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CHAPTER 10

BLACK ARABIC

SOME NOTES ON AFRICAN
AMERICAN MUSLIMS AND THE
ARABIC LANGUAGE

SU’AD ABDUL KHABEER

DEspITE THE DECEMBER COLD OUTSIDE, IT WAS TOASTY INSIDE THE QUEENS
apartment. This was thanks to what some New Yorkers jokingly nickname “proj-
ect heat” that blasts from the apartment radiator whose thermostat a renter can-
not control. A group of about seven African American Muslim women had come
together for an 7ffar, a meal to break the daily Ramadan fast. After dinner, they
gathered in conversation on topics ranging from the criminal justice system to
an upcoming fashion show. At one point Saleemah, a middle-aged woman, was
asked to share her shabadah story, the account of how she converted to Islam.
Although she converted in 1975, she traced the origin of her journey to Islam to
the late 1960s and her activism within the Black Panther Party and Pan-African
movements. She told the group:

Allah had me go up one day to a prison, I was looking for my girlfriend’s uncle who
was um, unjustly, um, sentenced and I wanted to speak to him but his block didn’t
come out, but this [other] block came with all these brothers with white kufis, and
I always had an eye for nice looking men so I said [to myself]: “well, who are all
these nice looking brothers with these white kufis on their heads?!” I knew they
were Sunni Muslims, people tried to give me dawah in 72 but I wasn’t ready to
hear it "cause I felt the Arabs put black people in slavery, so I didn’t want to hear
nothing abourt Arabs.

Saleemals story ends with conversion, yet her initial aversion to Islam because
of Arab participation in the enslavement of Africans is notable. It is illustrative
of the complexity and contestation around the meaning and role of the Arabic
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176 BLACK ROUTES TO ISLAM

heavy-handedly) by my personal concern with practices that might elevare Arab
culture to the detriment of African American Muslims, under the auspices of
being more “Islamic.” By claiming that majnoon “just means crazy,” I attempted to
interfere with the socialization process by reducing the definition to only its sim-
plest literal meaning. Yet it is clear that majnoon does not just mean crazy; embed-
ded in its meaning are community beliefs on the supernatural and the authority
of the Arabic language. In this moment and in the encounter that I recount below,
my attempt at linguistic intervention is no march for a language firmly rooted in
the discourse on what it means to be an African American Muslim.

SPEAKING IN GOD’S NAME

Recently, I was in the company of another group of African American Muslim
women who had gathered for a Ramadan break fast at 2 home in Queens, New
York. Arabic words and phrases were used in many different ways throughout the
evening’s conversations; here, I focus on one participant, Naimah, and her use of
Arabic as a means of asserting authority. I have divided the evening’s discussions
into two parts, distinguished by two different patterns of speaking. During the
first part of the discussions, the following pattern developed. One woman would
tell an anecdote or give a personal opinion related to the topic at hand. Naimah
would then interject by summarizing the speaker’s narrative and providing her
Islamic commentary on the issue. By Islamic commentary, | am referring to her
habit of couching each topic in the context of the challenges (as she understood
them) facing the world Muslim community. Whether using English exclusively
or using Arabic as well, through the course of the evening’s conversations, she
asserted herself as a religious commentator on each topic of discussion.

Naimah was a powerful speaker because she used a variety of linguistic tools to
make her points. Overall, Naimah used Arabic significantly more than any other
speakers in the discussion. She used Arabic in two specific ways: (1) she used
words commonly known to African American Muslims while emphasizing an
Arabic accent in her pronunciation of these words, and (2) she recited Qur’anic
verses in Arabic, with and without a subsequent English translation. Naimah
was also a powerful speaker because her speaking style evoked the elocutionary
techniques of African American Christian preachers and Muslim Imams (mosque
leader) in terms of cadence and intonation. In the tradition of Imams, she used
Arabic as a stylistic feature of her speech and thus the authority she wielded in
the conversation was in part drawn from her ability, through performance, to
embody the authority of an Imam. Through this technique, we find Arabic as
doubly meaningful again, drawing significance from its religious authority as the
language of the Qur'an and from the cultural authority inscribed in the style of
African American clergy.

Through her “Islamic” reframing of the conversation, she was attempting to
establish herself as the representative of the one correct Islamic authority. Her
interjections did not simply move her into the position of speaker vis-i-vis the
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listeners; rather, she promoted herself into the position of authority vis-3-vis those
who must listen to, obey, and accept authority. Moreover, rather than embody
the position of a speaker whose role is “animator, author and principal as one,”
I believe Naimah did not perceive herself to be the author of her speech.” She
rarely used “I” statements when speaking; instead, she would consistently state
that “we [Muslims]” need to “realize” or “understand” that Allah wants or says
“X” and the sunnahb (tradition) of the Prophet directs us to do “Y.” Therefore it
appeared that she perceived herself as playing the role of God’s representative in
the conversation, and her authority was derived from being the orator of God’s
speech. This perception—and the authority it afforded—appeared to be sup-
ported by the other women in the group, as in most cases she was able to deliver
her commentary-monologues without interruption, interjection, or challenge by
the other participants.

Her authority as God’s representative drew on the preeminence of Arabic in
the African American Muslim community. Wielding Arabic terminology is a com-
mon conversational tool among African American Muslims, especially in debates,
because it implies a religious knowledge base; if you speak the Arabiya you must
know the religion.?® This is, of course, the same claim implicitly made by 7mmi-
grant Muslims as noted above, although in these speech contexts, there are no
immigranes present. Much like the white normative gaze articulated by Cornel
West, we can understand the language ideologies of African American Muslims to
function under an #mmigrant normative gaze.”” The contestations over authority
and representation that define the relations of power between the immigrant and
indigenous communities shape behavior, in this case, language use, even when the
immigrant is not present. Yet although the immigrant Muslim is not present, his
claims of normativity still function and are ofren hegemonic within interactions
between African American Muslims. Therefore, Arabic language use is designed
to shift the power to be authoritative in the discussion or debate to the speaker
who has the ability to supplement their argument with the incorporation of Ara-
bic words and phrases, whether drawn directly from religious texts or not.

Just as was the case in the sésta fitna story, my participation in the conversation
was particularly significant. My participation marks the second half of the discus-
sions during which I consistently challenged Naimah’s commentary-monologues.
The first incidence of this followed Saleemah’s narration of her conversion to
Islam during a visit to a prison inmate:

Naimah: You know what I realized . . . for many people, for many people going to
prison can be a life saving movement.

[In the background: Oh yeah. Sure.]

Suad: For most people, it’s not.

[Silent pause}

Naimah (low voice): True . . .

Naimah (raised voice): But um, I have, I have that hope because right now [ have two

brothers.
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186 BLACK ROUTES TO ISLAM
Hijra migration from United States to the “Muslim World”
Adaab etiquette
Ageedah creed
THINGS
Stinja from verb éstinjaa: water bottle used to clean private parts after
using the bathroom

Faloos money

CommanDs
Takbeer Say: Allahu Akbar
Ta’al, ta’al huna come/come here
Ijlis sit
Uskut be quiet/shut up

NOTES

1. See the appendix for introductory listing of Arabic terminology with translation, as used

among African American Muslims in the United States.

. For some examples in the non-U.S. context, see John R. Bowen, “Does French Islam Have

Borders?: Dilemmas of Domestication in a Global Religious Field,” American Anthropolo-
gist 106, no. 1 (2004): 43-55; John R. Bowen, “Salat in Indonesia: The Social Meanings
of an Islamic Ritual,” Man 24, no. 4 (1989): 600-19; Magnus Marsden, Living Islam:
Muslim Religious Experience in Pakistans North-West Frontier (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2005).

. I'respect and acknowledge the arguments against the perpetuation of U.S. regional hege-

mony through using the term “American” to solely refer to U.S. citizens and “America” to
the United States. However, for the sake of brevity and grammatical ease, in this chapter,
the terms U.S. and America will be used interchangeably and the related “American” will
be used to refer to U.S. citizens only.

. See John J. Gumperz, “The Speech Community,” in Linguistic Anthropology: A Reader, ed.

Alessandro Duranti (Oxford: Blackwell, 2001), 43-52; Dell Hymes, “On Communica-
tive Competence,” in Linguistic Anthropology: A Reader, ed. Alessandro Duranti (Oxford:
Blackwell, 2001), 53~73; H. Samy Alim, You Know My Steez: An Ethnographic and Socio-
linguistic Study of Styleshifting in A Black American Speech Community (Chapel Hill, NC:
Duke University Press, 2005).

. Although I use the term conversion in this chapter to refer to the process of converting

from one belief system to another—in this case, Islam—it is important to note that among
African American Muslims, the term reversion is often used as an alternative. Reversion
is meant to reflect both the belief that (a) all human beings are born Muslim, that is, in
submission to God, and (b) because a number of Africans enslaved in the Americans were
Muslim, African American Muslims are seen as reverting back to their ancestral religion.
Susan Harding, “Convicted by the Holy Spirit: The Rhetoric of Fundamental Baprist
Conversion,” American Ethnologist 14, no. 1 (1987): 178.

Edward Sapir, The Collected Works of Edward Sapir, ed. R. Darnell and J. Irving (Berlin:
Mouton de Gruyter, 1999), 90-91.

10.

11

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.
19.

20.

21.

22.
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. I'recognize that the term lacks nuance, yet I find it a useful trope to describe the relation-

ships between these two communities, 7ndigenous and immigrant, as I have seen it in the
field. Therefore, the terms immigrant and indigenous when used according to these defi-
nitions will be iealicized in the chapter.

. The earliest incidence of the use of this term that I have found so far is cited in Sulayman

S. Nyang, Islam in the United States of America (Chicago: Kazi, 1999), 143—47. Nyang
cites the use of the term in the news publication of the Darul Islam, A/ /ihadul Akbar, with
dates of publicatior in the late 1960s.

Pierre Bourdieu, Language and Symbolic Power, ed. John B. Thompson (Cambridge: Har-
vard University Press, 1991), 170.

Although not addressed in this chapter, another question that emerges from this issue is
the notion of legitimate political authority and representation in the relationship berween
American Muslims and different spheres of U.S. society, particularly the state and the
media.

“Immigrant Islam embodies the habit of universalizing the particular. It enshrines the
historically informed expressions of Islam in the modern Muslim world as the standard of
normativeness for Muslims everywhere . . . And in this process Immigrant Islam’s inter-
pretations are effectively placed beyond critique via the tacit denial that they are in fact
interpretations.” Sherman A. Jackson, fslam and the Blackamerican: Looking Toward the
Third Resurrection (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 12.

Jamillah Karim notes, “Many young African American Muslim women felt that Muslim
immigrants question African American Muslim legitimacy not because they know Islamic
teachings better but because they consider invalid any expression of Muslim identity out-
side their own cultural notions of Islam,” Karim, “Between Immigrant Islam and Black
Liberation: Young Muslims inherit Global Muslim and African American Legacies,” The
Muslim World 95, no. 4 (2005): 503.

Nyang notes that conflict berween indigenous and immigrant Muslims stems in part from
the fact that “most immigrants [in the late 1960s] were . .. South Asian and Middle
Easterners who generally perceive themselves as ‘whites’ or ‘browns.”” Nyang, Islam in
the United States of America, 144. For another analysis of this type of racial identification
among South Asian Americans, see Vijay Prashad, The Kzrma of Brown Folk (Minneapo-
lis: University of Minneapolis Press, 2000).

See Karim, “Between Immigrant Islam and Black Liberation”; Jackson, Islam and the
Blackamerican.

Elinor Ochs and Bambi B. Shiefflein, “Language Acquisition and Socialization: Three
Developmental Stories and Their Implications,” in Linguistic Anthropology: A Reader, ed.
Alessandro Duranti (Oxford: Blackwell, 2001), 264.

Jane H. Hill, “Hasta La Vista, Baby: Anglo Spanish in the American Southwest,” Crizigue
of Anthropology 13, no. 2 (1993): 153.

Hill, “Hasta La Vista, Baby,” 145-76.

These constraints included the inability to pay for advanced Arabic language classes that
would likely be held at academic institutions, the inability to afford overseas travel to
study the Arabic language, and the inability, particularly for single mothers, to attend
classes that conflicted with work and childcare demands.

The same is true for the terms used by African Americans Muslims refetring to fathers, 261
(my father) and abu (father) and those used by Arab speakers, baba (father).

Qur’an 24:31 refers to khimar in its plural form, “wal yadribna bi kbumurihina ala juyu-
bihina” (and drape their coverings over their chests).

Mona Siddiqui, Mona, “Veil,” in Encyclopedia of the Qur'an, ed. Jane Dammen McAuliffe,
Vol. 5 (Leiden: Koninklijke Brill, 2006), 412.
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