for the rest of the world because it is the remaining superpower. The resultant infatuation with the “American dream” is one of the major issues facing Muslims worldwide and the nascent Muslim Community in the US. In fact, one way of viewing the current situation for Muslim Americans is one of too little deen and too much [American]“dream”. As a result, far too many Muslim Americans are ignorant of and negligent in implementing the basic fundamentals and underlying ethos of Islamic practice (Haddad and Lummis 1987). Consequently we see many of us heedlessly going about our business with little or no concern for whether or not we being “careful of our duty to our Lord”. 

How do we know this? The evidence is overwhelming: Masjids are empty except for Friday Jumuah prayers, even when people live nearby; needy and oppressed Muslims and non-Muslims are not assisted, even when they are right under our noses; endless debates persist about where we should put our hands and feet during prayer, even though it is difficult to find people to work one on one to teach new Muslims; racial, ethnic and class segregation amongst Muslims is pandemic, even though we claim to be one united worldwide community; harsh and discourteous actions toward one another abound, even though we are always talking about softening the heart. Thus, it would seem that the number one problem that we have here in the United States (and perhaps throughout the world) is ignorance of and neglect of the best practice of our deen.  In this regard, the proliferation of authenticated Islamic material in English is both a blessing and a test. It is a blessing because we have easier access to correct Islamic information than we did in 1979 when I reverted to Islam. It is a test because some people think that because they have read the whole Qur’an and a few hadiths in English, they are qualified to make fatwas or Islamic legal rulings. This situation has led to much confusion and chaos amongst Muslim Americans. There is no substitute for learning from people who have been effectively educated in Qur’an Arabic and the Islamic sciences and who are fully cognizant of the particular and unique circumstances in this country. As Allah says what means: “Are those who know equal with those who know not?” (39:9, MP)
The other part of this analysis- “too much dream” is based on my belief that both the immigrant and indigenous Muslim American communities are too caught up in pursuing the American dream. The ubiquitous phrase, "American dream", means many things to many people (Pellegrino 1986). As an ideal, it is a primary motivator for millions of people who live both inside and outside of the United States. From the proliferation of immigrant Korean grocers  (Parks, 1997) to Jewish upward mobility through education (Traub 1994), we see the varied and multiple fruits of this phenomenon. In essence, it is a very powerful paradigm that presents the United States as a country almost divinely ordained to be a “light to all nations” (Benne and Hefner 1974)

The American dream is an individualistically oriented, nationalistic gospel of positive self-confidence fostered by a political economy based on capitalism and a philosophy based on pragmatism and meritocracy. Accordingly, It emphasizes material well being (Tebbel 1963) in a way that motivates both immigrant and indigenous Americans to work hard to attain economic success. In consequence, it is factually true that no country has created so large a middle class out of immigrants, dirt farmers and ghetto - dwellers (Traub 1994). Indeed, for many, America is seen as the materialistic heaven on earth (Tripple 1968). Thus, a core constituent of the American dream is upwardly mobile materialism. 

Actually, the Islamic ethos and the American dream have much in common. “Positive self-confidence”, “a light to all nations,” meritocracy” and “material well-being” are attributes Islamic civilizations have promoted and practiced in various ways over the past 1400 years (Menocal 2002). The critical difference is that Islam’s worldview tends to emphasize the group over the individual and the spiritual over the material whereas the American dream tends to emphasize the opposite. The American dream, in spite of being couched in religious or spiritual jargon, is in its essence, individualistic - materialistic capitalism triumphant. As a result, it provides some specific challenges to Muslim Americans as they strive to construct an authentic Muslim identify in the United States in the 15th century after Prophet Muhammad’s (saaws) momentous emigration from Mecca to Medina.

 One such challenge is in the area of economics. The interface between Islamic economics and the American dream is potentially problematic. While Islam does not require its adherents to be poor, it is unmistakably against capitalism’s strong overriding focus on the acquisition and accumulation of wealth as a primary human motivator. From its inception over 1400 years ago, Islam has championed economic justice (Al-Umari 1995). Consequently, normative Islam prohibits many types of economic transactions that most Americans view as acceptable or even commendable. Thus societies based on either capitalism’s fierce acquisitive competition or Islam’s mutual welfare oriented economics (I am not aware of any that actually exist) would produce strikingly different results.

  For instance, the average home mortgage loan at current prime lending rates in American society amounts to repayments equal to more than 250% of the purchase price of a house. Amazingly, if you told the typical American that a very rich person could buy a piece of property for $500,000 while the ordinary working -class person would be required to pay $1.5 million for the exact same piece of property, they would clearly see the situation as unjust.  However, if you tell the same person that she or he has been granted a 30-year mortgage with the exact same requirements, they are deliriously happy.

There is some disagreement amongst Muslim scholars about whether a mortgage constitutes Islamically proscribed interest (riba) in a non-Muslim majority society. However, most agree that, within an Islamic society, such an increase in the price of a piece of property based on such a loan would be strictly prohibited. A historic Ramadan 1420 (December 1999) Supreme Court decision in Pakistan makes it absolutely clear that such financial arrangements are illegal and oppressively wrong in a Muslim society (Usmani 1999).


There are countless positive instances of both immigrant and indigenous Muslims who have achieved the American dream through economic success. Many of them use their wealth to benefit not only the Muslims, but also their non-Muslim neighbors (as sanctioned and encouraged in Islamic law). Nevertheless, the average Muslim American is still faced with a critical question. – Is buying too much into the American Dream worth denying your deen?

III. DEEN – A model

Allah says what means: “Successful indeed are the believers” (23:1, MP)

Both al’umari (1995) and Ramadan (1999) argue that the standards for

 judging the individual and collective motives actions and accomplishments

of Muslims should not be the standards of modern western society. The far too

obvious point is that if we uncritically imitate whatever they do, we will end up 

just like them. For instance, It is clear that America’s monetary and military 

might are far superior to its moral principles as a nation. America’s historically

unbalanced Middle East foreign policies (Said, 1981) and unstable family life

are clear indicators of this. Consequently, Muslim American citizens have a 

clear obligation to try to improve the conditions in the society where they live. 


Given the need for a unique American Muslim identity, the DEEN model is

proposed as one possible starting point The model has four areas of action –

development, education, economics and networking. What follows are starter

ideas of what might occur in each area (Unfortunately, the limited scope of this

 presentation will not allow for the detailed discussion each item deserves):

I. Development- Provide individual and collective time and space for conditioning the mind, body and heart to the effective practice of Islam. Possible personal, family and communal actions could include:

A. Personal – Make time to disconnect from the plugged in world of phones, TVs, beepers, computers, work, school, etc., in order to provide quiet contemplative space for the cultivating submission of true submission to Allah.

B. Family – Move close enough to Masjids or Islamic centers so as to make it easy for the family to participate in (or help develop) stable supportive communal life around Muslim places of worship.

C. Communal – Orient masjids and Islamic centers towards families by establishing varied recreational and social activities as well as Islamically based marriage, family, and parenting classes.

II. Education- Design and implement comprehensive age and audience specific educational programs at MSA’s, masjids, and Islamic centers based on the Qur’an and Sunnah and the best from the early Muslim communities and the rich spiritual, intellectual and practical Islamic heritage that followed.  

III. Economics - Channel adequate financial resources based on Islamic principles into building an infrastructure supportive of the practice of our deen. For instance, we need schools for our children and post secondary institutions for our young adults with Quran, Sunnah and Arabic at their core combined with a general education curriculum. We also need Muslim businesses, social services and other supportive entities. 

IV. Networking – Actively break down the racial, ethnic, national, cultural and class barriers that exist between many Muslim communities in this country.  Each community should strive to adopt the value system wherein rich and poor constantly work together in a multicultural community (al ‘umari, 1995). An appropriate adaptation of Rahman’s (1999) paradigm for blending Muslim identity with European (western) based citizenship involving four basic elements -

A. “Faith, practice and spirituality” 

B.  “An understanding of text and context” 

C. “ To educate and transmit” 

D. “ To act and participate”

Finally, if we are to establish a unique American Muslim Identity, we must stabilize our families. Domestic abuse, divorce and delayed marriages are three trends that are ripping at the very fiber of our community. We must aggressively do triage and set about the work of putting systems in place that support strong stable marriages. 

If we move in the direction outlined above, then perhaps  our Creator will not use us a negative object lesson because we are too busy being careful of our duty to our Lord while measuring our success based on the Qur’an and the Sunnah of Prophet Muhammad (saaws).

May Allah bless us and succeeding generations to die as Muslims.
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