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There is no God but God,
Muhammad is His Messenger,
God is He.

The shahada, the fundamental creed of Islam.




Introduction
Allah’s Will in America

I discovered Malcolm X late.

He died in 1965, eight years before I heard his message. Yet for me his words were fresh and new—and they could still strike fear into people’s hearts.

Many years before Hollywood got around to putting his life on film, and decades before his X adorned baseball caps, I would hole myself up in a library and listen to recordings of his speeches. They were full of pent-up rage. He lashed out at the white man, whom he called a “blue-eyed devil” and derided as a liar, a drunkard, an adulterer, a thief, a murderer. I marveled at his gall, at the convincing tone of his seditious voice, at the power and conviction with which he said the black man’s “natural religion” was Islam.1 He said the American Negroes’ ancestors were, in fact, African Muslims and America wanted to hide this from the Negro because this country actually feared what the Negro could bring himself to do if he set his mind to it. Things could get out of hand.

I wanted to know more, so I visited the Nation of Islam’s Boston temple, where I attended a sort of Sunday-school class. There, a well-dressed minister inveighed hard against Christianity, calling it the religion of “death” and saying its symbol, the crucifix, provided clear enough proof of that. Just open your eyes and see how Jesus was nailed to the cross, and how Christians adore the whole idea, he said.

On the streets, I met bow-tied brothers hawking bean pies and Muhammad Speaks, the Nation’s newspaper. They eagerly preached one on one, and their dignified bearing—it seemed drilled into them—appealed to that part of me attracted to uniforms and regimentation. They were sharp, respectful, and streetwise—nationalist soldiers molded into a fearless image, that of Malcolm.

Ironically I found them charming. They fired my imagination. They were prepared seemingly to lay down their lives for a sacred-held cause, and as the scholar C. Eric Lincoln pointed out, self-sacrifice was the lifeblood of this movement. And they were always more than willing to carry on for hours, expounding on what they considered to be the treacheries of the white race, rehashing the teachings of their “honorable” spiritual leader, Elijah Muhammad, so their listeners might wake up and come “back to life,” to their senses, by understanding a few simple “truths.”

Yet they also had the ominous, disciplined look of a firing squad. I sensed there was something secretive, exclusionary, even combative, about them. The slightest perceived offense might tick them off or might be interpreted as a breach of trust. I imagined setting them off in a tirade just by debating some finer point. With their short haircuts and leery, ever-watchful gaze, they seemed ready to fall into rank—poised to bring a karate chop down on my neck. To me they were desperate, indoctrinated men locked in a fierce struggle.

Their version of Islam lacked the spiritual breadth I typically associated with religion. Its focus was shamelessly narrow, politicized and essentially racist. Elijah’s Lost-Found Nation in the West was quasi-religious—a cult that appeared to be losing ground since Malcolm’s assassination. It was no longer championed by that angry man who’d lured thousands of blacks with his charisma and seductive logic. His death had left a void.

Elijah himself was regarded as messianic and he did inspire the devotion of a large following, but to much of the black community his appeal was basically that of a wizened old man, a venerated entrepreneur with a philosophy of self-help that sounded eminently sensible and levelheaded, that sounded in fact like just the sort of thing I figured black America needed to hear. And heed.

In his teaching he effectively played on blacks’ hatred for their conditions and their oppressor, using it as a unifying theme for his dogma and as the foundation upon which to build his community.

His instincts were superb. He worked the black community by crystallizing a clear vision of “the enemy,” appealing to blacks’ sense of belonging and by taking advantage of the black American’s proclivity for joining. As Lincoln pointed out in his book The Black Muslims in America, the Negro is compelled to join in order to escape the isolation, the sense of deprivation he experiences as a social outcast. One could very easily become a member of his nationwide community, a positive, spiritually uplifting, intensely pro-black organization.
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MALCOLM X IN 1963.
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Still I wasn’t convinced of Elijah’s “truths” and I certainly didn’t want to become one of his angry soldiers.

Then I learned that Elijah had declared his own prophethood and categorically dismissed the existence of life after death, saying this theological concept was ultimately a masterly scheme, a hoax devised to cheat blacks out of what they had earned in this world.

His abolition of the hereafter was heretical and, to me, offensive. It didn’t smack of religion in any sense that I had known. In fact, it directly contradicted all I had ever learned about religion that was comforting.

And if I could have found his concept of no hereafter plausible, there was yet another unconscionable story to contend with: Elijah’s myth about how the white race was actually an aberration, a race of virtual Frankensteins created by a mad black scientist named Yakub over 6,000 years ago. I also learned that Elijah’s followers believed he was divine and thus would never die.

I couldn’t decide which story sounded more preposterous. I told myself the Nation was not for me, and like many other black Americans disenchanted with him and resolved to repudiate Christianity for all its shortcomings, I checked out orthodox Islam.
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MUSLIM SISTERS AT PRAYER.
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As Malcolm described it in his gripping autobiography, published after his death, this “other” Islam, this “original” version, better fit my idea of religion. I liked what I learned about it. It was straightforward and unadulterated with racialist, backlash ideology; it stressed deeds more than intentions as the truest test of faith; for a godhead it offered no confusing trinity; and there was no intercessor. With prayer, one had direct access to one’s maker. Islam seemed almost perfect. Its one flaw was that Muhammad had enjoined prayer five times a day, and who had time for that.

What finally convinced me to convert was the futility of my own prayers. As a Christian, they made me feel beaten, ignored, betrayed. So, in early 1975, I chose Allah over Jesus.

It was a semiformal ritual, a simple one that ended before I was fully aware it had begun. I walked into a Manhattan mosque, and into the office of an Egyptian imam. He was austere. He took charge of my conversion, mirthlessly administering the shahada, the declaration of faith (“I bear witness that there is no god but Allah and that Muhammad is His messenger”), as his equally somber assistant, Muhammad, recorded my name in a ledger. I walked out feeling delivered, telling myself, insh’Allah (God willing), someday I will pray in Mecca.

I didn’t wear my religion on my sleeve, as many converts do. My approach to Islam took subtler form. Any action I undertook began with a statement of intention, Bismillah (“In the name of Allah”); I fasted every Ramadan (the holy month of fasting); and I prayed to Allah daily, feeling no compulsion to broadcast my conversion and thus become the subject of gossip. I’d weave my prayers into my frantic junior executive’s schedule, disappearing every so often into a stockroom in J. C. Penney’s corporate headquarters, where, barefoot on a flattened-out box and facing the direction I determined Mecca to be in, I whispered Arabic prayers as telephones rang and business buzzed as usual outside the tranquil little universe I’d created for myself.

My conversion was not unusual. I am one of millions of Americans, former Christians and Jews, who have embraced Islam over the last two decades, people who, unlike Muhammad Ali and Kareem Abdul-Jabbar and Malcolm X, have not made news.

Many who converted to Islam (myself included) did so in spite of reading absurd passages like the following from a high school text, a description of Islam that would almost have been amusing if it weren’t so dangerously subjective:


It was started by a wealthy businessman of Arabia called Muhammad. He claimed that he was a prophet. He found followers among other Arabs. He told them that they were picked to rule the world.



Of course, American converts vary greatly in degrees of religiosity. Indeed many today do not practice Islam at all, and some merely borrow what they want from Islam and dismiss the rest, so that now, meeting someone named Khalil or Aisha or Naima or Rasul who is not a practicing Muslim is not altogether uncommon.

One of the mosques I attend has none of the charm of a cozy chapel.2 It exudes none of the soaring, otherworldly spirit that once inspired great cathedrals. It bears none of the trademarks we usually associate with Islam—no tear-shaped dome, no minaret, no delicate Qur’anic frieze. It’s a simple loft in an unassuming building in the maze of lower Manhattan and it’s adorned only with a drab carpet, a few posters of arabesque calligraphy, a beat-up desk, a bulletin board, a shoe rack, partitioned areas for men and for women, and a homemade minbar—a staired pulpit that looks makeshift enough to have been constructed of leftover paneling and carpeting. The place has the feel of a room where a grass-roots organization meets.

Yet it is here each Friday at lunch hour that hundreds of corporate executives, city employees, diplomats, blue-collar workers, and a few ex-hustlers assemble to answer a muezzin’s Arabic summons to prayer. Facing Mecca, the congregation forms neat rows behind the imam, then listens prayerfully to him recite verses from the Qur’an and mimics his every move—standing straight, bowing on cue, standing again, and then prostrating, their noses pressed to the rug.

The mosque is located in a busy downtown district a half block from City Hall. There I meet all types of Muslims—Arabs, Africans, Asians, and many black and white Americans, some who converted because of Malcolm X’s influence, some who have never traveled abroad but who nevertheless identify so thoroughly with Prophet Muhammad’s hadith (traditions) that they wear robes as he, did over 1,400 years ago.

Reformed sinners praying shoulder to shoulder with those raised to live by Prophet Muhammad’s Sunnah—all are part of a movement that has spread across America, one paralleling the resurgence of Islam in the Middle East, Africa, and Asia.

As Islam casts its shadow across the geopolitical arena and plays a pivotal role in reshaping the world economic order, it also lives up to its reputation as the fastest-growing3 of the universal religions. In America it is no longer practiced solely by immigrants or by a mere handful of celebrities; millions pray to Allah daily and gather in large congregations every Friday, the Muslim Sabbath. And this movement stretches from the street corner, where white-robed, skullcapped Muslims sell incense and religious paraphernalia, to the boardroom, where Muslims look and dress no differently from anyone else; from makeshift inner-city mosques to the grand Islamic centers of New York or Chicago or Washington, D.C.; and from black and Hispanic communities to mesas in the Southwest and to lily-white suburbia.

There are more than 200,000 Muslim businesses, 1,200 mosques, 165 Islamic schools, 425 Muslim associations, and 85 Islamic publications. But because Muslims do not yet form a cohesive voting bloc and claim no homogeneous political identity on the local4 or national level, and because Islam in America approaches the diversity it takes on in other parts of the world, few Americans are aware that Muslims here probably outnumber Jews, making up the second-largest religious group in the nation.5

Islam—the word itself means “submission”—is not new to the New World. Evidence suggests that Muslims from Africa and Spain reached America long before Columbus brought Christianity;6 and it has been said that perhaps as many as one-fifth of the slaves brought to the Americas were educated in the Maliki 7 principles of Islam. West African Muslims from the Berber-, Fula-, Wolof-, and Mande-speaking tribes and Sudanic Muslims from the Hausa, Fulani, and Yoruba peoples practiced Islam surreptitiously during slavery in North and South America and the West Indies. Muslims were active as missionaries on the island of Hispaniola, where one of the greatest leaders in Haitian history was Machandal, a Muslim slave from Senegal. Arabi led Bush Blacks in eighteenth-century Surinam. Slaves practiced Islam in Venezuela, and in 1910 there were some 100,000 African Muslims in Brazil.

The number of Muslims in America increased dramatically following the liberalization of immigration policies in the 1960s, when a large influx of Muslims arrived from the Third World. But the West has always taken a vivid interest in the religion and the lands it dominated. Scholars estimate that over 60,000 books about Islam and the Orient were published between 1800 and 1950. With few exceptions they focused entirely on Islam abroad. In the 1800s a British “Arabist,” an explorer named Richard F. Burton (1821–90; he took the name al-Hajj Abdullah, meaning the Pilgrim Abdullah) reeducated generations of Westerners about Islam, doing so through what amounts to a thousand and one folk tales. He translated the Arabian Nights,8 a collection of erotic and bawdy tales, and a curious means to reintroduce a universal religion to the non-Islamic world. He even went so far as to call Great Britain “at present the greatest Mohammedan empire in the world”—referring, of course, to the large number of Muslims in its colonies.

Interest in Islam now appears at a high point among government leaders principally because of events in the Middle East, where the religion has become a significant factor in shaping political, military, and economic decisions.

With 1.16 billion adherents, or 23.2 percent of humanity,9 Islam is second only to Christianity (1.6 billion) in the number of followers worldwide, and only 20 percent of them live in the Middle East. Of the trinity of great monotheistic faiths—which includes Judaism and Christianity—Islam is the youngest and, apparently, the most headstrong and unpredictable. Its role in the modern world should not be underestimated. With other ideologies and philosophies in shambles, Islam alone seems unstoppable. The Wall Street Journal reported:


At a time when Marxism is so debilitated it is being shored up by capitalism, when Christianity lacks much of the missionary fire that once drove it, when Maoism is all but entombed with its founder and when democracy sounds only a muted appeal to much of the world, Islamic fundamentalism stands out as the movement on the march.10



As disillusionment with Western values spreads, Islam gains momentum. Each year adherents enter, or reenter, the fold simply by declaring the central tenet of Islam: “There is no god but Allah; Muhammad is His messenger.”

Elders, youth, members of the professional class are becoming “born again” believers, many of them renewing their vows and relearning the rudiments of prayer.

On Fridays throughout the Muslim world, life comes to a standstill. Muslims on the job, in shops, and in public squares stop whatever they’re doing and face Mecca in prayer.

Congregations have swelled and the annual pilgrimage, required at least once of every Muslim who can afford it, is bigger than ever. Each year, at least two million people converge on Mecca, Islam’s spiritual center, temporarily multiplying that city’s population by a larger percentage than that of any other major city. There, they perform a five- to seven-day ritual that remains unchanged since the Prophet’s time.

Despite this resurgence, myths and misconceptions abound about Islam abetted by the fact that Westerners tend not to differentiate between various sects of Muslims. The American public, for example, knows little about the religious differences between Saudi Arabia’s king and Iran’s ayatollahs. On the surface, they have much in common. They each wear robes and face Mecca in prayer. The two countries are theocracies and oil-rich members of the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries. It matters little to most Americans that Iranian Shiites practice a different brand of Islam from Saudi’s Wahhabis. It matters even less that the press, until recently, branded black converts in America “Muslim,” reserving the term “Moslem” for Arabs, Indians, Africans, Indonesians, and others, when American blacks practice the same religion as their Old World brothers and sisters. What is more important from the American perspective is that Islam, whether that of one sect or another, can be construed as a potential threat to world stability. That fact was driven home by the costly Persian Gulf War.11

Islam, then, which dominates a region that accounts for 60 percent of the world’s proven oil reserves, is perceived by many Americans as a dangerous menace that must be contained, much the same as Communism was during the cold war. And as it has been portrayed in Western media, the religion has taken the form of Islam against all comers; thus, the characteristics that distinguish Islam the religion from Islam the tool of the highly politicized easily become blurred.

Week after week, the television shows us a Middle East embroiled in violence—whole countries, societies, that from here look as if they have switched to self-destruct.

We see the aftermath of “fundamentalist” bombings in Cairo.

We see the Iraqi government singling out Kurds as enemies of the state.

We see Israeli widows wailing over the caskets of victims of terrorist raids.

We learn the PLO was at war with Lebanese Shiites, and realize that not only were Muslims fighting Jews in the Middle East, they were killing each other. Muslim nations turned against Iraq in a war that devastated both Iraq and Kuwait, although the killing fields were restricted for most Americans to smart-bomb and gunsight videotapes.

One newspaper, in a piece about the casual flow of arms from the Eastern bloc, calls Sa’ada “Yemen’s answer to Dodge City”—a place where men pop bottle tops with gun barrels, where you can buy grenades in an auto-parts shop, and where you can browse for a machine gun as easily as you can a woven basket.

We think back on Egyptian President Anwar el-Sadat’s assassination and can’t help but remember that the very word “assassin” is traced back to a secret sect of Muslims who killed Christian leaders during the Crusades, purportedly while high on hashish.

We learn that the Party of God has made a gift to some Islamic country of a machine that more efficiently slices off the right hand of convicted thieves, thereby making it easier to fulfill an edict ordained in the Qur’an.

The media lends to Americans’ perception that the World Trade Center bombing was rooted in religion.

To Americans, Islam plays a prominent role in all of this madness. With each successive wave of bad news from the Middle East, it becomes easier to label Muslims the aggressors, to point the finger and become judgmental, to deduce that Islam has gone amuck and seems to be Religion in Reverse, to conjure up old images of Saracens. It then becomes easier to ask: Where is the hand of God in this troubled part of the world?

All of the above contributes to non-Muslim America’s fear of the religion. One American, S. Abdullah Schleifer, who converted to Islam and who taught at the American University in Cairo, said he “sees in many Westerners an ‘irrational fear’ of all things Islamic and an attempt to impose Western values on a different society.”

Westerners cringe at the mutilation of girls’ genitals in some societies—the removal of the clitoris, called female circumcision—and blame Islam, without realizing that Muslims too cringe; they oppose the practice, saying it is a cultural tradition unsanctioned by Islam and practiced by Christians as well. Westerners also gasp at the Mutawin, Saudi Arabia’s religious police squad (officially known as the Committee for the Promotion of Virtue and the Prevention of Vice), who patrol the streets in jeeps, shouting, “Cover up!” at women whose strands of hair fall across their face. Finally, Westerners balk at the stories of polygamy—of Muslim wives confronted for the first time by their husbands’ younger, more vivacious wives. Westerners interpret these as acts of cruelty, and blame Islam.

The Islamophobia only increased with the death of a Muslim well known and respected in America. The one Muslim leader most familiar to the American public—excluding Khomeini, who was Persian, or Yasir Arafat or Saddam Hussein—was Anwar el-Sadat, who cultivated an image as a “believer President.” He became a hero to Americans, and he died a martyr, having set a precedent for the Palestinian-Israeli accord signed in September 1993.

However, to many Arabs his peace treaty with Israel, an avowed enemy, made him no less than a traitor to their cause. He had ultimately forsaken them, and his image of devoutness was seen by many as a political ploy, a lie. He was rumored to have called women dressed in Islamic garb “women in tents.”

What has all this to do with the emergence and flourishing of Islamic culture in America? What effect did Malcolm X have on the growth of the religion in America? Will the cry “Allahu akbar!” (“God is great!”)—heard wherever Muslims are at prayer, or at war—ever shake American society, on American soil? And why are so many Americans converting?

In the black American community Islam spread as a religion, as well as a weapon of protest and a means of self-definition.

In the first half of the twentieth century Islam was spread in America by groups who claimed their own prophets: nonconformist, angry black men, as well as by Ahmadiyyas,12 whose movement was based in India. Islam attracted America’s disenfranchised.

Noble Drew Ali, born in 1886 in North Carolina, was one of the first spiritual leaders to spread the faith, or his reinterpretation of it, to the black masses in America. Based in Newark, New Jersey, his Moorish Science Temple tried to instill self-pride in his followers by convincing them that they were “Asiatics,” and requiring them to carry nationality and identity cards indicating that the bearer was a follower of “all the Divine Prophets, Jesus, Mohammed, Buddha, and Confucius.” His followers used the name Bey.

Through his spokesman, Malcolm X, Elijah Muhammad was able to reach a wider audience with even more thought-provoking ideas, and his messages on blacks’ needs were carried directly—and defiantly—to blacks. The effect was both captivating and mobilizing.

One Islamic scholar outlined how these leaders used Islam as a rallying cry and a means to rethink their own identity, shed turn-the-cheek pacifism, construct communities based on collective rather than individual needs, emphasize men’s role as the anchor of the family, cherish womanhood, build strong morals, establish healthy lifestyles, and provide economic self-sufficiency.

Today, Islam in America is in a period of dynamic change, with at least 17 distinct groups of black American Muslims—from remnants of the Darul-Islam Tabligh movement, the largest indigenous group of Sunni Muslims, which established 50 branches nationwide, to the African Tijani Sufi order,13 introduced to Americans by Shaikh Hasan Sese of Senegal, and from the Nubian Islamic Hebrews of Brooklyn to followers of Warith D. Mohammed, Elijah’s son.

The changes are apparent. Where Islam was once used by some as a platform from which to espouse racist ideology in the United States, it now promotes brotherhood with few exceptions. And where orthodoxy was once limited principally to immigrants, it has opened its ranks to those born in America. Eighty-five to 90 percent of American converts are black,14 and the vast majority of both blacks and whites now appear to want an Islam of broader scope, an Islam grounded in history or in the capacity to inspire a sense of personal rebirth rather than an Islam that reflects merely the self-indulgence of some cult personality.

The Islam of Sunnites, of Shiites, of Sufis, and of Minister Louis Farrakhan differ enough to clash, at least on the surface. But all forms now exist in America.

I have worshipped with Sufi orders that strive to annihilate their sense of self, to fade away, or dissolve into God, by means of prayers, meditation, and incantations—jealously guarded secrets handed down over centuries in ceremonies presided over by the groups’ masters, most of whom live overseas and visit America occasionally.

I have also seen for myself how American Muslims journeying to Africa to meet sheiks they’ve adopted as their personal spiritual guides are respected as being wholly Islamic products of a non-Islamic society—which many Africans apparently consider as miraculous a feat as surviving in the belly of a beast.

Some Americans justify their conversions by saying they’ve come to terms with their past, with their African ancestors, who were Muslim. Others say that in fact they’ve been Muslim all along; they just didn’t know it or practice the faith. Still others deny that there is any religion but Islam—that Christianity, Judaism, and other faiths are but perversions of the real thing.

I grew up in New Bedford, Massachusetts, the New England seaport town where my grandparents settled after emigrating from the Cape Verde archipelago15 off West Africa at the start of this century. I was raised Catholic and for one fleeting moment in the fifth or sixth grade I dreamt of becoming a priest. In retrospect I actually considered this no more seriously than I had considered taking up the clarinet or flute, neither of which I play today. It was a passing thought. But faith itself was not. This wasn’t something one ordinarily questioned; it was to be inherited without squabble; it was something one was supposed to take for granted, as one does his own name.

I attended religion classes and received the sacraments but was no more religious for having done so than I was for watching television. Building my faith in God was supposed to have evolved through a simple and neat process, extended over the period of my youth, so long as I routinely showed my face in church. But for me and some of my peers, the church aisle came to symbolize more a runway for modeling Easter outfits than a path to the altar, communion, and God’s forgiveness.

My links to the old country, at least, were strong and direct. At home I ate island cuisine and heard Crioulo, an Africanized Portuguese, and there were plenty of stories about what life back in the old country was like. All of this implied I was somehow different, yet I was confused about my heritage. I failed to see how it fit into the scheme of things vis-à-vis racism in America.

And then I discovered Malcolm X. He summed up much that was ugly about America, eloquently telling off whites.

But his life showed me something eminently more useful than skillful oratory: what role religion could play as one approached this race-conscious society. He provided an example of how a man could use conviction as a powerful instrument to change the course of life—one’s own and others’. His remarkable ability to transform himself from hood to cleaned-up spokesman for the Nation of Islam and then to Sunni Islam—that was his real message.

Robert Penn Warren wrote: “Malcolm X was a latter-day example of an old-fashioned type of American celebrated in grammar school readers, commencement addresses, and speeches at Rotary Club lunches—the man who ‘makes it,’ the man who, from humble origins and with meager education, converts—by will, intelligence, and sterling character—his liabilities into assets. Malcolm X was of that breed of American, autodidacts and homemade successes, that has included Benjamin Franklin, Abraham Lincoln, P. T. Barnum, Thomas Alva Edison, Booker T. Washington, Mark Twain, Henry Ford, and the Wright Brothers.”

I was to learn that many other converts had discovered Malcolm too, and had grown beyond the point he had reached in the religion—Malcolm ended his spiritual journey in orthodoxy, where many converts began their own, taking their Islamic studies seriously enough to matriculate at universities in Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and elsewhere. Some Muslim converts, leery of the personality cult that developed around Malcolm’s revived image—which inspired a $100 million market in X caps, clothing, and paraphernalia—are quick to point out that Malcolm was Sunni Muslim for a relatively short time, and that most of his talks were made while he followed Elijah Muhammad.

Regardless of whether one remembers the angry Malcolm X of earlier days or the equality conscious El-Hajj Malik El-Shabazz, his stamp on the American Islamic landscape is enduring, his influence undeniable. Many Muslim converts were steered toward the religion through his autobiography, as told to Alex Haley. Allah, Muslims say, makes Muslims. How He seems to have done this in the United States in many cases was through Malcolm the Instrument.

Muslims still carry out their obligations for jihad (“striving”), with Malcolm long gone, and they do so in a nation that misunderstands them and misconstrues their motives.

The Qur’an forbids aggressive warfare. In the Qur’an, Allah prescribes fighting to preserve freedom of religion, dignity, and conscience. Jihad, which merely means “striving,” or “struggling,” is required of Muslims to defend themselves. Jihad, however, has been widely interpreted to signify “fighting,” its secondary meaning, as in “holy war” waged against enemies of the ummah, the greater Muslim community.

Part of the reason is this: Within centuries after the death of the Prophet, Muslim jurists divided the world not into secular and sacred realms, but into realms of belief and unbelief—the House of Peace and the House of War, or Unbelief. All within the dominion of the Islamic state—including ummahs of Christians and Jews—were considered integral parts of the federation, the House of Peace. All outside of it carried the distinct possibility of aggression. Peace, then, had to be “waged.” And it was.

By the beginning of the eighth century the jihad effort dwindled and Muslims lived side by side with non-Muslims, carrying on diplomatic relations and trade.16 But Muslims’ reputation for sword-bearing had taken root.

Actually, there are several kinds of jihad: the first is jihad bil nafs, which means “striving within the self.” This is considered the greatest jihad. The second jihad is jihad fi sabil Allah, “striving in the path of Allah.” This jihad is carried out by word or deed—by the tongue, by the pen, or as a last resort, by the hand. Allah forbids Muslims to submit passively to the injustices of others. He gives permission to strive against His enemies:


Permission (to fight in self-defense) is (now) given to those (Muslims) against whom war is waged (for no reason), because they have been done injustice to, and Allah has indeed might and power to help them;

Those who have been driven out of their homes without any just cause. Their only fault was that they said, “Our Lord is Allah.” If Allah had not repelled some peoples by means of others, cloisters and churches and synagogues and mosques wherein the name of Allah is mentioned very frequently, would have been razed to the ground in large numbers. And Allah will surely help one who helps His cause. Allah is, indeed, All-Powerful, All-Mighty.

Qur’an 22:39–40



Malcolm X’s “greater jihad” was his striving to turn his life around and mold himself as a Muslim; his “lesser jihad” was talking back at white America—which translated as offering blacks a psychological alternative, a perhaps nonpacifist plan for fighting back.

The greater jihad is well underway among American converts who seek to transform themselves in the light of Muslim ideals and injunctions in the Qur’an. The stories of some of those jihads are included in this book.

My intention was not to write a theological treatise nor to write a book about highly politicized secret societies that operate surreptitiously on the fringes of Islam. This is not a book about “Muslim radicals” or “Islamic extremists,” although the views of subjects I’ve included sometimes widely diverge from the mainstream. Rather, this work was undertaken principally to feel the pulse of Islamic society in America, to tell what is happening in a community of millions of converts to a religion that is so steeped in myth it remains as mysterious to most Americans as a woman behind a veil.

From the outset I did not intend to be an apologist or to defend the many deeds, or misdeeds, carried out in the name of Islam. Nor have I taken upon myself the role of spokesman for the faith or for the faithful. I have attempted only to document the movement as someone who can bring insight and sensitivity to the subject—a kind of passive sensitivity with which I intended to write about Islam in America from the inside out.

I’ve included Muslims of many persuasions. But no single book on Islam in America could ever be complete. The community is continually expanding—rapidly—and due to the vast numbers of immigrants who each year bring into play their own cultural influences on the community, Islam in America grows ever more complex. In my opinion, taken as a whole, the Islamic community in America is at least as complicated as any abroad, even in countries where indigenous Muslims predominate.

I decided on the “portrait/interview” format because I think the reader will best learn what these Muslims believe and think by hearing them in their own words. After hundreds of interviews, the cross section of “portrait/interviews” I chose to include I think reflects something of the breadth and complexity of this community but in no way is intended as a definitive representation of it. The Muslims included form but a small piece of a giant mosaic.

The Muslims that follow come from all walks of life, from the grassroots organizations to movers and shakers: a journalist, a rapper, orators, professional athletes, poets, professors, entrepreneurs, ex-convicts, polygamists, mystics, community activists, a comedian, a Pulitzer Prize winner, etc. They are American- and foreign-born. Some are “pre-Malcolm” Muslims. None are bomb throwers. You will learn how they coped with change or refused to; how they struggled to teach or influence non-Muslims; how they abandoned or took on Western ways; how they fought for civil rights; how they live together or apart from one another.

The profiles are grouped into chapters that reflect the various themes which I consider characteristic of each Muslim’s jihad. Each chapter opens with a verse from the Qur’an.

In many ways, getting this book to print was my own jihad. It is my hope that readers will come away with a better understanding of Islam and American Muslims and will seek more material about them and their jihad, beginning with the Qur’an itself.

Steven Barboza
New York City


1 For background information on Islam, refer to this page.

2 In 1993, there were more than 70 to choose from in New York City, more than twice the number a decade earlier. And there are an estimated 800,000 Muslims in the New York metropolitan area.

3 The American Muslim Council estimates the growth rate of the U.S. Muslim community to be 25,000 per year. Some 80 percent of mosques in the U.S. in 1993 were founded within the preceding twelve years.

4 In 1993, there was one Muslim mayor, in Kountze, Texas, where there were only two Muslim families and a population of 2,700 residents.

5 According to a report by the American Muslim Council, in 1993 there were between 5 and 8 million Muslims in the U.S. The ethnic percentages are: African American, 42 percent; Indian/Pakistani/Bangladeshi, 24.4 percent; Arabs, 12.4 percent; African, 5.2 percent; Iranians, 3.6 percent; Turkish, 2.4 percent; Southeast Asians, 2 percent; white Americans, 1.6 percent; and others, 6.4 percent. There were some 5,000 Hispanic Muslims. Women accounted for more than 75 percent of European American Muslims And about 70 percent of Muslims in the U.S. lived in 10 states: California, New York, Illinois, New Jersey, Indiana, Michigan, Virginia, Texas, Ohio, and Maryland.

6 In Deeper Roots, 1990 (Association of Islamic Communities in the Caribbean and Latin America), Abdullah Hakim Quick reports that Arab geographer al-Idrisi (1100–66), in The Geography of al-Idrisi, wrote about Muslim sailors who venture from Lisbon to the Caribbean and were met by native people who could speak Arabic.

7 One of the four major schools of Islamic jurisprudence. The others are Hanafi, Shafi’i and Hanbali.

8 The original stories were probably composed in Baghdad in the ninth century.

9 According to the Institute of Muslim Minority Affairs (1990). The projected world population of Muslims in the year 2000 is expected to be 1.6 billion people, or 26.85 percent, at current growth rates. (Source: Islamic Horizons, July–August 1990.)

10 August 7, 1987.

11 As estimated by the Arab Monetary Fund, the cost to Arab states was $676 billion; to Kuwait, $196 billion; to Iraq, $200 billion. The Fund reported in April 1993 that the war wiped out two-thirds of Kuwait’s financial surplus, the Fund for Future Generations, which was at $100 billion before the war. Also according to the report, destroyed infrastructure, factories, telecommunications, and roads cost Iraq $256 billion. The Baghdad government was living off savings in 1993, estimated at $30 billion before the war.

12 The Ahmadiyya denomination was established in India in 1889. Followers, now numbering about 10 million worldwide and an estimated 20,000 in North America, believe its founder, Ghulam Ahmad (1835–1908), was the promised messiah and reformer of Islam. In the early 1920s a missionary, Dr. Mufti Muhammad Sadiq, converted 40 Garveyites in Detroit. His successor, Mohammed Yusuf Khan, of India, continued proselytizing. It has been said that Elijah Muhammad was a uniformed corporal in Garvey’s United Negro Improvement Association. During and after the 1940s, many American jazz musicians became Ahmadi Muslims, including Yusef Lateef, Art Blakey, Ahmad Jamal, and Dakota Staton.

13 The Tijaniyya order, founded by Ahmad at-Tijani (1737–1815).

14 According to Dawud Assad, president of the Council of Masajid (plural of the word “mosque” in Arabic). “I believe that the religion of Islam is part of the genetic memory of African-Americans,” Sabir Muhammad, a former seminary student in Atlanta, told The Wall Street Journal (October 5, 1990). “We were given [Christianity] on the plantation. There were no Christians brought over on the boat.”

15 Reportedly 1 percent Muslim. (Source: The Minaret, November-December 1992.)

16 Karen Armstrong, Holy War: The Crusades and Their Impact on Today’s World (New York: Doubleday, 1991), p. 41.
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