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For Basemah Atweh

and those who fight with

every breath, as she did.

For my family, my reason,

the ones who have my back

and hold my heart, always.






What are the tyrannies you swallow day by day and attempt to make your own, until you will sicken and die of them, still in silence? … The fact that we are here and that I speak these words is an attempt to break that silence and bridge some of those differences between us, for it is not difference which immobilizes us, but silence. And there are so many silences to be broken.

—Audre Lorde, author and revolutionary feminist








Foreword Purpose and Grace


by Harry Belafonte

As my good friend Martin once said, “We’ve got some difficult days ahead, but it really doesn’t matter with me now, because I’ve been to the mountaintop … I’ve seen the Promised Land. I may not get there with you. But I want you to know tonight, that we, as a people, will get to the Promised Land.”

That quote, spoken by Dr. King less than twenty-four hours before he was assassinated, resonates with me deeply as I contemplate my affection for Linda Sarsour. I have been aware of this tremendous young woman for several years now. I find her to be bold and brilliant and unexpected—a combination of qualities that inspire me. When Linda first crossed my threshold, brought into my midst by Carmen Perez, who runs my social justice organization the Gathering for Justice, I was immediately drawn to her. Quite the spitfire she was, unapologetic and strong. I saw in her a burning fire, and she drew me in. I watched her and her comrades shift the ground and make waves and stop the machine. I delighted in their tenacity, their bold vision for Black and brown liberation, and their radical approach to movement work.

I am no stranger to movement work. It is grueling and gut-wrenching and absolutely necessary. I was twenty-five years old when I met Martin and the folks of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, or SNCC. Martin was twenty-two. There was an undeniable urgency to his message, and his principles of nonviolence fueled the work. While we may not have made it to the Promised Land, my peers and I, my brothers and sisters in liberation can rest easy knowing that the future is in the hands of leaders like Linda Sarsour. I have often said to Linda that she embodies the principle and purpose of another great Muslim leader, brother Malcolm X, who said, “If you’re not ready to die for it, put the word ‘freedom’ out of your vocabulary.”

And that’s another thing about movement work—the sacrifice, the personal assaults, the violence. It wasn’t that long ago we lost Martin and Malcolm and Bobby. We lost so many more to assassins’ bullets, to lynching. When I read the vitriol and vilification directed at Linda and her sisters of the Women’s March, I recognize the despair, the isolation, the fear. I also recognize the strength it takes to rise each new day and face an uncertain and dangerous world. We cannot allow the forces of oppression and evil to divide our precious movement. And we cannot sit idly by while these forces try to rewrite our history and co-opt our narratives of peace and justice and equity. We have to celebrate women like Linda and her comrades now, and not allow the ravages of time to silence our sung praises.

I may not make it to the Promised Land with you, but we will get there. I know this because I know Linda Sarsour and I have witnessed her passion, commitment, and determination. This generation of activists and organizers, they’re getting it right. They are building the beloved community with radical intention. And that’s all I could hope for our world. How wonderful that you all have the opportunity to read this fine book, and to experience Linda’s grace. We are all richer for it.

February 21, 2019

New York City






Introduction What Is Your Jihad?


In one of my favorite stories from the Hadith, a man asks the beloved Prophet Muhammad: “What is the best form of jihad?” I have always loved the Prophet’s answer: “A word of truth in front of a tyrant ruler or leader, that is the best form of jihad.” For me, this call to peaceful yet courageous action expresses our highest human responsibility—to care for one another by showing up and speaking out for the voiceless among us. It’s a call that I believe is especially crucial in these times.

I shared this story when I gave a keynote address at the Islamic Society of North America’s fifty-fourth annual convention in Chicago in July 2017. After recounting for the audience the words of our beloved Prophet (may peace be upon him), I went on to observe that in standing against oppression in our communities, “we are struggling against tyrants and rulers not only abroad in the Middle East or on the other side of the world, but here in these United States of America, where you have fascists and white supremacists and Islamophobes reigning in the White House.”

As a Palestinian American woman addressing a hotel ballroom full of fellow Muslims, all of whom understood the context and meaning of the story I told, I wasn’t trying to be provocative. Standing at that podium, I could sense that my words were resonating, that I was giving the right message to the right people at the right time. The feeling in that room was galvanizing. Speaking truth to power? Yes.

I flew home to Brooklyn the next morning, looking forward to a short hiking trip in Cold Spring, New York, that I planned to take with my three teenage children and my nephew. The following Tuesday was July 4, and I observed our country’s birthday with my extended family, sharing a meal together just like countless other families across America. I finally fell into bed past midnight, putting my cell on do not disturb because texts from a group chat about a local political campaign I was working on kept pinging my phone. I’ll catch up in the morning, I thought.

Five hours later I opened my eyes, blinking against the sunlight streaming into my room. The house was quiet, my kids still asleep. I would need to wake them soon, as they all had places to be that morning. I reached for my phone to check the time, and my heart stopped. More than a hundred text messages awaited me, and my WhatsApp and Facebook feeds were blowing up, too. I knew at once that something bad had happened. I feared one of our elders had died.

I started scrolling through the text messages:

“Sister Linda, are you okay?”

“Do you need anything?”

“We love you, Linda, stay strong.”

“We got you, Sister Linda. We’re proud of you.”

Now I knew that I was the source of everyone’s concern, but I still didn’t have any idea why. So I did the next logical thing—took myself to Twitter to see what was going on. That’s when I got the shock of my life. There was my picture right at the top of the trending topics screen. Emblazoned across my face was a caption that claimed I had called for a holy war against the president of the United States.

I tried to stand, but my knees buckled. It was as if I’d been punched in the gut. Sitting on the edge of my bed, my face in my hands, I tried to absorb the lunacy of that Twitter topic. My head was still spinning as I roused my kids and saw them out of the house. After they left, I crawled back into bed, wondering if I should have told them what was unfolding. Social media–savvy teens that they were, they’d find out for themselves soon enough. Maybe I should have reassured them first. As I lay there pondering what to do next, the thought that my children might be going through their day worried about my safety was almost the worst part. “I have a 33. caliber pill that’ll help ya sleep you nasty beasty” was typical of the comments rolling up my timeline. Most were infinitely more violent than that, and viciously profane.

My mind kept circling the possibility that I was now a danger to my family. Even walking down the street beside my children could put them in harm’s way—and all because a notorious right-wing media outlet had taken references to jihad from my speech the previous weekend and posted them out of context. Onstage, I could be fiery and confrontational, but the clips of me on Twitter had been edited and spliced with the specific intent to inflame Islamophobes, to fan the stereotype of Muslims as terrorists. Indeed, the usual alt-right suspects were out in force, as so-called true patriots posted threats on social media to rape my daughters, hang me for treason, and assassinate me on sight. LINDA SARSOUR CALLS FOR “JIHAD” AGAINST TRUMP ADMINISTRATION, blared the conservative mouthpiece Breitbart News. Even the president’s older son poured oil on the flame: “Who in the @DNC will denounce this activist and democrat leader calling for Jihad again [sic] Trump?” he tweeted, ensuring that every major news outlet in the country would soon enter the fray.



As the executive director of the Arab American Association of New York, I’d joined with three powerful women to cochair the hugely successful Women’s March for human rights the previous January. Since then, I’d become used to people accusing me of being anti-Semitic, saying I want to impose sharia law on America and that I am a terrorist sympathizer. As you read this book, you’ll come to understand that none of this is true, and yet deep-pocketed conservatives have spent millions trying to defame and discredit me. I take their efforts as evidence that my social justice activism is working. As author and feminist bell hooks observed, “Sometimes people try to destroy you, precisely because they recognize your power—not because they don’t see it, but because they see it and they don’t want it to exist.”1

I wasn’t about to fold and go away just because some right-wing extremists didn’t like me or felt threatened by my effectiveness as an organizer. But this tweetstorm over my use of the word jihad was a new level of hell. Perhaps the most maddening aspect of the whole uproar was that every single one of those vile comments on Twitter completely misconstrued the meaning of the Arabic word, which translates simply as “struggle” or “to strive.” While the concept of jihad has lately been co-opted to refer to the military defense of Islam, in fact, for most Muslims the word denotes a deeply spiritual and nonviolent desire to live one’s faith and become a more loving person in the eyes of God.

At some point, I forced myself to get dressed and began returning phone calls, assuring people that I was weathering the storm. Though I was profoundly shaken, I was determined to present a public demeanor of fortitude. I now had an important decision to make. I could do nothing, stay away from social media for a couple of weeks and let the frenzy run its course; I could put out a carefully worded statement, essentially apologizing for using a word many people outside the Muslim faith found controversial; or I could double down.

I doubled down.

“Buckle up,” I told family and friends, “because it’s going to be jihad, jihad, jihad with me for the next few days.”

Many people tried to convince me to walk the middle ground by crafting a conciliatory press release. “We just want you to be safe,” they said. “You have to be careful, Sister Linda. You know how crazy some people are.” I loved them for having my back, but at the same time, I couldn’t help thinking: Look how scared our people are. Don’t get me wrong. I was scared, too, especially after I discovered I’d been doxed, with my home address and my parents’ home address posted online. But I also truly believe that the minute we allow fear to govern our actions, we have lost. And so, when a reporter from the Washington Post reached out to me the next morning, I told him I wanted to write an op-ed explaining my position.

“Go ahead and send us something,” he encouraged me. I got to work right away, enlisting the help of my friend Deepa Iyer, to come up with a coherent draft. As we worked on my editorial over the next couple of days, a shaft of light broke through: A BuzzFeed News reporter named Chris Geidner had found the original tape of my speech. He took it upon himself to transcribe the entire recording, and posted a screenshot of it on Twitter. “Hey you people scare-sharing Linda Sarsour’s speech, read this transcription, which I just made because you all are trash misquoting her,”2 he tweeted. In a matter of hours, the transcript of my speech went viral, and soon there were as many people applauding what I’d said as there were criticizing me.

Amid this unexpected groundswell of support, my editorial ran the following Sunday under the headline ISLAMOPHOBES ARE ATTACKING ME BECAUSE I’M THEIR WORST NIGHTMARE. “In my speech … I sent not a call to violence, but a call to speak truth to power and to commit to the struggle for racial and economic justice,” I wrote. “My statements were clear, and my activism track record is even clearer: My work has always been rooted in nonviolence as espoused by the Rev. Martin Luther King Jr.”3

I went on to explain how Muslims understand the word jihad, pointing out that every person alive engages in jihad every single day; whether reaching for harmony in a relationship or success in a particular endeavor, the nature of being human is “to strive.” And what was my jihad? My commitment to fighting for the rights of all marginalized people and against the Muslim and refugee bans being called for by the current president. “My views are not unique or special, and many activists around the country express them as well,” I pointed out. “Indeed, those targeting me have an even broader agenda: to silence and discredit racial-justice activists altogether because we are awakening the masses.”4

In the days after my op-ed appeared, an extraordinary thing happened. Media outlets everywhere ran stories on the true meaning of jihad. They interviewed Muslim academics and spiritual leaders who defended our right to interpret the idea as the beloved Prophet Muhammad had framed it—as a quest for human dignity and global peace. And then all across social media, Muslims began freely claiming the word. Using the hashtags #WhatIsYourJihad? and #MyJihad, people shared the most beautiful expressions of the concept.

“What’s #YourJihad? Maybe it’s working for an America for All. Maybe it’s just loving your kids,” one mother posted.

“#MyJihad is not letting Islamophobes or terrorists hijack its meaning,” an Islamic scholar added.

Even non-Muslims were joining the chorus. As one man who called himself Jihadi Jew wrote: “#MyJihad is to live today as if I am a new creation, to shake off the heaviness of all the days that have gone before, to ignore the scary specter of all the days to come, to simply be in the present because yesterday is now already a dream and tomorrow another world entirely.”

Scrolling through all the responses, I felt elated and vindicated. In refusing to back down, I’d taken one for the team. And in the end it was worth every threat, every vitriolic message, and every stomachache to see people all over the country, and indeed the globe, embracing a word that had been so misunderstood and maligned. At the height of the firestorm, the malevolence and hatred people spewed at me on social media had astounded me, but it had led to a national conversation in which Muslims fearlessly and vocally proclaimed a core tenet of our faith. In the end, the call to love had won.



Why am I telling you this story? Because it helps to explain why I decided to write this book. More than a memoir of my three-plus decades on this earth, my narrative is a social justice manifesto, a rallying cry for every one of us to step forward and serve our country, embracing its rich diversity with open arms, insisting that our leaders respect the rights of all its citizens while behaving morally in the world. In this book, and in my life, I strive to follow the guidance that the beloved Prophet Muhammad laid out for us—to speak up for my people and for all people, to confront injustice in all its forms, and to challenge the dangerous misperceptions about who we are. In following this path, I refuse to be intimidated. I will not allow myself to be controlled by other people’s fear of what they don’t understand.

For the sake of my own mental health, I try not to engage with all the hate and venom that comes at me, but sometimes I simply have to jump in to affirm that I am not ashamed or afraid to be who I am—unapologetically Muslim American, unapologetically Palestinian American, and unapologetically from Brooklyn, New York. There are people who hate what I represent. I shatter every stereotype they have of Muslim women, whom they seem to believe should be submissive and subservient, unseen and unheard. I am seen everywhere and I make my voice a megaphone, speaking up for my people to those who would vilify and dehumanize us. I will not sit by and allow my people, your people, anyone’s people to be vilified and dehumanized, because when hate goes uncontested for too long, atrocities happen, as the history of this very country has shown. And so I will keep organizing, building power, and speaking out against injustice, because that is my right and my charge, and because, in the face of hate, it is the ultimate expression of love.

When it comes to resisting oppression in our world, and especially in this political moment, women have a powerful role to play. Already we have begun to step forward in droves: when millions of us turned out to the Women’s March on the day after the new president’s inauguration in January 2017—the largest protest against tyranny, injustice, and patriarchy that the nation had ever seen—we demonstrated that we can be an unstoppable force for good. Since then, women and other marginalized people have electrified the political sphere, with more of us running for office than ever before, and brand-new organizational structures, including reimagined approaches to campaign financing, being put in place to support the cause.

Now more than ever, we must resist the temptation to hide our light, bide our time, to make ourselves appear less formidable than we are. If you ever ask yourself, Should I not share the position I hold on this lightning-rod issue? Should I shrink myself in certain rooms where my voice is not welcomed? Should I appear less Palestinian, less Latina, less Black today? Always, the answer is no. We must never negotiate away or compromise our principles and values. Instead we must bring all our complex identities to the table, transforming those spaces in which any part of who we are is not welcomed, because our country’s future—and the world our children will inherit—depends on our courage and commitment now.

I want everyone who reads this book to walk away understanding that the path to change lies in building coalitions across marginalized communities—not just among Muslims, but also women, immigrants and the undocumented, Black Lives Matter advocates, supporters of LGBTQ rights, people with disabilities, the elderly, poor people, everyone struggling for equal treatment under the law. We must recognize that unity is not uniformity. Rather, it is the key to our very survival. If we are able to bring all oppressed communities together inside one tent, and bring all of our allies with us into that tent, our collective will vastly outnumber the opposition.

Once we grasp that we are not actually outnumbered, we will no longer be out-organized by those who seek to divide us by provoking tribal animosities. Instead, we will join together to become this nation’s unshakable moral compass. Let us therefore stand shoulder to shoulder and keep our voices loud, remembering always that fear is a choice—and so is freedom. We are the majority, and we must become the conscience of this country, its true north, knowing that when we resist injustice against any of us, we advance the cause of justice for all of us.

Look around you, my sisters and brothers. We are each other’s greatest hope, the beating heart of a nation. We are what democracy looks like.






Part One Homegirl



The passion to change the world flickers in you like a flame, and if you let that light go out, you will be robbing the world of your greatest gift. Your task today is not to know what the future holds; your task is to vow to protect that flame.

—Valarie Kaur, founder of the Revolutionary Love Project








Chapter 1 The Choice I Made


My name is Linda. I’m from Brooklyn. Don’t mess with Brooklyn.”

You only have to hear me talk to know I’m a Brooklyn homegirl born and raised. Still, I get a secret thrill when I introduce myself that way, confident that the other essential part of who I am, an American Muslim woman, is already known. It’s visible in the way I present myself, in the garments I wear out in the world. There is the before in my life as an activist and there is the after, and the day that I put on my first hijab was the beginning of my after.

I had just turned nineteen. It was a chilly Saturday morning in April 1999. One of my mother’s friends had just returned from Mecca, where she had performed the hajj, a pilgrimage that all Muslims who are able are required to undertake at least once in their lifetimes. Every year, Muslim women make the annual trip to Islam’s holiest city for the religious experience, but truth be told, a lot of them also go for the shopping. My mother’s friend, whom we called Um Sharif (meaning “mother of Sharif”) as a sign of respect, was no exception. When the devotional rituals were done, some of the world’s most exquisite abayas and modest dresses could be found in the shops in and around Mecca. And so a few days after Um Sharif returned home to Brooklyn, she visited my mother lugging an overstuffed suitcase. She set the case down in the middle of our living room floor and unzipped it. A riot of color spilled everywhere.

“You get to pick whatever you want,” Um Sharif announced to my mother.

Yumma immediately called all her daughters to gather around, including me. Already married for more than a year and living with my husband in Bay Ridge, Brooklyn, I happened to be at my parents’ house in neighboring Sunset Park that morning. The oldest of seven—five girls followed by two boys—I was several months pregnant with my first child, and was in college studying to become a high school English teacher. My sisters, Lena, Heeba, Hanady, and Hela, who ranged in age from sixteen to twelve, all still lived at home, along with our brothers, DJ, almost nine, and Mo, who at almost eight was the youngest. That I was with them at the house when Um Sharif arrived was no surprise. I stopped by to see my family most days. Yumma, my sisters, and I crowded around the open suitcase, talking eagerly as we riffled through the piles of beautifully sewn garments, luxuriously woven scarves, velvety sticks of black kohl, and assorted hijabs, the traditional Muslim woman’s head covering.

“Ooooh, Heeba, that would look so good on you,” Um Sharif cooed encouragingly as my fifteen-year-old sister held a long ocean-blue abaya with gauzy sleeves against her jeans and faded yellow T-shirt. Heeba struck a pose in front of the full-length hall mirror, turning this way and that, considering. Yumma was at her shoulder, one hand tracing the brightly colored embroidery that adorned the sleeve.

“Just beautiful,” she agreed.

No one noticed me as I picked up a black two-piece hijab and slipped it over my dark, shoulder-length hair. I smoothed wayward strands under the headband and walked over to the mirror, standing on tiptoe behind my mother and sister to see myself. “What do you think?” I asked them. Everyone turned my way, and the voices around me hushed one by one. My mother and Heeba moved aside to allow me an unobstructed view of myself. Yumma reached out and adjusted the soft black cloth gently, then touched my cheek. “It suits you, habibti,” she whispered, as if loath to disturb the unexpected reverence of the moment.

I could tell she sensed the emotion welling up inside her oldest daughter. My sisters, watching me silently, recognized it, too, because gazing into the gilt-edged mirror, I felt as if I was truly seeing myself for the first time. A young Muslim woman stared back at me, her chin lifted high, dark kohl-lined eyes alive with interest, and something more. For the first time in my nineteen years, I appeared to the world as exactly what I was, unapologetically Muslim. I remember placing a palm over the mound of my belly and thinking simply: This is it. Three small words, yet they held a lifetime of searching.



Before I offered the world a visible sign, no one ever guessed what I was. When people saw me, with my light skin and straight black hair, and heard my heavy Brooklyn accent, they assumed I was Puerto Rican, or Dominican, or maybe Italian. My name didn’t help. It wasn’t like I was called Fatima Muhammad, which might have clued people in that I was Muslim. Linda Sarsour could have been anything.

When I told the kids at my public school that my family was from Palestine, the response was always the same.

“Palestine? Where’s that?” they’d ask, brows wrinkling.

“It’s all the way on the other side of the world, in a place called the Middle East,” I would explain in a patient and reasonable voice, though inside I was churning with frustration and just wanted to disappear. “It’s right near Syria and Jordan.” I would continue, “It’s the Holy Land, where Jesus was born.” I was always trying to add more explanations, always trying to prove my national and cultural origins.

One day in eighth grade, our social studies teacher divided the class into groups to do research projects on different countries. My group was assigned Australia, and we planned to do a poster board with maps and facts about that continent. There were four of us at our table: me; an African American boy named Jalal, who was the class joker; a Haitian American girl named Chantal, who was one of my best friends; and a kid named Carlos, whom I didn’t know very well. He had coppery brown skin and shiny black hair, and he’d joined our class just that year.

“Hey, Carlos,” I said as I positioned tracing paper over a page in an atlas and began to draw the outline of Australia. “Where’s your family from?” I was just trying to make friendly conversation.

“My mom’s Puerto Rican and my dad’s Dominican,” he said.

Jalal piped up. “Hey, Linda, where’s your family from?”

“We’re from Palestine,” I said, bracing for what I knew came next.

“Palestine?” Jalal said. “What’s that?”

I went into my usual explanation—the Middle East, the Holy Land, where Jesus walked, the whole nine. Jalal, Chantal, and Carlos were looking at me in a curious way. I knew without asking that none of them had ever heard of my family’s homeland before I said its name. Then Jalal, who had a lively, bubbly personality, jumped up from his chair and stood in front of a huge map of the world that hung on the wall right next to our table. He peered at the map, his fingers traveling over mountains and oceans and coming to rest over the Middle East.

“Where’s Palestine at?” he said. He stabbed the map with his fingers. “I see Syria,” he said, now in full-on jokester mode. “I see Jordan and Israel, but I don’t see no Palestine here. Where do you see Palestine?”

He was right. Palestine was not on the map.

I sighed and went back to tracing the coastline of Australia.

But Jalal wouldn’t let it go.

“Hey, Linda, I don’t see no Palestine on this map. You sure you’re really from there? How come I never heard of it?”

“You know, there was a war, and a lot of problems happened there,” I mumbled, a sinking feeling in my midsection. And then I just decided I was not going to go down this road again. Not today. Jalal clearly didn’t understand how deep this went for me, how much his teasing interrogation hurt. I knew he wasn’t trying to be mean. He just thought he was being funny. He was even chuckling, trying out comedic voices as he kept repeating, “Where you see Palestine at? I don’t see no Palestine. Why they leave your country off this map, Linda?” His playful questions filled me with shame. I was embarrassed that I couldn’t show I was from Palestine, or that such a place even existed.

If you’re Black in America, you visibly belong to a particular group. Granted, being Black in this country comes with great risk, but you can claim your culture with pride, and no one questions you. But me, I was so ambiguous I felt almost invisible. Maybe if my parents hadn’t grounded me so firmly in my Palestinian identity, if I hadn’t spent summers with my grandparents and cousins back in their hometown of El Bireh in the West Bank, it wouldn’t have bothered me so much that no one outside my Muslim community really understood where we were from. At thirteen years old, I knew our whole story, but how do you take someone, especially a middle school kid, down a path of military occupation to explain why he’s never heard of your country? How do you tell an eighth grader that the reason he never read about your homeland in the school’s history books is because your people’s land was stolen in a war in 1948, the year your father was born, the same year Israel declared independence and expelled 750,000 Palestinians from their homes, barring them from returning?

“I don’t know, Jalal,” I said finally. “Why don’t you go ask the teacher?”

Something flickered across Jalal’s face, as if he was starting to catch on that I didn’t find any of this amusing. I hunched over the table and began to color in my map of Australia with hard, furious crayon strokes. Chantal moved beside me to help me color. Jalal now seemed lost in studying the red-inked borders of the Middle East on the wall map next to us. From the corner of my eye, I caught Carlos watching me, his face scrunched into a frown. I wondered if he thought I was lying. Why did that make me feel so shattered?



“Linda, you look beautiful in this, but are you sure?”

My mother and I stood admiring my reflection in the hall mirror, me in my brand-new hijab. “Yumma, I’m sure,” I said.

“But I want you to really think about it,” she insisted. “It’s not a good idea to start wearing the hijab and then take it off. People will think it was forced on you, and that maybe you decided to push back and stop wearing it. Everyone knows you have a strong mind. You don’t want people gossiping and making up stories about you.”

I took Yumma’s hands in mine, feeling tender at her concern. “I’m going to wear it home today and go from there,” I told her, but I already knew this wasn’t a light dalliance for me. Still, I understood my mother, who had begun wearing a hijab herself just ten years before. It had been her choice, made at a time when her faith was growing deeper, and her attendance at mosque on Friday afternoons was becoming more regular. My father never expressed an opinion on the matter; Yaba would never have forced the decision on Yumma in any way. Whatever my mother wanted for herself had always been fine with him. Now my mother wanted to be sure that my own decision to start wearing a hijab was my choice alone, and that I was making it freely, without pressure from anyone. Yumma need not have worried about me. I hadn’t known it consciously until this moment, but now I realized that I’d made the decision to one day wear a hijab the morning in eighth grade when Jalal asked me about Palestine.

That Saturday, I wore my hijab out onto the street for the first time, feeling a quiet excitement that everyone who saw me now knew exactly what I was, who I was, and could guess the broad outlines of my story. From that day forward, I have continued to wear a hijab in public, everything from plain black, gray, or navy blue slip-ons, to the leopard-print head coverings that were my signature for a while, to the simple, brightly colored hijabs for which I am recognized today.

Of course, it makes all the difference that I was able to choose this outward expression of my culture and my faith. I believe deeply that for a Muslim woman, the hijab should be a personal choice. Some of us veil ourselves in observance of the principles of modesty set down in the Qur’an, and as a statement of our devotion to God. Others wear hijabs as a way to publicly declare our cultural identity, in solidarity with our countries of origin and all those who follow Islam. Still others go bareheaded, preferring to express our faith and Muslim identity in ways that are not defined by clothing.

None of my four sisters covers her hair, and that doesn’t make them any more or less Muslim than I am. Yet many people in this country have the idea that the hijab is a sign of my oppression. They argue that I’m covering my body because of some sort of patriarchal instruction; that somehow I’m not at liberty to choose this on my own. This notion that a hijab symbolizes Muslim women’s submission is embedded in Western feminism. Committed opponents of hijabs are often intensely well intentioned, yet their insistence on telling me what is and isn’t acceptable for me to wear strips me of my self-determination, in much the same way that Muslim dictatorships rob women of the right to freely choose.

In Iran, for example, ruling ayatollahs decree women must cover their hair, and those who don’t comply are punished. One woman who dared to remove her hijab in public protest was sentenced to two years in prison and eighteen years of probation.1 But then in France we have the other extreme, with officials deciding that Muslim women who cover their hair have been forced to do so. They assume these women have no agency in the matter, and that’s a form of oppressive thinking, too. I’m caught in the middle, outraged by Islamic dictatorships that force the hijab on women, yet also outraged at supposedly liberal societies like France, which forbids women to wear hijabs at public schools or in public-sector jobs, and allows workplaces to ban headscarves as well.

The way I see it, whether we decide to wear a bikini or a burkini—a long-sleeved bathing suit—at the beach all women should have sovereignty over our bodies. So I was clear-eyed as I assured Yumma that I didn’t put on a hijab because someone else wanted me to do so. My husband and the rest of my family really didn’t mind one way or the other, nor had anyone else tried to compel me. Instead, surrounded by my mother and sisters on an ordinary Saturday in my native Brooklyn, I freely chose. All my life I had yearned for a visible identity in the world, and that morning, seeing my reflection in the hallway mirror, I had found it at last. That was the day I began to feel whole.






Chapter 2 El Bireh to Brooklyn


On the morning I was born, my father was overjoyed, but my mother was worried. Yumma had wished for a boy, because her own mother back in El Bireh, on the West Bank of Palestine, had planted the idea that a wife’s first duty was to give her husband a son. My grandmother, Sitty Sarah, reminded her newly married daughter that Arab men dream of the day they will be called Abu (“father of”) followed by the name of their boy child. So when news reached Palestine that I was a girl, Sitty Sarah called at once, urging Yumma to waste no time in trying again. “Men will take another wife if the first one doesn’t give them a boy,” she warned. Yumma trusted that even though Allah allowed a man up to four wives, my father was not of that mind-set. And yet Sitty Sarah’s words weighed on her, complicating her excitement at my birth.

My mother knew better than to voice her unease, because Yaba was so clearly euphoric at my arrival. From that day on, he introduced himself as Abu Linda. Even when a son was born, ten years and four more daughters later, our father still answered proudly to my name. And when he bought and opened his own bodega in a predominantly Black and Latinx section of Brooklyn when I was four, he announced the store would be called Linda Sarsour’s Spanish & American Food Center. Over Turkish coffee on the front steps of our house, his friends tried to persuade him to wait until he had a boy and could put his son’s name on the bright new yellow-and-red awning, but Yaba didn’t see their reasoning. “Why should I wait?” he said. “Linda is everything to me. Why shouldn’t I celebrate her as I would a boy?” Indeed, for the next thirty-five years, that bodega at the corner of Troy Avenue and Montgomery Street in Crown Heights would continue to bear my name.

When my mother tells this story now, Yaba’s response surprises no one. My father always went his own way. The third of four boys born to a taxi driver and his wife in the village of El Bireh, he took his first breath just four months after Israel seized Palestinian lands and declared independence in the 1948 Arab-Israeli war. The West Bank, then under the control of Jordan, lay an hour north of the bitterly contested city of Jerusalem, which had been split into East and West, segregating Arabs and Jews. Perhaps because Palestinians were deep in mourning at the loss of their homeland, my father was given the name Nidal, which means “to struggle and fight in defense.” And yet my father was a cheerful soul. Tall for his age and gangly, with a thick shock of black hair, he had an irrepressible sense of humor. Even the constant military skirmishes, with Israeli security forces pushing against the borders of the land now designated as Palestine, were no match for Yaba’s booming laugh and tenacious optimism.

By the time Nidal was sixteen, young Arab men were being actively recruited by Jordan to help defend the West Bank. Yaba believed in the cause, but as the old saying goes, he was a lover, not a fighter—he wanted nothing to do with being a soldier. And so when his older brother Naji, who at the time was working in Kuwait, wrote to say he had a job for Nidal, my father stuffed a few clothes into a bag and boarded a bus to join his brother. It didn’t go according to plan. Nidal disliked the job in a Laundromat that his brother had found for him, which barely paid enough to subsist on, and after two years he decided to go home. The journey back to El Bireh took him through Amman, the capital of Jordan. The year was 1966, and Nidal had just turned eighteen, the exact age at which young men were being conscripted into the Jordanian army. Jordan’s military was bolstering its ranks in preparation for the coming war with Israel. Ironically, Yaba had gone to Kuwait to avoid having to serve in the army, but now he was summarily drafted and prevented from returning home.

The Six-Day War with Israel erupted a year later. By the time it ended, Israel had seized Gaza from Egypt and the West Bank from Jordan and, in violation of international law, began constructing settlements on the newly occupied land. Travel between Jordan and the West Bank was now restricted, requiring a raft of permissions and documents, and so Nidal stayed on in Amman after the war. He found a room with some other young men and talked his way into a job as a taxi driver, even though he didn’t yet have an official license.

A few years later, my father, now in his midtwenties and getting by on his own in the capital, picked up a familiar-looking man. It was his older brother Nabeel.

“Nidal?” Nabeel said, grabbing Yaba’s shoulder in disbelief. “Is that you?”

My father turned and hugged his brother happily, and demanded to be caught up on all the family news. He learned that Nabeel had married a Jordanian woman and now lived in Amman himself. Their younger brother Mohammad had also married. His wife was an American woman of Palestinian descent, and Mohammad had moved with her to New York City, where he was now an American citizen. Their oldest brother, Naji, was back in El Bireh with their parents. He, too, had found a wife, and he was the father of two sons. And then my uncle’s face grew somber. “Our mother misses you, Nidal. Her heart has been broken with you gone for so long.” And there was even worse news: their father was slowly sinking into a fog of dementia, and if Nidal didn’t return soon, he might well not remember his third son.

My father took his brother’s words to heart and applied for permission to visit the West Bank. He stayed there a month, reconnecting with his mother and father, who beamed with happiness to have him home. However, all the joy of being back with his parents didn’t deter him from packing his bag again and traveling to the other side of the world when his brother Mohammad proposed that Nidal join him in America.

It was the midseventies: immigration to the United States from Arab countries was easier then. America didn’t hate us yet. And as far as anyone in Palestine knew, America was the land of the free, where young men like my father could make a good life. Yaba’s papers came through in 1976. He kissed his mother on both cheeks, hugged his father hard, and boarded a flight to New York, where a job working alongside his brother in a Brooklyn bodega was waiting for him.



My mother joined my father in Brooklyn three years later. Her own journey to America began the day her parents informed her they’d received inquiries about her from the family of a young Palestinian man who lived in the United States, and asked if she would meet him and see whether she liked him well enough to marry.

My grandparents were eager to have their second daughter, Maha, make a good match, especially one that might offer her a safer life in America. If they could get their younger daughter away from the persistent threat of war, then it might be worth it to send her so far away. As it was, they’d had to pull Maha out of high school when she was sixteen. A bright student, my mother wanted nothing more than to graduate, but her parents judged it too dangerous to let her continue. With regular protests happening in the streets, the chances of her getting arrested were too great. Often, students were simply traveling home from school and they’d get swept up and arrested with the crowd. Their parents would have to pay three thousand shekels, roughly the equivalent of $1,000, to get them released. My grandparents didn’t have that kind of money. They were humble shepherds with six children, four boys younger than Maha and a girl older than my mother, who had married a Palestinian exile whose original village of Lifta had been seized by Israelis during the war of 1948. Life had been a continuous struggle for my mother’s family. Now, with an American expressing interest in marrying their second daughter, they hoped for a betrothal.

My father’s mother, Sitty Halima, was the one who’d identified Maha as a possible wife for Nidal. Their two families often socialized at weddings and other communal gatherings. The village was small enough that Maha knew Yaba’s brothers, but she’d never met the third son, as he’d been away in Jordan, and then Brooklyn, for most of her life. Nidal was eleven years older than Maha, who had just turned nineteen, but because her parents thought he might be a good husband, she agreed to meet him.

On my father’s next trip home—travel to the West Bank was far easier to arrange from America than it was from Jordan—Sitty Sarah invited him to tea. Nidal and his parents would sit with Maha and her parents, and everyone would try to get a sense of whether a marriage between the two young people would work. On the afternoon of the tea, my mother arrived home from her job as a pill counter at a local pharmacy and bounded into the living room. Wearing a cropped khaki jacket and skinny jeans, she had let down her thick, glossy black hair, which fell long and loose around her shoulders.

Her mother gasped when she saw her. “Maha, you go and put on a dress right now,” Sitty Sarah scolded. “You are meeting the man who might be your future husband. He can give you a prosperous life in America. You need to make a good impression.”

My mother only laughed. “The American should see the real me,” she countered. “I’m going to meet him in these jeans and if he wants to marry me, then what I’m wearing won’t matter.”

Maybe my grandmother felt relieved when Yaba walked in wearing bell-bottom pants with a big-buckled leather belt and a wide-collared floral shirt, the style in America in the seventies. In any case, my mother was right about one thing: my father didn’t care one bit about the clothes she wore. Even though Maha was coy and reserved as they sipped their tea, her beauty hit Nidal like a lightning bolt, and he made no effort to hide how enthralled he was. My parents are both like that to this day: my dad’s every emotion is plainly visible, while my mom is more inscrutable, and reveals herself slowly.

By the end of the afternoon, my father knew he’d found his bride. Since Yumma was agreeable, a dowry was given, and the two of them were married a week later in a wedding celebration with family and friends at one of El Bireh’s many banquet halls.

Days later my father flew home to Brooklyn and began the process of sponsoring his new wife. She arrived in Brooklyn in early 1979, and they moved into a house he’d found for them in Sunset Park, home to one of the largest communities of Palestinian immigrants in New York. A year later, on March 19, 1980, I was born.



My mother was pregnant almost every year for the next decade. By the time my youngest brother was born on May 15, 1991, our family had grown to nine. Yaba had never intended to have such a large brood, but my mother was determined to keep having children until she gave him a son. After the birth of their second daughter, Yaba announced, “Okay, this is good. We can stop now.” But Yumma insisted on one more.

When a third and then a fourth daughter were born, Yaba declared, “We have four girls now. That is exactly enough. This is not Palestine, habibti. We live in an apartment, not on a farm.”

“But we don’t have a boy,” Yumma said.

“I am content,” my father told her. “I am rich beyond measure with my four daughters.”

Of course, Yumma adored every one of her girls as much as Yaba did, but that didn’t lessen her resolve to bring a son into the world. By the next year, my mother was once again expecting—another girl. Yumma sighed when Dr. Ahmad Jaber, the OB-GYN who delivered us all, asked what the child would be called. “I don’t even know,” she confessed. “I was so fixed on this one finally being a boy, I didn’t even consider girls’ names.” And so Dr. Jaber chose my youngest sister’s name. He called her Hela, which is “welcome” in Arabic. As he placed the infant in my mother’s arms, he said gently, “Maha, we are going to welcome this child.”

While my mother fretted about not bearing a son, my father was ecstatic every single time he brought her and the new baby home from the hospital. Seeing how excited and solicitous he was as he ushered them from the car, with the baby bag over one shoulder and a little red suitcase in his hand, our neighbors would swarm out of their houses, ready to welcome the long-awaited boy.

“No, no, no,” Yaba would tell them happily, “we had another arousa”—another “little bride.”

In a culture that venerates sons, Yaba’s friends wondered what was wrong with him that he was so elated be the father of five little brides. Many years later, I would credit Yaba’s beaming pride in his five daughters as my earliest instruction in feminism. I was already the executive director of the Arab American Association of New York and was actively working for the rights of Muslim women when it dawned on me that the equality of women had always been a given in our household. Even my mother, who kept having more children in the desire to give my father a son, relaxed into this truth as she witnessed Yaba’s joy at the birth of each of his daughters, which was fully equal to his joy when, three years after the fifth girl, a son was born. A year later, right in the middle of my brother’s one-year-old birthday celebration, another boy made his appearance.

I was eleven when my parents finally stopped having children. As the oldest, I was expected to set an example and help out with my siblings. And since my mother wasn’t yet fluent in the language of her new country, she relied on me to translate for her with teachers, at the pediatrician’s office, or when paying bills at the utility company. I was the one who made sure my sisters and brothers did their homework before going outside to play, and I filled out school forms and signed my mother’s name on every permission slip or teacher’s note they brought home from class.

To hear Yumma tell it, I was a natural in my take-charge role. I was the kind of child who loved nothing more than to please my parents, and besides, there were perks to being the oldest. When my mom went out to run errands, for example, that was my cue to wrangle my siblings to get the house cleaned up so Yumma wouldn’t have to do it herself when she returned home. I’d tear a sheet of paper into pieces, and on each piece I’d write the name of a room—kitchen, bathroom, dining room, living room, hallway. I’d fold the pieces of paper into tiny balls and shuffle them in a bowl. Then I’d invite my siblings to pick from the bowl. Whatever room was written on the paper they chose was the one they’d have to clean. They were so seduced by the idea that we were playing a game, and jubilant when they avoided the hardest-to-clean kitchen and bathroom, that it was months before they realized I never had to choose a room. My mother watched me carry out this routine with amusement, until at last my sister Lena, who was two years younger than me, caught on.

“Hey, how come you don’t have to clean any rooms?” she cried one afternoon.

“Someone has to be the organizer,” I said archly.

Coming through the front door at that moment, her arms full of groceries, Yumma collapsed onto the freshly vacuumed brown leather couch, threw back her head, and laughed. None of us guessed that I had just declared my future.



Like most first-generation American children, I knew what it was to live in two worlds. From the time I was four, I would spend summers with my grandparents in the West Bank of Palestine, in the place my parents have never stopped calling “home.” In El Bireh, my sisters, cousins, and I ran together in the streets, made friends with neighborhood children, rode horses into the hills, and helped Yumma’s father, Grandpa Atif, pick fruit from his orchards. On weekends, we attended weddings.

The banquet hall in my grandparents’ neighborhood had four floors, and most Saturdays there would be a wedding taking place on each of those floors. In a village where everyone knew everyone, families would go from one ceremony to the next, celebrating each union. Usually, we had stayed up late the night before for the prenuptial sahra, which was a joyful block party with lights strung from house to house along the street, and tables overflowing with sweets, stuffed grape leaves, olives, peanuts, and coolers full of drinks. Music blared from large speakers set up on the sidewalk, and men danced jubilantly in the street. At some point in the night, they’d belt out traditional songs, while someone followed along on the flute. Since both sets of my grandparents lived on the main road, these nighttime festivities happened right outside their houses, which meant that when we children tired of weaving in and out of the revelers, we could climb to the roof and watch the entertainments from up there. Many nights, we fell asleep under the stars.

My paternal grandfather, Ahmed, stayed inside on these evenings. He seldom left his home anymore, except to sit in his backyard dozing under a cloudless expanse of sky. It never occurred to me to question his isolation from the rest of us until an afternoon when two cousins and I were in the front yard playing and laughing loudly. Suddenly Seedy Ahmed came barreling out of the house, waving his cane and roaring at us as he chased us into the street. I was seven years old and so confused until one of my older cousins sat me down. “Linda, Seedy Ahmed has no idea who we are,” he explained, tracing circles with his forefinger next to his head. “He thinks we’re some neighborhood kids making too much noise during his afternoon nap.”

Seedy Ahmed’s dementia was just one of the sobering truths I would be asked to accept that summer. Another was that some of my cousins lived in a mukhayyam, or refugee camp, on the edge of town, where they shared a single room inside a box-shaped cinder-block house set down in a ravine below the sidewalk. Five minutes away stood soaring luxury homes belonging to exiles who had prospered in other countries and returned to build extravagant mansions in their old village. It was a stark and painful juxtaposition of wealth and poverty, a disparity that felt wrong to me even then.

Perhaps the most difficult lesson of that summer came on the day we visited one of my uncles in an Israeli prison. At twenty-four years old, my mother’s younger brother had already been in jail for a year on the day I went with Sitty Sarah, Yumma, and his young wife to see him. My grandmother had been up before daybreak, cooking favorite family recipes, rolling grape leaves stuffed with minced lamb and vegetables, and making sweets to take to my uncle. The trip was an all-day excursion, with a long drive by car to the edge of a desert where we joined several other families for a bus ride through rocky terrain to the jail.

The prison itself was a low-slung building constructed of unpainted concrete blocks set against a gravelly hill. The scrubby desert stretched out around us as far as the eye could see. Inside the building, along a long, dimly lit corridor, groups of a dozen or more men were held in windowless cells fronted by chipped, green-painted iron bars. Visiting family members would stand at those bars, two at a time, and greet the prisoners, who were dressed in regular jeans and T-shirts. In addition to gifts of food wrapped in foil and wax paper, relatives would bring toiletries and changes of clothes for the men, and sometimes cigarettes and reading material.
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