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“A Space for the Spiritual”:
A Roundtable on Race, Gender, 

and Islam in the United States

Moderated by Sylvia Chan-Malik, with Evelyn Alsultany, 
Su’ad Abdul Khabeer, and Maryam Kashani

Sylvia Chan-Malik
SYLVIA CHAN-MALIK is Assistant Professor of American Studies and Wom-
en’s and Gender Studies at Rutgers University, New Brunswick.  Her re-
search examines the intersections of race, religion, gender, and sexuality 
through critical frameworks of American transnationalism and compara-
WLYH�(WKQLF�6WXGLHV��ZLWK�D�VSHFLÀF�IRFXV�RQ�WKH�KLVWRU\�RI�,VODP�LQ�WKH�
United States.

Over the course of the last decade, conversations around race 
DQG�UHOLJLRQ�LQ�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�KDYH�VKLIWHG�VLJQLÀFDQWO\��LQ�QR�
VPDOO�SDUW�GXH�WR�ZKDW�KDV�EHHQ�FDOOHG�´WKH�UDFLDOL]DWLRQ�RI�,VODP�µ��
The term names various processes by which those perceived to 
be Muslim and/or Arab have, to cite critical race and legal stud-
ies scholar Leti Volpp, undergone a “particular racialization, 
ZKHUHLQ�PHPEHUV�RI�WKLV�JURXS�KDYH�EHHQ�LGHQWLÀHG�DV�WHUURULVWV��
DQG�GLVLGHQWLÀHG�DV�FLWL]HQV�µ *  Such racialization processes have 
become a common subject of critique in the scholarly and activ-
ist left, and in particular for those working in Ethnic Studies and 
critical American Studies frameworks.  At the same time, due to 
DQ�LQFUHDVHG�LQWHUHVW�LQ�,VODP·V�KLVWRU\�LQ�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV��QHZ�
DQG�H[FLWLQJ�VFKRODUVKLS�KDV�DOVR�HPHUJHG�GRFXPHQWLQJ�,VODP·V�
complex and multifaceted presence across black American, Asian 
American, and Arab American communities, which extends to the 
earliest days of African chattel slavery in the New World.

$V�,VODP�DQG�0XVOLPV�KDYH�EHFRPH�WKH�IRFXV�RI�XQSUHFH-
dented interest and scrutiny, the existence and subjectivities of 
Muslim women within the U.S. remain largely obscured and/
or ignored in both public and academic spheres.  When Muslim 
ZRPHQ�DUH�YLVLEOH��WKH\�DUH�ODUJHO\�SRUWUD\HG�DV�´RYHU�WKHUH�µ�WKH�
objects of Western feminist pity living under oppressive regimes 
in the Middle East—representations that elide the historical lega-
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cies of Muslim women in the U.S. and the profound entangle-
ments of race, gender, class, sexuality, and religion which shape 
their narratives and subjectivities.  Yet this too is also changing, 
as new scholarship addresses the lives and representations of 
Muslim women in the U.S., work which challenges existing as-
sumptions around feminism, racial formation, gender identity, 
DQG�UHOLJLRXV�EHORQJLQJ���,W�GUDZV�IURP�DQG�EXLOGV�XSRQ�GLYHUVH�
discourses, including—but not limited to—black, women-of-col-
or, and Third World feminisms, feminist theology, racial forma-
tion theory, critical and comparative Ethnic Studies, Cultural and 
Media Studies, and transnational American Studies.

For this special issue of Amerasia��,�EURXJKW�WRJHWKHU�D�JURXS�RI�
scholars working at the forefront of these conversations—Evelyn 
Alsultany, Su’ad Abdul Khabeer, and Maryam Kashani.  Each par-
ticipant provided a brief overview of her research, which was cir-
culated and read prior to a Skype roundtable which took place in 
HDUO\�'HFHPEHU�������ZKHUH�,�DFWHG�DV�WKH�GLVFXVVDQW���'XULQJ�WKH�
conversation, Alsultany, Khabeer, and Kashani addressed issues 
of terminology, acknowledged the pleasures and perils of feminist 
frameworks, and articulated their interventions and visions for the 
IXWXUH�VWXG\�RI�UDFH��JHQGHU��DQG�,VODP�LQ�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�
�/HWL�9ROSS��´7KH�&LWL]HQ�DQG�WKH�7HUURULVW�µ�UCLA Law Review 49 (2002).

Evelyn Alsultany
EVELYN ALSULTANY is an Associate Professor in the Department of Ameri-
can Culture at the University of Michigan.  She is the author of Arabs and 
Muslims in the Media; co-editor of Arab and Arab American Feminism; and 
co-editor of Between the Middle East and the Americas.  She is guest curator 
of the Arab American National Museum’s online exhibit, “Reclaiming 
,GHQWLW\µ���ZZZ�DUDEVWHUHRW\SHV�RUJ�

The main subject of my research and teaching is the politics of 
culture or cultural politics of Arab and Muslim identities in the 
8�6���,�DP�IDVFLQDWHG�E\�KRZ�FHUWDLQ�LGHQWLWLHV³UDFLDO��HWKQLF��UH-
ligious, gender, sexual, etc.—can become political, controversial, 
and a part of debates around whether or not a particular group 
of people is worthy of rights.  How do we come to justify that a 
certain category of human does not deserve rights and what is 
the role of cultural discourses and images of that group in this 
process, for example, Muslim men at Guantanamo Bay prison?  
As an interdisciplinary scholar of Ethnic Studies, Arab and 
Muslim American Studies, Gender Studies, Media Studies, and 
&XOWXUDO�6WXGLHV��,�HPSOR\�&XOWXUDO�6WXGLHV�PHWKRGV�DQG�IUDPH-
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works to examine how media images of Arabs and Muslims par-
WLFLSDWH�LQ�FUHDWLQJ�D�ODUJHU�ÀHOG�RI�PHDQLQJ�DERXW�UDFH��UHOLJLRQ��
and gender.  The core of my work is concerned with questions of 
UHSUHVHQWDWLRQV��PRUH�VSHFLÀFDOO\�KRZ�WKH�PHGLD�SURGXFHV�UDFLDO�
meanings about Arabs and Muslims.

To me, racialization, following Michael Omi and Howard 
Winant’s seminal work, is the hierarchical meaning assigned by 
humans to physical, visible, or other human differences that are 
supported by power structures and that are subject to change.  
7KXV�ZKHQ�WDONLQJ�DERXW�WKH�UDFLDOL]DWLRQ�RI�,VODP��LW�LV�LPSRUWDQW�
WR�XQGHUVWDQG�WKH�PHDQLQJV�WKDW�KDYH�EHHQ�DVFULEHG�WR�,VODP�DV�D�
faith and to the people that practice the religion—as backwards, 
barbaric, uncivilized, oppressed women, men who oppress wom-
en, violent, unreasonable, terroristic, etc.—and how such mean-
ings are supported by power structures (e.g., USA Patriot Act, go-
LQJ�WR�ZDU�LQ�$IJKDQLVWDQ�DQG�,UDT��RU�HYHQ�GHFODULQJ�D�´:DU�RQ�
7HUURUµ���DV�ZHOO�DV�KRZ�WKHVH�PHDQLQJV�DUH�QRW�VWDWLF�EXW�VXEMHFW�
to change.  How gender and sexuality operate in the process of 
racialization has been a fascinating part of my research.

Muslim men and women have been racialized differently dur-
LQJ�WKH�´:DU�RQ�7HUURU�µ�DQG�WKLV�WDNHV�SODFH�WKURXJK�DUWLFXODWLRQV�
RI�JHQGHU�DQG�VH[XDO�GLIIHUHQFH���,Q�LQQXPHUDEOH�ZD\V��DQG�IURP�DOO�
ends of the ideological spectrum, Muslim women have been repre-
sented as veiled, oppressed, and in need of rescue.  The government 
and commercial news media have been central to the circulation 
RI�VWRULHV�DERXW�WKH�´RSSUHVVHG�0XVOLP�ZRPDQµ�DQG�WKH�LPSHUD-
WLYH�WR�´VDYH�EURZQ�ZRPHQ�IURP�EURZQ�PHQµ��DV�*D\DWUL�6SLYDN�
would say).  The oppressed Muslim woman narrative derives its 
power from the strong emotions it provokes—pity and outrage.

Thus, this is not just about images of Arabs and Muslims, but 
also about the feelings evoked by such images and stories.  Stories 
about oppressed Muslim women evoke deep sympathy and con-
cern from viewers, who are encouraged to experience outrage at 
the injustice Muslim women face and an abundance of sympathy 
and concern for them.  These feelings of concern and outrage for 
Muslim women simultaneously operate to justify withholding feel-
ing/sympathy for Muslim men, who presumably deserve to be in 
Guantanamo Bay or Abu Ghraib prisons and do not deserve our 
sympathy.  The treatment of these prisoners is especially stunning 
when considering that the vast majority of them have not been con-
victed of involvement in terrorism; many have not even been for-
mally charged with a crime nor need to be cleared of any involve-
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ment in terrorism.  Even if not guilty of terrorism, Muslim men 
DUH�VWLOO�IUDPHG�DV�JXLOW\���JXLOW\�RI�DQWL�$PHULFDQLVP��RSSUHVVLQJ�
women, and therefore, as potential terrorists and not worthy of 
sympathy or concern.

,Q�P\�ERRN��Arabs and Muslims in the Media:  Race and Rep-
resentation After 9/11��,�DUJXH�WKDW�V\PSDWK\�LV�D�NH\�´SRVW�UDFHµ�
emotion; that exclusion today is no longer contingent upon de-
monizing the enemy.  Rather, exclusion today is contingent upon 
portraying the enemy at times in positive or sympathetic ways in 
RUGHU�WR�SURMHFW�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�DV�UHDFKLQJ�D�´SRVW�UDFHµ�VRFLHW\�
that no longer discriminates.  Therefore, exhibiting sympathy and 
RXWUDJH�IRU�´WKH�RSSUHVVHG�0XVOLP�ZRPDQµ�LV� IXQGDPHQWDO� WR�
passing policies that target Arabs and Muslims for exclusion from 
ULJKWV���,�UHIHU�WR�WKLV�ODUJHU�SKHQRPHQRQ�DV�´VLPSOLÀHG�FRPSOH[�
UHSUHVHQWDWLRQVµ³D�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQDO�PRGH�WKDW�LQYROYHV�EDODQF-
ing a negative representation with a positive one in order to proj-
ect sensitivity around stereotyping.

Maryam Kashani
MARYAM KASHANI recently completed her Ph.D. in Social Anthropology at 
the University of Texas at Austin, where she was also a lecturer in Asian 
American Studies.  Her research is concerned with the lived experience 
of Muslims in America through the lenses of knowledge practices, race, 
JHQGHU��YLVXDO�FXOWXUH��DQG�SROLWLFDO�HFRQRP\���+HU�ÀOPV�DQG�YLGHRV�KDYH�
EHHQ�VKRZQ�DW�ÀOP�IHVWLYDOV��XQLYHUVLWLHV��DQG�PXVHXPV�LQWHUQDWLRQDOO\�

My current research engages the work of Zaytuna College and the 
0XVOLP�VSDFHV�RI�WKH�JUHDWHU�6DQ�)UDQFLVFR�%D\�$UHD���,�DP�SDU-
ticularly interested in the ways that diverse transnational histo-
ries and experiences are assembled, enabling/forcing a wider dia-
logue about the experiences of difference and commonality within 
,VODP��DFURVV�HWKQLFLW\�DQG�UDFH��QDWLRQDO�FLWL]HQVKLS��JHQGHU��DQG�
VRFLRHFRQRPLF�VWDWXV���,�H[SORUH�KRZ�,VODPLF�NQRZOHGJH�SUDFWLFHV�
are a critical and liberatory framework of ethical and moral be-
coming for Muslims in the United States, how they enable Muslim 
scholars and their students to articulate and enact alternative epis-
WHPRORJLHV�IRU�EHLQJ�0XVOLP�DQG�´PRGHUQµ� LQ�WKH�WZHQW\�ÀUVW�
FHQWXU\���,Q�P\�ZRUN��,�WU\�WR�GUDZ�DWWHQWLRQ�WR�WKH�ZD\V�OLYLQJ�
in a particular Muslim body is experienced in everyday life.  At 
WKH�VDPH�WLPH��,�DP�DOVR�ZRUNLQJ�RQ�WKLQNLQJ�WKURXJK�KRZ�OLEHUDO�
conceptions of sexuality and gender are imprinted upon the ways 
we talk about Muslims, how the social construction of race im-
poses a racist logic towards our understandings of what it means 
to be modern, liberal, and humanist.
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,�DP�KHVLWDQW�WR�´UDFLDOL]H�UHOLJLRQµ�EHFDXVH�,�WKLQN�UDFLDOL]D-
WLRQ�LV�GRQH�WR�SHRSOH���+RZHYHU��,�WKLQN�0DKPRRG�0DPGDQL·V�
FRQFHSW�RI�´FXOWXUH�WDONµ�VSHDNV�WR�WKH�ZD\V�WKDW�DQ�LGHD�RI�DQ�
,VODPLF�RU�0XVOLP�FXOWXUH�LV�RIWHQ�FRGH�IRU�UDFLDOL]LQJ�SURFHVVHV���
,Q�WKH�8�6��FRQWH[W��LW�LV�HVSHFLDOO\�LPSRUWDQW�WR�WKLQN�DERXW�WKH�
palpability of Muslimness, in particular bodies.  One can often 
´SDVVµ� �WR�XVH�SDUODQFH� IURP�$IULFDQ�$PHULFDQ�KLVWRU\�� LI�RQH�
GRHV�QRW�ZHDU�´0XVOLP�JDUEµ�RU�KDYH�SDUWLFXODU�IDFLDO�KDLU���7KH�
phenomenon of passing (amongst other cruel things) and the in-
ternment of Japanese Americans are both fundamental historical 
examples of how race functions in American history, and they 
inform our collective understandings of white supremacy in the 
U.S.  At the same time, we also have examples of collective ac-
tion that speak to the work that Muslims in America are currently 
doing.  By thinking through the American history of racial for-
mation, we as scholars are likewise able to place the experience 
of Muslims in America within these genealogies of suffering and 
promise, policing and self-determination.

,�DSSURDFK�WKH�LQWHUVHFWLRQV�RI�UDFH��UHOLJLRQ��DQG�JHQGHU�E\�
drawing attention to the ways such categories are formulated and 
FRQWLQJHQW�DQG�XVHG�LQ�PXOWLSOH�ZD\V�� � ,Q�P\�$VLDQ�$PHULFDQ�
6WXGLHV�FRXUVH��IRU�H[DPSOH��,�VKRZ�KRZ�$VLDQ�$PHULFDQ�LGHQWLW\�
initially cohered as a political project for a pan-ethnic collectivity 
in solidarity with African American, Native American, and Chica-
QR�IRUPDWLRQV���,Q�P\�DSSURDFK�WR�&ULWLFDO�0XVOLP�6WXGLHV��,�KRSH�
to do similar work in terms of drawing attention to the framings 
through which we talk about difference and commonality.  While 
it is important to parse out identity formations and frames of “oth-
HULQJ�µ�,�DOVR�ÀQG�LW�QHFHVVDU\�WR�VHH�KRZ�VXFK�FDWHJRULHV�UDUHO\�
work in isolated ways.  Seeing the intersections, the assemblages, 
the embodied natures of such ways of being lays out the complex 
QDWXUH�RI�ZKDW�ZRUN�QHHGV�WR�EH�GRQH�RQ�RXU�HQG���,�DP�FRQVLV-
WHQWO\�FKDOOHQJHG�E\�WKH�FRPSOH[�UHDOLWLHV�´RQ�WKH�JURXQGµ�LQ�P\�
UHVHDUFK��DQG�,�KDYH�WR�ZRUN�UHDOO\�SURDFWLYHO\�DQG�UHÁH[LYHO\�WR�
PDNH�VXUH�WKDW�,�GR�QRW�SDUWLFLSDWH�LQ�WKH�RFFOXVLRQ�RI�KLVWRULHV��
experiences, and ways of being. 

Su’ad Abdul Khabeer
SU’AD ABDUL KHABEER is Assistant Professor of Anthropology and African 
American Studies at Purdue University.  She is interested in identity and 
VXEMHFWLYLW\��GLDVSRUD�DQG�*HQGHU�6WXGLHV��SHUIRUPDQFH�HWKQRJUDSK\��,V-
lamic thought and practice, Arabic and Spanish language and literature.
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My research and teaching examines the intersections of race, re-
OLJLRQ��DQG�SRSXODU�FXOWXUH�LQ�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�DQG�HOVHZKHUH���,�
DP�DQ�DQWKURSRORJLVW�E\�WUDLQLQJ��DQG�ZKLOH�,�FRQVLGHU�P\�ZRUN�
LQWHUGLVFLSOLQDU\��ZKDW�,�DSSUHFLDWH�DERXW�DQWKURSRORJ\³ZKDW�
drew me to the discipline—is that you actually talk to people.  
You don’t simply read people as a text, but you engage them, 
DQG�LW·V�DQ�HPERGLHG�H[SHULHQFH���)RU�WKDW�UHDVRQ��,�GR�WUDGLWLRQDO�
HWKQRJUDSKLF�ÀHOGZRUN��DORQJVLGH�SHUIRUPDQFH�HWKQRJUDSK\��LQ�
ZKLFK�,�FUHDWH�SHUIRUPDQFHV�EDVHG�RQ�P\�ÀHOG�H[SHULHQFH���,·P�
drawn to performance ethnography because of my own back-
ground as a writer and poet, but also because of how it is accessi-
EOH�WR�DXGLHQFHV�EH\RQG�WKH�DFDGHP\���:KLOH�,�YDOXH�WKH�OX[XULHV�
that come with being in the ivory tower, what brought me here 
ZDVQ·W�WR�JHW�WKH�EHVW�FRUQHU�RIÀFH��EXW�KRZ�VFKRODUO\�PHWKRG-
RORJLHV�FRXOG�EH�XVHG�WRZDUG�VRFLDO�MXVWLFH�VWUXJJOHV���,Q�DGGL-
WLRQ�WR�DQWKURSRORJ\��,�DOVR�VLWXDWH�P\VHOI�LQ�$IULFDQ�$PHULFDQ�
6WXGLHV���,�EULQJ�WKH�EODFN�H[SHULHQFH³DQG�E\�EODFN��,�DP�VSHDN-
ing of the diasporic black experience, but also of the continental 
African black experience as well as the export of blackness going 
WRZDUG�WKH�(DVW³WR�P\�DQDO\VLV�RI�,VODP���7KH�8�6��DV�DQ�LGHD��DV�
D�ORFDWLRQ��DV�D�VSDFH�LV�FHQWUDO�WR�PXFK�RI�P\�ZRUN��VR�,�DOVR�VHH�
myself engaged with American Studies.

7KHVH�LQWHUHVWV�DQG�DIÀOLDWLRQV�FRPH�WRJHWKHU�LQ�P\�FXUUHQW�
PDQXVFULSW��LQ�ZKLFK�,�LQWURGXFH�WKH�FRQFHSW�RI�ZKDW�,�FDOO�´0XV-
OLP�FRRO�µ��0XVOLP�FRRO�LV�D�ZD\�RI�WKLQNLQJ�DERXW�DQG�EHLQJ�DQ�
American Muslim that is directly informed by U.S. racial logics, 
GLVFRXUVHV�RI�KLS�KRS��WKH�OLYHG�H[SHULHQFHV�RI�,VODP�DQG�EODFN�
America, the ethnoreligious norms of Middle Eastern and South 
Asian Muslim communities, as well as white supremacy.  Mus-
lim cool describes how young Muslims establish connections 
ZLWK�VSHFLÀF�QRWLRQV�RI�EODFNQHVV�LQ�FRQÀJXULQJ�D�VHQVH�RI�8�6��
Muslim identity and claims of belonging and citizenship.  This 
allows one to move beyond limiting frameworks of immigration 
and assimilation, so when we think about the American Muslim 
experience, we are not describing some new American minority.  
And thus my manuscript is not about the curiosities of American 
,VODP��EXW�XVHV�WKH�FRPSOH[LWLHV�RI�WKH�$PHULFDQ�0XVOLP�H[SHUL-
HQFH�WR�QDUUDWH�WKH�FRQWLQXLQJ�VLJQLÀFDQFH�RI�UDFH�DQG�EODFNQHVV�
LQ�WZHQW\�ÀUVW�FHQWXU\�8�6��FXOWXUH�

,�WKLQN�DERXW�UDFH�DV�ERWK�SKHQRW\SH�DQG�EHKDYLRU�RU�SHUIRU-
mance.  So this means to think about Muslims not only in terms 
of phenotypical characteristics—e.g., the Muslim is brown, swar-
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thy, Middle Eastern, with dark hair, dark eyes, a particular kind 
RI�QRVH³EXW�DOVR�KRZ�WKH�0XVOLP�´UDFHµ�LV�D�FDWHJRU\�RI�VRFLDO�
meaning understood in terms of what the body looks like as well 
as what the body does.  So there are phenotypical characteristics 
that identify you as a Muslim, but also certain actions, like hav-
ing a beard, wearing a headscarf, praying a lot, etc.  These come 
WRJHWKHU�WR�FUHDWH�D�UDFHG�LPDJH�RI�WKH�0XVOLP���,Q�WHUPV�RI�JHQ-
der, we have to be careful not to assume that the male experience 
is representative of all Muslim experiences.  As someone who 
works in Black Studies, the young urban male experience often 
becomes the default experience for all black people everywhere; 
likewise, we have to be attentive that the young male Arab/
South Asian Muslim experience is not the proxy for all the other 
ways Muslims experience racialization.

Most are probably familiar with Mahmood Mamdani’s idea 
RI�WKH�´JRRG�0XVOLPµ�DQG�WKH�´EDG�0XVOLP�µ��7KH�´EDG�0XVOLPµ�
is brown, foreign, backwards, dangerous.  And the good Muslim 
LV�DOVR�EURZQ³QRW�EODFN³DQG�WKXV�DOZD\V�IRUHLJQ���,Q�WKLV�GLV-
tinction arises the triangulation of the idea of black people as do-
mestic and non-Muslims, and Muslims as foreign and not black.  
Of course, this triangulation works, as Claire Kim has theorized 
WKLV�FRQÀJXUDWLRQ��WR�XSKROG�ZKLWH�VXSUHPDF\���%XW�WKLV�WULDQ-
gulation also reinforces hegemonies in Muslim communities, in 
which Arab and South Asian Muslims see themselves as superior 
WR�EODFN�$PHULFDQ�0XVOLPV���,Q�ERWK�FDVHV��WKRVH�UDFLDO�FRGHV�DUH�
legitimized vis-à-vis the white gaze.  So to me, the racialization 
of religion in the U.S. provides context for broader conversa-
WLRQV�WKDW�DUH�QRW�0XVOLP�VSHFLÀF��EXW�DOVR�KDYH�LWHUDWLRQV�WKDW�
are 0XVOLP�VSHFLÀF��ZKLFK�WKHQ�ZRUN�WRJHWKHU�WR�SURGXFH��DQG�
re-produce) racial hierarchies and forms of racial-religious trian-
gulation which uphold white supremacy and racial inequality.

Roundtable

I.  Keywords
6\OYLD�&KDQ�0DOLN��6&0����,Q�\RXU�LQLWLDO�UHVSRQVHV��,�VHH�HYHU\-

one addressing and intervening upon particular types of 
critical absences in the academy, the ways in which your 
respective disciplines and the conversations you’re work-
ing within and through don’t know how to address is-
VXHV�RI�UHOLJLRQ��UDFH��JHQGHU��DQG��LQ�SDUWLFXODU��,VODP�DQG�
WKH�8�6�� �6R�,�ZDQWHG�WR�VWDUW�RXU�FRQYHUVDWLRQ�E\�GHDO-
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ing with questions of terminology, the ways in which we 
XVH��XQGHUVWDQG��DQG�JLYH�PHDQLQJ�WR�FHUWDLQ�WHUPV���,Q�
my own work, there are a number of phrases that always 
cause me concern.  So let me put them out there and get 
\RXU�WKRXJKWV���,Q�QR�SDUWLFXODU�RUGHU��WKH\�DUH���´,VODPR-
SKRELD�µ�´LQGLJHQRXV�LPPLJUDQWµ��DV�D�ELQDU\�WR�GLIIHUHQ-
tiate between black American and Arab and South Asian 
Muslims in the U.S.), and “Muslim American vs. Ameri-
FDQ�0XVOLP�µ

6X·DG�$EGXO�.KDEHHU��6$.����,�KDYH�D�TXHVWLRQ���,V�WKH�´LQGLJH-
QRXV�LPPLJUDQWµ�RSSRVLWLRQ�D�WHUP�SHRSOH�XVH�LQ�(WKQLF�
Studies and American Studies?  Because in the American 
Muslim community, people are really familiar with that, 
EXW�,�GRQ·W�NQRZ�LI�RWKHU�SHRSOH�ZHUH�IDPLOLDU�ZLWK�LW��LQ�
academia.

6&0�� ,�WKLQN�LW·V�JDLQLQJ�PRUH�WUDFWLRQ���2I�FRXUVH��WKH�XVDJH�LV�
problematic in Ethnic Studies discourse, because indige-
QHLW\�PHDQV�VRPHWKLQJ�YHU\�VSHFLÀF��LQ�UHODWLRQ�WR�1D-
WLYH�DQG�)LUVW�1DWLRQ�SHRSOHV����$OVR��´LPPLJUDQWµ�LV�ERWK�
problematic and imprecise when referring to Arab and 
South Asian Muslims in the U.S., as it plays into the no-
tion of Asians and Arabs as perpetual foreigners and dis-
regards generational differences and issues of citizenship.  
$OVR��MXVW�WR�FODULI\��´LQGLJHQRXV�LPPLJUDQWµ�JDLQHG�PRUH�
widespread usage after the publication of Sherman Jack-
son’s 2005 book, Islam and the Blackamerican, in which he 
VLWXDWHV�EODFN�$PHULFDQ�,VODP�ZLWKLQ�WKH�FRQWH[W�RI�EODFN�
protest religion, and critiques the elitism of Muslim immi-
grants as a symptom of colonialism and white supremacy.

6$.�� ,Q�P\�ZRUN��LQLWLDOO\��,�ZRXOG�XVH�LQGLJHQRXV�DQG�LPPL-
grant, but in scare quotes, because these terms appear in 
WKH�ÀHOG�� �%XW�,�VWRSSHG�GRLQJ�WKDW��EHFDXVH�,�WKLQN�WKH�
terms exist because of questions of whose authority de-
termines authenticity both within the (Muslim) commu-
nity but also vis-à-vis�WKH�VWDWH���,�IHHO�OLNH�ZH�VKRXOG�MXVW�
VD\�ZKDW�ZH�PHDQ���EODFN�SHRSOH��$UDE�$PHULFDQV��DQG�
6RXWK�$VLDQ�$PHULFDQV�� �7KLV� LV�ZKR�,·P�WDONLQJ�DERXW�
LQ�P\�ZRUN���6R�MXVW�QDPH�WKHP���2QH�ODVW�WKLQJ�,�ZDQW�WR�
VD\�DERXW�WKLV��DERXW�WKH�WHUP�´LQGLJHQRXVµ�DV�SUREOHP-
DWLF���,QGLJHQHLW\�W\SLFDOO\�UHIHUV�WR�1DWLYH�SHRSOH���1RZ�
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of course that is why African American Muslims were us-
ing the claim.  Because we have a right.  We have a say 
because we have an expertise that is indigenous to this 
place—we are native in comparison to Muslims who are 
PRUH�UHFHQW�LPPLJUDQWV���%XW�,�ZRQGHU�DERXW�WKDW�WHUP��
if we accept the fact that the U.S. is a settler colony, what 
does it mean for black people who are displaced to a set-
tler colony to then claim indigeneity?

6&0�� ,Q�\RXU�RZQ�ZRUN��GR�\RX�XVH�WKH�WHUP�$PHULFDQ�0XVOLP�
or Muslim American, and why do you choose the term 
that you choose?

(YHO\Q�$OVXOWDQ\��($����,Q�P\�ZRUN��,�XVH�WKH�WHUPV�´$UDE�DQG�
0XVOLP�$PHULFDQVµ�DQG��DW�WLPHV��SHRSOH�DVN�PH��FDQ·W�\RX�
EH�PRUH�VSHFLÀF"��%XW�VLQFH�,·P�ORRNLQJ�DW�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQV��
that is how it’s portrayed by the media—as monolithic, 
DV�FRQÁDWHG���,·P�WU\LQJ�WR�WDON�DERXW�WKH�SRUWUD\DO�RI�$U-
DEV�0XVOLPV�DV�LQWHUFKDQJHDEOH��DV�RQH�DQG�WKH�VDPH���,I�
,�DP�QRW�WDONLQJ�DERXW�PHGLD�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQV��WKHQ�,�WU\�WR�
EH�PRUH�VSHFLÀF���0XVOLP�$PHULFDQ��$UDE�$PHULFDQ��,UDTL�
$PHULFDQ��HWF���,�SHUVRQDOO\�WHQG�WR�XVH�0XVOLP�$PHULFDQ�
because in Ethnic Studies it is customary when discussing 
K\SKHQDWHG�LGHQWLWLHV�WR�SODFH�$PHULFDQ�ODVW���$UDE�$PHUL-
FDQ��$VLDQ�$PHULFDQ��$IULFDQ�$PHULFDQ���$QG�,�GR�QRW�WKLQN�
LW�LV�DERXW�GH�HPSKDVL]LQJ�́ $PHULFDQ�µ�EXW�DERXW�LQÁHFWLQJ�
one’s American identity with other important parts of one’s 
identity.

0DU\DP�.DVKDQL� �0.��� � ,W·V� D�GHVLJQDWLRQ� ,·YH�EHHQ� WKLQNLQJ�
DERXW�DV�ZHOO���/LNH�6X·DG��PRUH�RIWHQ�WKDQ�QRW��,�IROORZ�
WKH�WHUPV�WKDW�WKH�SHRSOH�,·P�ZRUNLQJ�ZLWK�XVH���,Q�WKH�LQ-
WURGXFWLRQ�WR�P\�ERRN��,�ZULWH�DERXW�VRPHWKLQJ�WKDW�KDS-
pened on Facebook, where one Muslim posed this ques-
tion, “Do you consider yourself an American Muslim or a 
0XVOLP�$PHULFDQ"µ��$�ORQJ�GHEDWH�IROORZHG��EXW�IRU�KLP�
it was about foregrounding the fact that he was a Muslim 
DQG�´$PHULFDQµ�GHVFULEHG�ZKDW�W\SH�RI�0XVOLP�KH�ZDV���

6&0�� 5LJKW�� �0\�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI� WKDW�GHEDWH� LV� WKDW� LW� LV� D�
question of what is the noun, and what is the adjective.  
$UH�\RX�DQ�$PHULFDQ�ZLWK�´0XVOLPµ�EHLQJ�WKH�DGMHFWLYH"��
2U�DUH�\RX�D�0XVOLP�ZLWK�´$PHULFDQµ�EHLQJ�WKH�DGMHF-
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WLYH"��6R�WKH�ORJLF�ZRXOG�IROORZ�WKDW�´$PHULFDQ�0XVOLPµ�
emphasizes one’s identity as a Muslim, as part of a global 
FRPPXQLW\�RI�0XVOLPV���:KLOH�´0XVOLP�$PHULFDQµ�HP-
phasizes the salience of one’s American identity, and is 
more in line with the ways people of color have self-iden-
WLÀHG�LQ�WKH�8�6��

6$.�� ,�XVH�$PHULFDQ�0XVOLP��DQG�,�XVH�LW�GHOLEHUDWHO\���,�UHF-
ognize the debates about how it can be about choosing 
RQH·V� ÀUVW� DOOHJLDQFH³´$PHULFDµ� RU� ´,VODPµ³EXW� WKH�
UHDVRQ�ZK\�,�XVH�LW� LV�EHFDXVH�W\SLFDOO\�� LQ�WKH�8�6���WKH�
ÀUVW�WHUP�LV�D�UHIHUHQFH�WR�\RXU�UDFLDO�HWKQLF�JHRJUDSKL-
cal background (e.g. African American, Asian American, 
etc.).  But for Muslims, there’s no place (e.g., Africa, Asia, 
HWF�����6R�P\�FRQFHUQ�LV�WKDW�´0XVOLP�$PHULFDQµ�UDFLDOL]HV�
0XVOLPV�DV�$UDEV�RQO\��EHFDXVH�PRVW�DUH�DOUHDG\�FRQÁDW-
LQJ�WKH�WZR��$UDE�DQG�0XVOLP���VR�,�GRQ·W�XVH�WKDW�WHUP�

6&0�� 6R�OHW·V�PRYH�RQ�WR�DQRWKHU�WHUP�WKDW·V�XVHG�DOO�WKH�WLPH���
,VODPRSKRELD���,�KDYH�YHU\�VWURQJ�IHHOLQJV�DERXW�WKLV�RQH��
GXH�WR�KRZ�,VODPRSKRELD�KDV�EHFRPH�D�FHQWUDO�RUJDQL]-
ing term in post-9/11 discourse.

6$.�� ,�GRQ·W�XVH�,VODPRSKRELD�EHFDXVH�P\�ELJJHVW�LVVXH�RU�JULSH�
with the whole conversation on Muslims in the U.S. is how 
1965 and 2001 become these origin points, and everything 
begins after that.  So after 9/11, there’s this whole new 
WKLQJ���,VODPRSKRELD���$V�D�VFKRODU��\RX�ZDQW�WR�SD\�DWWHQ-
tion to what’s new and different, but for me, it’s about con-
WLQXLW\���%HFDXVH�,VODP�KDG�D�KLVWRU\�LQ�WKH�8�6��EHIRUH��������
Yet folks act as if only now, people see Muslims—they used 
WR�EH�LQYLVLEOH���1RZ��WKH\·UH�EHFRPLQJ�´FLWL]HQV�µ��7KH\�
used to be alien.  All these binaries just over and over and 
RYHU�DJDLQ��VR� ,VODPRSKRELD� MXVW� IHHGV� LQWR� WKDW�� �6R� WKH�
WHUP�,�XVH� LV�´DQWL�0XVOLP�UDFLVP�µ�EHFDXVH� LW� LGHQWLÀHV�
WKH�UHOLJLRQ��EXW�DOVR�LGHQWLÀHV�WKDW�UDFLDOL]DWLRQ�LV�DW�SOD\�
and is not time-stamped in a way that erases the history of 
Muslims in the U.S. before 1965 and 2001.

6&0�� <HV�� ,�FRPSOHWHO\�DJUHH�� � ,�XVH�´DQWL�0XVOLP�UDFLVPµ�DV�
well because it situates the violence against Muslims as 
part of a larger trajectory of racism in the U.S., of anti-black 
racism, settler-colonialism, xenophobia, and nativism.
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0.�� <HV��,�XVH�LW�WRR���,�RQO\�XVH�WKH�,VODPRSKRELD�ZKHQ�,�DF-
WXDOO\�WDON�DERXW�WKH�,VODPRSKRELD�LQGXVWU\��ZKLFK�SUR-
duces anti-Muslim racism.  For me, it make sense to use 
anti-Muslim racism because it is based on the ways one is 
interpolated as Muslim, whether you are an Arab Chris-
tian or an Arab Muslim, for example, or a Sikh. 

($�� ,� WKLQN�ZH·UH� DOO� RQ� WKH� VDPH� SDJH�ZLWK� ,VODPRSKRELD���
,W·V�QRW�WKDW�,�GRQ·W�XVH�LW��EXW�,�GRQ·W�SUHIHU�LW��PDLQO\�EH-
FDXVH�E\�DSSURDFKLQJ�,VODP�DV�´WKH�IHDU�RI�,VODPµ³DQG�
yes, some people are fearful of it—it’s easy to not pay at-
WHQWLRQ�WR�WKH�ZD\�LQ�ZKLFK�,VODP�LV�UDFLDOL]HG�DQG�KRZ�
that is a central component to understanding the post-9/11 
backlash against Muslims.  After 9/11, there were a lot of 
GHEDWHV�DURXQG�WKLV�TXHVWLRQ���,V�WKH�EDFNODVK�DJDLQVW�$U-
DEV�DQG�0XVOLP�DIWHU������UDFLVP"��,VODPRSKRELD"��,V�WKLV�
´UDFHµ�RU�QRW"� �6RPH�VFKRODUV�VDLG�WKLV� LVQ·W�UDFH�� WKLV� LV�
something else.  Other scholars, like us, said, no, this is a 
racialized process.  And there is something about the term 
,VODPRSKRELD�WKDW�WDNHV�WKH�UDFH�DQG�UDFLVP�RXW�RI�LW���7KH�
UDFLDOL]DWLRQ�RI� ,VODP�LQ� WKH�8�6��KDV� LQYROYHG�DVVLJQLQJ�
simplistic and hierarchical meaning to the diverse peoples 
DQG�WKH�SUDFWLFHV�RI�,VODP³WKH�IDLWK��WKH�GUHVV��DSSHDUDQFH��
gender roles, etc.  The process of othering has involved 
SURGXFLQJ�PHDQLQJV� WKDW� DVVRFLDWH� ,VODP� DV� EDFNZDUGV�
and threatening to U.S. national security.  Sherene Razack 
KDV�LW�ULJKW�LQ�WDONLQJ�DERXW�´UDFH�WKLQNLQJµ�RU�WKH�ORJLF�RI�
race and how it came to be applied to Muslims by marking 
them as a separate category of humanity who are assigned 
a separate and unequal place in the law.

0.�� $OVR��,�WKLQN�,VODPRSKRELD�DOOXGHV�WR�VRUW�RI�DQ�LQGLYLGXDO�
UHVSRQVH�WR�,VODP�DV�RSSRVHG�WR�WKH�VWUXFWXUDO�ZD\V�UDF-
ism operates.

6&0�� $JUHHG���:KHQ�ZH�WKLQN�DERXW�DOO�WKH�ODQJXDJH�DERXW�SKR-
bias—arachnophobia, etc.—you’re scared of spiders, eleva-
tors, whatever, but it’s an irrational fear, and an individual-
ized fear.  So you can have therapy and learn how not to 
be scared of spiders, and this is something you do on your 
RZQ���6R�E\�FDOOLQJ�LW�,VODPRSKRELD��WKH�LPSOLFDWLRQ�LV�LWV�LU-
UDWLRQDO�DQG�LQGLYLGXDO�UHVSRQVH�ZLOO�À[�LW���:KHUHDV�ZLWK�
racism—though admittedly there is this very neoliberal take 
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UDFLVP��ZKHUH�LQGLYLGXDO�FRQWDFW�FDQ�JHW�\RX�´RYHU�LWµ³E\�
FDOOLQJ�LW�´DQWL�0XVOLP�UDFLVP�µ�ZH�DV�VFKRODUV�DQG�DV�HGX-
cators can once again highlight the systemic nature of racism 
DQG�PDNH�LW�WDQJLEOH�LQ�ZD\V�WKDW�,VODPRSKRELD�GRHVQ·W�

II.  ”How could you be a Muslim and a feminist?”
6&0�� 6R� DW� WKLV� SRLQW�� ,� ZDQW� WR� VHJXH� LQWR� D� FRQYHUVDWLRQ�

DURXQG�IHPLQLVP��DERXW�,VODP�DQG�IHPLQLVP��DQG�DERXW�
KRZ�WR�DSSURDFK�WKH�LQWHUVHFWLRQV�RI�UDFH��JHQGHU��DQG�,V-
lam in the U.S.  Each of you in your work, either directly 
or indirectly, is addressing how feminist perspectives in-
IRUP�WKH�VWXG\�RI�,VODP�DQG�0XVOLPV��ZKHWKHU�DV�D�VXE-
ject or as a subjectivity.  So how would you theorize the 
role that feminism plays in conversations around race and 
,VODP�LQ�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV"

6$.�� <RXU�TXHVWLRQ�UHPLQGV�PH�RI� WKH�UHFHQW�GHEDWH�DURXQG�
0LFKHOOH�2EDPD�DV�WKH�´PRP�LQ�FKLHI�µ�KRZ�ZKLWH�IHPL-
nists were upset with her because they feel like she’s this 
smart, intelligent, articulate woman, so how she could be 
doing all these things like gardening and taking care of 
her kids?  While black women are thinking, Are you kid-
ding me?  I would love to be able to just take care of my kids.  
She doesn’t have to go clean the White House, she can take care 
of her kids.  That sort of sentiment is very much echoed in 
many ways African American Muslim women encounter 
,VODP�DQG�HYHQ�SDWULDUFK\�LQ�,VODP���,·P�QRW�GHQ\LQJ�WKLV�
LV�SUREOHPDWLF��EXW�WKLV�WKLQNLQJ�JRHV�DORQJ�WKH�OLQHV�RI��´,�
don’t need to be empowered in that kind of way.  Let him 
SD\�P\�ELOOV��,·P�TXLWH�ÀQH�ZLWK�WKDW�µ

 So these women, they want something different.  But then 
the challenge becomes wanting to have a domestic rela-
tionship with your husband, while managing how you 
are seen by your community.  Because if you’re Muslim, 
and you’re female, and you have something to say about 
something, there’s a way which you get marked as “femi-
QLVWµ�LQ�D�QHJDWLYH�ZD\��DQG�WKH\��WKH�FRPPXQLW\��FXW�\RX�
off.  So on the ground, people’s actual lives complicate 
´IHPLQLVPµ�LQ�WHUPV�RI�WKH�GHPDQGV�ZRPHQ�KDYH��DQG�
ZKDW�´HPSRZHUPHQWµ�ORRNV�OLNH���%XW�WKHQ��WKHUH�FDQ�EH�
this almost trite way which feminism is used against you 
as a scholar, from the (Muslim) community itself.
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6&0�� 7KDW�VHHPV�OLNH�WKH�PDMRU�WHQVLRQ���2Q�WKH�RQH�KDQG��WKHUH�
is the hegemony of second wave feminist ideologies and 
how they’ve been deployed in the services of what Leila 
Ahmed calls colonial feminism.  And the responses of Af-
rican American Muslim women are very similar to the cri-
tiques of white women’s feminism leveled by black and 
Third World feminists, about how they distort and erase 
ZRPHQ�RI� FRORU�� �$W� WKH�VDPH� WLPH��6X·DG��ZKDW� ,�KHDU�
you saying is that within the Muslim community, there 
is also a distortion of feminism as this type of totalizing 
discourse that, say, if you speak out about certain things, 
you’re not a good Muslim.

($�� $�SDUW�RI�WKH�LPSHWXV�LQ�FR�HGLWLQJ�D�YROXPH�RQ�$UDE�$PHUL-
can feminism [Arab and Arab American Feminisms:  Gender, 
Violence, and Belonging] was all of the time, people—from 
my parents’ friends to random people you meet in airports 
and such—would say, “How could you be a Muslim and a 
IHPLQLVW"�µ�DV�LI�WKLV�ZDV�DQ�R[\PRURQ���7KH�RSHUDWLQJ�DV-
sumption is that if you are a woman and call yourself a Mus-
lim, then it means that you accept the oppression of women.  
$QG�VR�WKDW�ZDV�RQH�UHDO�VRXUFH�RI�IUXVWUDWLRQ���+RZ�PDQ\�
WLPHV�DP�,�JRLQJ�WR�EH�DVNHG�WKLV�TXHVWLRQ�DQG�ZK\�LV�WKLV�
framed in this way?  And the second impetus—and this is 
VRPHWKLQJ�,�VKDUHG�ZLWK�P\�FR�HGLWRUV�1DGLQH�1DEHU�DQG�
5DEDE�$EGXOKDGL³ZDV�KRZ�RIWHQ� ,�ZDV�DVNHG� WR� VSHDN�
about topics like cliterodectomy, honor killing, and op-
pressed women, when that’s not what my research is about.  
But by virtue of being a Muslim woman, you’re expected to 
clarify certain topics for the public.  And we all felt very frus-
trated by that, especially since it revealed the limited frame-
works there are to talk about Arab and Muslim women.

 So our anthology was really asking Arab American 
feminists—many of whom are Muslim—what feminism 
means to them.  And we titled the volume Feminisms with 
D�´Vµ�WR�DFNQRZOHGJH�WKDW�SULRULWLHV�FKDQJH�GHSHQGLQJ�RQ�
their context—there is not one Arab American feminism.  
All our contributors agree on feminism premised on so-
cial justice for all people—it’s an anti-imperialist vision. 

0.�� 2QH�RI�WKH�TXHVWLRQV�,�JHW�RIWHQ�WKDW�LV�IUXVWUDWLQJ�LV���+RZ�
can you be a knowledgeable person and an educated per-
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son, and still be a Muslim woman as well?  For me, in 
terms of doing research on knowledge practices—and 
especially, on young men and women engaged in knowl-
HGJH�SUDFWLFHV³XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�KRZ�,VODP�LPSDFWV�WKHLU�
ideas about gender, equality, egalitarianism, and social 
MXVWLFH�LV�UHDOO\�LPSRUWDQW�WR�PH���,�FDQ·W�VD\�WKDW�WKH�IH-
PDOH�VWXGHQWV�DW�=D\WXQD�DUH�,VODPLF�IHPLQLVWV��ZLWK�,V-
lam as their only working framework.  Because growing 
up in the U.S. and being part of many different popula-
WLRQV��WKH\·UH�IRUPHG�E\�GLIIHUHQW�IHPLQLVPV���,�WKLQN�WKHVH�
come together in how they self-determine their futures 
and the role of knowledge in their self-determining of 
their futures.  And how they talk back to the expectations 
of them.

 But they are also really aware of how Zaytuna is posing 
itself as this place where you can—all students, male and 
IHPDOH³KDYH�DFFHVV�WR�VFKRODUV��DFFHVV�WR�,VODPLF�NQRZO-
edge.  So female students in particular feel the distanc-
es—spatial and otherwise—in how they are receiving that 
NQRZOHGJH�ZLWK�WKHLU�WHDFKHUV�DQG�SHHUV���,W�JLYHV�WKHP�D�
certain sense of what their futures are going to be like and 
the future of the landscape they’re going to enter into, and 
the weight of their knowledge—what all of that means for 
WKHP�LQ�WHUPV�RI�PDNLQJ�OLIH�FKRLFHV���7KDW·V�ZKDW�,�WKLQN�
RI�ZKHQ�,�WKLQN�RI�IHPLQLVP���ZRPHQ�JHWWLQJ�NQRZOHGJH�
and determining their own futures.

III.  “A space for the spiritual”:  Future directions
6&0�� 6R� WR�H[WHQG� WKLV�TXHVWLRQ��DQG� WR�GLVFXVV� WKH�SURDFWLYH�

ways your own work addresses and intervenes in distor-
WLRQV�DQG�PLVXQGHUVWDQGLQJV�DURXQG�0XVOLP�ZRPHQ�� ,�
wonder if you could discuss how you would like to see 
larger conversations about these intersections of race, gen-
GHU��VH[XDOLW\��FODVV�GHYHORS���%HFDXVH�WKH�VWXG\�RI�,VODP�LQ�
the U.S., alongside categories of race—we are in the pro-
FHVV�RI�ÀHOG�IRUPDWLRQ���6R�LQ�SXVKLQJ�WKH�FRQYHUVDWLRQ�IRU-
ward, what kind of topics would you like to see covered?

($�� :LWK�UHJDUGV�WR�KRZ�,·P�WU\LQJ�WR�PDNH�D�SROLWLFDO�LQWHU-
YHQWLRQ�ZLWK�P\�ZRUN��,�WHQG�WR�EH�PRVW�FRQFHUQHG�ZLWK�
ZKDW·V�KDSSHQLQJ�QRZ�DQG�WKHUHIRUH�,�DP�DOZD\V�WU\LQJ�
to examine and understand contemporary cultural log-
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LFV���+RZ�DUH�ZH�WKLQNLQJ�DERXW�WKH�´RWKHUµ�QRZ"��+RZ�
are we justifying exclusion today?  For example, in the 
FODVVURRP��PDQ\�RI�P\�VWXGHQWV�WKLQN���´5DFLVP�LV�RYHU���
We’re at a time when we’ve resolved any and all inequal-
ity and we are living in the most perfect moment in his-
WRU\�µ� �:KDW� ,·P� WU\LQJ� WR�GR� LV� LOOXPLQDWH�KRZ�ZH·UH�
thinking so that we don’t take it for granted, so that’s not 
invisible.  Yes, progress is undeniable, but progress does 
not mean that we live in a perfect moment where every-
thing is just and all peoples are equal.  My overall goal 
LQ�P\�UHVHDUFK�DQG�LQ�P\�WHDFKLQJ�LV�TXLWH�VLPSOH���LW·V�WR�
try to make us aware of how we are thinking right now 
about who the other is and how we approach the other, 
and what we think is an acceptable solution to the prob-
lematic of othering.

6$.�� ,�WKLQN�P\�ZRUN��RU�WKLV�ZRUN���� �,�GRQ·W�NQRZ�LI�WKLV�LV�
JRLQJ�WR�VRXQG�WRR� ORIW\�� �� �EXW� ,� IHHO� OLNH�ZH�DUH�UHDOO\�
trying to eradicate white supremacy.  Eradicating white 
supremacy, imperialism, patriarchy—that’s the point, 
right?  [chuckles]  But what that also means is advocating 
a more expansive vision of what social justice work is.  
$V�DQ�DFDGHPLF��,�KDYH�EHHQ�DFFXVHG�RI�QRW�GRLQJ�DQ\-
thing and just critiquing.  And it’s interesting because 
,·P�EODFN��/DWLQD��DQG�0XVOLP�LQ�,QGLDQD���,I�\RX�WKLQN�
me walking into that classroom everyday is not “doing 
VRPHWKLQJ�µ�,�GRQ·W�NQRZ�ZKDW�WR�WHOO�\RX���$QG�,·P�WDOO�
DQG�P\�ERG\·V�ELJ� >ODXJKWHU� IURP�HYHU\RQH@³,�PHDQ��
my very person is an intervention.  So if the vision is 
more expansive, what does the work look like, and how 
do we include self-care?  We can run ourselves ragged 
and that’s not good for us, it’s not good for anybody, it’s 
not good for the ultimate goal.

� )LQDOO\��WKH�ODVW�WKLQJ�,·OO�VD\�LQ�WHUPV�RI�P\�ZRUN�DQG�ZKDW�
,�ZDQW�SHRSOH�WR�GR���,·P�0XVOLP�DQG�RQH�RI�WKH�WKLQJV�WKH�
Quran emphasizes over and over and over again is UHÁHF-
tion³WKLQNLQJ��TXHVWLRQLQJ��XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�� �6R�ZKHUH� ,�
hope our work continues to go, and what really motivates 
ZKDW�,�GR��LV�WKLQNLQJ�DERXW�ELQDULHV��DQG�UHDOO\�WU\LQJ�WR�
break apart these binaries.  There are so many binaries.  
7KH\·UH�OLNH�URDFKHV��SUROLIHUDWLQJ�� �6R�,�IHHO� OLNH�IRU�VWX-
dents, readers, whomever, how can we undo these?  How 
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can we break them apart, complicate them?  How can we 
really get at something, that’s not just putting up these dia-
metrically opposed things that oversimplify the world?

0.�� ,�WKLQN�RQH�WKLQJ�6X·DG�GRHVQ·W�PHQWLRQ�DERXW�KHU�ZRUN�
that’s especially powerful is the performative element of 
LW�� � 6KH·V�GRLQJ� WKLV�SHUIRUPDQFH�HWKQRJUDSK\��ZKLFK� ,�
WKLQN�LV�VLPLODU�WR�WKH�ZRUN�,·P�WU\LQJ�WR�GR�ZLWK�P\�ÀOP�
work, is pushing what a critical engagement can be and 
what social justice engagement can be, both in terms of 
what social justice looks like, but also what intellectual 
work looks like.  So part of this idea of embodiment is 
that every part of your body is part of the research experi-
ence and the data experience.  And you use these different 
tools as ways to share and spread this knowledge.

6&0�� 2Q�HPERGLPHQW��ZRUNLQJ� WRZDUGV�ZHOOQHVV�� ,� WKLQN�� LV�
so important.  Within the academy, in my own experi-
HQFH��ZKDW�,�KDYH�IRXQG�LV�WKDW�WKHUH�LV�DW�WLPHV�D�UHDO�ODFN�
of—or even an antipathy against—any and all notions of 
spiritual wellness, of how faith and religion can contribute 
to that.  Perhaps this is due to the particular intellectual 
JHQHDORJLHV�RI�0DU[LVP��VR�SUHYDOHQW�LQ�D�ÀHOG�OLNH�(WKQLF�
6WXGLHV�� �%XW� ,� WKLQN�ZH�DUH�QRZ�DW�D�SRLQW�ZKHUH�SHR-
ple doing work on the intersections of race and religion, 
looking at social justice and religion, are taking cues from 
liberation theology and different types of Third World 
movements in which religion is a key element.

0.�� ,�WKLQN�DOVR�LQ�$PHULFDQ�KLVWRU\��UHOLJLRQ�LV�VRPHWKLQJ�UH-
ally important, in politics and in liberation as well.  And 
ZH�IRUJHW�WKDW���3DUW�RI�WKH�UHDVRQ�,�ZDV�GUDZQ�WR�P\�SURM-
HFW�ZDV�EHFDXVH�,�IHOW�WKDW�WKHUH�ZDV�D�YDFXXP�LQ�WKH�OHIW���
,�IHOW�OLNH�LI�,�ZDV�WR�ORRN�DW�=D\WXQD�DQG�WKHLU�DSSURDFK�
WR�,VODP�DQG�$PHULFDQ�OLIH��ZKDW�ZRXOG�LW�PHDQ�WR�WKLQN�
about a liberatory framework at Zaytuna?  That became 
VRPHWKLQJ�WKDW�UHDOO\�PRWLYDWHG�PH���,Q�KDYLQJ�DQ�H[SDQ-
sive sense of what social justice work can look like, we are 
recuperating a space for the spiritual.  Especially in our 
medicated age.  [laughs]

� ,�WKLQN�RQH�RI�WKH�WKLQJV�,�OHDUQHG�LQ�P\�ÀHOG�ZRUN³DQG�
LW·V�VRPHWKLQJ�,�WKLQN�,�NQHZ�LQWXLWLYHO\³LQ�WKH�SUDFWLFH�



“A
 Space for the Spiritual”

33

RI� VHHNLQJ�NQRZOHGJH�� LV� ,�PDNH� WKLV� LQWHQWLRQ� WR� VHHN�
EHQHÀW�DQG�WR�EH�RI�EHQHÀW��WR�JDLQ�NQRZOHGJH�DQG�VSUHDG�
knowledge.  There’s a reciprocal relationship to our prac-
WLFHV�RI�NQRZOHGJH���$QG�,�WKLQN�VRPH�RI�WKDW�JHWV�ORVW�LQ�
academia.  Why are we doing this?  After all, a lot of our 
research interests are based in our personal interests.  So 
how do we translate that to our communities and to our 
GLIIHUHQW�LQWHUHVWV�DQG�FRPPLWPHQWV"��,Q�WKDW�UHJDUGV��,�
think resurrecting the political project of Asian American 
6WXGLHV�LV�UHDOO\�LPSRUWDQW�IRU�PH���,�WKLQN�WKLV�KDV�D�ORW�WR�
do with our own mental health, and the ways we are in 
the neoliberal university.  To remember our commitments, 
to remember our intentions—that’s critical.  That’s not to 
downplay the really problematic structural ways the uni-
YHUVLW\�EUHDNV�D�SHUVRQ�GRZQ��EXW�,�GR�WKLQN�WKHVH�RULJL-
nal intentions and commitments get put by the wayside.  
And constantly resurrecting that, that is important for us 
to do.


