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INTRODUCTION

			
Let me begin as Muslims often do: with thanks. Thanks to Allah, the most merciful, most high, without whom we would be nothing.

Thanks to Unbound for providing us with the space to share our words, and to you, the reader, for your ongoing support. Thanks to my Muslim sisters, in all our struggles, joy and configurations – this book is for you.

When Unbound invited me to work on an anthology by visibly Muslim women, I jumped at the chance. Like so many Muslim women I had sat on the sidelines time and time again, growing frustrated with negative portrayals and tired stereotypes. While ‘Muslimness’ is, of course, not limited to a piece of cloth, so often we as hijab-wearing women find ourselves judged by our visibility without being afforded ownership of the narrative that surrounds it. I sometimes think of the hijab as a mirror. What is projected onto it is often a reflection of a person’s own character, politics and baggage, it is seldom about the woman underneath. Even in the midst of the global pandemic, we find that (unrelated) images of women in hijabs have become weaponised, accompanying many of the negative COVID-19 news stories in order to further malign communities that are already disproportionately suffering at its hands.

The effect of wide-scale securitisation, hostility and sur-veillance of the Muslim community has also increasingly manifested itself in the palpable othering of hijab-wearing women, who are perceived as the visual representatives of Islam. What we are reduced to are the passive enablers of ‘violent’ Muslim men or the radical Other, and, in the case of Shamima Begum, both. She is presented in her black khimar devoid of context, stripped of citizenship, due legal process and even humanity. She has not been radicalised, she is radical. Her predisposition to violence is read as innate. Yet, despite all of this co-opting and projecting onto the hijab, as visibly Muslim women we are rarely afforded an opportunity to discuss our experiences on our own terms and, crucially, through the prism of our spirituality. In books and in the media we are spoken on behalf of, often, by men, non-hijab wearing women and non-Muslims. Too often we are seen to exist only in statistics, while others gain a platform off the back of the hostilities we face. Yet it can sometimes feel as if we are inundated with endless op-eds, ‘behind the veils’ and thinkpieces about hijab and Muslim women. I invite readers to ask why this is, what the purpose behind the pieces is, what their appeal is and, most importantly, who are they written for? As my dear friend and contributor Sumaya Kassim pointed out in an update for this project, ‘often, it feels like Muslim women are only valuable when they’re selling something, or when they’re oppressed/silenced. As silent, invisible beings, Muslim women serve specific political purposes: we make mainstream feminists feel good about being liberated, we make secular liberals feel progressive, we provide anti-Islamic media outlets and YouTubers with plenty of revenue, and an excellent excuse for the government to commit all manner of crimes in the name of saving us’. But what of our own stories, religiosity, hopes and creativity? I wanted to create a space for visibly Muslim women to speak freely about their lives and interests without being reduced to passive inhabitants in them, and not because we have something to prove or disprove, but simply because. Perhaps naively, I did not anticipate how political a collection of personal essays written by visibly Muslim women would be.

The path to publication of this anthology has not always been easy. Along the way we have been told by some claiming to be feminists that as women who are visibly Muslim or have had the experience of being visibly Muslim, we are oppressed and should hence be no-platformed. They would rather shut down the voices of some women than engage with that which contradicts their own preconceived colonial values. Such is the twisted logic of some corners of liberalist thought. We’ve been accused of being everything from the ominous ‘traditionalists with agendas’ to ‘rabid feminists’, social-justice warriors and, more recently, critical race theorists (apparently a slur) simply because we wanted to write a book. As many random strangers have hypothesised about what lies within these pages, perhaps we should begin with what this is not. It is not a polemic on the hijab and why we wear it, or a litmus test of our relatability to the white gaze. It is not a group of hijab-wearing women looking down on the women who don’t wear it. It’s a hijab, not a halo. Our experiences do not negate or take precedence over any other.

There will be no grand ‘unveilings’, and we will not be making or breaking any stereotypes today; nor will there be any justification or condemnation of our various religious standpoints. This book is not a pulpit or minbar, it is not data for analysis, it is not an opportunity for voyeurism and it is certainly not a government-funded initiative. It is but a small snapshot of the many and varied lives, concerns and issues important to women across race and class who have simply had the shared experience of being visibly Muslim in Britain today. Though we cover a broad range of topics, many of the pieces deal with how we, at the various intersections of our identities as Muslim women and girls, are perceived and taught to perceive ourselves, and how we can recognise and resist the distorted lens through which we are regarded. Asha examines how the education system embeds racial hierarchy at a young age, while Negla reflects on how we internalise inferiority and the impact that has on Black Muslim women in particular. Hodan expands on how Black Muslimahs are often unsafe both outside and within the Muslim community, and Sumaya, Rumana, Ruqaiya, Khadijah R. and Raisa discuss how stereotypes, social media, beauty standards, ableism and racial perceptions taint the relationships we have with ourselves and our creative output. Mariam, Aisha, Suma, Khadijah E. and Fatha explore our relationships with physical spaces, place, motherhood, COVID-19 and men. Fatima laments the treatment of Arab Muslims in the human-rights sector, and Yvonne, Sophie and I discuss the political and mental impact of hypervisibility and invisibility, the starkest example of which can be seen through Zahra and Shaista’s piece on Grenfell. Suhaiymah reaches the conclusion that the questions put to us as Muslim women are themselves an exertion of power that control the narrative, irrespective of the answer, while Sofia engages scholarship and the Qur’an as praxis for understanding what she calls the ‘triple consciousness’ of being Muslim, British and woman.

 While we differ in our understanding and approaches to the many perceptions of Muslim women, all of us in the various stages of our journeys find solace and liberation in the submission to Allah. As a writer I have experienced first-hand the appetite for stories by Muslim women that fit a reductive blueprint, ironically often centring Muslim men and our reactions to their perceived oppressions, or measuring our worth or relatability through capitalism or secularism – preferably devoid of any spirituality, despite this being a religious identity. Diversity among Muslim women is often presented as falling within the binary of extremist versus culturally Muslim. I wanted to scratch beneath the headline-grabbing dichotomies and hear from women like me, who are often overlooked or tokenised in our own stories by audiences that prefer women who are more relatable to Western hegemonies, who are able to dismiss or fulfil stereotypes about who it is thought we are: oppressed or radical, passive or pint-drinking, religious or ‘liberated’, boring or skateboarding.

I simply wanted a space to discuss our unique experiences without expediency or agenda.

I wanted to capture the true, warts-and-all nature of the British Muslim community that I know and love. The one that includes Muslims of all races, that captures our different age and class experiences as well as the differing experiences of disabled and non-disabled Muslimahs. I wanted to include women who have never before been published, who may speak English as a second language, and to place as much value in the words and experiences of mothers and working-class Muslimahs as we do in those of academics and scholars. To capture our joy, humour and the comfort of spirituality, in addition to interrogating our shortcomings, such as anti-Black racism, misogyny and the very specific issues we face from within and outside our communities.

A recent House of Commons report commissioned by the Chair of the Women and Equalities Select Committee, Maria Miller MP, found that Muslim women who wear hijabs are routinely discriminated against. ‘The evidence was very strong that . . . it was seen as acceptable to discriminate against Muslim women and that [people] almost didn’t see it as discrimination’, she wrote.

And while we didn’t need an MP to tell us what we already knew, so it goes.

Muslim women, particularly visibly Muslim women, are harangued at work, at home and in politics. So when this unique opportunity arose, I grabbed it, and gave only one prerequisite to my sisters and co-authors – write what you want. There were no buzzwords, titles or topics to cover; we just wanted to provide Muslim creatives with a space to write the things they most wanted to share. The task was harder for some of us than we initially envisaged: Muslim women writers are so used to being commissioned into caricatures of ourselves that many of us struggled with the creative freedom. We persevered to create something truly affecting and meaningful.

What follows are the honest and heartfelt words of a group of brilliant women. Some are angry and painful, others are reflective and funny. Each is personal, sincere and invites you, the reader, Muslim or not, to interrogate your own perceptions and biases. 

			
Sabeena Akhtar

Spring 2021

			
			

		
I AM NOT AN ANSWER, I AM THE QUESTION

Suhaiymah Manzoor-Khan


O you who believe! Stand out firmly for justice, as witnesses to Allah, even as against yourselves, or your parents, or your kin, and whether it be against rich or poor.

Surah An-Nisa, Qur’an, 4:135


Living as we did – on the edge – we developed a particular way of seeing reality . . . a mode of seeing unknown to most of our oppressors, that sustained us, aided us in our struggle.

bell hooks, From Margin to Center

			
The year I started university, I turned nineteen before term even began. There is a photograph of me from that day, blissfully unaware of the precipice of change on which I stand. Back then, even though it is not so long ago, I was assured about the simplicity of what I believed in: equality, fairness and the readjustment of the world so everybody had more of the same. The idea was simple and based in my experience. My grandparents were immigrants, my parents grew up through the ‘Paki-bashing’ years and I went to the local (Leeds) state school, where I watched as poorer and more vulnerable classmates were constantly put in isolation and eventually excluded. I wanted equality. Gender, racial, sexual and class equality. That was the deal of the day. I was easily and happily a feminist in that sense. If boys could stay out late, I wanted the same. If men were paid more than women in the same jobs, I wanted the same. I ardently believed there should be more Black, brown, female, disabled and queer MPs. As I look into my nineteen-year-old eyes I see how straightforward it would have been.

However, a month before my nineteenth birthday I was accepted by Cambridge University to study history. As a grandchild of immigrants and a state-school kid, that seemed like reaching the height of ‘equality’. I was shoving a foot onto a rung of the ladder that we weren’t meant to be on – ostensibly getting ‘the same’ as the most privileged. But my time at Cambridge proved my definition of equality wrong. Merely doing what powerful people do isn’t equivalent to holding or redistributing power or accessing resources. Moreover, I began to question whether I wanted power or resources on the basis that powerful people had those things. Did I really want ‘the same as’ people whose social and economic capital, and value as humans, came from the historic subjugation and contemporary exclusion of others deemed less valuable?

My easy relationship with feminism was sent into dis-array at Cambridge too. I didn’t straightforwardly share experiences with the majority of women there just because we were women. The majority were white, meaning society saw them differently to me, rewarded them better and blessed them with a humanity it didn’t see fit to grant me. I realised that power imbalances existed not merely between men and women, but within those very categories and around their boundaries too. Other women were able to weaponise racist tropes and sexist Islamophobic stereotypes to exclude and silence me. I suddenly found myself overlooked in feminist spaces, as if my colour or hijab compromised my value as a woman worth fighting for – exposing the unspoken identity of who was assumed central in all ‘feminist’ conversations. Studying history, I began to recognise the unspoken identity of the subject assumed central in all my modules too. He was not only someone who occupied historical worlds different from those of my ancestors, but whose history was actively or complicitly involved in the colonial oppression of theirs. Even in the most mundane interactions at Cambridge, racist assumptions about my intelligence, civility and ability seeped through. Such experiences pushed me to reconsider my desire for, and definition of, ‘equality’.

If I wasn’t equal to other women, how could I be equal to men? If our histories weren’t told equally, and our subjectivities weren’t given equal validity, and if all men weren’t equal, then which men and what type of subject did I want equality with? To be a man of equivalent race, religion and positionality as my woman-self would barely see me enter a world of equality! I was joined in my questions by other women of colour at Cambridge who introduced me to rich histories of writing by Black feminists and anti-colonialists.* I learned how feminism was used historically by hypocrites like Lord Cromer and Winston Churchill, who passionately opposed women’s rights and suffrage in Britain, but justified colonial occupation and the decimation of foreign economies by professing a concern for foreign women who needed ‘saving’ from the misogyny of ‘uncivilised’ men. This trope was reproduced throughout the twentieth century to justify conquests like the invasion of Afghanistan in 2001 as a feminist intervention, rather than viewing it as a destruction of women’s worlds, security and autonomy. This trope of ‘saving’ Muslim women hounded me in many feminist circles I engaged with, in which my opinions and priorities were of secondary relevance to assumptions about me.

Motivated by these injustices, I organised on campus through my various positions on the Women’s Campaign, as college BME Students’ Officer, Access Officer and Islamic Society Activism Officer. I facilitated workshops and talks about intersectional feminism, cultural appropriation and micro-aggressions, gender and Islam, and initiated the ‘Faith & Feminism’ campaign, critiquing secular feminist narratives. By the time I graduated, however, I realised that even this sort of ‘intersectional feminist’ lens had its limits. Some of the conversations I witnessed became overly preoccupied with individual ‘identities’ to the detriment of focusing on the structures and conditions which produced them through oppression. This sometimes disintegrated the collective nature of our original intentions – especially as neoliberalism more widely was catching up with and co-opting the language of intersectionality. The resulting ambiguity in direction meant that, unfortunately, feminist rhetoric in some circles became increasingly complicit in the failure to hold anything or anyone accountable for oppression. At the same time, in society more widely, accountability for gendered and sexual oppression was increasingly and singularly burdened onto Muslim men/men of colour. Persecution of such men through state surveillance, detention and extrajudicial punishment was therefore increasingly justified through a feminist lens (think ‘grooming gangs’ rhetoric). This hurt me. It meant that even working towards gender and racial equality in more nuanced ways could be co-opted. The survivors and victims of sexual violence always got erased in the fray.

Therefore, the battle that became more meaningful to me at that stage was one for liberation. Upon reflection I could see now how my desire for ‘equality’ had failed to comprehensively interrogate oppressive structures. For example, wanting more MPs of ‘diverse backgrounds’ was based on an assumption that representation in Parliament was good in and of itself – not questioning the role and authority of Parliament in upholding violence through austerity, necropolitical distribution of resources, racist policing and imperial domination. Further, if modern nation-states were born from the colonial capitalist system working always to exclude and dehumanise ‘outsiders’, would the presence of ‘more diverse people’ in nation-state governance automatically undo patriarchy and racism? I had been too long a student at Cambridge not to know that the answer to such a question was a categorical no.

My existing as a woman of colour at Cambridge had not dismantled the elitism and norms of colonial white supremacy that suffused the institution both materially and ideologically. Moreover, graduating from Cambridge would not keep me safe from racialised misogyny or the unavoidability of being surveilled and criminalised by the state for being Muslim. While the social capital I gained (in conjunction with the Yorkshire accent I lost, RIP) at Cambridge perhaps equipped me with an advantage over students who wanted to become corporate lawyers or MPs (neither things that I ever had an interest in becoming), it could do nothing to counteract the fact that between 2013 and 2016, while I was studying, being Muslim in Britain had become an unambiguous security issue. Specifically, counterterrorism’s racist logics had fully seeped into the bedrock of society by 2015, when Prevent legislation was made a statutory duty upon all public-sector employees to ‘prevent people being drawn into terrorism’ by looking out for (incredibly vague) ‘signs of radicalisation’. (This has been discredited by hundreds of academics who show that such ‘signs’ merely criminalise identity and ideas by pathologising violence as inherent to certain ‘identities’ or ‘ideologies’ based on pseudoscientific research which does nothing to interrogate the contexts that cause violence.) My existence was therefore suspect, my body hyper-visible, my behaviour regulated and my freedom to criticise curtailed. Doing ‘the same as powerful people’ had not liberated me.

My shift away from a politics aimed at ‘equality’ was in-formed not only by these disillusionments, but also by the debates around ‘decolonising’ that abounded in my final year at Cambridge. In light of the Rhodes Must Fall movement and ‘Why Is My Curriculum White?’, I was involved in discussions about what it could mean to decolonise an institution like Cambridge – one of the world’s foremost training grounds for elites who historically and contemporarily commit imperialist violence and racist atrocities; and which had endowments and wealth that could be directly and indirectly linked to colonial looting and the transatlantic slave trade. The idea of decolonising seemed to strike at the heart of what liberation might look like beyond achieving ‘equality’ in contexts that were funda-mentally unjust. It was a project to historicise how the world had come to be as it was, and unlearn the reasons why certain things/ideas/people and not others were deemed successful, valuable or intellectual, as well as to restore or repair the material consequences and inequities caused and justified by these ideas. I found myself confronting my own assumptions and questioning how my education had limited my thinking. Did it matter that my history degree had taught me practically nothing about the world beyond Europe? Did it matter that it had taught me about Europe devoid of its reliance on the world beyond? Did it matter that modules on world history were taught from the coloniser’s point of view?

This line of questioning took me on to a scholarship for Postcolonial Studies at London’s School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS) the week after my twenty-second birthday. At this stage my feminist politics had mutated, so that I disagreed with most who declared themselves feminist due to the way they were still able to oppress and exclude women who were racialised, Muslim, migrant, detained, disabled, refugee, queer, trans or living on colonised or formerly colonised land. In fact, I increasingly distanced myself from labelling my politics in general. Instead, due to my recent self-reflection, I found myself engaging more deeply with the place of my submission to Allah in my politics. For a long time it felt as if Islam was an isolated element of my life, secluded to five-times-daily worship and private principles and prayers. However, since the British context had made ‘Muslim’ my most apparent identity by my early twenties, I, too, began to pay it more heed in all elements of my life. In fact, as an independent study during my Cambridge degree I’d looked at the dialogues between Islam and socialism in the postcolonial Arab world, immersing myself in writings by the likes of Hassan al-Banna, Sayyid Qutb and Ali Shariati. This opened the door to my engagement with a tradition of understanding the Qur’an and hadith as a framework for social justice, and it also made me aware for the first time about the norms of secularity that I had unthinkingly internalised (e.g. the notion of private/public split of self; or my notion of my ‘religion’ and ‘politics’ as separate entities). 

Secularism was inherently entangled with the making of the modern colonial world and yet it was the one bastion of coloniality that had managed to evade my previous attempts at denaturalising the world I lived in – I would also argue it is the one bastion of coloniality that most people engaged in ‘decolonising’ work in the UK and Europe fail to interrogate, undermining the wider project. In my re-engagement with Islam as an adult I therefore found a rigorous guide and template for fighting structural and historic injustice from its root, rather than simply seeking equal access to power in oppressive systems. Musa (AS) had asked Pharaoh not for more representation of Israelites in his tyrannical regime but for Pharaoh to submit to the authority of Allah and, in so doing, relinquish his stranglehold on the marginalised. Islam made liberation of the most comprehensive and holistic kind I had considered not only viable, but mandatory.

At the same time, during the course of my master’s degree, the most stimulating ideas I studied were in a Queer theory module. Here I encountered a crucial tool for attempting to ‘unlearn’: questioning. Questioning my every assumption and unpicking easy sentences to see the layers they were made up of. Queer theorists talked about ‘queering’ not only in relation to identity, but as an ideological method of disrupting norms and destabilising power dynamics through exposing them (by asking about them) and non-compliance. This felt like the most ‘decolonial’ approach to knowledge I had engaged with so far, and during this time I began to see the radical ‘queerness’ – as a rupture of norms – that was Islam itself. Prioritising and adhering to Islamic principles was a truly disruptive, non-compliant act in the modern/colonial/secular world. There is nothing quite so unpalatable to knowledge norms and academic institutions as prioritising knowledge that stems from the Word of Allah. For me, at that time, the radical potential of Islam lay in the fact that submission to Allah  disrupted the hierarchy of power and norms of respectability/secularism and truth/‘objectivity’ that we are taught to assume are ‘the way things have always been’ throughout the education system. By disrupting I found myself in a more exciting space, one from which I could ask where such norms come from, why they masqueraded as ‘objective’ and ‘universal’, and who benefited from them. Submission solely to Allah subsequently entailed the freedom to ask questions about the power, authority and value of everything else. No human, institution or set of norms – no matter how old – had an innate right to stand above questioning.

I cannot express how this revelation and embracing this liberating epistemology of taking knowledge of Allah as my only premise revolutionised my politics. In attempting to be Muslim as a praxis beyond an identity, I realised that most feminist and anti-racist politics I had engaged with up until that point were shallowly asking the wrong questions. Most of the questions being asked were not my questions at all. So much of my educational and consciousness-raising work had been the work of answering questions posed by others (whether asked aloud or not). For example, much of my work was haunted by questions such as, ‘Are you oppressed by Islam?’, ‘Do Muslim women really have autonomy?’ and ‘Are Muslims anything but “backwards” and subhuman?’ All, in a way, the same question: the demand to justify my existence. Writer and professor Toni Morrison alluded to this in her recognition that the function of racism is distraction, and that ‘there will always be one more thing.’

What I realised through attempting to take only Allah as my premise and thus unlearn, destabilise and question the norms around me, was that to be truly free my existence had to stop being solely an answer to other people’s questions. I had to try to exist in Allah’s gaze alone, not in the perpetual space of trying to appease a man-made gaze. That meant that instead of being a continuous set of answers, my existence could be a question. Subsequently, rather than prioritising achieving ‘equality’ in an unjust system, or explaining how oppression works (which I do still commit to though, because it is a form of redistributing knowledge/blessings and tools of understanding reality outside of the lens of Power), I decided that the work that would truly be for my liberation would be a politics of questioning things for the sake of Allah.

What do I mean by a politics of questioning for the sake of Allah? I mean committing myself to stop being an answer to other people’s questions and gazes in order to exist fully and intentionally for Allah. Even in writing this essay there is the underlying pressure to use the word count to answer an ever-present question like ‘Why do you really wear a hijab?’ But by committing to not being an answer to other people’s questions I commit to allow myself to exist as more than merely Other – as more than just in relation to white supremacy, Islamophobia, patriarchy, secular modernity and colonialism. It is a commitment to liberation in the sense of submission only to Allah. This commitment is, I believe, true to my nineteen-year-old self. A commitment that would enable her to want more than merely what the people who benefit from her oppression have, and do more than merely answer, prove or disprove questions. Instead, that commitment would enable her to ask questions, knowing nothing is beyond questioning, and be a constant question herself.

Breaking stereotypes is the most obvious form of being an answer to other people’s questions that exists for Muslim women. It does nothing for us but waste our time. Stereotypes do not exist to be broken, they exist to break us. Therefore, I am no longer placing value on disproving other people’s assumptions. This refusal is a form of non-compliance in a world that says Muslim women’s humanity and worth are conditional upon proving it. In not complying with that world, we can become questions to it instead. Why is our humanity conditional? Why is the onus on us to prove it?

A politics of questioning is, to me, inherently Islamic. Was questioning norms not the very thing Allah’s Prophets did? Ibrahim (AS) questioned the legitimacy of his father’s gods, Musa (AS) questioned the basis of Pharaoh’s authority, Isa (AS) questioned the norms of his society, and Muhammad (SAW) questioned a tradition of idolatry and culture of greed and competition. Nothing but Allah is worthy of worship (la ilaha illallah), and yet most of everything else violently asserts itself as godlike in its right to be, to control, to judge, to exclude and to harm. A politics of questioning is a refusal to apologise for that certainty of submission, or to justify it and distance myself from my Otherness, and unpalatability – to not explain it or disprove it – but to exist so fully in it, submitting to Allah, that I am a constant question to the world itself.

I am talking about not attempting to be respectable to get a look in on being ‘human’, but through existing as dehumanised, being the very question asking why humanity is not, in fact, universal. I am talking about not trying to meet impossible conditions such as ‘assimilate/integrate to deserve fair treatment’, but instead, through existing, being the very question that asks why assimilation/integration is called for if it can never be truly accepted from those of us excluded in the first place. I am talking about recalibrating our goals so that our ideas of liberation are not merely attempts to reproduce power relations based in the violent histories we see around us – to not simply want a seat at the table with oppressors, but to ask how the table was made at all. I am talking about liberation in the sense of being able to look at the world and ourselves through our own eyes, and to trust them – even though doing so will make us ‘crazy’. In fact, a politics of questioning will have the whole world telling us we’re mentally unstable at worst and liars with victim-complexes at best. This is the punitive response to our refusal to answer and the threat of our questioning which exposes the historicity and construct of the contexts we live in. People will patronise, ridicule, demand answers and coerce us into definitions, but by refusing to answer and by persisting in asking there is a type of liberation that can be reached beyond what I have known before. An Islamic praxis of questioning is the only thing that has provided me with a tool to disrupt oppression itself like this. It is to be free before asking permission.

Existing as a Muslim woman is itself a question to the world. It is a question about essential categories, Otherness, our relationship to colonial-rendered nation-state identities and their necessity, as well as our relationship to Allah. The position of Muslim women is one which exposes how state violence invokes both race and gender and how feminist politics mobilise ‘religion’ to condone state violence and racialised notions of humanity. I am not saying that being a Muslim woman makes one inherently revolutionary; in fact, radical politics are disincentivised for Muslim women due to our precarious position threatened by racism, Islamophobia and misogyny. However, I am saying that Muslim women exist in a margin where we are oppressed in the most intimate ways by the state and carceral capitalism infringing on our families, bodies, right to raise children, etc., and that such experience gives us a particular way of seeing reality which is potentially radical. Our power lies in whether we allow ourselves to look with our own eyes and not deny the forms of tyranny and violence that we find. Our marginal and multiply oppressed position gives us – to use cultural theorist bell hooks’ analogy about African-American women in the 1980s – 

			
a special vantage point . . . to criticize the dominant racist, classist, sexist hegemony as well as to envision and create a counter-hegemony . . . the margin is more than a site of deprivation . . . It offers to one the possibility of a radical perspective from which to see and create, to imagine alternatives, new worlds. 

– From Margin to Center, p.15

			
I hope not to appropriate hooks’ point but would like to take it in a new direction. Is not the margin the site of Islam? Prophets were social, political and/or ideological pariahs (or became so due to receiving revelation). Their marginality, resulting from their submission to Allah, was (with Allah’s plan and permission) what made it possible for them to revolutionise their societies in the ways they did. Muslim women today occupy one of the most monstered sites of marginality that exists in Britain/Europe/‘the West’. The statistics are widely available and speak for themselves, but the embodied pain and psychological trauma speak even louder. For us, then, to use our marginality as a way to question the world around us, we stand the best chance of proposing alternatives – and, as ever, ones that benefit everyone, regardless of how maligned we are by them. The struggles of trans women, sex workers and other monstered and non-conforming people to survive, have access to safety, freedom from harm and be granted humanity have often benefited all criminalised people and bodies made suspect by the state – making them safer and less liable to unjustified harm as well as connecting the violence of e.g. the border, capitalism and misogyny (Mac and Smith, 2018) –  and the struggle of Muslim women will do the same while also harbouring the potential of meta-physical revolution of our relationships to ourselves which undergird our world. Alternative futures are not possible if we remain merely answers, we have to be God-conscious questions, refusing to submit to any other power, and thus exposing every other power that asserts its inevitability.

As I finish writing this essay, it is September again, I have just turned twenty-four. I do not know a lot and I hope I don’t sound so arrogant as to seem like I think I do. I am confident I will look back on this essay soon and cringe, but such is the nature of believing – we must have the vulnerability and humility to be sincere but also learn more and do better when we know better. But I do know some things right now. I know that the decision to see with my own eyes and to stop answering people’s questions about my existence has been one of the most liberating decisions I have ever made. I also know that submitting only to Allah is the liberation before the liberation. I know that a lot of people will reject me for that, and that many feel strange about my commitment to Allah – but I also know that this stems from the fact that I am refusing to answer the unspoken question of explaining myself. And I know that that infuriates.

To be a question rather than an answer is to be a provocation and rupture in the story the world tells about itself. It is to expose the master’s tools, which is surely a step towards no longer using them. It is to be the threat of dismantlement. To be a question, rather than an answer – a tick in the box, a book on a reading list, a representative, quota, debate or accompanying photograph – is to be truly unacceptable. And being unacceptable is the start of liberation because it is a question about who decides what is acceptable in the first place. The power of unpalatability and of embracing our monstrosity is surely the way of the Prophets. They named and exposed the oppressive structures of their times. They disrupted norms, refused to explain their right to exist, and did not seek conditional acceptance because they were committed singularly to obeying the authority of Allah. They simply called, through their existence, for us to pursue another world, a world that collectively bent in that humble submission. They saw the illusion of this life that declared itself the only reality. And so, in the spirit of trying to follow their examples, trying to submit to Allah, and trying to be fair to others – as my nineteen-year-old eyes still plead in that photo – I declare that I am not an answer, and refuse to give you one.

I am not a feminist, socialist, radical or Islamist. I am not an essay to show your friend ‘what Muslims think about X’. I am not a punchline or an ‘eye-opening response’. I am not a poet, performer, writer, commentator or activist. I am not an example. I am not a subject of your research. I am merely a question. That is the closest thing to freedom I have found: to not sate the appetite of the voyeur I was told to spend my life answering to. I do not apologise that such existence is unacceptable, I ask you why it is. Why is being a Muslim woman who sees the world through her own eyes and refuses to prove, disprove or explain it so uncomfortable? Why is finishing reading this essay so dissatisfying?

Abu Huraira reported: ‘The Messenger of Allah, peace and blessings be upon him, said, “Islam began as a something strange and it will return to being strange, so blessed are the strangers.”’

(Sahih Muslim 145)

			
	
	
			
				
		* See, ed. Younge, Odelia, A Fly Girl’s Guide to University: Being a woman of colour at Cambridge and other institutions of power and elitism (Verve Poetry Press, 2019)

				

			

		
HIDDEN

Asha Mohamed


If an African makes a contribution to the world but a European is not there to record said contribution, did it actually occur?

			
How exhausting and demoralising it is to have whiteness be the lens through which we look at everything. There is a poster in the London Underground for a visit to the Tower of London to see the Crown Jewels. On it is a photo of a boy who looks to be Black (perhaps mixed heritage) staring in awe at the Imperial State Crown, a crown part of a collection which not only includes the Koh-i-Noor diamond from India, ‘given’ to the British colonisers ‘lawfully’, but also two of the world’s largest diamonds, the Great Star of Africa and the Second Star of Africa, both cut from the same diamond mined in South Africa. In the poster, the Second Star of Africa takes pride of place on the state crown itself. There is no irony here. Instead, what we have is the reflection of a reality many observe to be true; we in and from the Global South live to serve, and our lands exist to provide for the West™. We are meant to idolise its power and status. Those of us living in the West are here due to its benevolence and its willingness to help the less fortunate seek better lives. We are not the same as its native people. How can we be when our dehumanisation is what feeds its supremacy? 

The horrific killings of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, Ahmaud Arbery and countless others at the hands of the US police rightfully sparked global protests, giving renewed momentum to the Black Lives Matter movement. These unjust killings are emblematic of centuries of systemic de-humanisation. Police brutality, the prison-industrial complex, inequality in the criminal justice system (as seen in the Belly Mujinga and Shukri Abdi cases in the UK), inequality in healthcare services and the cycle of poverty are not things that exist in a vacuum. They are all symptoms of the world we live in today. A world whose survival depends on racial superiority and places Black bodies at the bottom of this racial hierarchy.

School is often the first and most damaging institution to embed this concept in our young minds. It is the way we psychologically prepare each new generation to submissively take their innate place in society. While I was at school, I never really thought too deeply about how and why we study the history and culture of Africans and the descendants of Africa in the way that we do. I never questioned the un-nuanced, monolithic nature of what I was learning. Searching my memories, I can remember a term in which, during history classes, we covered the civil rights movement and apartheid. I can recall the two terms we spent reading Things Fall Apart and To Kill a Mockingbird in English Lit. I even remember, in geography class, learning about how, when the British left Ghana, development of the railway ceased and the country fell into disarray. It would seem our history is intrinsically about struggle and European arrival. We are simply there to contextualise Europe’s rise to prominence; Europe’s economic might, a stepping stone in someone else’s history. The existence of Africa is viewed only as an exhibition through a gravely distorted, macabre, anglicised lens. 

Ask yourself why it is that European history goes back thousands of years, but African history starts with the scramble for Africa. What happens when the only history you learn about yourself is one of degradation, humiliation and dehumanisation? What happens when the only history you learn about Europeans is one of power, status and enlightenment? Do you feel equal? What does a child learning this in a British school subconsciously internalise? Particularly when the concepts of these power structures are being physically and emotionally compounded as often the first memorable incidents of racism also occur within schools.

This child’s world view is centered around the accomplishments of Europeans and the ‘failures’ of their own ancestors. What status do they then give themselves? If from childhood you are taught the history of your second-class-citizen people, this will be the lens you look through. This is the battle facing us African descendants in the West; descendants who have watched the culture and history of our diverse peoples be erased and reconfigured by European ‘intellectuals’. 

When the Italians colonised southern Somalia, every classroom had two geographical maps: a map of Somalia and a map of Italy. They were juxtaposed, with the drawing of Italy twice the size of that of Somalia. In reality, of course, Somalia is geographically far larger than Italy, but such is the privilege of the coloniser. Today, though we may use different maps, not much has changed. Modern-day maps most commonly use the Mercator projection, which makes the northern – wealthier – countries look bigger. Even though India is three times larger than the Scandinavian countries combined, it is depicted as smaller than each one. Even though Greenland is fourteen times smaller than Africa, they are depicted as the same size. Even though Russia is smaller than the continent of Africa, it is depicted as being larger. We have come to accept this projection of ideology as an accurate representation of our world.

In 1973, the Gall–Peters projection came out. This was an area-accurate map that was first presented in Germany. Its depiction of Africa is radically different to the conventional maps we find. According to German software designer, Kai Krause, you can fit the USA, China, all of Europe, India and Japan combined into the continent of Africa. This should come as no surprise because it is a continent. So why is it only really in the last decade that the Gall–Peters projection has become more widely accepted? Why was it considered controversial for so long and by so many? Those who cannot admit that this is about ideologies hide behind the argument that it is very difficult to depict a spherical image onto a flat surface. Although this is technically true, it does not acceptably account for the vast discrepancy in size.

So why does this matter? Since the days of Imperialism, the West has maintained control over global decision-making. Countries in the West profit from their supervision of the world’s political, economical, educational, and societal structures. If we imagine this system as a massive Jenga tower and then take each structural issue as a block, we can remove the pieces in one of two ways. Either we remove them one by one, slowly, to ensure the tower stays as stable as possible for as long as possible, or we go about the game swiftly and without grace, knowing that at any moment the removal of just one block could lead to its collapse. At the moment, I feel we are not progressing as we should in dismantling these power structures because we are treading carefully and, worse still, we are putting blocks back and the tower is continually growing taller. In this way, a map is more than just an image of the world; it is political capital, entrenching in us the belief that this prestige the Western countries have ordained for themselves is irrefutable. They will continue to reign supreme while Africa will remain as it is: defined by its poverty and corruption. Were we to change the world map as we know it, thereby removing but one Jenga piece, what effect would this have on the next generation of Africans, and indeed on anyone living anywhere in the Third World™? It may seem small, but to some it may be that one piece that instigates the fall of the tower.
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