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Chapter 1

Introduction

 “I say Native, you say…,” quizzes Preacher Moss, a Muslim stand-up comedian, 

as he addresses the crowd filling the main hall of the Rosemont Convention Center.  

Some of them catch on and exclaim, “Deen!”   He does this a few more times, and each 

time more of the audience joins in before he turns the stage over to the next performers.  

Three African American men take the stage to lively applause.  They are Native Deen, 

one of the first American Muslim hip-hop groups.  They are also one of the most popular 

Muslim musical groups in the United States, and are invited to perform at events all over 

the country and around the world.

Naeem Muhammad immediately takes the microphone and informs the audience 

that they will be signing their new album the next afternoon at their booth, and announces 

the concert for the next night.  He then encourages the audience to “make some noise” 

while the other two men and the drummer finish setting up and testing the equipment.  

Next, he invites their new drummer, Tariq Snare, to “kick that beat.”  Muhammad begins 

to clap along to the beat, encouraging the audience to do the same, while Abdul Malik 

Ahmed joins in on the conga drums.  They sing the title track to their latest album, Deen 

You Know.  In this song, “deen,” or “religion,” is personified, and it pleads with its 

followers to “please come back to me.”  At one point during the song, Joshua Salaam 

jumps from the low stage and continues singing as he passes in front of the first row, to 

the delight of the audience.  The song finishes amidst more enthusiastic applause.
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The setting for this performance is the annual convention of the Islamic Society of 

North America (ISNA), an event that usually takes place in Chicago on Labor Day 

weekend and attracts up to forty thousand Muslims and non-Muslim guests each year.  

Attendees come to hear lectures given by Islamic scholars, activists, and motivational 

speakers from across the United States and overseas, to shop in the five hundred-booth 

bazaar, to meet friends, and to enjoy family-friendly entertainment.  This entertainment 

session features Muslim musicians from the United States, Canada, and England, spoken 

word poets, and stand-up comedians.  The youth in particular enjoy these sessions 

because of the hip new music and comedy.  Their parents enjoy them because they 

provide an alternative to the American mainstream entertainment industry, whose 

products often carry messages incompatible with Islamic values.

Entertainment sessions at events such as the ISNA Convention allow the growing 

numbers of American Muslim musicians a chance to reach new audiences. Attendees get 

a taste of the variety available in the growing American Muslim music-culture, which 

they might not have even known about if not for their presence at the convention.  For the 

purposes of this thesis, I include in the term “American Muslim music,” music that is 

composed and/or performed by American Muslims, primarily for the American Muslim 

community.  This excludes, for example, music that is composed primarily for Muslims 

of a particular immigrant ethnicity, although the musicians’ ethnic identities naturally 

influence their work.  I include music that conveys values easily recognizable as Islamic 

by most Muslims, and that deals with topics relevant to the lives of Muslims, even if non-

Muslims also enjoy their music and constitute part of their audience.  I exclude music by 

Muslims such as Mos Def and Everlast because, although they sometimes include the 
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basmala (Bismillah ir-Rahman ir-Raheem, “In the name of God, The Beneficent, The 

Merciful”) or other Islamic phrases in their songs, their music targets a mainstream 

American audience and is not seen by most Muslims as conveying a primarily Islamic 

message.  Although they are important musicians in their own right, I will not be 

discussing their music in this thesis.  

The object of this study is the developing American Muslim music-culture, as 

represented by the examples of individual musicians and events, comments by consumers 

of said music, and standards and requirements of event organizers and creators of sites 

that promote American Muslim music.  We learn about American Muslim music-culture 

by how musicians choose to promote themselves, what kind of lyrics they write, their 

performance style and dress, and their musical techniques.  We may learn even more by 

observing which artists American Muslims choose to listen to and support, and which 

artists are invited to perform, at which events.  Newspaper and magazine articles, 

reviews, and documentaries tell us what some consumers think of the choices the 

musicians have made.  Musicians can choose to change their styles in response to the 

standards and critiques of their audience, or risk losing popularity.  I am interested in not 

only the music itself, but rather the culture that has created the music, consumes the 

music, and includes it as part of its identity. 

Some questions I had at the beginning of this study were:  How do American 

Muslim musicians see their role in the American Muslim community?  How do members 

of the community see the musicians and their role?  How is their performance and 

material influenced by the expectations of their target audience, and what is that target 

audience?  What measures do musicians take to make their material and style of 
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performance relevant and interesting to the American Muslim community?  Do these 

musicians expand the boundaries of American Muslim culture?  If so, how do they do 

this?  Do American Muslim musicians face similar hurdles as mainstream American 

musicians?  How do they overcome the hurdles they face?  How do these musicians 

reflect and shape American Muslim identity?

To answer these questions, I contacted several musicians, as well as some Muslim 

spiritual leaders, to ask them for interviews.  I gave those who expressed an interest in 

participation the option to either be interviewed, over the phone or in person, or to answer 

a written survey.  I supplemented my personal interviews and surveys by reading and 

listening to interviews online, reading newspaper and magazine articles about the 

musicians in question, and watching their performances and music videos.  I chose from a 

large assortment of musicians who fit my previously-mentioned criteria, preferring 

musicians whom I and other fans, based on discussions I had heard and read, considered 

to display a reasonable to high level of talent.  I tried to incorporate a diverse crowd of 

musicians, making sure I included as many ethnic groups and musical genres as possible, 

while taking into account that the demographics of American Muslim musicians are far 

from equally balanced.  In the American Muslim music-culture, men greatly outnumber 

women, rappers far outnumber pop singers, and African Americans outnumber all other 

ethnic groups, reflecting the fact that first, second, and third-generation African American 

converts make up over one third of the American Muslim community.  In my 

observations of performance, I took into account lyrical content, performance style while 

playing live and in music videos, dress, and use or lack of instruments.  By performance 

style, I refer to the way in which the musicians conducted themselves onstage.  Did they
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dance?  Did they interact with the audience in any way, or attempt to involve them in the 

production of sound, such as clapping or singing along?  Did they sit, stand, or move 

about on the stage?  Did they conduct themselves differently in their music videos (if 

they have produced music videos) than they did while performing live?  

In relation to the American Muslim musicians I interviewed, I am both an insider 

and an outsider.  Because I am an American Muslim, I am an insider.  My insider status 

in this regard may have prompted the musicians to trust me more than they would have 

otherwise, and I believe it also helped me understand them, their product, and their 

culture, and therefore provide a competent analysis.  I am an outsider because I am an 

ethnographer of music, and not a musician myself.  Partially due to my outsider status, I 

have incorporated many of the musicians’ own words in this thesis.

While there is no comprehensive work on American Muslim music, I found 

several newspaper, journal, and magazine articles on the subject.  I also relied on articles 

and lectures, mostly by Muslim scholars and activists, about the importance of 

developing an indigenous culture that is both American and Islamic.  The most important 

of these articles was the essay “Islam and the Cultural Imperative” by Umar Faruq Abd-

Allah of Nawawi Foundation, which has had a profound impact on the American Muslim 

community and has been referenced in many other articles and lectures (2004).  The 

number of Islamic references in mainstream rap has also produced articles on the subject 

of the relationship between Islam and hip-hop culture.  I consulted several books on the 

subject, the most important of which were African American Music: An Introduction, 

edited by Mellonee Burnim and Portia Maultsby (2006), and Black Noise: Rap Music and 

Black Culture in Contemporary America, by Tricia Rose (1994).  I also consulted books 
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and articles dealing with or using practice theory and Geertzian symbolic anthropology, 

as well as identity and cultural studies, to develop a theoretical background for this study.  

These sources included: The Voice of Egypt: Umm Kulthūm, Arabic Song, and Egyptian 

Society in the Twentieth Century by Virginia Danielson (1997); “Theory in Anthropology 

Since the Sixties” by Sherry Ortner (1994); “Religion as a Cultural System” by Clifford 

Geertz (1973); Identity and Agency in Cultural Worlds by Carole Cain, Dorothy Holland, 

William Lachicotte, Jr., and Debra Skinner (2001); and Identity and the Arts in Diaspora 

Communities by Thomas Turino (2004).

The Internet played a vital role in my research.  I was able to access many articles 

through websites such as The American Muslim, Nawawi Foundation, and Asma Society.  

I was also able to search for and read articles from newspapers and magazines across the 

country.  Google videos and You Tube have been valuable resources in allowing me 

access to recorded performances, music videos, documentaries, and interviews with 

musicians, fans, and producers.  Online radio stations such as the Chicago-based Radio

Islam have also helped me gather information to supplement my own research, as one 

announcer, who is herself a spoken word artist, often interviewed musicians and other 

artists on the air.  The website Muslim Hip Hop boasts a large database of Muslim 

musicians, complete with biographies, samples of their music, interviews, and links to 

their websites.  The site also hosts discussion forums where people come to discuss 

American Muslim music and musicians.  Discussion boards and personal weblogs (blogs) 

tipped me off to articles related to my research and made me aware of many talented 

musicians as well as the range of opinions held by individuals in the American Muslim 

community regarding these musicians.  
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In short, interest in American Muslim music is growing rapidly.  I feel that this 

study is important in today’s world because of the tension between some Americans and 

Muslims, as well as the perceived incompatibility between the identifications of 

“American” and “Muslim.”  There is a lot of material today in magazines and newspapers 

saying or implying that Islam is a religion of violence and austerity.  Muslims are 

portrayed as barbaric desert dwellers bent on destroying the West and “freedom,” with no 

room in their lives for cultural manifestations such as art, music, and play.  Despite the 

deluge of negative press, however, many Americans are curious about Islam and their 

Muslim neighbors.  I would like to provide a window into American Muslim culture 

through music, inviting them to learn more about American Muslims and to engage in 

dialogue with them.  I would also like to encourage American Muslims to take notice of 

and to support their musicians, and to take an active part of the creation of their own 

culture.

I will begin the next chapter by briefly discussing the evolution of the American 

Muslim community and its culture.  I will also summarize how life in the United States 

differs from life in Europe, the Middle East, South Asia, or other places, for Muslim 

residents and citizens.  I will explain the ways in which awareness within the American 

Muslim community of the need to create an indigenous Muslim culture is emerging, the 

motivations and arguments for this seemingly recent development, and the inherent 

difficulties in undertaking such a venture.  Included in these difficulties is the problem of 

definitions and labels.  What is “Islamic,” and what is “American,” and who decides 

these things?  How have these terms been used by American Muslims?  I will also list 

and discuss some of the organizations and individuals who have chosen to pioneer this 
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project, the ways in which they are doing this, and how they appeal to the larger 

community for support and participation.  Modern American Muslim culture is expressed 

through music, film, clothing, literature, visual art, and stand-up comedy.

Chapter three will begin with a brief explanation of the various interpretations of 

the place of music within Islam, and the ways in which the advocates of these views have 

influenced the development of Muslim communities and their music in the United States.  

The history of musical fusion within the United States will also be discussed, through the 

examples of other immigrant groups, as will the history of musical fusion in the Muslim 

world, through the example of Indonesian music.  I will also introduce the concept of a 

continuum between American and Islamic musics, and the points in between on which 

the styles of American Muslim musics fall.  For example, some artists Americanize pan-

Islamic music, such as the nasheed, while others “Islamize” popular American music, 

such as rap.  Other artists fall somewhere in the middle of the continuum.  I will finish the 

chapter by introducing an overview of the genres found in American Muslim music, and 

by explaining why rap is the most popular.

Chapter four is devoted to the American Muslim musicians who have inspired this 

study.  Three musicians and groups were observed in detail:  Native Deen, Seven 8 Six, 

and Ani.  Native Deen are pioneers in American Muslim music and have gained 

widespread popularity and acceptance in the American Muslim community, as well as 

overseas.  Seven 8 Six, a pop group made up of five young Pakistani American men, has 

also gained much popularity, but they are controversial for some because they are often 

perceived as being too “Americanized,” as well as too attractive to young women.  They 

have responded to critiques of their style by changing their image slightly.  Zuriani 
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Zonneveld, simply known as “Ani,” began creating Islamic pop music at the request of 

Muslim parents so that the American Muslim community would have a positive 

alternative to mainstream pop, and to give Islam in the United States a more 

contemporary and moderate image.  Despite her intentions, Ani has not been widely 

accepted and supported in the American Muslim community for several reasons, a major 

one of which is that many Muslims believe that a woman should not sing as a solo 

performer for audiences that include men.  As a result, very few stores that market 

Islamic music sell her CDs, and Ani receives very little publicity and promotion.  Her 

story, and to a lesser extent the story of Seven 8 Six, demonstrate that the American 

Muslim community is not ready for some types of music.  Their stories also show exactly 

where the boundaries are drawn in many American Muslim minds.  

Besides the aforementioned three musicians and groups, I have included eight 

other musicians and groups in this study.  They will be briefly introduced as well in 

Chapter four to show the variety available in the growing American Muslim music-

culture.  Their stories will also be used to demonstrate how American Muslim identity is 

articulated through music, and to add to and compare with the stories of the previously 

discussed artists.  These eight musicians include a country singer, an alternative rock 

band, a soul singer, rappers, and three performers who identify themselves as “Sufi 

musicians.”  Like the music of the first three musicians, their music falls at different 

points along the Americanized Islamic – Islamized American continuum, and they have 

achieved different levels of acceptance and popularity in the American Muslim 

community.  Each musician I discuss has his or her own way of negotiating the 
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boundaries in the minds of a prospective audience, and displays and articulates American 

Muslim identity in his or her own way.

Chapter five will discuss how the musicians I have spoken of shape the American 

Muslim music-culture, and how their music is shaped in turn by the expectations already 

present in the community.  I will explain in detail some of the limits placed by some 

Muslims on music and its performance, and the effect this has on musicians when 

seeking an audience and an opportunity to perform.  Some of these limits can be seen in 

the expectations, requirements, and standards set by promoters of American Muslim 

music, such as the ISNA Convention entertainment sessions, entertainment sessions at 

other conventions and programs, stores, and websites such as Muslim Hip Hop.  

Additional hurdles are faced by female musicians as well as performers who use musical 

instruments, and I will discuss how they negotiate and overcome these hurdles.  I have 

found that American Muslim audiences are willing to try something new musically, but

not too new, and this creates a sometimes precarious balance between the “traditional,” 

meaning that which has already achieved wide acceptance and has been integrated into 

regional or pan-Islamic culture, and the “innovative,” that which has not yet been

accepted and/or incorporated.   They move out of their comfort zones slowly, and the 

musicians who are successful at gaining and keeping their attention and support will push 

the boundaries just enough to keep things interesting and novel, but not enough to 

alienate, confuse, or shock their consumers.  

In Chapter five, I will also discuss the ways in which many of these musicians 

make a conscious effort to articulate their identity as American Muslims, not just 

Muslims in America, through their dress, musical styles, speech, and body language 
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during performance.  I will also discuss the issue of individual identity versus group 

identity.  This is significant because of the emphasis on individual identity in American 

culture, and the emphasis on group identity, sometimes at the expense of individual 

identity, by most Muslim cultures.  I will refer to the data presented in Chapter four to 

answer the question, “How do American Muslim musicians see themselves?”  The next 

question, “How do consumers see them?,” is answered by discussing praises and critiques 

of the musicians, found in articles, interviews, reviews, and documentaries.  I will then 

discuss the similarities and differences between the musicians’ views of themselves and 

their consumers’ views of them. 

In my brief conclusion, I will discuss the speed at which this field of study has 

progressed during my research, using the flourishing careers of certain musicians and the 

proliferation of articles on the subject as examples.  I will also note some of the reactions 

people gave me when I told them what I was studying, and what I think these reactions 

say about the status of the American Muslim music-culture, at least among some people.  

This leads into the fact that, despite what this study may seem to express, I want to stress 

that the American Muslim community is not monolithic.  Its diversity extends into the 

ways American Muslims see music, and what kinds they listen to.  Despite the popularity 

some American Muslim musicians have gained, there are still many people who have 

never heard of them.  I will then outline suggestions for further research, some of which I 

would like to investigate myself in the future.  I hope this study will be of use to 

American Muslims and others in learning more about themselves and the musicians in 

their community who are trying to reach them.  I also hope it will be of use to academics 
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and others who wish to learn more about American Muslims and their cultural 

manifestations.              
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Chapter 2

The Evolution of the American Muslim Community and its Culture

The first known Muslims to settle in North America arrived in chains.  An 

estimated fifteen to twenty percent of the African slaves brought to the New World were 

Muslims (Diouf 2004:45).  After the slave trade ended, however, the religion of these 

Africans was not passed on to the vast majority of their descendents.  More Muslims 

arrived in the late 1800s and early 1900s, this time from the Ottoman Empire.  They came 

for greater economic opportunity and created communities in cities and towns across the 

United States (Curtis 2004:707).  The two most lasting vestiges of these communities can 

be found in Cedar Rapids, Iowa, and Dearborn, Michigan.  Cedar Rapids, Iowa is the site 

of the first building in the United States designed specifically to be used as a mosque, 

today known as the “Mother Mosque.”  Dearborn, Michigan is home to the largest 

concentration of Arabs, many of them Muslims, in the United States.  Many of these 

Arabs and Muslims are descendants of the early immigrants who came to work in the 

auto industry and as peddlers and shopkeepers in the early 1900s.  Recently, Dearborn 

became the home of the Smithsonian-affiliated Arab American National Museum, the 

first in the world dedicated to Arab American history, and a celebration of this 

community’s heritage and contribution to its new home.

In the mid-1900s, African Americans began to convert to Islam and to non-

mainstream proto-Islamic movements such as the Moorish Science Temple, the Nation of 

Islam, and the Five Percent Nation.  Of these groups, the Nation of Islam was the largest 

and most influential among African Americans.  Its most famous follower, Malcolm X, 
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attracted many people to the group, but subsequently converted to Sunni Islam after his 

pilgrimage to Mecca.  Some members of the Nation of Islam joined Sunni Islam with 

him.  After the death of the group’s leader of forty years, Elijah Muhammad, in 1975, his 

son, W. D. Mohammed, led many of his followers into Sunni Islam (Curtis 2004:710).  

Many of today’s African American Muslims are followers of W. D. Mohammed.  

During the Civil Rights Movement of the late fifties and early sixties, President 

Lyndon B. Johnson passed a new immigration law in 1965 which allowed the entry of 

many non-Europeans into the United States.  This opened the doors for numerous 

Muslims from Arab countries, Iran, Africa, and the Indian subcontinent.  Many of these 

immigrants were well-educated and established themselves in the American work force 

as doctors, teachers, lawyers, engineers, business owners, and, later, experts in the 

computer field (Curtis 2004:709).  The abundance of Muslim and other South Asian 

doctors in the United States led stand-up comedian Azhar Usman to quip, referring to a 

chink in the perceived realism of the television show ER, “There's not a hospital in this 

country without a Dr. Patel or a Dr. Hussain on staff” (Usman 2003)!            

The level of education and accomplishment in the American Muslim community 

is one of the factors that differentiate it from Muslim communities in Europe.  Well-off 

American Muslims are able to integrate themselves into the middle classes, and their 

professionalism earns them the respect and friendship of other middle-class Americans.  

In contrast, most of Europe’s Muslims are laborers, with less education and less money 

than their American counterparts.  This is not to say that there are no Muslim doctors in 

Europe and no Muslim janitors in the United States but, statistically speaking, a larger 

percentage of American Muslims are professionals than European Muslims.  Add this to 
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the fact that European Muslims are often living among the very peoples who occupied 

their homelands as colonial powers in recent generations, and it is easy to see why 

immigrant Muslims in Europe have had less success in integrating themselves into the 

larger society than Muslims in the United States have had.  The United States, being a 

country of mostly immigrants, was also already more equipped than most European 

countries in dealing with the cultural and religious variegations brought by Muslim 

immigrants.  

Muslim-majority countries have their fair share of cultural diversity.  For 

example, each of Pakistan’s four provinces and its federally administered areas has its 

own cultural distinctions, and there are over ten major languages spoken in the country.  

Sunni and Shi’a Muslims call Pakistan home, as do smaller groups of Muslims, such as 

Ahmadis, Deobandis, and Ismailis, not to mention minority communities of other 

religions.  Muslim communities in the United States, however, exhibit a far greater level 

of diversity.  Differences can be found in race, nationality, language, class, political 

ideology, school of religious thought, level of religious practice, and level of assimilation 

into American culture, among many others.  Despite what this study may seem to 

presuppose, there is no typical “American Muslim.”  Despite their differences, however, 

many American Muslims feel the need to seek unity, and to counter their minority status 

in the United States by presenting a unified front.  One way of doing this is by retaining 

some meaningful cultural differences from one’s homeland but also forming and 

embracing an American Muslim culture.  As Michael Wolfe, an American Muslim 

filmmaker explains, 

When any religion is new to a place, as Islam is new to America, the 
tendency to take one’s cues from the Motherland is strong, wherever that 
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Motherland is perceived to be.  And then there comes a moment to grow 
up.  For many American Muslims, that moment arrived in the weeks 
following September 11, when a substantial number grew disenchanted 
with the habit of looking abroad for leadership. (Wolfe 2002:xiii)

THE NEED FOR AN INDIGENOUS AMERICAN MUSLIM CULTURE

In the past few years, increasingly since September 11, 2001, there has been a 

deluge of articles and lectures by American Muslim scholars and activists regarding the 

need to create an indigenous American Muslim culture.  The reasons for this are many.  

One is that American converts to Islam often feel that they must commit “cultural 

apostasy” (Abd-Allah 2004:5), and embrace Arab or South Asian culture upon 

conversion.  This is partially due to the convert’s own perceived alienation and minority 

status in their new community, and also due to the expectations of other community 

members, who are often immigrants who feel that Western culture is corrupt, worldly, 

and “un-Islamic.”  Converts are often told very soon after their conversion that they need 

to change their names to Arabic ones (although some do so on their own, with no outside 

pressure), adopt “Islamic” dress (read, Arab or South Asian dress), stop listening to music 

and, for men, start growing a beard.  Being bombarded by so much new information, the 

convert does not know which of these instructions are from Islam, which of them are 

from the cultures of the immigrants who are teaching them, and which are a combination 

of both.  

Another problem is that the children and grandchildren of immigrants, who have

been born and/or raised in the United States, usually cannot relate well to their parents’ 

culture, often to the great disappointment of said parents.  If Islam is only presented to 

them enclosed in that culture, as it often is, these Americans also cannot relate to Islamic 
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teachings or understand how they can be incorporated into their lives.  The primary 

culture of these second generation immigrants is American, peppered with some 

traditions, mannerisms, and values from their parents’ homeland.  Thus, they need to be 

shown how Islam is compatible with their own unique culture.  

There is also the problem of the “otherization” of Islam and Muslims in many 

American minds, encouraged by the media.  While immigrant Muslims should feel free 

to retain as much of the culture of their homelands as they wish, Americans also need to 

know that Islam and American values are not incompatible.  When Americans hear of 

some Muslims making anti-American statements, and see the media subtly (or not) 

equating the “war on terror” with a “war on Islam” or “Islamic fascism,” it makes them 

distrust Muslims, even though their neighbor, doctor, or child’s school friend may be 

Muslim.  Seeing examples of successful concurrences of Islamic and American culture 

may change things, both in the minds of Muslims who have anti-American sentiments, 

and in the minds of Americans who have anti-Muslim sentiments, and this may 

eventually foster positive relations and better understanding between the two.

Seeing the need for the creation of an indigenous American Muslim culture, many 

scholars, motivational speakers, and activists began to write and lecture on the topic.  

Perhaps the most influential advocate for the creation of this culture is Umar Faruq Abd-

Allah of the Chicago-based Nawawi Foundation.  His numerous lectures on the subject, 

and most importantly his article “Islam and the Cultural Imperative,” have influenced and 

inspired many others to take interest in this project.  “Islam and the Cultural Imperative” 

is one of the most-quoted articles by others who write on the subject and encourage the 

process of cultural production.  In this article, Abd-Allah stresses that American Muslims 
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must form their culture consciously, using the community’s most knowledgeable 

members in the fields of the Islamic sciences as well as the social sciences and history.  

Abd-Allah describes in detail the needs this culture must fulfill for the multicultural 

American Muslim community:

A successful Muslim American culture must provide psychological space 
for all constituents of our highly heterogeneous community, taking on a 
cosmopolitan cast from the outset like a nationwide peacock’s tail 
reflecting our rich internal diversity. One size does not fit all. Culturally 
speaking, what is right for the suburbs may not be right for the inner city.  
What suits African American or Asian American identity may not always 
suit others. But to embrace all and foster a true sense of continuity and 
community among us, our culture must address Islam’s transcendent and 
universal values, while constructing a broad national matrix that fits all 
like a master key, despite ethnic, class, and social background. This 
overarching cultural template must allot generous sub-group space for 
each individual entity to foster its own self-image and unique cultural 
expression. It must facilitate dynamic internal diversity, while promoting 
mutual understanding among groups, cross-cultural communication, and 
interfaith cooperation with the larger American society. In drawing upon 
the fertile resources of the American cultural legacy, we must pay special 
heed to the rich and often neglected heritage of Native Americans and His-
panics as well as Anglo- and African Americans. (Abd-Allah 2004:9-10)

As Abd-Allah points out, an American Muslim culture cannot be monolithic, but 

must be able to accommodate many different kinds of people.  Other American Muslim 

writers who call for change and greater accommodation in the American Muslim 

community are Sherman Jackson and Jeffrey Lang.  In his book, Islam and the 

Blackamerican: Looking Toward the Third Resurrection, Jackson says that, after the 

changes in immigration laws by President Johnson in 1965, the large numbers of Muslim 

immigrants caused the authority of American Muslims, especially Blacks, to be abruptly 

lost.  As a result, their culture was, and continues to be, marginalized and decried as “un-

Islamic,” and they were, and still are, pressured to conform to Arab or South Asian 
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cultural interpretations of Islam (Jackson 2005:60).  Jackson warns the American Muslim 

community of the dangers of denying “Blackamericans” the use of their indigenous 

cultural manifestations:

Suppression of Blackamerican creative energy severely jeopardizes the 
possibilities for the development of a cultural expression of American 
Islam that is a product of and is at home in the West.  Given the decline 
and insularity of the cultures of the Muslim world, not to mention their 
prudishness, which is often mistaken for piety, these cultures are of 
limited portability and stand little chance of gaining mass appeal in the 
West.  Finally, for Blackamerican Muslims to cease, even in the name of 
Islam, to be contributors to the broader Blackamerican culture is both to 
weaken their relationship with the Blackamerican community and to deny 
them a role in the production and shaping of America’s most seductive 
export: pop culture.  In this sense, the absence of Muslims from the 
Blackamerican cultural scene shows itself to have serious implications 
both domestically and globally.  (Jackson 2005:85)

Jackson and Lang both warn that excluding Western cultural manifestations from 

an American Muslim’s life may cause him or her to leave the Muslim community.  

Lang’s book Losing My Religion addresses the factors that cause large numbers of 

American Muslim youth and converts to leave the mosque, and often lose touch with 

Islam altogether.  His solution, along with others who were inspired by his book, was to 

create an organization that allows American Muslim youth and converts to speak up.  

This organization, Generation Islam, invites discussion between American Muslims from 

all walks of life in order to determine their needs, which are not being fulfilled by the 

existing Islamic institutions in the United States.  They can then, together, seek creative 

solutions to change the way the American Muslim community and its institutions are run.  

The organization introduced a Yahoo group to gain members in October of 2006, and 

soon after that launched a Website that hosts discussion forums that feature topics such as 

“The Model Mosque Project,” “Convert Corner,” “Homegrown Hub,” “Qur’anic Study 
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Circle,” “Parents’ Parking,” and “Intergenerational Bridge” (Generation Islam 2007).  

Lang and the organization’s co-founder, Rabia Saeed, refer to North American-born 

Muslims as the “silent majority” because their voices are often ignored, if they are 

allowed to raise them at all, in favor of those of immigrants because it is often 

erroneously presumed that they know more about Islam just because they come from a 

Muslim-majority country.  Their objectives also include addressing the particular needs 

of women, youth, homegrown scholars, and others.

Abd-Allah, Jackson, and Lang offer prescriptive views on American Muslim 

culture, with concrete ideas of what needs to be done to facilitate greater involvement of 

the indigenous American Muslim community.  There are, however, obstacles to 

overcome in realizing such a project.  One such obstacle lies in convincing Muslims 

living in the United States to unite and work together.  For immigrant Muslims 

especially, this is a challenge due to a tendency to remain involved in politics “back 

home” (Khan 2000:92).  If two Muslims come from countries that are in a state of tension 

with one another, this tension can emerge when they try to work together.  The obvious 

solution would be to become involved in American society and let the people “back 

home” worry about their own politics, but many people are not willing to do this.  

Muqtedar Khan, Assistant Professor in the Department of Political Science and 

International Relations at the University of Delaware, observes that American-born 

Muslims, even if their parents are immigrants, are not as likely to allow politics of 

Muslim-majority countries to influence their interactions with other Muslims or with the 

West (Khan 2000:93).  Another problem is that a vocal minority of Muslims demonize 

the West as Dar al-Kufr, or the “Abode of Disbelief,” because Islamic law is not 
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implemented and they see Westerners as morally lax (Khan 2000:97).  Although they are 

a minority, they are incredibly active in lecturing others on their position, especially 

targeting impressionable and sometimes confused American Muslim youth.  Perhaps the 

greatest problem, however, lies in the foreign policy of the United States, and the ways in 

which the American media portrays Islam and Muslims.  Muslims resent the fact that the 

United States supports Israel in its treatment of Palestinians, and that they impose 

sanctions on Muslim countries while allowing most non-Muslim countries to do as they 

wish.  When American Muslims hear politicians and reporters use terms like “Islamic 

fascism,” or “Islamic” or “Muslim terrorist,” (but never “Christian terrorist” for people 

who bomb abortion clinics, for example), and see Islam and Muslims demonized in the 

media, they feel unwelcome in the United States and alienated from the American 

society.  They enjoy living in the United States and seek naturalization because of the 

freedom and economic benefits, but because of this alienation, “have enormous problems 

thinking of themselves as American Muslims. They want the prosperity and the freedom 

but not the foreign policy, and Muslim leaders who oppose assimilation without opposing 

naturalization inadvertently place Muslims in a moral dilemma” (Khan 2000:96).  Khan 

believes that if the vocal minority of Muslims who refer to the United States as Dar al-

Kufr can be ignored or discouraged, and if the American media would discontinue its 

demonization of Islam and Muslims, Muslims in the United States could naturally 

develop an American Muslim identity.

One problem the American Muslim community faces is that of deciding what fits 

into an American Muslim culture, and furthermore, who has the authority to decide these 

things.  Because the United States is already a pluralistic society, deciding what is 
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“American” poses very few problems and does not cause many arguments.  Deciding 

what is “Muslim” or “Islamic” is another matter.  Because Islam has no formal clergy, 

such as a pope or bishop, it is difficult to establish authority in Islamic law and 

jurisprudence.  Islamic scholars, or ulema (s. alim), exist, but they are followed on a 

voluntary basis and furthermore, because one’s claim to scholarship is often not 

sufficiently questioned, large numbers of unqualified “scholars” add to the confusion.  

Suffice it to say that one person’s authority figure may not be regarded as so for another.  

But what is “Islamic?”  Sherman Jackson believes that the term, like the word 

“American,” is used to prescribe as well as describe, and is often used by immigrant 

Muslims to define their own culture in opposition to, and in competition with, Western 

and American cultures (Jackson 2005:154).  Jackson describes the effect the use of this 

terminology has on American Muslims, particularly “Blackamerican” Muslims, in that it 

is used to coerce them to abandon their own culture and embrace Middle Eastern and 

South Asian culture as “Islamic” and imperative to adopt for those who wish to live as 

proper Muslims.  This formula was especially effective on Black Muslims, because for 

many of them rejecting American culture meant rejecting “White” culture (Jackson 

2005:156).  When “Islamic” culture is defined as Middle Eastern or South Asian, it is 

next to impossible to create an indigenous American Muslim culture that would be 

recognized as truly “Islamic” by a large segment of the community.

To compound the issue, the terms “Islamic” and “Muslim” are used in different 

ways, and carry different meanings.  “Islamic” is the more loaded and potentially 

prescriptive term, as described in the previous paragraph.  “Muslim,” however can be 

used to simply describe something that many Muslims do, especially if this is something 
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that their non-Muslim neighbors might not do.  When describing the music I have 

researched, I use the term “Muslim” instead of “Islamic” because most Muslims will 

agree that the music I have researched is part of American “Muslim” culture.  Because 

the subject of music in general, or certain types of music, is controversial for many 

Muslims, it would be potentially problematic to refer to the musical examples I have 

included as “Islamic” music.  Besides, I do not consider myself qualified to define what 

is “Islamic” or not.  Because American Muslims are traditionalists, progressives, 

moderates, Sunnis, Shi’as, Salafis, Sufis, and every degree in between, it would be next 

to impossible to agree on what is “Islamic” and what is not.  

AMERICAN MUSLIMS IN THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES

American Muslim artistic culture has already begun to take shape, largely through 

the creative efforts of American Muslim youth.  Films are being made, such as American 

Ramadan by director Naeem Randhawa.  Websites and stores manufacture and sell 

clothing to fit the needs of American Muslims, especially women, leading to a fashion 

design contest for Muslim women and girls, sponsored by the Websites and organizations 

Yan Taru and Shukr.  The winner earned a gift certificate to Shukr, a leading 

manufacturer and seller of Western-style modest clothing for Muslims, and her design 

was sewn and sent to her in her size and made available for sale on the Shukr website.  

American Muslim poets such as Daniel Abdal-Hayy Moore, Amir Sulaiman, and Sister 

Eloquence have created written and spoken word poetry from different and distinctly 

American Muslim perspectives.  American Muslim writers such as Jamilah Kolocotronis 

have produced works of fiction dealing with the life experiences of Western Muslims.  



24

Stand-up comedians such as Preacher Moss and Azhar Usman, who tour together under 

the banner “Allah Made Me Funny,” fill their routines with amusing material about 

Muslims in the United States.  Visual artists such as Kelly Izdihar Crosby create works 

combining American artistic techniques with traditional Islamic aesthetics such as 

calligraphy and traditional geometric designs.  

American Muslim culture also encompasses charity and social action.  While 

there are many charities available for prosperous Western Muslims to send money and 

food to the Muslim world, Rami Nashashibi, founder and executive director of the 

Chicago-based Inner-City Muslim Action Network (IMAN), believes that charity begins 

at home, in this case, the inner cities of the United States.  IMAN provides a free health 

clinic for Chicago’s poor, a food pantry, and GED and computer classes.  Nashashibi, a 

Palestinian American, is also involved in programs targeting gang violence, unfair 

treatment of Blacks in criminal justice, and rights of immigrants and Latino day laborers.  

In addition to its social services, IMAN holds a bi-annual festival in Chicago called 

Takin' It to the Streets, featuring American Muslim rappers, spoken word artists, break 

dancers, and lectures by Muslim scholars and activists (Ramirez 2006).  In June 2007, the 

event drew a crowd of thousands.  IMAN also holds a monthly Community Café, where 

Muslim poets and rappers of many races and social backgrounds share their work with an 

eager audience.  A popular group of performers associated with IMAN is Turntable Dhikr

(“remembrance,” usually of God), who performed at the ISNA Convention in 2007.  

IMAN is one of the growing numbers of organizations that provide a forum for American 

Muslim musicians and artists to share their work and gain new audiences.
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Popular music by Muslims is a global phenomenon.  American Muslim musicians 

have taken much inspiration from other countries.  Perhaps the most celebrated musician 

who sings about Islamic topics is England’s Yusuf Islam, formerly known as Cat 

Stevens.  His story and example have inspired other, younger, musicians to pick up the 

microphone and combine their talent with love for their faith and their fellow Muslims.  

Yusuf Islam also has his own record label, Jamal Records, which hosts other musicians 

such as Zain Bhikha and Khalid Belrhouzi.  Another popular musician from the United 

Kingdom is Sami Yusuf, whom Time Magazine has named “Islam’s Biggest Rock Star” 

(Wise 2006).  Dawud Wharnsby Ali, of Canada, has produced numerous anasheed in 

English and Arabic, with and without instruments, for children and adults.  Turkish rock 

groups perform Islamically-oriented music under the label Yeşil Pop, or “Green Pop,” 

and the Malaysian nasheed group Raihan claims fans around the world.  Although they 

do not consider themselves a Muslim group (and they are not all Muslim), Denmark’s 

hip-hop group Outlandish has gained increasingly considerable attention in the past few 

years, spawning the subgenre term “urban nasheed.”  I am interested to discover whether 

or not this term will catch on among popular Muslim groups in the United States.     

Music, like religion, is a powerful ingredient in identity formation.  In Traces of 

the Spirit: The Religious Dimensions of Popular Music, Robin Sylvan compares popular 

music to religion itself: 

In the heat of the music, [the musical subculture] provides a powerful 
religious experience which is both the foundation and the goal of the 
whole enterprise, an encounter with the numinous that is at the core of all 
religions. It provides a form of ritual activity and communal ceremony that 
regularly and reliably produces such experiences through concrete 
practices, something that all religions do. It provides a philosophy and 
worldview that makes sense of these experiences and translates them into 
a code for living one’s day-to-day life, something that all religions do. 
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Finally, it provides a cultural identity, a social structure, and a sense of 
belonging to a community, something that all religions do. On many 
important levels, then, the music functions in the same way as a religion, 
and the musical subculture functions in the same way as a religious 
community, albeit in an unconscious and postmodern way. (Sylvan 
2002:4)

In the following chapters, I will demonstrate how the religious aspects and 

identity and community-forming properties inherent in music are used by American 

Muslims.  As we will see, some American Muslim musicians are conscious of their role 

in identity formation, and some are not.  Some try, with their Islamically-oriented lyrics, 

distinctive dress, and clean performance styles, to create an alternative to the “other,” 

namely mainstream Western music, and some do not.  Some American Muslim musicians 

feel the need to suppress or obscure aspects of their own identities and beliefs in favor of 

those of other Muslims, in order to gain a larger audience, and some do not, and may 

have a smaller audience, or one composed of mostly non-Muslims, because of it.  All of 

the musicians I have interviewed expressed the intention of improving the listeners’ 

spiritual states with their music, either through the music itself, or more commonly 

through lyrics that remind the listeners of God, provide examples from the lives of 

prophets and saints, and encourage them in their duties towards God and the rest of 

humanity.  
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Chapter 3

The Creation of an American Muslim Music-Culture

Because music is so important and pervasive in the lives of Western youth, hip, 

Islamically-oriented music has become one of the most visible and powerful expressions 

of American Muslim culture.  Although there are Muslims who see little use for 

entertainment, and do not support the creation and propagation of its forms, many leading 

scholars and activists from around the world recognize the need to develop healthy forms 

of entertainment, especially for impressionable Muslim youth.

As stated before, one of the strongest advocates of the creation of an indigenous 

Muslim culture in the United States is Umar Faruq Abd-Allah.  I had the opportunity to 

interview Abd-Allah on the subject of the place of music within the formation of an 

American Muslim identity.  When asked how musicians could contribute to developing 

an American Muslim culture, Abd-Allah responded: 

I think that Muslim American musicians should be at the center of that 
culture, because of the fact that music is so important in all Western 
culture today, and in fact music is important in all human culture.  There is 
no Muslim people in history that I know of that has not been brilliantly 
musical.  In fact, Muslim music wherever we find it is generally of the 
highest quality, and it’s of different types.  (Abd-Allah 2006)

Abd-Allah says that, “While there are many Muslims who feel that music is 

categorically prohibited in Islam, there has in fact never been a consensus of Muslim 

scholars on that matter. On the contrary, some of the greatest Muslim scholars have 

championed the use of music as a vital part of civilization.”  Muslims have historically 

used music to treat the insane, to stimulate hard work, to introduce Islamic principles to 
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others, and to express human and spiritual experiences.  Abd-Allah says that Muslims 

should develop the artistic elements fully, and elaborates that “there is no human 

experience ever but that it is expressed in music,” and that folk music throughout the 

world has proven itself especially capable of communicating human experience.  He also 

states that singing is essential to human psychological growth, and traditionally played 

that role for the individual, the family, and greater society (Abd-Allah 2006).

When I asked Abd-Allah what parameters American Muslim artists should have 

in their artistic pursuits, he replied that people should keep in mind music’s power and 

influence when setting artistic boundaries, and said that, “the basic principle of Islam is 

that everything is permissible until proven forbidden, and we’ll keep our parameters as 

wide open as we can.  But again, we want healthy music.  We want music that makes us 

better, that makes us human.”  He feels that the non-commercialized Muslim hip-hop 

artists are doing a great job in conveying Islamic principles through music that is relevant

to the issues of today’s youth, as exemplified in the Chicago-based summer festival, 

“Takin’ it to the Streets,” sponsored by IMAN, which features performances by Muslim 

rappers and break dancers.  The bi-annual event is well attended by Muslims and non-

Muslims, giving both groups a chance to learn about Islam and give Muslims a human 

face (Abd-Allah 2006).

While there are many activists and scholars, such as Umar Faruq Abd-Allah, who 

support the use of healthy music with good content in American Muslim culture, many 

past and present Muslims reject or severely restrict the use of music.  The existence of 

these people and their influence within the American Muslim community naturally 

affects the ways in which music is produced and consumed by American Muslims.  There 
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is a wide range of opinions on the subject.  As these opinions have been discussed at 

length in several other publications, a significant one being Music: An Islamic 

Perspective by Lois Lamya al-Faruqi and Yusuf al-Qaradawi, I will only outline these 

opinions briefly and explain how the existence of these views affects the kinds of music 

that are produced and consumed by Muslims.  The strictest opinion is that all music and 

singing are forbidden, based on some ahadith and a verse from the Qur’an which 

contains a warning against “idle talk,” which some Muslims have interpreted to mean 

singing.  However, several other ahadith reveal that Prophet Muhammad listened to and 

encouraged singing on several occasions, and the ahadith that seem to prohibit the use of 

music, even accompanied by instruments, and singing are considered weak, context-

specific, or both by many scholars of hadith.  Another opinion is that singing is allowed, 

but no instruments, except the daff, or tambourine-like frame drum, may be used.  Some 

allow most types of percussion, but no wind or stringed instruments, the stringed 

instruments being more taboo than the wind instruments.  Some disallow only certain 

instruments, which were associated with courtesans, drinking alcohol, or idol worship in 

the time of the Prophet Muhammad.  Others may allow instruments but say that women 

and adolescent boys should not sing in front of unrelated men.  The most accommodating 

opinion is that all singing and instruments are permissible, but the lyrics must be 

beneficial or at least clean, the music must not be used to accompany impermissible acts 

such as drinking, and the performance style must not be sexually provocative.  All 

Muslim scholars agree that one’s enjoyment of music should not become excessive and 

wasteful, especially if it causes the Muslim to neglect his or her duties toward God and 

other people.  
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To complicate matters, the word “music” is used inconsistently in Islamic 

discourse when describing songs of a religious nature.  Although they incorporate 

musical features, the recitation of the Qur’an and the call to prayer are never referred to 

as “music.”  A cappella or daff-only anasheed are sometimes referred to as “music,” but 

the term is often avoided in their case due to their religious content and lack of taboo 

instruments.  All of the music I have studied would be widely called “music” due to its 

resemblance to Western and other popular musical forms.

In music and in other matters, ironically, the most conservative opinions often 

take hold in the American Muslim community, in part because many of the country’s 

mosques are funded by Saudi Arabia.  Saudi Arabia also publishes large amounts of 

literature to be distributed in the West, promoting the conservative viewpoints held by the 

religious authorities of their country.  Needless to say, this has greatly affected the level 

of support the American Muslim community has been willing to give its musicians.  

Musicians performing for a live audience at an Islamic convention, for example, are often 

required to conform to a stricter opinion on music than what they themselves follow.  

Musicians may also need to conform to different opinions, and tailor their material 

accordingly, in order to gain an audience in the first place, or risk not being supported by 

those who sell or promote Muslim music if they do not do this.  This will be discussed 

further in Chapters four and five.

Despite these issues, musicians, scholars and activists, youth, and parents see a 

need for alternative entertainment because much of mainstream American music contains 

material contrary to Islamic values.  In addition, American Muslim youth often cannot 

relate to or enjoy Islamic music from historically Muslim cultures, and would like to 
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listen to something more contemporary and relevant to them, perhaps similar to that 

which their American school friends are listening.  American Christians have also created 

such alternatives for themselves and their youth, allowing them to listen to something that 

is hip and within their tastes, but clean and uplifting.  Many Muslims also use this kind of 

music to provide dawa (an invitation to learn about Islam and Muslims) to non-Muslims, 

to show that they too have an active, progressive, and creative culture that is relevant to 

Americans.  Some even hope that this musical dialogue with non-Muslims will aid in the 

quest for world peace, by increasing understanding between the two parties a little bit at a 

time. Dawud Wharnsby and Yusuf Islam, both successful musicians themselves and 

mentors and examples to many young American Muslim musicians, explain their views 

on music below:  

After over a decade of continuous study and consultation with dear 
friends, artists, and teachers, it is my personal understanding that, music –
like all forms of art, technology, and science – is simply a tool for 
communicating and establishing personal/cultural growth. Like all ‘tools,’ 
it has the power to work for us or against us, depending upon how it is 
used and in whose hands it rests. Like all ‘tools,’ it is not ‘unlawful’ in and 
of itself, nor is it in contradiction to what was revealed in the Qur’an or 
through what we learn through the documented sayings of the Prophet 
Muhammad. (Wharnsby 2006)

We also have to get our priorities right: remember, calling mankind to the 
Oneness of God, and reminding them of the Day of Judgement was the 
first thing the Prophet (peace be upon him) did in Makkah, but you need to 
be able to speak the language of the people also before you can sometimes 
deliver that message. Music, as has been said many times, is an 
international language, which people - east and west, north and south, 
black and white, young and old - all seem naturally able to understand and 
respond to. Using songs and verse for teaching is a well known 
methodology in Islamic culture and we are, in a way, reviving that 
tradition within a modern context. (Excerpts from an interview with Yusuf 
Islam 2003)
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So we see that music is judged by these and many other musicians on its content, 

context, and usage. While music may be a controversial issue among many Muslims, it 

remains a priority to be able to relate to others and teach in a language that is relevant to 

our contemporary situations. As Yusuf Islam points out above, many musicians see 

themselves not only as engaging in a permissible and healthy form of entertainment, but 

also as carrying a tradition into the American context that has a long history within 

Muslim culture. 

MUSICAL FUSION IN AMERICAN HISTORY

The United States is a country of many immigrants, and cultural and musical 

fusion are a defining feature of American society.  When people from a particular country 

immigrate to the United States, many gravitate toward and spend time with others from 

their home country at first, even if those others are people with whom they may not have 

associated in the “Old World” due to regional, class, or other differences.  These people 

come together to build “ethnic identities” (Rahkonen 2000:820).  Ethnic identities have 

been supported and reinforced through churches and other places of worship, 

organizations, festivals, and by sharing common food, language, and music.  

Coffeehouses, restaurants, and theatres also provided settings for people from 

shared backgrounds to come together and feel “at home.”  Festivals featuring food and 

music are also a common way to share one’s culture with others, because people will 

often feel most comfortable sampling the food and music of another culture before 

anything else (Rahkonen 2000:823).
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The music of Italian immigrants and their descendents is a good example of how 

music is utilized to remember and pass along traditions from one’s homeland, ease the 

transition into a new home, and make one’s distinctive contribution to American culture.  

One of the many contributions of Italian Americans to the North American music-culture 

is the piano organ (Levy 2000:860).  Italian Americans are also prominent in the 

commercial recording industry, the most famous Italian American musician being Frank 

Sinatra.  Sinatra is highly respected in the Italian American community for achieving 

great success on the American charts while at the same time proudly maintaining and 

drawing inspiration from his ethnic and cultural identity.  Sinatra draws heavily from the 

Italian Bel Canto tradition as well as from North American jazz and blues.  Earlier in 

Italian American history, immigrants and their descendents established the café concerto.  

These venues allowed Italian Americans to gather for food, music, and entertainment that 

often included comic plays depicting immigrant life in the United States (Levy 

2000:861).  Italian American wind bands combined traditional Italian music with 

contemporary North American music such as rock and jazz.  They had a great influence 

on later North American wind bands.  Not only did participation in the wind band allow 

immigrants to enjoy the company of other immigrants and play Italian music, it often was 

instrumental in teaching them about American culture and preparing the immigrants for 

citizenship and life in their new home (Rocco 1990:137).  Like the Italian Americans, 

many other immigrant communities have left their mark on American music-culture, and 

made the musical landscape what it is today.
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MUSICAL FUSION IN ISLAMIC HISTORY

The religion of Islam boasts over one billion followers worldwide (The World 

Almanac 2007:712).  Wherever Islam spread, it took on a local color, sound, and flavor.  

In this way, Islam is often idealistically described as a clear river, which smooths and 

polishes the rocks it flows over without changing their color.  Muslim musical culture 

developed differently in the many regions touched by Islam, but there were also 

important similarities.  The local musicians managed to fuse their own cultures with 

previous Islamic cultures, often Arabian, Persian, Turkish, or South Asian.  For some 

people, the influence of local culture was small and that of Islamic culture was large, as 

displayed by people singing traditional Arabic anasheed in the local language, while 

keeping to Arab modes and vocal and instrumental norms.  For others, the resulting 

music was indistinguishable from other regional musics save for the lyrics, which were 

inspired by the musician’s Islamic lifestyle.  Traditionally, Islamic scholars have allowed, 

and even encouraged, the nurturing of aspects of local cultures that are not contradictory 

to Islamic values.  Unfortunately, the wave of fundamentalism that entangled many 

Muslims during and after the colonial period, which engulfed much of South and 

Southeast Asia, Africa, and some Arab countries from the seventeenth to the twentieth 

century, has deteriorated this broad-minded stance.

When Muslim traders and preachers came to Indonesia, they recognized the need 

to teach the Indonesian people Islam in a medium to which they could relate.  Because 

wayang puppetry was, and still is, a popular art form in Indonesia, Muslims used it to 

teach stories from the Qur’an and Islamic history.  Under Muslim influence, the 

structures of the puppets themselves were also changed, making them less humanoid, 
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reflecting the discouragement of the depiction of human or animal form in Islamic law 

(Miller and Williams 1998:76).  Sunan Kalijaga, one of the “nine saints” who spread 

Islam in Indonesia, was credited for many innovations in Indonesian Muslim music.  He 

created a gamelan called Sekatèn, which was played at the court mosque, and he 

composed gendhing for that gamelan (Sumarsam 1995:29).  

When there were two of something, such as trees or strings on an instrument, 

Indonesian Muslims associated them with the shahada, or Muslim twofold declaration of 

faith, “there is no god but God, and Muhammad is God's messenger.”  Based on this 

belief, Sunan Kalijaga directed an ensemble featuring a two-stringed instrument and 

referred to its music as “the shahada that goes to your heart” (Abd-Allah 2006).  More 

recently, a Muslim pop singer named Rhoma Irama was credited with the creation of a 

genre called dangdut by fusing several musics popular in Indonesia.  He often uses his 

music to promote Islamic messages, and has even produced an Islamic rock film, called 

Perjuangan dan Do’a, or “Struggle and Prayer” (The Indonesian Music Shop 2007).  

Muslims have also excelled in developing Indian musics, Andalusian musics, and African 

musics to meet their needs as both Muslims and as members of distinctive cultural 

communities.

FROM AMERICANIZED ISLAMIC TO ISLAMIZED AMERICAN

As stated before, when creating an indigenous Muslim music, some musicians 

adapt the musics of traditionally Muslim lands to their own culture, while others 

“Islamize” the music already popular in their community.  These two approaches form a 

continuum with many possibilities between the two ends.  We have seen how these 
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approaches and the points between have been utilized in Indonesian Muslim music.  

American Muslim musicians follow the same approaches.  Musicians on the 

Americanized Islamic end of the continuum sing widely accepted, pan-Islamic musical 

forms such as anasheed (Islamically-oriented songs, traditionally sung a cappella or with 

only a frame drum), na’at (songs sung in praise of the Prophet Muhammad), and qasa’id 

(Arab songs, often religious in nature, derived from a particular style of poetry), in the 

traditional Arab, Persian, South Asian, or Turkish styles.  They translate them into 

English for their American Muslim audiences, retaining some Arabic words and 

expressions that most Muslims are expected to know.  I should point out that I am 

comfortable using the term “Islamic” music to describe traditional anasheed that are 

unaccompanied by instruments except percussion, because the vast majority of Muslims 

would consider this music to be Islamic.  It has become a pan-Islamic musical form due 

to its nearly universal acceptance and appeal.  Some artists use the term nasheed in 

different ways, however, as we shall see later.  Interestingly, some musicians incorporate 

popular musical styles from Muslim-majority countries, instead of or as well as their 

traditional musics.  Musicians on the Islamized American end of the continuum utilize 

musical styles popular in the United States, and complement them with Islamically-

oriented lyrics.  American Muslim musicians can be found at both ends and at all points 

in between.

An example of an American Muslim musician who can be found at the 

Americanized Islamic end of the continuum (Figure 1) is Ahmad Abd Raffur.  Originally 

from Malaysia, he is a teacher living in Oklahoma who writes and sings anasheed in 

English, often for children.  His Malaysian accent is perceptible, but he sings anasheed in 
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the traditional Arab manner, with a tense, nasalized voice, using only percussion as 

accompaniment.  A musician who Islamizes American music is Kareem Salama, a 

country singer.  Salama sings in a traditional country vocal style, with all the dips, 

twangs, and slides, his Southern accent adding interest to the music, and uses instruments 

like piano and guitar on his album.  He uses no Arabic words, not even “Allah,” in his 

positive, thought-provoking lyrics, but the Islamic message is clear to his Muslim 

audience.  Project 26, an alternative rock group, and Taj Amir, a soul singer, also fall 

close to this end of the continuum.  I have placed rappers Haero Dizaye and Sonz of the 

Crescent just to the right of them.  Native Deen, also a hip-hop group, falls further to the 

right because they incorporate more Arabic lyrics and Eastern percussion than the other 

rappers.  Dawoud Kringle’s case is complicated.  He incorporates Eastern styles and 

instrumentation into his music, but I have placed him more toward the American end of 

the continuum because of his music’s similarity to that of New Age, a genre that is 

popular in the West.  Ani falls just to the right of Kringle.  Her music displays similarities 

to both American and Malaysian/Indonesian popular styles, and she incorporates many 

Arabic words into her songs.  I have placed Kevin Germain, a folk singer, between Ani 

and Native Deen.  While he performs an entirely American genre, his thematic material is 

similar to that of Eastern Muslim poets, especially Turkish ones.  Seven 8 Six is closer to 

the left than the right.  Their music reflects norms of “boy band” music as well as some 

traditional styles from Pakistan.  Shaykh Ahmed Tijani falls closer to the right than the 

left.  He incorporates Islamic formulae and anasheed in Arabic and English with some 

vocal styles influenced by African American gospel music, probably due to his having 

sung with a gospel choir at one point.
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As demonstrated in the preceding paragraph, American Muslim music can be 

found in many genres.  Kareem Salama is the only country singer I have seen at this time.  

There are few American Muslim rock bands; of them, Project 26 demonstrates best, in 

my opinion, a commitment to the development of American Muslim culture through their 

positive lyrics and reserved performance style.  There are a few other bands who, like 

Seven 8 Six, perform a cappella or with percussion in the “boy band” style.  There are 

several musicians and groups who, like Ahmad Abd Raffur and Shaykh Ahmed Tijani, 

take their inspiration from the music of historically Muslim countries and pan-Islamic 

musical forms.  By far the most prevalent genre among American Muslim musicians, 

however, is rap.

AMERICAN MUSLIM RAPPERS

There are many reasons for the proliferation of rappers in the American Muslim 

community.  The most obvious of them is that the American Muslim community is about 

forty percent African American, and rap is the most popular music among Black youth in 

the United States.  The American Muslim community boasts a large number of African 

American rappers.  Joshua Salaam of Native Deen states that "Growing up Muslim and 

black in America, those were our experiences. That’s naturally what came off our lips"

(McIntosh 2002).  For Native Deen, their music is therefore an amalgamation of their 

racial, religious, and national identities.  Rap has also grown in popularity among 

American youth of other races, as well as among youth around the world.  As a result, 

many immigrants and especially second and third-generation immigrants listen to rap 

regularly and enjoy it.  Although they are not as numerous as the African American 
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Muslim rappers, many rappers of other races, such as Kurdish American Haero Dizaye, 

play a significant role in the American Muslim community.

Although conscious rappers are overshadowed by the more “commercialized” 

rappers, social critics have used rap as a vehicle for their messages for years, calling for 

social justice at home and abroad, an end to gang violence and drug abuse, and minority 

empowerment.  Many American Muslims, who share some of these concerns, are drawn 

to the messages in conscious hip-hop, especially considering rap to be “a powerful 

conglomeration of voices from the margins of American society speaking about the terms 

of that position” (Rose 1994:19).  American Muslims who see themselves on the margins 

of American society tend to identify with the lyrics of rappers who are social critics, and 

the more creative of them seek to reproduce socially conscious rap and spoken-word 

poetry, which often shares a method of delivery and performance similar to rap but 

without the “beats,” to tell their stories as American Muslims.  Politically-involved 

American Muslim artists produce raps to educate about the plight of Palestinians and 

others, criticize American foreign and domestic policies that they consider unfair, and 

warn Muslims against allowing anger to turn them to extremism.  American Muslim 

mainstream rapper Mos Def compares the style of rap to Qur’anic text, in that both are 

written and recited in poetic form, making them easy to remember as well as giving a lot 

of information in a relatively short amount of time (Alim 2005:267).

Another advantage of rap is that it can be created using few or no musical 

instruments, which allows artists to reach a wide margin of the American Muslim 

community.  Rap is also an outlet for American Muslims who themselves believe 

instruments to be forbidden, but still want to participate in a hip, contemporary music-
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culture.  Because beats can be created by synthesizer, or even on the computer, rap is a 

genre one can do alone, without a band.  It is cost-effective because one does not need to 

buy instruments or rent studio space for recording, allowing cash-strapped youth an 

opportunity to express themselves and produce CDs.  Of course, a downside is that the 

economical nature of rap allows many musicians to carelessly produce and promote CDs, 

whether they have talent or not, a practice that is currently rampant in the American 

Muslim community and spawns countless “bad rapper” jokes.  
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Chapter 4

Examples and Discussions of American Muslim Musicians

In this chapter, I will introduce eleven American Muslim musicians and groups I 

have chosen to showcase for the purposes of this study.  I gathered information about 

these musicians by way of personal interviews and surveys, observations, articles and 

interviews found in newspapers, magazines, or the internet, and recorded performances.  I 

have chosen musicians who sing primarily in English, allowing their music to be enjoyed 

by the greater American Muslim community, instead of just their own ethnic group.  I 

have chosen musicians whose lyrical material can be recognized as “Islamic” by most 

Muslims who listen to music, therefore excluding musicians who use excessive profanity, 

or who sing or rap violent or aggressive material.  The small group of musicians who sing 

about such things may market themselves to the American Muslim community, but their 

message is rejected by the majority of American Muslims as “un-Islamic.”

Of these eleven musicians and groups, I focus on three:  Native Deen, Seven 8 

Six, and Ani.  I will use these three case studies to illustrate the experiences and goals of 

some American Muslim musicians, the tastes of most American Muslim listeners, the 

boundaries they set up regarding their music, and the ways in which the performers 

negotiate these boundaries to gain and keep their audiences.  Data about the eight 

remaining musicians and groups will be presented to fill in some gaps, illustrate the 

variety available in the American Muslim music-culture, and compare with the 

experiences of the first three.    
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In addition to discussing the performers and my observations and interpretations 

of their performances, I will summarize what other people have said about these 

musicians, especially the first three, in reviews and critiques. This approach echoes that 

of Virginia Danielson in The Voice of Egypt:  Umm Kulthūm, Arabic Song, and Egyptian 

Society in the Twentieth Century, in which she discusses not only Umm Kulthum’s 

career, but also the ways in which she was seen by members of the Egyptian society that 

supported, loved, and critiqued her, and the ways that this society shaped her music even 

as the same society was also being shaped by her music.  Danielson states that: “Musical 

practice in Egypt includes three behaviors: the performing itself, listening to 

performance, and speaking about music and performances” (Danielson 1997:6).  John 

Blacking also touches on this approach, calling it a “verbal” mode of discourse, which he 

defines as “talking about music as analysts and users of music. (The category of ‘analyst’ 

includes people who perform, listen to, and assess music, as much as those who are 

researchers and academics)” (Blacking 1995:231).  For the first three musicians I present, 

I will discuss what they say about their own performance, what I have observed in their 

performance, recordings, and music videos, and what others say about them and their 

music, either in their own words, or through their support and consumption of said music 

or lack thereof.  

NATIVE DEEN

Native Deen consists of Joshua Salaam, Naeem Muhammad, and Abdul-Malik 

Ahmed, three African American Muslim men based in Washington D.C. and Baltimore.  

Each started out as a solo rapper in MYNA Raps, an endeavor spearheaded by an 
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organization called Muslim Youth of North America (MYNA).  MYNA encouraged 

young Muslims to write their own raps and produced albums featuring the young artists.  

The youth “beat boxed” and tapped on lunch tables to create percussion for their raps 

(Piazza 2007).  Salaam later co-founded a Muslim rap group called Sonz of the Crescent, 

which will be discussed later in the chapter, then left the group to team up with 

Muhammad and Ahmed.  The three decided to call themselves Native Deen.  “Deen” is 

the Arabic word meaning “religion,” or “way of life,” so “Native Deen” signifies “the 

religion that’s naturally in you” (McIntosh).   

Native Deen, while including its members’

 years in MYNA Raps, is one of the first American 

Muslim hip-hop groups.  Today, they are one of the 

most popular Muslim groups in the United States, 

with a strong following around the world as well.  

Recognizing their widespread appeal as Muslims who 

had been born and raised in the United States, and who successfully live both cultures, 

the U.S. Department of State sent them to perform in Turkey, Dubai, the Palestinian 

Territories, and Israel in hopes of showing the world that the United States supports 

Muslims and their cultural expressions (Piazza 2007).  While in Dubai, Native Deen won 

the 2006 Mahabba Award, which is presented to musicians who demonstrate love for 

Prophet Muhammad in their work.  Native Deen has also performed in England, 

Scotland, Kuwait, South Africa, Mali, Tanzania, Zanzibar, Nigeria, Senegal, and Canada.  

Back home in the United States, they are invited to the ISNA Convention entertainment 

Figure 2: Native Deen
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session almost every year, and Naeem Muhammad sometimes speaks at the MYNA 

events which also take place in the same convention.

Native Deen is usually referred to as a hip-hop group, but they merge various 

styles of music in their performance.  Over half of their material is rap, but they often 

combine the raps with other singing, and they have also produced some songs in which 

they do not rap at all.  One of their songs on their album released in 2005, Deen You 

Know, called “Looking Glass,” is sung in a style similar to American alternative rock.  

“For the Prophets” combines rap, mostly in English, with a chorus that is sung in Arabic, 

in an Arabic style, punctuated by a daff.  A BBC documentary called Boyz Allowed – The 

New Voices of Islam, which chronicled Native Deen’s and Seven 8 Six’ tour of England,

refers to the music of both bands as “a new wave of Muslim, or Nasheed, music, which 

allows the current generation of Muslims to engage with pop music while staying true to 

the principles of Islam” (BBC Team 2006).  This illustrates how the term nasheed is used 

to refer to Muslim musics other than those sung in the traditional Arab style.  Even 

though they have achieved tremendous success in the American and international Muslim 

music scene, the men of Native Deen are not full-time musicians.  Each of them also 

holds a separate job, probably because each is married with young children.  This also 

indicates that the American Muslim community does not purchase enough CDs and 

concert tickets to make being a musician a sufficiently lucrative profession if one caters 

primarily to Muslims, especially considering that many Muslim youth download or share 

music rather than buying it.

All three members of Native Deen rap and sing on their 2005 album, Deen You

Know, although Joshua Salaam seems to be the most experienced rapper.  Aside from the 
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singing and rapping, each member of Native Deen has a role in the group.  On his 

weblog, Salaam sums it up by saying: 

Although I am the Amir [leader] of the group, Naeem runs the show on 
stage. He is the Master of Ceremony and always holds it down and keeps 
the show flowing. Abdul-Malik made almost all the beats on MYNA raps. 
He's the studio/recording man. ... He writes songs with ease and the lyrics 
are always deep. … I'm the guy who likes to jump into the crowd. Roll 
around on stage. The day someone has to be shot out of a cannon to get on 
stage...that will probably be me. (Salaam 2006)

Native Deen does not use wind or stringed instruments, which are viewed as 

particularly taboo for many Muslims.  They use percussion only, including conga drums, 

Western drums, daff, and electronically-generated beats.  In Boyz Allowed, Joshua

Salaam explains their decision:  “There is a strong opinion in Islam that wind and string 

instruments are forbidden. That may not be our opinion, but it is an opinion so we don't 

use it. Any time you buy a Native Deen CD, you will not find any wind or string 

instruments used on it because we respect that there are differences of opinion” (BBC 

Team 2006).  His band mate Naeem Muhammad adds that “We felt that our message is 

paramount. We wanted the most Muslims to benefit from our work, so we use percussion 

only, when we're on stage. …It seems there will always be a debate on right and wrong 

[on any topic], but we try our best to have a middle path in everything we do and 

hopefully we're blessed for it and continue on it” (BBC Team 2006).  Salaam’s statement, 

“that may not be our opinion,” as well as Muhammad’s follow-up explanation suggest 

that Native Deen has consciously chosen to subscribe to a different interpretation of 

music in Islam than the ones that they themselves follow, in order to reach their target 

audience.  Many other American Muslim musicians have done the same.
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Another reason for Native Deen’s widespread popularity and acceptance is that 

their lyrics are positive, inspiring, and a reminder to do good, often in contrast to the 

material found in much mainstream American rap.  This is especially valuable for 

Muslim parents, who worry that their children will be influenced by the subject matter in 

gangster rap and other popular musics.  Gangster rap and music with sexually-charged 

lyrics enjoy more radio airplay and popularity among American youth than other musics 

such as conscious rap and inspirational music.  "We make sure we don’t put stuff in our 

songs that we don’t want a four-year-old to repeat," says Salaam, and added that parents 

encourage their children to listen to Native Deen because of the message (McIntosh 

2002).  Native Deen begins their album, Deen You Know, with a song praising God, 

using the phrases AlHamdulillah (All praise is for God) and Subhanallah (Glory be to 

God), sayings that all Muslims know, and that most use on a daily basis.  Native Deen 

reminds listeners to follow Islamic teachings in many of their songs, such as “Deen You 

Know” and “Paradise.”  “For the Prophets” educates listeners about stories found in the 

Qur’an and in Islamic history.  In “Looking Glass,” the singer reassures a hypothetical 

friend who, because of his disobedience of God, feels that “He can’t love me anymore” 

(Native Deen 2005).  “Drug Free” features the chorus, “I don’t need to get high, some 

people do and some people die / The life that I live may not be that long, but while I’m 

alive I’ll be healthy and strong,” encouraging youth to say no to drugs, alcohol, and 

cigarettes (Native Deen 2005).  On his Weblog, Salaam relates instances in which fans 

have told band members that their music has helped them in their lives, and says that one 

woman recently informed him that her granddaughter had begun praying again after 
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listening to Native Deen music (Salaam 2007).  A new album, Not Afraid to Stand Alone, 

is due to be released in the fall of 2007.

Native Deen’s lyrics are esoteric in that they contain Arabic words known to 

almost all Muslims but not, of course, to most non-Muslim Americans.  Native Deen 

does, however, provide definitions for the Arabic lyrics in their liner notes of Deen You 

Know.  The existence of these esoteric lyrics demonstrates that their primary audience 

truly is the Muslim community, not the American mainstream.  The Arabic lyrics they 

use are words that Muslims are accustomed to using and hearing in religious discourse, 

often because there is no exact, one-word definition for them in English.  The use of these 

Arabic words may help more devout Muslims relate to and accept the use of Native Deen 

music.  Another advantage of using both English and Arabic lyrics is that rhymes can be 

made using words from both languages, as in Native Deen’s song “Small Deeds:”  “Put a 

dollar every day in the sadaqah (charity) / It may be small but you do it for the baraka 

(blessing) / I know you’re saving for the Polo and the Nautica / A poor student but you do 

it just to please Allah” (Native Deen 2005).  They also use Anglicized versions of Arabic 

words, for example by taking the word “deen,” and saying “we be strictly DEENIN 

[uppercase in original]” (Native Deen 2005).  “Deenin” means, roughly, “following 

religious teachings.”  Here, they have taken a word that is integral to Islamic teaching but 

difficult to translate in English, and have not only Anglicized it, but have made it into a 

hip, cool expression that American Muslim youth can relate to and possibly even use.            

Dress is an important, and often politically and emotionally-charged, topic among 

Muslims.  Its significance as a public symbol is not lost on the members of Native Deen.  

Due to the strong opinion among Muslims that it is encouraged for men to cover their 
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heads, they always wear kufis, lightweight cloth or woven caps.  Also in accordance with 

Islamic teachings, each of them sports a light beard.  Because Muslim men and women 

are required to dress modestly, the men of Native Deen wear loose trousers and long 

shirts such as tunics, which are not tucked into the trousers.  Whenever they do wear a 

shirt that is tucked in, they wear blazers or jackets over it.  They sometimes wear 

traditional clothing from Muslim countries such as a thawb (Arabian-style full-length 

gown), or a shalwar kameez (South Asian suit of baggy trousers and a knee-length top 

with side vents), but are most often seen wearing modest Western clothing, especially in 

recent years.  Some of their tunics appear to be African-influenced, and are perhaps worn 

to present their identity as African Americans.  On their website, they explain their 

decision by classifying dress as a marker of identity: “We identify ourselves as Muslim 

by wearing Islamic dress like the kufi and loose-fitting clothing. There are, of course, 

many ways to identify as a Muslim. Your actions are one way and your clothing and 

modest attire is another” (Native Deen 2007).  While dressing modestly is a way to fulfill 

one’s requirements as a Muslim, for Native Deen and other performers, it is also a 

powerful public symbol that can attract or repel an audience.  The men of Native Deen 

use their dress to effectively balance their dual identity as American Muslims, and to 

appeal to other American Muslims.  Rather than always wearing traditional clothing from 

Muslim countries, or wearing the same clothing seen on some American mainstream 

rappers (which would scare off most immigrant Muslim parents), Native Deen shows 

their audience, particularly the youth, how to dress in a way that is fully American, fully 

Muslim, and at the same time cool and dignified.  There is no doubt that Native Deen’s 
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choice of dress contributes to their success and mass endorsement in the American 

Muslim music-culture.       

For Muslims, modesty is required in more than one’s dress.  One must also be 

modest in speech and actions.  Native Deen illustrates this concept in their performance 

style, both live and in their music video for “Small Deeds.”  In the performances I 

observed at the ISNA Conventions in 2004, 2005, and 2006, they swayed a little bit, 

walked rhythmically, interjected hand motions and, in Salaam’s case, jumped off the 

stage, but they did not dance, meaning that they did not maintain any consistent moves 

that could have been interpreted as a dance.  It is considered improper by many Muslims 

to dance in front of a mixed-gender gathering, and it would be especially inappropriate to 

do so while singing about Islamic topics.  Other Muslims may consider it acceptable to 

dance as long as the performer does not move his or her midsection or do anything else 

that would add a sensual dimension to the dance.  Modesty also means remaining 

humble, even if one is successful and well-known, as Muhammad explains: 

There is always a danger that you need to be on stage... and I think some 
people get drunk off their own stardom. We need to guard against that and 
that's why, before every programme we do, we make a prayer and say, 
'Keep us guided.' …We are just regular guys like you'd see at the grocery 
store and whatever. We just perform every once in a while and have a 
good time doing that.  (BBC Team 2006)  

Native Deen’s unassuming stage presence and modest performance style, as 

illustrated in the preceding paragraphs, make it easy for American Muslim audiences to 

respect them.  By behaving in this manner, they also set a positive example for Muslim 

youth, from the standpoint of their parents.

Although live performances may have been rehearsed and choreographed 

beforehand, they are spontaneous in that musicians, especially performers of popular 
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music, interact with their audience and, in most cases, deviate at least slightly from their 

program.  Music videos, on the other hand, are recorded and re-recorded until every last 

detail is perfect.  The finished product is polished and highly controlled.  Because 

musicians and their producers only allow a music video to contain exactly what they want 

their audience to see, a music video is a powerful identity-marker.

Native Deen’s video for their song “Small Deeds” was filmed in California, in 

October of 2006.  The song, from Deen You Know, reminds listeners that good deeds 

which do not seem to be of any significance to the doer may nevertheless be pleasing to 

God, and may make a big difference to the person affected by the deed.  The film takes 

place in an urban setting, which seems to echo the sentiments of Rami Nashashibi and 

others that Muslims should give charity at home in the United States instead of only 

focusing on Muslim-majority countries.  The men wear modest but modern, Western-

style clothing with kufis, walk rhythmically, often in unison, and punctuate the rap and 

sung chorus with appropriate hand motions.  During the course of the video, each band 

member is shown performing a specific act of charity that is mentioned in the lyrics of 

the song.  Muhammad is shown first, driving a white Mercedes.  As heard in the song, he 

sees a man by the side of the road with car trouble.  As the song verbalizes the thoughts 

going through his head, “He might be alright, and to pass ain’t a sin / But within you feel 

bad the state that he’s in” (Native Deen 2005), Muhammad passes the man.  The camera 

then zooms in on Muhammad’s face, and shows him looking contemplative and rather 

penitent, then pans back to the man with car trouble, who looks dejected.  The video then 

does a fast rewind, where we see Muhammad’s Mercedes return to the point ahead of 

where he had passed the man before.  This time, he gets out of the car, shakes the man’s 
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hand, and helps him.  In the next verse, Salaam is shown picking up pieces of glass from 

a stairway, and Ahmed is shown giving money to an elderly beggar.  Near the end of the 

video, the three men are seen praying in a mosque, and the man with car trouble and the 

beggar are seen praying with them.  To me, this implies that the two men either decided 

to learn about Islam because of the “small deeds,” or, if Muslim already, were inspired to 

practice Islam more.  Through their music video, the men of Native Deen show 

themselves as role models for ordinary people who could do more “small deeds.”

A music video for “I Am Not Afraid to Stand Alone,” from their upcoming album 

of the same name, was released on the Internet in September of 2007.  This is a 

preliminary version and may be changed later.  Like “Small Deeds,” it takes place in an 

urban setting, this time a public school.  Its actors are a female teacher and a football 

player who “stand alone” by manifesting public symbols of Islam, namely, Muslim 

names, a headscarf, and a kufi, in the midst of the derision of the other students.  The 

video ends on a triumphant note, as the football player scores the winning point of a 

game while the teacher looks on proudly.  The video shows American Muslims how they 

can maintain their religious identity in a sometimes unsupportive environment – by 

excelling in what they do and thereby earning the respect of their peers. 

As I have shown, Native Deen is popular in the American Muslim community, 

and widely accepted by many Muslim parents and Islamic organizations around the 

world, for a number of reasons.  These include their lack of wind and stringed 

instruments, their positive lyrics, possibly their status as family men, their modesty in 

dress, attitude, and performance style, and their potential as role models for American 

Muslims, especially youth.  Seven 8 Six, a band that often tours and performs with them, 
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is also popular among American and other Muslims, especially youth, but has not 

attained the widespread acceptance that Native Deen has.  They are often perceived by 

critics to be stylistically too close to American “boy bands” and a potential source of fitna

(“temptation,” a word used as a catch-all by some to define anything they deem as 

aberrant) for young Muslim women and girls.

SEVEN 8 SIX

Seven 8 Six, sometimes written as “786,” was born unexpectedly when five 

young Pakistani American men from the Detroit area were asked to sing at a mutual 

friend’s wedding.  The crowd enjoyed their performance, and they decided to stay 

together and sing Islamically-oriented music as a group.  They took their name, Seven 8 

Six, from a numeric formula symbolizing Bismillah ir-Rahman ir-Raheem, “In the name 

of God, The Beneficent, The Merciful.”  The five group members are Shahaab Quraishi, 

Omar Razzacki, Zafar Razzacki, Muhammad Saadullah (Saad), and Muhammad 

Saeedullah (Saeed) (Fathi 2007).  Seven 8 Six has released two CDs on the Meem Music 

& Audio label, which hosts other Muslim artists such as Ahmad Abd Raffur, Shaam, and 

Kismet.  Their first album, which is self-titled, was released in 2003, and they released 

Straight Path in 2005.  Like Native Deen, the members of Seven 8 Six are not full-time 

musicians.  Some have jobs and some are still in college.  Although each of them has had 

past musical experience, some of them in both Pakistani and American musics, none of 

the members of Seven 8 Six have received formal musical training.  Seven 8 Six has a 

large fan base in the United States, where they are often invited to perform at Islamic 
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conventions such as ISNA.  They also have many fans in the United Kingdom, as shown 

in the BBC documentary Boyz Allowed.  

They are often referred to as a “boy band” 

in the tradition of Boyz II Men and the Backstreet 

Boys.  Like many boy bands, also known as male 

vocal groups, they specialize in a cappella music 

with clear tenor voices, or use electronic 

percussion, beat boxing, and finger-snapping, 

standing together in a line when performing.  Like many boy bands, they also use vocal 

harmony styles such as “ooh” or “aah” to fill in the sound gaps left by the lack of 

instrumentation.  Like most boy bands, they attract attention from young women in the 

audience, which is problematic for Muslims.  Unlike most boy bands, however, the men 

of Seven 8 Six have a Pakistani heritage that they choose to express while performing 

some of their songs by wearing Pakistani clothing, singing in Urdu, sometimes while 

seated on the stage floor, using South Asian vocal techniques, and using a dhol, or small, 

double-sided South Asian barrel drum, which one of the men plays when performing live.      

Like Native Deen, Seven 8 Six has chosen to use only percussion instruments.  

The percussion they use includes beat boxing, finger-snapping, clapping, the dhol, and 

electronically-generated beats.  In a comment on a critic’s weblog, the band explains its 

decision: “After seeking advice from numerous scholars on the use music and singing, 

SEVEN8SIX [uppercase in original] has taken a conservative approach, using only 

percussion instruments in all of its material, including live performances and studio 

recordings. SEVEN8SIX firmly maintains its decision as a group to be a percussion-only 

Figure 3: Seven 8 Six
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band” (Mujahideen 2006).  Seven 8 Six member Shahaab Quraishi notes an advantage to 

this decision, in that the absence of musical instruments forces the band to be more 

creative with what is left (BBC Team 2006).  This may account for their talent in the use 

of vocal effects.  While none of the members of Seven 8 Six have indicated whether they 

have chosen to use percussion only due to their own religious convictions, or to cater to 

their audience, or a combination of both, it is certain that the absence of musical 

instruments in Seven 8 Six music allows them to reach a wider audience of Muslims than 

they might have otherwise.

When Seven 8 Six began singing as a group, they made a decision to sing about 

Islamic topics.  In a weblog comment, the group remarked that “apart from entertaining 

audiences, we believe our music is a powerful medium through which we can 

communicate values and social messages” (Mujahideen 2006).  On their latest album, 

Straight Path, Seven 8 Six tackles a variety of issues, beginning with the need for 

Muslims to live according to Islamic teachings and be good examples to others in “Be 

Real.”  Other songs are moving expressions of their love for and dependence on God, 

such as “Falling Away:” “So many times I feel you in my heart / And I just want to take 

it from the start / So please hold my hand today / Cause I can feel it falling away” (Seven 

8 Six 2005).  “Meditate” encourages listeners to slow down and remember God in a fast-

paced world: “Where's your heart? Slow your pace / Think some more to win this race / 

Hands can grind, skin can bruise / Kill your faith and you will lose” (Seven 8 Six 2005).  

In “Meccah,” the members of Seven 8 Six express their desire to visit the city which is 

the birthplace of Islam and the site of the annual pilgrimage.  A track from their first 

album, 786, called “Palestine,” describes the Palestinian-Israeli conflict and prays for 
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peace.  “Du’a,” or “Supplication,” reminds listeners to turn to God when they experience 

difficulties and see people suffering.

The lyrics of Seven 8 Six, like those of Native Deen, are esoteric, featuring 

Arabic formulae and words that most Muslims know.  At the end of “Meccah,” for 

example, they sing a litany in Arabic that is chanted by Muslims when they perform the 

pilgrimage.  “Du’a,” a title to one of their songs, is also a word that all Muslims 

understand.  Unlike Native Deen, however, Seven 8 Six is made of second-generation 

immigrants, as well as two band members who were born in Pakistan and immigrated to 

the United States as children.  Seven 8 Six performs music that reflects at the same time 

their Islamic religion, their American upbringing, and their Pakistani background.  

“Dosti” and “Tajdar-E-Haram,” a Qawwali, are performed in Urdu, and “Haazir Hain 

Hum” features both Urdu and Arabic lyrics.  “Haazir Hain Hum” is, in fact, the Urdu 

translation for “Labbayk,” or, “we are here (to obey),” which is the pilgrimage litany 

sung at the end of “Meccah” and also sung in this song.  When Seven 8 Six appeared at 

the 2005 ISNA Convention in Chicago, they performed “Haazir Hain Hum” seated on the 

floor, wearing Pakistani kameez, playing a dhol, and using South Asian vocal techniques 

in place of the R&B vocal styles used in their English songs.  “Dosti” is a well-known 

Indian film song.  It is not a religious song, but is about friendship, a theme appreciated 

by their Muslim audience, and a song greatly enjoyed by the South Asians and people of 

South Asian heritage in the audience.  Singing in Urdu carries the dual benefit of 

reflecting the band’s heritage and also appealing to the large population of Indians and 

Pakistanis in the American Muslim community.  It also allows them to attract more fans 

in the United Kingdom, which boasts a Muslim community consisting of a great number 
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of people of Indian and Pakistani heritage.  Singing in Urdu and Arabic may also prove to 

those Muslims who are skeptical because of their boy-band appearance that they are 

serious about conveying an Islamic message in their music.

Seven 8 Six recognizes that their dress and appearance have the power to attract 

or repel an audience, and are also a powerful expression of identity.  In the past, their 

boy-band looks have drawn criticism.  Instead of wearing kufis, like Native Deen, the 

members of Seven 8 Six perform bare headed, with spiked hair or other trendy hairstyles, 

and either have no beard, or very light “five o’clock shadows.”  They often perform in 

jeans, and often tuck their shirts in or wear shirts, such as T-shirts, that are not as long as 

the tops worn by Native Deen, for example.  They often wear track jackets similar to 

those worn by mainstream boy bands.  Sometimes, instead of Western clothing, the 

members of Seven 8 Six wear Pakistani kameez, usually over trousers or jeans instead of 

the traditional shalwar, or matching baggy pants.  At their performance I attended at the 

2005 ISNA Convention, Seven 8 Six sang their first song, “Haazir Hain Hum,” in kameez

with jeans, then traded the kameez for T-shirts and track jackets while one of their music 

videos played on a large screen.  They emerged in their new clothing after the video to 

sing their last song, “Revelation.”  In Boyz Allowed, Shahaab Quraishi stated that 

although jeans are a part of their American culture, there is a stigma attached to them and 

the band has decided to wear “traditional” clothing more often because of that perception 

(BBC Manchester 2006).  In the same documentary, however, both Quraishi and band 

mate Zafar Razzacki protest that Muslims should be less judgmental on the issue of dress, 

and should recognize that the clothing of any culture is acceptable as long as it is modest.  

On dress and image, Razzacki says:
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Image is a big deal to us. We really try to make sure that we carry 
ourselves in a manner that's appropriate and according to rules of Islam, 
but also still true to our identity as youth in western society, and a lot of 
times I think that people start to look at that and say, 'Well, these guys, 
they're too young and too hip and too cool.' And I think a lot of times we 
lose credibility because of that and it hurts, because you never want to be 
judged as based on your image, what you look like, and a lot of times 
that's gotten us in trouble. The real good fortune for us is, when we do go 
to events, people can see that beyond the spiky hair and the jeans that 
these are five guys that are actually sincere, and if you actually listen to 
the words of what they say that it actually means something positive. That, 
to us, is more important than image. (BBC Team 2006)  

While Seven 8 Six may look like a boy band at first glance, they behave in a 

manner they believe to be in accordance with Islamic teachings while onstage.  As 

Razzacki says above, they try to perform in a way that reflects their sincerity and is 

conducive to delivering their message.  While defending themselves on a critic’s weblog, 

they say “During our performances, we always consciously endeavor to be responsible, 

respectable, modest and dignified on stage. All we ask are for the people to understand 

our lyrics and appreciate the beauty of Islam” (Mujahideen 2006).  Like Native Deen, 

they do not dance.  They often stand in a line and sway rhythmically, often in unison, or 

use appropriate hand motions to punctuate their songs.  They interact with the audience 

by clapping in the air and encouraging them to clap along.  

Seven 8 Six’ music video “Meccah” was released in January of 2007, just after 

the annual pilgrimage season.  The lyrics of the song express the desire of a Muslim to 

visit the city, as the video depicts one’s journey there with its difficulties and wonders.  

The video begins with a melodious recitation of the Qur’an as a man is shown 

supplicating, by candlelight, raising his hands and then wiping his face with them at the 

conclusion of his prayer.  The same man is then shown walking through the desert, 

presumably on his way to Mecca, between shots of the band, wearing Pakistani shalwar
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kameez, also in the desert, singing to synthesized beats.  The man is shown interacting 

with people he meets along the way, some who offer him lunch and tea, and some who 

lift him up when he collapses from exhaustion.  Seven 8 Six is shown, standing in a line 

and singing, using hand motions but not dancing.  They sing “Meccah” in English and 

end the song in Arabic, using the formula chanted by pilgrims.  As they end the Arabic 

portion of the song, there is a period of silence in which the man is shown again, in the 

same candlelit room he was in at the beginning, finishing a prayer and touching a small 

replica of the ka’ba, the small building circumambulated by the pilgrims.  The journey 

had been in his imagination, and presumably he had been supplicating to God that he be 

able to make the pilgrimage.  The video then returns to the band, in different shalwar 

kameez than before, arms around each others’ shoulders, singing a brief rendition of 

“Haazir Hain Hum” along with a tambourine.  As the music ends, they are seen as 

silhouettes walking into the sunset.  

The video for “Meccah” is a sharp contrast to their older music video, “Du’a,” 

released in 2005, from their first album.  While “Meccah” is set in the desert, “Du’a” is 

filmed mostly in a billiards hall.  They wear jeans and track jackets instead of shalwar 

kameez.  “Meccah” shows a setting in which people help one another to achieve their 

spiritual goals; “Du’a” depicts an urban setting, and shows a young pickpocket stealing a 

wallet from one of the band members, who then pursues him.  The differences between 

the older and newer videos could simply reflect the different subject matter of the songs, 

or they could reflect Seven 8 Six’ decision to alter their image.  It is difficult to tell since 

they have only released those two music videos to date.
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The main reason for the controversy surrounding Seven 8 Six is that they are 

perceived to be too much of a fitna for young Muslim women and girls due to their looks, 

beautiful voices, and marital status.  Most of the band members are still single.  In August 

of 2006, Seven 8 Six was abruptly dropped from the program of Expo Islamia, the largest 

Islamic gathering in the United Kingdom outside London.  According to Boyz Allowed, 

the organizers did not explain their motives to Seven 8 Six, but “it was understood that, 

for at least some of the event's organizers, a band consisting of five single, good looking, 

Westernized young men in their twenties was projecting the wrong sort of image of Islam 

and attracting the wrong sort of attention” (BBC Team 2006).  Joshua Salaam from 

Native Deen, who performed at the event, acknowledged that Seven 8 Six had received 

censure before for this reason, but defended the band, saying that they were, like Native 

Deen, only trying to spread the Islamic message (BBC Team 2006).  On a popular 

Muslim weblog, the author, who goes by the name Mujahideen Ryder online, expressed 

his agreement with the organizers of Expo Islamia, saying “They would bring more fitna

then good to the concert. I’ve seen the reaction of the sisters to them” (Mujahideen 2006).  

The post received over forty comments, some of which expressed agreement with the 

author.  Others disagreed, saying that it is wrong to judge Seven 8 Six based on their 

appearance, and pointing out that there are other single, good-looking, Muslim singers 

who do not receive the same level of criticism as Seven 8 Six.  Others stated that Seven 8 

Six is an important group because they are able to motivate Muslim youth to become 

more interested in Islam.  Seven 8 Six themselves contributed two long comments, in 

which they detailed the events surrounding their exclusion from Expo Islamia 2006 and 

said “We definitely do not see women behaving indecently at any of our concerts. To 
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state otherwise is a gross exaggeration, if not an outright fallacy” (Mujahideen 2006), 

responding to the allegation that women and girls are seen screaming at their concerts.

Other critics attack Seven 8 Six for being too musically cliché, and for blatantly 

copying the style of mainstream boy bands.  In a particularly scathing review, found in 

Inspire Magazine, writer Imran Mohiuddin states that “within the album we find mind 

numbingly clichéd melodies and a one dimensional representation of the problems facing 

Muslims such as temptation, backed up by such unimaginative lyrics as ‘watch your 

back, stay on the right path.’ One song even attempts to deconstruct the complex situation 

in Israel in a three minute pop number called ‘Palestine’, a song which sounds 

suspiciously like N'sync's ‘Bye, Bye, Bye’” (Mohiuddin 2006:7).  He also describes 

Seven 8 Six as “a homogenous blend of every boy band you've ever heard” (Mohiuddin 

2006:7).  Almost on cue, the band members appear in the photograph selected for the 

review unsmiling, looking almost sheepish, one band member’s T-shirt stretched tightly 

over his biceps as if giving credence to Mohiuddin’s “boy band” allegations.  Mohiuddin 

does admit, however, that they are very talented vocally and gives them credit for trying 

to bring a new style to the Muslim community.  Because American Muslim music is a 

relatively new phenomenon, and the genre is still growing and developing, the 

community needs to give American Muslim musicians time to refine their talents both 

lyrically and stylistically.  Seven 8 Six has already acquired enough fans who will 

patiently wait for them to improve, and will still attend their concerts and buy their CDs 

while they do so.  Like Seven 8 Six and Native Deen, most of the American Muslim 

musicians who have gained a significant, supportive fan base happen to be men.  The 
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American Muslim community has been hesitant to extend the same degree of support to 

female Muslim musicians.

ANI

Malaysian-born Zuriani Zonneveld, known as “Ani,” is a singer, songwriter, and 

producer who describes her style as “Shakira’s music with an Eastern style vocal in 

English and without the belly shaking” in her survey (Zonneveld 2006).  Her first 

Islamic-themed album, called Ummah Wake Up, is addressed to Muslims, charging them 

to return to the original teachings of Islam, described by Ani as “the Middle Path. The 

path against discrimination, against violence, against war” (Ani 2007b).  It also presents a 

new, modern face of Islam to non-Muslims.  She considers herself a “social Muslim 

activist” and states that she has chosen to perform “not because I want the glamour, but 

because I have a social message.  I am a social activist and I urge every Muslim to 

volunteer every week for a non-profit organization” (Dede 2004).

Ani spent her childhood traveling with her 

ambassador father and learning about many different cultures 

in the process.  Growing up, she lived in Malaysia, Egypt, 

Germany, and India, then came to the United States to study 

economics and political science.  Ani learned to play piano, 

sitar, and tabla, and at the age of sixteen, performed in a Malaysian fusion band (Ani 

2007b).  After finishing college and working in Japan for awhile, Ani moved to Los 

Angeles, began writing songs, and became a producer.  She has written songs for artists 

from Malaysia, Indonesia, Japan, the United Kingdom, Hong Kong, Germany, and the 

Figure 4: Ani
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United States, helping some of them win awards (Ani 2007b).  After becoming successful 

in this business, Ani was approached by Muslim parents, who suggested that she create 

an Islamic pop album because their American-born children needed an alternative to 

mainstream American pop (Dede 2004).  Ani, herself a mother, agreed and created 

Ummah Wake Up, an Islamically-oriented album featuring American, Eastern, and 

Middle Eastern instruments.

Ummah Wake Up features material that instructs Muslims to follow Islamic 

teachings and to avoid harmful philosophies and practices that have crept into Islam due 

to cultural influences, postcolonial thinking, and possibly false interpretations of Islamic 

texts.  The title track is directed to the Muslim ummah (worldwide community), charging 

them to return to the peaceful teachings of the Qur’an and the Prophet Muhammad.  It is 

also a message to non-Muslims, explaining the proper use of the word jihad (struggle, 

usually spiritual, physical only under certain conditions), which is usually mistranslated 

in the popular media and misunderstood by the general public.  “Just Like Khadijah” is a 

song for Muslim children, especially girls, to teach them about Prophet Muhammad’s 

first wife, a rich businesswoman who took the initiative of proposing marriage to him.  

Ani presents Khadijah as a role model, calling her a “Superwoman Muslim,” at the same 

time challenging those who would justify the subjugation of women as part of Islam.  In 

“Alhamdullilah” (all praise is for God) and “Time” Ani takes a break from the social 

themes to express her love for and dependence on God.  “Happy Eid” is a celebration of 

the Muslim holiday Eid al-Fitr and the preceding month of Ramadan.  Perhaps Ani’s 

most poignant social criticism on the album is her song “Bury Me.”  “Bury Me” refers to 

the pre-Islamic practice of burying newborn girls alive, due to the strong preference for 
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male children.  Come Islam, the practice was strictly forbidden, but Ani argues that 

women and girls are still virtually “buried” when they are denied equal opportunities to 

education, rights in court, and participation in the public sphere.  Through this song, Ani 

also denounces honor killing, the practice of grooming girls to do nothing but please men, 

and the widespread incidents of women being infected with AIDS by unfaithful husbands 

because they cannot refuse relations with them.  In the chorus, she sings:  “You may not 

bury me at birth in earth / But there’s no difference when you dictate my worth / You 

shed no tear as you keep me deprived / You might as well just bury me alive” (Ani 

2007a).  While many American Muslims would wholeheartedly agree with Ani’s 

message, some have a problem with the lyrics because they feel that they exploit harmful 

stereotypes about Muslims that already exist in the popular opinion and that she is 

effectively airing Muslims’ dirty laundry for non-Muslims to see (Margolis 2006).  

Ani’s lyrics, like those of Native Deen and Seven 8 Six, contain some Arabic 

words.  Ani says that her message is universal in that the principles are found in any faith, 

but that it is the presence of the Arabic words that defines her music as “Islamic” (Surin 

and Yusop 2006).  In spite of this, however, most of her audience is non-Muslim.  Jewish 

and Christian organizations invite her to perform, and she performs at many interfaith 

events, but Muslim establishments are hesitant to promote her music.  Ani’s Islamic 

message is an obstacle in promoting her songs to American mainstream radio stations, 

where the pop songs she has written for others are played, but she maintains that “if I beat 

around the bush and sing about generic spirituality, it may get more coverage.  But I 

refuse to compromise my message about Islam” (Dede 2004). 
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Ani released the music video for her song “Just Like Khadijah” in 2005, and it 

can be viewed on her website.  Because the song was written primarily for children, there 

are a number of young girls in the video playing, singing silently, and dancing.  Ani is 

shown wearing black trousers and a peach tunic, singing the song and dancing, 

sometimes with the girls.  Ani’s dancing includes arm and leg movements, stepping, and 

some shoulder movements, but very few hip movements.  It appears that she is being 

very careful not to move her hips and, in my opinion, the dance is not sensual in nature.  

When she sings the words “and fight what’s wrong” in the chorus, she kicks playfully the 

first time, and makes a fist the next two times.  In another part of the song, Ani wears 

jeans and a blue sweater.  Near the end of the song, other women’s faces appear on the 

screen, along with their accomplishments.  Ani refers to these women as “modern day 

Khadijahs” (Dede 2004), and they include Shirin Ebadi, Marina Mahathir (President of 

the Malaysian Aids Foundation), Shazia Mirza (a comedian from England), and the 

Muslim Soccer Moms of Southern California.  So along with the example of Khadijah, 

Ani gives Muslim women and girls other, more contemporary, role models alongside her.  

Ani joined forces with some of her Jewish, Christian, and other supporters to 

produce her second CD, One.  One is an interfaith album, focusing on what the major 

world religions have in common.  She wrote “Oneness of God” with Los Angeles Rabbi 

Naomi Levy and performs “Welcome Song” with Redbear, a Native American, and 

Reverend Noriaki Ito.  Ani is on the steering committee for Interfaith Communities 

United for Justice and Peace (ICUJP) and is the co-founder of God Loves Beauty, an 

interfaith arts and music festival (Surin and Yusop 2006).  While interfaith work has 

grown in popularity among American Muslims since September 11, 2001, some Muslims 
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are suspicious of other Muslims whom they consider to be too involved in interfaith 

activities.  They feel that these people pay excessive attention to people of other religions, 

sometimes at the expense of their Muslim brothers and sisters.  Ani’s role in the 

organization Muslims for Progressive Values (MPV), however, is probably more 

problematic for most American Muslims.  Ani is the president and co-founder of the 

group.  Because Progressive Muslim organizations endorse gay rights, promote woman-

led ritual prayer, and challenge many long-standing Muslim beliefs, they are considered 

by many other Muslims to be deviant, and are sometimes scathingly labeled as “pro-

regressive.”

Ani’s role in these organizations aside, the American Muslim community can be 

difficult to navigate for a female singer.  Among the many nuances of the issue of music 

in Islam is the matter of women singing in front of unrelated men, due to the possibility 

of temptation.  A woman’s voice, while talking in a soft manner or singing, is considered 

by some Muslims to be too enticing, especially since the Qur’an instructs the wives of the 

Prophet to “be not over-soft in your speech, lest any whose heart is diseased should be 

moved to desire [you]” (Qur’an 33:32).  It is considered even more improper and 

“unladylike” if a woman sings on a stage as well, where men can stare at her.  It is 

especially problematic if a woman dances or, like Ani, does not wear a headscarf.  If 

women perform for mixed gatherings at Islamic conventions, for example, they normally 

recite spoken word poetry with few or no hand motions, and wear a headscarf and loose 

clothing.  Ani views this as discrimination and complains in her survey that:    

For me as a female singer it has been impossible to get my CD sold on the 
Muslim websites (Go to any Muslim website and you will most likely not 
find a single female artist). The websites are run by conservative 
minorities who see a woman’s voice as ‘aurat’, i.e. not to be heard. The 
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conservatives also control the major organizations in America and again 
they discriminate against female singers. This warped and fringe take on 
Islam is not practiced in Pakistan, India, the Middle East, Asia etc. but 
somehow the Islam in America has become Wahabi, i.e. Saudi Arabian 
version of Islam. And again I ask, are we really practicing Islam?
(Zonneveld 2006)

Ani’s outlook on the issue of female performers may stem from the fact that in 

her home country of Malaysia, neighboring Indonesia, and in several other Muslim-

majority countries, female performers who sing about Islam, even onstage, are not 

unusual.  For example, Nasida Ria is a nine-woman band from Indonesia that performs 

Qasida Modern, a pop genre dealing with Islamic topics that is performed by many other 

Indonesian and Malaysian women.  Ani states that in Malaysia and Indonesia her album 

Ummah Wake Up is played on some of the most popular radio stations (Dede 2004).  In a 

response to an article about Ani called “Singing about faith,” which was printed in a 

Malaysian newspaper, the author said nothing about Ani singing or dancing in front of 

men, and made no mention of her dress, expressing only that he did not agree with many 

of her statements about Islam and other Muslims (Mohamad 2006).

Of course, Ani also uses various musical instruments which, as discussed 

previously, are problematic for a large number of Muslims.  Unlike Native Deen and 

Seven 8 Six, Ani is unwilling to produce percussion-only music in an attempt to cater to 

those who object to other musical instruments, stating that “the nasheeds out there are 

unbelievably boring since some people say that only a ‘duf’ (Middle Eastern percussion) 

is permitted in Islam based on some fringe hadith” (Zonneveld 2006).  Because the same 

people who do not approve the use of musical instruments would probably also not 

condone female singers performing in front of men, however, her use of instruments may 

not make a difference in the number of American Muslims in her audience.  Some 
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websites that sell CDs by Muslim musicians contain recordings of male musicians that 

use instruments (with a warning about the nature of the instruments), but no women, with 

or without instruments.  Ani’s guestbook on her website is a small example of the 

criticisms some Muslims have of her, as well as of the support she receives from others.  

For example, one commenter wrote that Ani is a poor role model because she does not 

wear a headscarf, and that it is forbidden for women to sing in front of men.  Within a 

week, another commenter responded, saying “if a sister's voice excites you too much, 

please stuff parsley or something in your ears” (Ani 2007c).

While the American Muslim music-culture is growing, its consumers draw the 

line somewhere.  For many of them, it is drawn somewhere between Seven 8 Six and Ani 

for a number of reasons.  Many American Muslims choose not listen to music with 

instruments, whether sung by a male or female.  Others may listen to instruments but do 

not consider it proper for a woman to sing in front of men, or feel that female performers 

should at least wear headscarves and refrain from any kind of dancing, or should sing in 

groups instead of alone.  Others may be turned off by her sociopolitical affiliations, 

which are seen by many as a betrayal of traditional Islam, or question her intentions for 

singing about the problems in the Muslim community for Muslims and non-Muslims 

alike to hear.  Clearly, not all American Muslim performers are accepted equally, as also 

seen in the challenges faced by Seven 8 Six.

As demonstrated by the above three examples, American Muslim musicians 

negotiate the American Muslim community in different ways, with different results.  

Some choose to conform to an ideal of unity or uniformity instead of asserting 

individuality.  For example, Native Deen and Seven 8 Six choose to use percussion only 
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and refrain from dancing, while Ani chooses to use full instrumentation and dance in her 

music video.  As shown in Ani’s example, some obstacles cannot be crossed, at least not 

yet, due to one’s individual identity.  Seven 8 Six struggles with the dilemma of whether 

to assert their American culture or appeal to the wider Muslim audience by altering their 

image.  I have chosen eight other musicians to briefly illustrate the ways American 

Muslim musicians negotiate a growing and changing American Muslim community.

KAREEM SALAMA

Kareem Salama is a country singer and student of law from Ponca City, 

Oklahoma. Aside from country, his musical sound is influenced by pop, rock, and folk 

music.  He credits his parents for his eclectic upbringing, which included Native 

American powwows, rodeos, and concerts at the Grand Old Opry, saying that they were 

eager to expose themselves and their children to American culture even though they were 

born in Egypt (Salama 2007).  Salama’s love of songwriting is in part due to his fondness 

for classical Western and Arabic poetry.  The lyrics of his songs are in English, and of a 

spiritual, moral, and reflective nature without being overtly Islamic.  “Lady Mary” is an 

ode to Mary, the mother of Jesus, while “Baby I’m a Soldier” deals with the topic of war

through the eyes of two men who left their women (a wife and a mother) to fight an 

enemy who, they find out too late, is just like them.  Other songs speak of family values 

or longing for God.  I have personally heard several people remark that Salama is one of 

the best American Muslim lyricists they have heard.

Although I observed Salama perform a cappella at the 2005 and 2006 ISNA 

Conventions, keeping time by tapping the podium with his hand while the audience 
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clapped along, he uses Western instruments on his album Generous Peace (the English 

translation of his name), primarily guitar, piano, and drums.  Salama expresses his 

intended message on his website, saying “My hope is that my words will fall upon ears 

and hearts that may be seeking the same thing I am seeking…the inspiration to live a 

virtuous life that is pleasing to God” (Salama 2007).  He continues, saying “Perhaps the 

listener can find some inspiration in the words to live a better moment and perhaps that 

may lead to another better moment and another” (Salama 2007).  The seemingly 

unconventional mix between country music and Islamic values makes Kareem Salama 

and his music a curiosity, but Salama disagrees that there is a contradiction and calls 

county music “the last bastion of ethical tunes” (Peter 2007) because he believes it carries 

deep, reverent messages and tends to focus on family and religion.

SHAYKH AHMED TIJANI

Ahmed Tijani Ben Omar is not only a talented composer and singer; he is also a 

shaykh (licensed spiritual guide and teacher) of the Tijaniyya Sufi order.  Despite his 

considerable accomplishments, he considers himself “hopeless, helpless, useless, 

worthless, homeless, good for nothing, compared to nothing,” and “subject only to 

seeking, yearning, and longing for a drop of mercy and compassion from the ultimate 

God of Creation, Almighty God Allah” (Tijani 2007).  Shaykh Tijani was born and raised 

in Ghana, where he memorized the Qur’an and the Bible, learned to sing and write music, 

and was trained in Islamic Law and Comparative Religion.  He now lives in Chicago, 

where he is an adviser to the Islamic Studies and Research Association (ISRA), President 
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and Imam of the Universal Islamic Center, and a member of the World Council of 

Religious Leaders (Tijani 2007).  

Widely known, at least in Sufi circles, as one of the best Muslim singers and 

Qur’an reciters in the world, he sings several songs written by his own late shaykh, 

Ibrahim Niass of Senegal (Tijani 2007). Shaykh Tijani has also produced a CD called 

Praise, in which he includes religious songs in Arabic and English.  The CD is widely 

popular among Muslims and non-Muslims in the United States, as well as overseas.  In 

Africa, the songs are marketed as “American dhikr,” or “American Muslim songs” 

(Tijani 2006).  The CD combines musical instruments, styles, and voices from around the 

world, including North America.  Shaykh Tijani’s own vocal style on some songs is 

reminiscent of African-American gospel singing.  

Shaykh Tijani hopes to reach as many people as possible in order to help them 

understand what Islam is, and what Prophet Muhammad taught.  He asserts that music 

should not be used for decadent purposes, but rather that spiritual music can provide the 

listener with relief from despair and frustration.  In his interview, Shaykh Tijani explains, 

“There is music in human nature, and human rhythm, and human feelings.  When you 

play music, no matter how dead mentally is a human being, even if he is mentally 

deranged, you see some motions, physical motions, in tune with the beauty of the music” 

(Tijani 2006).  He adds that the Qur’an was revealed musically, and that people pay 

attention to the Qur’an because its musical aspect appeals to the human heart.  
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DAWOUD KRINGLE

Dawoud Kringle is a master of a style he has named "Mystic Jaz," which includes 

musical elements from around the world, fused with jazz, blues, electronica, and hip-hop.   

"Far from being a mere hybrid of 'world' music, Mystic Jaz is a music that produces an 

enlightening effect upon the mind, body, and spirit of the listener. It is my intention to 

extrapolate musical directions that have yet to come to pass," states Kringle on his 

website (Kringle 2007).   He continues, saying:

These effects are deliberate. I studied the various effects that the music of 
many diverse traditions has upon the human mind, body, and spirit. These 
were then incorporated into a unique form that seeks to forge ahead in the 
next phases of human culture and spirituality.  Many audiences have 
attended my performances, and listened to my recordings. All are left with 
the unmistakable impression that they have participated in a unique 
musical experience that transcends beyond mere entertainment, into the 
realm of the spiritual. (Kringle 2007)

Kringle plays the guitar and sitar, sings, and composes 

his band's music and lyrics.  When he is not performing or 

touring throughout the United States and Europe, he works as a 

radio engineer and as an imam for the New York City 

Department of Corrections.  Kringle has also composed scores 

for film, theater, and dance performances, ranging from a few 

songs to the whole score. Some of the theater and dance pieces he did were completely 

improvised during the performance.  He has recorded and performed with several other 

artists, such as Lauryn Hill, Ustad Muzallim Hussain, Marie Alphonso (Zap Mama), and 

Junni Booth (Rahsaan Roland Kirk, Elvin Jones,Larry Young) (Kringle 2007).

For a long time, Kringle felt self-conscious of his singing voice, but took jazz and 

East Indian voice lessons and sings on his new album, Renegade Sufi (Kringle 2006).  

Figure 5: Dawoud Kringle
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When I asked him about the genre he had chosen, Kringle cited Bruce Lee as an 

influence, saying that Lee used all moves available to him and made them flow together, 

seamlessly, in his own style, Jeet Kun Do (Kringle 2006).   Kringle writes his lyrics 

mostly about Sufi concepts, but also writes political songs and may try a love song on his 

next album.  "The Sun at Midnight" describes the insights one receives on the Sufi path 

as God reveals new elements of reality to the seeker. In contrast, "Freedom," featuring 

spoken-word poetry, is a political song that offers spiritual solutions to society's 

problems, reminding people that they need to first look inside themselves and change 

their own hearts before pointing fingers at others (Kringle 2006). 

            Kringle feels that American Muslim culture is facing a crisis of identity, due to 

immigrants attached to their home cultures and American "Easterner wannabes" (Kringle 

2006).  Kringle encourages American Muslims to find their own voices and contribute to 

other Muslim and non-Muslim cultures around the world, as cultures develop through 

interplay, not through isolation (Kringle 2006).   He has also written a book 

(unpublished) about music in Islamic spirituality and culture, devoting some space to 

American Muslim musicians, mostly jazz performers and hip-hop artists.   Kringle feels 

that his music appeals to people who are responsive to spiritual issues, and to New Age 

and jazz fans.  He also attracts enthusiasts of world music, because the sitar is his main 

instrument.  He hopes that his music may encourage non-Muslim listeners to take a closer 

look at Islam, and that Muslim listeners will recognize the message behind the music 

(Kringle 2006).



74

SONZ OF THE CRESCENT

Muaath Al-Khattab is an African American Muslim rapper of the Indianapolis-

based band Sonz of the Crescent, one of the first Muslim hip-hop groups in the United 

States.  Al-Khattab describes their music as “positive hip-hop,” or “conscious rap,” and 

says that it is contemporary music that addresses current issues that many people face 

(Al-Khattab 2006).  He sees the music of Sonz of the Crescent and that of other Muslim 

hip-hop groups as an alternative to some popular forms of rap that contain negative 

messages for Muslims.  The group’s major audience has, so far, been American Muslim 

youth, but Al-Khattab hopes to expand their audience to include a wider age group that 

also includes non-Muslims.  In his interview, he indicated to me that one of the reasons 

non-Muslims might not listen to their music is that they often use Arabic words in their 

lyrics that are understood to most Muslims.  In the future, they plan to write raps that will 

contain less of these Arabic Islamic terms and will be accessible to a larger audience (Al-

Khattab 2006).

Yaseen Al-Khattab, a founding member of Sonz of the Crescent and Muaath’s 

elder brother, produces most of the beats for the group, but the lyrics are written by both 

brothers.  The raps on their new album deal with drugs, violence in inner cities, the 

growing materialism in the mainstream hip-hop genre, family, and other current issues.  

One song, called “My Wife,” is dedicated to both brothers’ wives and encourages fidelity 

and commitment to one’s family.  Al-Khattab states that because hip-hop is one of the 

most, if not the most, popular genres of music today, it is the best form of music to carry 

the message of Islam (Al-Khattab 2006).  
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TAJ AMIR

Taj Amir is an American Muslim soul singer of African American and Dominican 

descent.  He grew up singing and playing several instruments.  Due to his talents, he was 

approached by a music producer at age sixteen, and offered a full music scholarship upon 

graduation, but turned down both opportunities (Amir 2006).  When Amir converted to 

Islam, he stopped singing for almost ten years until he heard the music of Muslim 

nasheed artists such as Dawud Wharnsby and Yusuf Islam, which inspired him to start 

singing again after a thorough investigation into the different opinions on music in Islam.  

Amir describes his approach as “singing lyrics that convey an Islamic message to the 

rhythm of an R&B/Soul musical style or sound” (Amir 2006).  Although he had 

considered recording traditional pan-Islamic nasheed, he decided to choose a sound that 

reflected his cultural background.  After all, he says, Islam is in his ethnic roots which are 

in West Africa and Spain (Amir 2006).  Amir, who writes and produces his own songs, 

also plans to record nasheed incorporating Latin styles and Spanish phrases.  He currently 

writes in English and incorporates Arabic phrases.

Amir believes that American Muslims need an alternative to American and 

European mainstream musics, which he says call people to corruption and actions 

contradictory to Islamic values, and states that “I, along with other Muslim artists from 

these cultures, have made a decision to provide alternatives and produce songs that do 

just the opposite: calling to the Way of Allah and remembering who we are and what we 

stand for” (Amir 2006).  Still, he says he encounters controversy among Muslims because 

of his unconventional anasheed.  He refers to his music as nasheed although he 

acknowledges that it is not traditional nasheed, and it incorporates musical instruments 
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(Radio Islam 2006).  Currently, Amir does not perform publicly, saying that he does not 

want his audience to focus on him instead of God (Amir 2006).

KEVIN GERMAIN

Kevin Germain is a poet, songwriter, and guitarist who sings in a folk music style.  

His poetry and music are based on his experience on the Sufi path, and contain themes 

found in the works of other Sufi poets, such as using love for a human beloved as a 

metaphor for one’s love for God.  Germain has recorded in Turkish, but sings and writes 

primarily in English.  He includes very few Arabic words in his music, which allows him 

to reach an audience of both Muslims and non-Muslims.  Explaining this on his survey, 

he states, “If I sing a song that uses the words ‘Allah’ or ‘Muhammad’ I receive generally 

a negative reaction; the dialogue changes from one of unity and love to hijab and jihad... 

and frankly, I am not that interested in sharing the stigma that fundamentalist Islamists 

have given us” (Germain 2006).

Germain says that he would like to see Muslims working for social change in the 

United States using the examples of Americans such as Benjamin Franklin and Martin 

Luther King Jr., as well as the examples of the Prophet Muhammad and the Sufis 

(Germain 2006).  American Muslim musicians can help by singing about love and unity.  

He remarks that “Islamic themes are all fine and well, but if we can't express them in a 

universal manner then I don't see the point in bothering,” continuing by saying that music 

should not be used to label people and divide them into categories (Germain 2006).
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PROJECT 26

M. Ali Qazi is an electrical 

engineer and the lead singer and 

guitarist for the California-based 

musical group Project 26, which is 

described on the band’s website as “a 

rock band that seeks to foster a Muslim 

American identity through artistic expression” (Project 26 2006).  Project 26 is made up 

of four Pakistani American men, all of whom sport neat beards and modest clothing in 

place of the typical long hair, body piercings, and unruly clothing typically associated 

with rock and alternative musicians in the United States.  When forming Project 26, Qazi 

was influenced by the boom of Pakistani rock musicians that had become popular in the 

1980s.  Qazi states that South Asian and Arab parents are usually uncomfortable with the 

idea of their children’s pursuit of music, both because the parents want them to have a 

professional career and because of the declining morals in the commercial pop music 

industry in the United States and, increasingly, in Muslim countries around the world 

(Qazi 2006).  Qazi sees his music as an alternative to mainstream alternative rock in that 

it contains beneficial lyrics for Muslim youth and families, allows the musicians to be 

presented as positive, moral role models, and still presents the message in a genre that is 

attractive to youth.  Most of the band’s songs are in English, but Qazi would also like the 

band to share its own heritage with the multicultural American Muslim community by 

singing some material in Urdu.  Qazi credits the leadership of the American Muslim 

community, such as Imams Zaid Shakir and Suhaib Webb, for providing intellectual 

Figure 6: Project 26
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support and laying strong foundations that Muslims use in developing American Muslim 

art forms.  He also says that when Muslims alienate themselves from the arts, they deny 

an aspect of their humanity and create an imbalance inside themselves, therefore 

becoming more susceptible to potentially negative Western art forms or, in the case of 

South Asian Muslims, Hindu art forms (Qazi 2006).

Qazi feels that he has learned more about the essence of Islam through becoming 

involved in Islamic music, and plans to make the path to success easier for other 

musicians.  He would like to establish more venues where people can meet to socialize, 

eat, listen to musical performances, and buy CDs.  One possibility is to create more 

entertainment cafés for Muslims, like some establishments that have been constructed in 

London and Chicago (Qazi 2006).

HAERO DIZAYE

Haero Dizaye is a rapper and spoken word poet from Southern California.  She 

grew up writing poetry and later learned to rhyme her poems, rap to beats, and count 

bars.  Dizaye writes mainly about her own experiences.  She has written material on 

Islamic and political topics, love songs, and “battle” songs to other rappers.  “Whatever 

the beat dictates, that’s what I write about,” she says about the composition process 

(Dizaye 2006).  Dizaye chooses her performance material based on her audience and the 

event.  She raps mostly in English, with some verses in Spanish and Kurdish (her parents 

are Kurdish immigrants from Iraq), reflecting part of the cultural heritage of California, 

and her own background, respectively.  Dizaye has not yet finished her first CD, but she 

is often invited to perform and would like to go on tour someday.
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“I love being a Muslimah artist, because so many 

people have stereotypes about Muslim women (we don’t 

have fun, we’re not allowed to state our opinions or 

showcase our talents, etc.), and I feel like I’m helping to 

break those stereotypes every time I step to the mic,” says 

Dizaye in an interview with Muslim Hip Hop, a major Website showcasing mostly 

English-speaking Muslim musicians and rappers (MuslimHipHop 2005).  She continues 

that she has gotten much support from the Muslim community, although a conservative 

minority has expressed its opinion that she should perform without music.  Dizaye works 

at an after school program in Los Angeles and is one of the founders of the Imam Jamil 

Coalition.  She also holds a B.A. in Journalism from San Diego State University.

All of these musicians have reached different levels of popularity in the American 

Muslim community based on several factors, including how well and to which market 

they promote themselves, whether or not they use musical instruments, how they behave 

while onstage, and the amount of appeal their chosen genre has for the majority of music 

consumers, namely the youth.  In the next chapter, I will demonstrate how these 

musicians negotiate the boundaries and dynamics found in the American Muslim 

community in their own ways, and with varying results.

Figure 7: Haero Dizaye



80

Chapter 5

Negotiating Boundaries in the American Muslim Music-Culture

All of the musicians discussed in the previous chapter are products of a fast-

growing, changing American Muslim culture.  In turn, they are part of the process of 

shaping that culture through their public manifestation of individual American Muslim 

identities and, through performance, their assertion that music should be given its rightful 

place within that culture.  The motivations for acting to establish the place of music 

within American Muslim culture and for becoming an American Muslim musician are 

many, as compiled and deduced from the statements of several musicians and their 

advocates: to make religious life more fun by helping people remember God and Islamic 

teachings in a creative way; to provide an Islamic alternative to mainstream American 

forms of entertainment and to add variety to it; to assert American Muslim identity; to 

give dawa and present a new face of Islam; to help Muslim youth relate to Islamic 

teachings and provide a space for them to be themselves; to provide role models of what 

American Muslims should, or can, be like; and to convey messages of social reform or 

criticism.  

Most of the above motivations reflect the attempts of musicians to shape 

American Muslim culture.  They have identified needs in their community that are not 

being met by the existing system, and they are seeking to fulfill them, in the process 

shaping the system into one that will continue to meet these needs after they have retired 

from the music scene.  However, the ways in which these musicians are able to 

accomplish their goals is conditioned by their existing cultural system, one which often 
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regards music and musicians with suspicion.  As explained before, the issue of music in 

Islam is complex, and American Muslim musicians must tread delicately amongst the 

community if they want to be given a chance to express themselves.  For some of them, 

this means sacrificing aspects of their individual identities and beliefs in favor of those of 

a larger group or of those who will potentially promote them, sell their CDs, or give them 

a chance to perform.  To illustrate the ways in which American Muslim musicians 

negotiate the rapidly-changing boundaries in their community, I will discuss some 

platforms that promote them, perhaps the most important of which is the annual ISNA 

Convention entertainment session.

ISNA ENTERTAINMENT SESSION

The Islamic Society of North America is one of the largest and most influential 

organizations for Muslims in the United States.  Their annual convention, usually held in 

Chicago on Labor Day weekend, attracts approximately forty thousand attendees, many 

of whom choose to attend the large entertainment sessions that take place at the venue.  

The annual conventions of the Muslim Students’ Association (MSA) and Muslim Youth 

of North America (MYNA) also take place at the same time, in the same venue, and with 

many of the same speakers.  Like ISNA, these organizations host entertainment sessions 

during the weekend, which will also be discussed here.  Because admission into the ISNA 

Convention also includes admission into the MSA and MYNA Conventions, the three 

conventions are often lumped together as the “ISNA Convention” in the minds of 

attendees.  With such a large audience at the convention, it is one of the surest 

opportunities for a Muslim performer to be noticed and gain a fan base.  Furthermore, 
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ISNA also provides the performers with a booth in the bazaar to market their work, which 

is sure to sell well if the audience enjoys their performance.  There is a lot of competition 

from the United States, Canada, and the United Kingdom, however, and potential 

performers must get past the ISNA Entertainment Selection Committee.  They must fill 

out an application indicating their genre (the 2006 application provided boxes for 

comedy, film/short movie, hip-hop/rap, poetry/spoken form, nasheed, and other) and 

other information about the group, and provide references or reviews, a VISUAL 

(uppercase in original) recording of a performance, and a written copy of the words the 

artists plan to perform.  The form also states that potential performers are judged by 

“artistic quality, compatibility with community standards, and whether they fit into the 

overall entertainment program objective.”  These “community standards” are not 

specified on the 2006 application form, but can be deduced by observing the bands they 

select to perform.  These standards appear to have changed drastically as of 2007.  Prior 

to the 2007 convention, I had never seen musical instruments other than percussion on 

the ISNA stage, for example, although some artists that perform at ISNA, such as 

Kareem Salama, use full instrumentation on their CDs and in other performances.  I still 

have never seen any women singing from the main ISNA stage, although some women 

have created their own sisters-only entertainment session where they sing freely.  

Before the 2007 ISNA Convention, the entertainment sessions were percussion-

only.  Some performers sang a cappella, some played percussion instruments onstage, 

and some performed with recorded tracks that contained percussion only.  Presumably, 

this reflected either the beliefs of the organizers themselves or the need to appeal to the 

more conservative attendees in the audience, or a combination of both.  This changed 
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suddenly in 2007, however, as many artists performed on the ISNA stage with 

instruments.  These instruments included acoustic guitar, piano, and recorded tracks 

featuring musical instruments (Qazi 2007).  The MSA entertainment sessions, which had 

also been percussion-only in the past, featured performers with instruments as well in 

2007.  A rapper named Tyson also break danced onstage, which is something I had not 

seen done on the ISNA or MSA stage.  It is not clear why ISNA and MSA changed their 

policy this year, but it does not appear that they have received any negative press because 

of their decision at the time of this publication.  Perhaps it is simply a reaction to the 

changing environment of Muslim-produced music.  Within the last two years, two of the 

most well-known and respected Muslim musicians began recording with instruments, 

after several years of producing a cappella and percussion-only anasheed.  Yusuf Islam, 

formerly known as Cat Stevens, produced a CD called An Other Cup, which is slightly 

reminiscent of the music he sang prior to his conversion to Islam.  The music on this 

album does not focus on Islamic topics, and he has even remade some songs from his 

days as Cat Stevens, such as “Peace Train” and “Father and Son.”  Canadian singer 

Dawud Wharnsby also began playing the guitar while singing, often accompanied by 

American Muslim pianist Idris Phillips.  Wharnsby sings and writes folk music that does 

not deal directly with Islamic topics, but says he will continue to produce percussion-only 

anasheed as well.

Aside from the main entertainment session, which featured music by and for 

Western Muslims, ISNA appealed to the large number of attendees of Indian and 

Pakistani heritage by hosting a mushaira (recitation of Urdu poetry) session for the first 

time at the 2007 convention.  Perhaps this served to appease some of the first-generation 
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immigrants, who may hold more conservative views on music than their children.  ISNA 

also hosted a panel discussion called “Islamic Entertainment: How Can I Be Down?,” 

featuring three American Muslim performers and one Islamic scholar, to discuss the role 

of music in the lives of modern Muslims.

Despite the changes in policy toward musical instruments, however, women’s 

performance remained virtually unchanged.  Female performers were restricted to spoken 

word poetry only, either because of convention policies or because female singers did not 

choose to apply.  The female poets did, however, move about on the stage freely, and 

used more hand motions than they had done in previous years.  Women have also 

performed stand-up comedy in previous ISNA conventions.  The restriction of female 

performers is consistent with many websites that sell Muslim music, as they feature male 

bands with instruments but no female singers or rappers, with or without instruments.  It 

is true, however, that there are simply many more male musicians than females in the 

American Muslim community, and many Muslim women themselves do not feel 

comfortable singing in front of men.  Therefore, it is possible that no female singers or 

rappers applied to perform on the ISNA stage or that, if they did, they were turned down 

due to the high degree of competition for stage time, not because of their gender.  I am 

interested to see whether ISNA or MSA will host a female singer or rapper at future 

conventions.

Also at the 2007 convention, MYNA hosted late-night open mic sessions on 

Saturday and Sunday, in the Hyatt lobby (usually dubbed “Club ISNA” for the weekend 

due to the numbers of youth that congregate there).  The session featured well-known 

musicians such as Naeem Muhammad from Native Deen and Tyson, alongside several 
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relatively new musicians, rappers, and spoken word poets who were not able to perform 

on the ISNA or MSA stage.  These sessions were very popular with the young attendees, 

and at first the youth were essentially unsupervised by the ISNA organizers and allowed 

to do as they pleased.  This changed during the Saturday session, at about three o’clock in 

the morning, when a highly controversial punk band called the Kominas took the stage 

and refused to leave.  They played loudly and used profanity, causing much of the crowd, 

which was already tiny due to the late hour, to walk out, and the police were subsequently 

called to remove them from the premises.  Needless to say, the ISNA organizers set some 

regulations for the Sunday night session, requiring potential performers to audition before 

the youth director, who banned break dancing for the event.  Some performers decided to 

break dance anyway, and the event was cut short by the director.  This did not stop many 

of the performers and their crowd, who staged an improvisational concert without the 

microphones at a different part of the hotel.  The incidents with the punk band and the 

youth director may prove to be detrimental for future entertainment sessions at this

venue, in that the sessions may require more regulation from ISNA in the coming years.  

These incidents also confirm the negative opinions that many Muslims have of music, 

especially Western music, and entertainment in general.  

MSA also hosts a sisters-only entertainment session at the convention.  Normally, 

the event is sponsored by the Association of Muslim Women Artists (AMWA), an 

organization initiated by Chicago-based singer and journalist Mariam Sobh that provides 

a support group for Muslim women artists, including musicians, and creates platforms 

and events for women to perform and showcase their work.  In 2007, the sisters-only 

entertainment session was hosted by Andalus Media Group.  Although the moderators 
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were female, the organizer was male, the only man allowed at the session.  The 

entertainment session featured spoken word poetry, stand-up comedy, and song.  As 

always, the event was an outlet for women who are either not allowed to perform on the 

ISNA stage if they sing, or who are simply more comfortable performing for a women-

only audience.   

POETIC VISION TOUR

Another platform that promotes American Muslim musicians is the Poetic Vision 

Tour, which took place on July 21, 2007 in Chicago.  Numerous musicians and genres 

were represented, including country, pop, folk, spoken word, rap, and rock.  The event 

drew a crowd of 250-300 people (Qazi 2007).  Many of the performers used musical 

instruments, but again there were no female singers.  One well-known female spoken 

word artist from Atlanta, Ms. Latifah, performed at the event.  But because the organizer, 

Saad Omar, had contacted a member of AMWA specifically asking for female 

performers, including singers, for the event, it appears that Muslim women, though 

encouraged, simply declined to sing at the Poetic Vision Tour.  Therefore, one cannot be 

too quick to blame event organizers for a lack of female artists, when it is possible that 

none applied to perform.  

Rapper Haero Dizaye states that many women have shared their raps and poetry 

with her, but that when she encourages them to share their work, they claim shyness or 

unwillingness to perform for an audience (MuslimHipHop 2005).  With the exception of 

Dizaye, Ani, and a few others, there do not seem to be many American Muslim women 

singers who seek to perform often.  This could be due to personal issues, such as being 



87

busy with one’s studies as many young American Muslim performers are, to the 

preference of many Muslim women to perform for women only, or to internalized beliefs 

that the community does not really want them to sing.  Historical attitudes in traditional 

Muslim cultures toward the female voice, along with inveterate concepts on the “proper” 

roles and actions of women, may have confirmed those beliefs, and it may take time for 

female Muslim performers to recognize that community attitudes are indeed changing, 

and to gain the confidence needed to perform.  Shaykh Ahmed Tijani, who is married to a 

former singer of highlife music and almost always includes female singers in his 

recordings, stated in his interview that many Muslim men have not been taught to respect 

women, and that men prevent women from singing for this reason (Tijani 2006).  As I 

have already demonstrated, the changing attitudes of the American Muslim community 

toward musical performance can be seen in the gradual (or sudden, in some cases) 

appearance of non-percussion instruments in its music-culture, and it will be interesting if 

these changing attitudes will better accommodate women performers in the coming years.

MUSLIM HIP HOP

At a time in which youth spend a considerable amount of time online, the Internet 

is a powerful platform for musicians to promote themselves.  One of the most popular 

websites that promote Muslim music is Muslim Hip Hop (MHH).  MHH was founded by 

American Muslim rock musician Mike Shapiro in 2004, and features a discussion forum 

and a large database of Muslim hip-hop, pop, and nasheed artists.  The site gained a fan 

base very quickly, overwhelming its founder, who closed it in 2005.  Six months after 

closing the site, however, Shapiro reopened it, this time with a new mission and a set of 
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criteria which include Islamic content, professionalism, talent, and approach.  The MHH 

database includes female singers and rappers such as Ani, Haero Dizaye, and Miss 

Undastood.  Shapiro clarifies “Islamic content” as “lyrics significantly about Islamic 

topics,” which do not contain profanity or violence (Shapiro 2007).  “Professionalism” 

refers to the quality of the recordings, as “dinky beats made with fruity loops” are not 

accepted (Shapiro 2007).  As for talent, Shapiro clarifies that MHH only accepts Muslim 

artists who can compete with mainstream artists.  “Approach” indicates “a role a Muslim 

takes on to promote an Islamic message through music, only if they first fulfill their 

financial, familial and other Islamic obligations” (Shapiro 2007).  Here, Shapiro echoes 

the sentiments of many Muslim scholars who stress that music and entertainment must 

not consume the life of a Muslim.  

One of the aims of MHH, as outlined in its mission, is to set standards for Muslim 

musicians to reach.  Shapiro decided to create a code of conduct for Muslim musicians 

because he noticed that many of them had begun using profanity and singing or rapping 

about topics that were against the teachings of Islam, such as violence, sectarianism, and 

racism.  Furthermore, many of the artists in the original MHH database did not display a 

high level of talent and professionalism.  It is Shapiro’s intention to showcase Western 

Muslim musicians of high quality who are also able to compete with the mainstream 

artists, as stated on the MHH site:  

If MHH added every artist that simply had an Islamic message, then there 
would be no incentive for them to improve themselves and really make a 
name for Muslim music. It is our intention when people come to this site, 
they should be given the impression that Muslims can make the same 
caliber music as any non-Muslim artist while having a message of 
righteousness and truth. (Shapiro 2007)
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Shapiro thus shapes the North American Muslim music-culture, as well as the 

British Muslim music-culture, by giving the musicians a set of guidelines they must 

aspire to in order to be promoted on his extremely popular website.  He also gives them a 

goal, in that they should not only perform as an alternative to Western mainstream 

entertainment, but that they should be as accomplished or even more accomplished than 

Western mainstream musicians.   This is a valid goal, because in the past many Muslims 

did not listen to American Muslim music simply because they did not find the musicians 

to be talented enough to compete with the mainstream music they already enjoyed.  

Within the past five years, however, many American Muslim musicians have been 

achieving a higher degree of talent and professionalism, as can be observed through their 

growing circle of discerning fans.

REMARKABLE CURRENT

One challenge faced by American Muslim musicians is finding a record label to 

produce their CDs.  A secular music label may pressure them to compromise their 

Islamic message, while a self-produced album stands little chance of being heard.  To 

meet this need, many Muslims have created their own independent record labels.  One of 

these record labels, the Oakland-based Remarkable Current, was established in 1999 and 

produces mostly hip-hop and fusion music.  Director Anas Canon, who performs rap 

under the stage name BeLikeMuhammad, explains the significance of Remarkable 

Current, pointing out that Muslims have always been a part of Western music, but that 

having their own record label provides them with a specific platform to promote Muslim 

music (Remarkable Current 2007).  
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Aside from producing albums by Muslims, Remarkable Current organizes 

concerts featuring the artists on its label, open mic sessions for newer artists, conferences, 

and workshops on forming an American Muslim culture through the arts.  Canon explains 

that “When presenting on someone else’s stage, we will never be able to fully express the 

true beauty and balance of Islam.  But, when WE control our presentation, we have 

command over the world’s perception of Islam as displayed through Muslim culture” 

(Remarkable Current 2007).  Therefore, Canon attempts to shape American Muslim 

music-culture by empowering Muslims to take greater control over the production of 

their material.  A supporter of Remarkable Current and an American Muslim scholar, 

Imam Zaid Shakir, states on their site:  "Myself, I became aware of Islam through hip 

hop. Through their sincerity and correct understanding, Remarkable Current is promoting 

Islam in a unique way that reaches the ears, minds, and hearts of not only Muslims, but 

any listener.  In shaping a Muslim-American culture, they give a lyrical voice to our 

da’wah efforts" (Remarkable Current 2007).  Both Shakir’s and Canon’s statements 

indicate that Remarkable Current does not produce music for Muslims only, but seeks to 

use music as a vehicle to educate others about Islam as well.  

Aside from the platforms discussed above, many Muslim artists use their own 

websites to promote themselves.  YouTube is also a popular medium to make one’s voice 

heard, as are the video sharing Websites Muxlim TV and FaithTube, recently created by 

Muslims specifically to share material relating to Islam, such as lectures, recitation of the 

Qur’an, and music.  Native Deen’s music videos, for example, can only be seen on these 

video sharing sites, and on sites that have the videos embedded in them.  Almost all of 

the musicians and bands I have discussed, like most other American Muslim musicians, 
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have MySpace pages.  MySpace allows musicians to post some of their songs for visitors 

to hear while they simultaneously read biographies of the band members and learn where 

to buy their CDs and concert tickets.  All of Kareem Salama’s songs can be heard on his 

website, where a visitor can also buy his CDs and find his tour schedule.  Shaykh Ahmed 

Tijani, being, after all, a spiritual leader, cares little about self-promotion and frequently 

gives copies of his recordings away for free to interested individuals.  His priority is to 

spread the Islamic message found in the CDs.  Another Sufi musician, Kevin Germain, 

regularly posts audio and video recordings of himself singing and playing the guitar on 

his personal weblog.  He also posts his lyrics and poetry, and even posted his answers to 

the survey questions I had given him!  Whatever platforms American Muslim musicians 

use to showcase their art, they are also consciously or unconsciously performing their 

identities as American Muslims, not just Muslims in America, through the public 

symbols they manifest as individuals and as members of their evolving community.

PERFORMING IDENTITIES

Sherry B. Ortner, author of the ground-breaking essay “Theory in Anthropology 

since the Sixties,” states that “the most significant forms of practice are those with 

intentional or unintentional political implications” (Ortner 1984:149).  Many American 

Muslim musicians are unaware that their actions carry political implications and regard 

them as merely part of “being themselves.”  What, then, can be construed as political 

implications for the actions of American Muslim musicians?  The assertion, through a 

performer’s perfection of his or her art, that entertainment is a legitimate and even 

beneficial field for Muslims to aspire to is in itself a near-revolutionary claim.  
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Entertainers have historically not been highly respected in Muslim societies, primarily 

because entertainment itself is seen as unimportant and a waste of time, at best, and 

corrupting and libertine, at worst, and Muslims are generally encouraged to avoid it.  

Although Muslims have always enjoyed entertainment, Muslim scholars remind them 

that they should not spend too much time pursuing it, and should devote more time and 

energy to worship and good deeds, because of the transience of this world and the 

permanence of the afterlife.  Some Muslim scholars and leaders have even said that 

entertainment hardens the heart and is damaging to one’s spiritual life, although many 

others maintain that the human being needs some time for leisure.  For a group of 

Muslims to claim that entertainment is not only appropriate, but also beneficial and 

perhaps necessary in today’s culture is a substantial political statement, as well as the 

assertion that a Muslim musician is a legitimate voice in the community, capable of 

dispensing advice to others, spreading religious teachings, and providing a role model for 

American Muslim youth.

When a performer consciously or unconsciously manifests public symbols of 

American-ness as well as Muslim-ness, he or she makes the political statement that 

American culture should be accepted and embraced in the Muslim community, not 

shunned.  The performer demonstrates how one can be both fully Muslim and fully 

American, and presents a proposal of what an American Muslim can or should be like.  

Also through public symbols and actions, musicians maintain what they feel should be 

allowed and tolerated by the American Muslim community, and even affirm that these 

things should be encouraged and promoted.  When these public symbols include Islamic 

litanies juxtaposed with musical instruments, American clothing, and break dancing, it 
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sends a clear political message that these things can and should be used for positive 

purposes by Muslims.

Perhaps the fact that such seemingly small details of one’s performance can be 

perceived as a political statement by the larger system is due to the emphasis of group 

identity over individual identity in most Muslim cultures.  Many Muslims, especially 

those who have been brought up in non-Western environments, see individualism as a 

Western, specifically American, attitude and consider it to be somewhat selfish.  

Therefore, when one member of the community acts, it reflects on the whole, whether the 

larger community agrees with the actor or not.  The action, if aberrant, would thus be 

perceived by the community as a breach of group solidarity and unity.  In Identity and the 

Arts in Diaspora Communities, Thomas Turino defines individual identity as “the 

selection, emphasis, and representation of certain constellations of habit over others in 

given contexts by oneself and others,” and group identity as “the recognition, selection, 

and sometimes conscious creation of common habits among varying numbers of 

individuals” (Turino 2004:8).  Kareem Salama, for example, displays individual identity 

in relation to the larger American Muslim community through singing country music.  He 

was brought up in an environment in which that genre is preferred, and he shares that 

preference.  Relatively few Muslims in the United States appreciate country music, 

although many of them are now paying closer attention to the genre because they like 

Salama’s music.  He manifests group identity by conforming to community standards in 

his performances.  Before 2007, he did not use musical instruments when performing on 

the ISNA stage, but he used them at the 2007 conference when it was allowed.  

Interestingly, the allowance of musical instruments by ISNA this year indicates that the 
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instruments are accepted by the group, although some members of the ISNA staff may 

not listen to music with instruments themselves.

Individual and group identities are revealed through public symbols, as Clifford 

Geertz explains in his definition of culture: "an historically transmitted pattern of 

meanings embodied in symbols, a system of inherited conceptions expressed in symbolic 

forms by means of which men communicate, perpetuate, and develop their knowledge 

about and their attitudes toward life" (Geertz 1973:89).  American Muslim musicians 

intentionally and unintentionally display symbols which can be perceived as “American” 

and symbols which can be perceived as “Muslim” by their audience.  Some public 

symbols are a combination of both, as illustrated by Native Deen’s phrase “we be strictly 

DEENIN” (Native Deen 2005).  The use of the word “deen” is a symbol of Muslim-ness 

because it is an Arabic word used when discussing religious teachings.  Placing an 

English suffix on the word, and using it in a sentence that employs urban vernacular 

speech, is clearly a symbol of American-ness.  Because Native Deen employs, in this 

sentence, vernacular speech associated with the African American community, they also 

convey their racial identity through this phrase and firmly plant it alongside the other 

aspects of their identity.

Other primarily American cultural symbols used by American Muslim musicians 

are: English lyrics, American slang, jeans, spiky hair, brand-name clothing, and Western-

style instrumentation.  Cultural symbols associated primarily with “Muslim-ness” are: 

beard, kufi, headscarf, Arabic words and expressions in the lyrics and on one’s Website, 

lowering the gaze (not studying members of the opposite sex), long tops with loose 
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trousers, sitting vs. standing onstage, hand gestures associated with Islamic practices and 

rituals, the daff, and lack of boasting.

Dress is an important public symbol because it is an emotionally and politically-

charged topic among Muslims, especially Western Muslims, and also because it is one of 

the first things a person notices about the performer.  Usually, when a man is seen 

wearing a thawb and kufi, with a beard, other Muslims perceive him to be a “religious” 

Muslim.  A Muslim woman without a headscarf, wearing jeans that are not very loose, is 

usually perceived by other Muslims as less religious than a woman who wears a 

headscarf and/or looser clothing.  Native Deen balances American-ness and Muslim-ness 

in their dress and appearance by wearing loose American clothing with shirts left un-

tucked, kufis, and beards.  A performer’s lyrics are an obvious symbol, as profanity and 

off-color topics would send a quick “un-Islamic” signal, even if the performer is Muslim.  

As discussed in the previous chapter, Arabic words and expressions serve as symbols of 

Muslim-ness.  Performers also display public symbols through their CD liner notes, 

Websites, music videos, ways of speaking, moving, and walking while onstage, and the 

venues they choose for performance.  To complicate matters, public symbols can show 

not only Muslim-ness, but what sort of Islam a performer follows, such as traditional, 

progressive, or moderate.  Use of musical instruments, for example, can show that a 

performer follows a less conservative interpretation of Islam than those Muslims who 

avoid instruments.  As demonstrated through the example of Native Deen, however, the 

lack of musical instruments may not always display a performer’s own opinion, but rather 

the opinions of the target audience.  In this case, the performer stifles a part of his or her 

identity in favor of group solidarity.  Not every performer is willing to do this.  Those 
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who wish to work outside the rules of “the system,” such as Ani, risk not being promoted 

by Muslim organizations and websites, and thus having a smaller fan base.  Project 26 is 

willing to take this risk, saying that “our Islamic organizations have too much influence 

on the art. It’s never a good thing for organizations or establishments to dictate art. That’s 

why I prefer working more on a grassroots level. Even though we may not get much of an 

audience, but the ones we do get, are quality audiences” (IslamCrunch 2007).  The band 

cites YouTube as a major asset for self-promotion, and they sometimes give their CDs 

away.  As major organizations such as ISNA become more permissive in regards to 

musical performance, however, American Muslim musicians may not have to worry 

about changing their performance styles to gain a fan base.  

THE ROLES OF AMERICAN MUSLIM MUSICIANS

The way that American Muslim musicians see their role in the community, and in 

the formation of an American Muslim identity, is similar to the way the community sees 

them, with few differences.  Most of the previously-discussed musicians also agree with 

one another on the roles they fill or seek to fill, although a few either do not seek the 

same roles or are silent on the subject.  Most of the roles that American Muslim 

musicians seek to assume derive directly from their motivations as performers, outlined 

at the beginning of this chapter.  As demonstrated by the examples given in Chapter four, 

many American Muslim musicians see themselves and their music as an alternative to 

Western mainstream entertainment.  This appears to be the major role they play in the 

American Muslim community, and a necessary one in the minds of parents and others 

concerned about Muslim youth who will listen to potentially harmful music if no 
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alternative is made available to them.  In “Cool and Competitive:  Muslim Culture in the 

West,” Amel Boubekeur states that “These ‘cool and competitive’ [Muslim cultural] 

actors internalize the notion that the West is in a position of political, economic, and 

cultural dominance over them” (Boubekeur 2005:12).  This statement seemed caustic and 

pessimistic to me at first, but upon further reflection, Boubekeur appears to be right.  

There would be no need to create Islamic alternatives for mainstream American pop 

culture if the latter did not hold such a sway over American Muslim youth in the first 

place.  Music is a major identity marker for youth in the United States, and American 

Muslim music helps Muslim youth develop an identity different from but compatible 

with and equivalent to that of their non-Muslim American friends.  American Muslim 

youth can therefore claim this music as part of their identity without embarrassment, at 

the same time contentedly abstaining from mainstream American music with its 

messages that often contradict Islamic teachings.

Many American Muslim musicians, such as Ani, Sonz of the Crescent, Taj Amir, 

and M. Ali Qazi from Project 26 have clearly stated that they see their music as an 

alternative to the negative messages found in mainstream entertainment.  Others, such as 

Kevin Germain and Kareem Salama, have not explicitly made this claim.  Numerous 

music reviewers and fans of American Muslim music have repeatedly asserted that they 

see this genre as a necessary and beneficial alternative to much of mainstream music, 

although they may disagree in regards to which bands best fit this description.  Some fans 

do not consider a Muslim band that uses instruments to be a valid “Islamic” alternative, 

for example.  By and large, however, both the fans and those musicians who claim that 

their music is an Islamic alternative to Western music are in agreement.  Alternative 
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entertainment, then, is a role that is established for American Muslim music and 

musicians.  The disagreement arises in the way in which this is accomplished.  For 

example, Seven 8 Six was denied entry into Expo Islamia 2006 presumably due to their 

looks and style of dress and performance.  Organizers later admitted that their decision 

was made due to preconceived notions and misconceptions about the band, but the 

damage had already been done (Mujahideen 2006).  Furthermore, the organizers of Expo 

Islamia are not alone in their perceptions, as indicated by Seven 8 Six member 

Muhammad Saadullah (Saad):  “Every step that we take to move this community 

forward, I feel like there’s always some organization that is there to kind of pull it back,

and revert to the little bubble the Islamic, Muslim community is in, and it won’t let it 

expand out and, you know, take the message further” (BBC Manchester 2006).  Their 

young fans defend them, saying that they have helped them learn more about Islam 

because the members themselves are young American Muslims who make Islamic 

teachings accessible to them.

Another role assumed by American Muslim musicians is that of providing dawa

(an invitation to learn about Islam and Muslims) to non-Muslims and lapsed Muslims, 

displaying a new face of Islam, or breaking stereotypes that people have of Islam and 

Muslims.  Muaath Al-Khattab of Sonz of the Crescent clearly states that dawa is one of 

his goals as a Muslim musician (Al-Khattab 2006).  Ani sees herself as presenting a new 

face of Islam to Muslims and non-Muslims.  Anas Canon of Remarkable Current says 

that one of the goals of the organization is to present Islam in its own way, independent 

of mainstream record labels.  As illustrated by Imam Zaid Shakir’s statement on the 

Remarkable Current website, some members of the American Muslim community agree 
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that musicians have the potential to spread Islamic teachings in a good way.  Not 

everyone agrees with Shakir and the other fans.  Ani states that some leaders “say she's 

exploiting a negative, and unfair, stereotype of Muslims” (Margolis 2006) because of her 

lyrical critique of some practices in the Muslim community, available for Muslims and 

non-Muslims alike to hear.  Therefore, she too is seen by others as displaying a face of 

Islam to non-Muslims, just not one that some Muslims want to be shown.

American Muslim musicians, then, have established both interior and exterior 

roles in respect to the American Muslim community.  Within the community, they 

provide an alternative form of entertainment to that of the Western mainstream, and make 

Islamic teachings accessible and interesting for American Muslim youth.  Looking 

toward the outside of the community, American Muslim musicians provide dawa and a 

new face of Islam than the one commonly seen on popular news networks.  The 

American Muslim community has more control over the former role than the latter, as 

they cannot predict which group will attract the attention of non-Muslim Americans.  

Promoters of Muslim music, such as the ISNA Convention and Muslim Hip Hop, can 

facilitate the efforts of musicians or attempt to prevent them from reaching the American 

Muslim community and its youth by supporting them or denying them their support.  

Musicians can shape American Muslim culture gradually, but to work with “the system” 

and keep its endorsement, they must play by its rules.

American Muslim audiences have certain expectations when attending a concert 

by a Muslim musician, or listening to a CD by that musician.  A new genre of music may 

intrigue them, but they are still “caught in the tensions between past histories that have 

settled in them and the present discourses and images that attract them or somehow 
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impinge upon them” (Cain, Holland, Lachicotte, and Skinner 2001:4).  They want to try 

something new, but not too new.  A musician can successfully attract and keep the 

attention of American Muslim fans by showing them something novel, such as country 

music in Kareem Salama’s case, but at the same time staying within the target audience’s 

comfort zone by displaying symbols of Muslim-ness, such as dress, Islamic formulae 

sprinkled throughout the text, lack of wind and stringed instruments, or a modest, 

reserved performance style.  Different fans and promoters of Muslim music require 

different symbols to make them feel comfortable with the music.  For example, some fans 

are comfortable with instruments, and some are not.  Promoters of Muslim music are 

growing increasingly more comfortable with them.  A performer who opens the 

boundaries in the minds of his or her target audience gradually, while of course 

displaying a substantial amount of talent and professionalism, will be successful.  

Performers and organizers at the MYNA open mic session, as discussed previously, 

attempted to change the boundaries too quickly.  American Muslim audiences are not 

ready for music as controversial as that of the Kominas.  Indeed the majority of the 

community will probably never be comfortable with their music due to the profanity and 

inappropriate content in their lyrics.  To the credit of the organizers, this session was a 

new concept and may have gotten out of control only due to lack of experience, and 

perhaps lack of familiarity about the bands who wished to perform, not lack of judgment.  

The disrespect and disobedience towards the ISNA “elders” at the following night’s open 

mic session, however, may prove to be a problem in the community that can affect future 

entertainment sessions.  In most Muslim cultures, as in many other cultures around the 
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world, disrespect of elders is a very serious issue.  It is also seen by Muslim immigrant 

parents as a sign of their youth becoming too “Americanized.”

Performing identities through music is an intricate and powerful undertaking.  As 

demonstrated, it is not just the musicians who perform identities, but also their 

community who supports them, chooses not to support them, or enjoins through reviews 

and critiques that they modify an aspect of their style.  As shown, Muslim culture is 

group-based, not individual-based, so Muslim communities may feel that the actions of 

its musicians reflect on them, and thus understandably wish to have a hand in the 

formation of their collective identity.  Thomas Turino explains why music and other arts 

are so powerful in shaping identities:  

Artistic practices have a special place in the realization and presentation of 
identity because they are usually framed as heightened forms of 
representation for public perception, practice, and effects. Once 
externalized through public artistic forms, the meanings subjectively 
produced become part of the environment that dialectically shape the 
emergent models of the self. (Turino 2004:10)

American Muslim musicians, through performing a changing American Muslim 

identity, give a lot to their community, especially by keeping its youth interested in 

Islamic teachings and thus helping them realize and take pride in their identity as 

American Muslims.  The American Muslim community is growing increasingly receptive 

to its musicians and other artists, largely because activists and scholars such as Dr. Umar 

Faruq Abd-Allah and Dr. Sherman Jackson have stressed the importance of a strong 

identity formation for American Muslims.  As illustrated by Turino, the arts are one of 

the surest ways to consolidate both individual and group identity.  Therefore, the stage is 

set perfectly for the creation of a popular Muslim music-culture in the United States.
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Conclusion

Implications and Suggestions for Further Research

It seems that almost every day I find a new article on American Muslim music or 

a specific musician.  In fact, seeing those articles made me rush even more to finish this 

study for fear that my fieldwork would no longer be current by the time it was published.  

At the 2005 ISNA Convention, a nervous-looking and relatively unknown Kareem 

Salama took the stage and performed three songs, leaving the stage quickly when he was 

finished.  In fact, Preacher Moss, an American Muslim stand-up comedian and the 

moderator for the entertainment session, pronounced his name incorrectly both when 

introducing him and when he left the stage, calling him Kareem “Salana.”  In 2006, a 

more confident Salama returned to the ISNA Convention with a slick new album and a 

growing fan base fervently waiting to see him perform.  Over the last two years, many 

journalists have been eager to interview the Muslim country singer, leading to his 

appearance on Fox News in May of 2007.  This year, a well-known and extremely well-

loved Salama performed at the ISNA Convention, with his guitar and a second album, for 

his devoted fans.  Kareem Salama is far from the only American Muslim musician with a 

thriving career.  Many of the bands that were chosen to perform at the 2007 ISNA and 

MSA Conventions were musicians I had never heard of, who had come on the scene 

rather recently and had already cultivated a high level of talent that enabled them to 

perform at the largest Muslim entertainment session in North America.  

Despite the raging success of many American Muslim musicians, a large section 

of the American Muslim community has still never heard of them.  As I stated in my 
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introduction, despite what this study may seem to suggest, the American Muslim 

community is far from homogenous in its aural preferences.  For example, I have gotten 

many different reactions from American Muslims when I have explained my research to 

them.  Some were perplexed, responding, “Like Yusuf Islam?,” referring to the most 

famous English-speaking Muslim singer who is, as stated before, British.  Often, they had 

never heard any of the Muslim musicians who were from the United States.  It is 

important to note, however, that most of the people who had never heard of any 

American Muslim musicians were adults, not youth.  Most people were intrigued by my 

research material, and one mother asked me to write down the names of some American 

Muslim rappers and websites that promote Muslim music so that she could share them 

with her teenage son, who was listening to American “gangster” rap that she deemed 

harmful for him.  These reactions indicate that, while the careers of many American 

Muslim musicians are thriving, they have only reached a small fraction of the 

community.  As their popularity continues to grow, however, there will be fewer 

American Muslims who have never heard of them.

Also, as stated briefly in Chapter three, many American Muslims do not listen to 

music at all, believing it to be forbidden by Islamic teachings.  Others listen only to a 

cappella or percussion-only anasheed, often sung in Arabic, Urdu, Persian, or other 

languages.  Some immigrant Muslims only enjoy music from their own homelands and 

have no interest in American musics.  At the other end of the spectrum, some American 

Muslims are not interested in exploring music made by and for Muslims, preferring only 

to listen to Western pop music, or to pop music from their homelands or their parents’ 

homelands.  Therefore, a segment of the American Muslim community may never take 



104

an interest in the growing American Muslim music-culture.  This does not seem to be a 

problem for the musicians, who generally target people who are already looking for an 

American Muslim-produced musical form to enjoy.

I hope that this project will be a valuable contribution to the growing library of 

works available on American and other Western Muslim culture, especially in the areas 

of music and identity-building.  This study is intended to fill in some areas that have not 

been well documented at this time.  So far, most of the literature available on Muslim 

music has focused on issues relating to the permissibility or impermissibility of music in 

Islam, on some forms of Sufi music, or on classical Arab, Persian, Turkish, and South 

Asian musics.  Very little has been written on music in Islam as it exists and evolves 

today, and as it seeks to serve the needs of its producers and consumers.  I also hope that 

this study will serve as an accessible resource for American and other Muslims who are 

interested in learning more about the arts in their culture and the role that they occupy in 

identity formation.

Since the literature on music in Islam today is very sparse, much remains to be 

researched in the field.  I for one would like to learn more about Muslim women in the 

arts, past and present.  Some Muslim women have historically been poets, artisans, and 

musicians, but little is known about them today.  I would like to see their stories 

connected with those of modern Muslim women in the arts who are trying to make a 

name for themselves in the community.  Historically and presently, whether or not 

Muslim women artists are supported by their community depends on many factors, 

among them their socioeconomic class, political climate, family standing, and various 

aspects of their surrounding cultural context.
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Another interesting research topic would be a comparison between music by 

Muslims in North America and Muslims in Europe.  As briefly introduced in Chapter 

two, the circumstances of the two groups are very different, although both share the status 

of a minority religious group in a Western society.  I know of many Muslim musicians in 

the United Kingdom, Denmark, and Germany who are becoming very popular among 

Muslims in those countries and even in North America and in Muslim lands.  It would be 

interesting to explore how the development of Muslim music on the two continents 

reflects their social situations and their levels of integration into the countries they claim 

as home.

Musicians are also making use of popular genres in traditionally Muslim lands.  

Young Muslim musicians in countries such as Turkey, Egypt, Indonesia, Pakistan, and 

even Saudi Arabia are spreading Islamic messages through the medium of popular music 

which is sometimes, ironically, Western-influenced.  These countries all have their own 

traditions of Islamic music that have been used for centuries.  A good research project 

would be to find out why these musicians are using popular music in place of their 

traditional music.  It is my hypothesis that they, like American Muslim musicians, see a 

need for an alternative to the mainstream popular music in their own countries.  Perhaps 

the Muslim youth in those countries also enjoy and relate more to popular music than to 

traditional musics, and some musicians have decided to use that medium to spread 

religious teachings in a creative way and to remind their youth to behave according to 

Islamic values.

I hope that this scholarship serves as a bridge for further understanding between 

followers of a heavily discussed but often misunderstood religion, and those who seek 
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dialogue with them.  As Yusuf Islam states in an interview with Q-News Magazine, 

“Music, as has been said many times, is an international language, which people--east 

and west, north and south, black and white, young and old--all seem naturally able to 

understand and respond to” (Excerpts from an interview with Yusuf Islam 2003).  In 

today’s climate, musicians may well be able to succeed where politicians have failed.
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Appendix A

Interview Questions for Musicians

1. Tell me a bit about yourself.

2. When did you become interested in music?

3. Why do you choose to sing/rap about Islamic topics?

4. Who is your primary audience?

5. How do you see the development of American Muslim culture?

6. Is it important for musicians to contribute to this development?

7. What are your goals in music?

8. How would you describe your music to someone who has never heard you 
before?

9. What languages do you use when you perform and record?  Why?

10. What do you consider your genre of music to be?

11. Why did you choose this genre?

12. Is contemporary Muslim American music similar to contemporary Christian 
music?  How and how not?

13. How is the market for Muslim American music?  Is it growing?  Is it easy or 
difficult for you to sell your CD’s or find opportunities to perform?
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Appendix B

Interview Questions for Scholars

1. How can American Muslim musicians contribute to developing American Muslim 
culture?

2. How are they doing so far, in your opinion?  How could they do better?

3. How is the community doing in supporting the efforts of these artists?

4. What should be their boundaries in music, lyrics, and performance style?  Who 
should decide them, and how can artists be encouraged to follow them?

5. Which musicians do you like best?  Why?

6. Can you direct me to other sources (written and living) on music and Islam?

7. Do you have any other thoughts on the subject that you would like to share?
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Glossary

Alim (pl. ulema):  Scholar, especially one who studies religious sciences

Daff (also daf or duf):  Frame drum; accepted by most Muslim scholars

Dawa (also da’wah):  An invitation to learn about Islam

Deen:  Religion or way of life

Dhikr:  Remembrance or mention, usually of God

Dhol:  Small, double-sided South Asian barrel drum

Du’a:  Supplication, usually to God

Fitna:  Temptation, problem, challenge, or something that divides people

Hadith (pl. ahadith):  A statement attributed to the Prophet Muhammad

Jihad:  Struggle, both internal and external

Ka’ba:  Cubic black building circumambulated by pilgrims to Mecca

Kufi:  Cloth or woven cap worn by men

Na’at:  Song in praise of the Prophet Muhammad

Nasheed (pl. anasheed):  Islamically-oriented song, often sung a cappella or with a daff

Qasida (pl. qasa’id):  Arab songs derived from a particular style of poetry

Shahada:  Muslim twofold declaration of faith

Shalwar kameez:  Suit of loose trousers and a long shirt worn in South Asia

Thawb:  Long robe worn in many Arab countries

Ummah:  Worldwide Muslim community


