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Author’s Note

The Islamic table of elements is far more complex than Sunni and Shia. Since Prophet Muhammad’s death in 632, countless reformers have tried to steer his message in new directions, resulting in dozens of denominations, schools of thought (fiqh), and movements. This book covers only a fraction of them. I suggest that readers seek out additional information about the diversity and evolution of Muslim branches.

I’ve included a glossary for uniquely Islamic terms, including Muslim holidays, prayer times, honorifics, and the names of the five daily prayers. My intention with this book, however, has been to demystify and normalize the Muslim presence in the West. I avoided using common Arabic words, such as Allah when there’s a perfect English-language equivalent, to emphasize not just Islam’s commonalities with Christianity but its continuation of Abrahamic religions, as Prophet Muhammad intended. I have also avoided using contentious terms that Muslims do not commonly use, such as jihadi, Wahhabi, and Islamic terrorism, when there are more neutral equivalents, such as violent extremists, ultraorthodox, or Salafi, and Islamist terrorism. (The last refers to a specific political ideology.)

At the same time, I intentionally titled the four parts of this book using contentious Islamic terms, such as Jihad (struggle) and Bida (innovation), in hopes of neutralizing their politicized contexts, and reclaiming them from controversy. Similarly, I’ve opted to de-Americanize the word America. In this book, the Americas, Greater America, and sometimes American refer to all the people and land in the Western Hemisphere.

It’s also worth noting that the chapters are neither sequenced in order of the founding year of Islamic movements nor explored within the timeline of my travels, which began in April 2017 and ended in December 2019, mere months before the COVID-19 pandemic restricted travel and access to religious temples. Rather, I’ve sequenced them in order of each community’s roots in Greater America. For example, my first research trip to Inuvik, Northwest Territories, is the topic of the second to last chapter, while my last excursion, to northeast Brazil, is one of the first chapters.

Finally, I wish to briefly acknowledge that I researched, wrote, and published Praying to the West on many traditional lands of tribal nations and Indigenous communities. I’m indebted to their hospitality and the sacrifices of their ancestors, and grateful for the opportunity to be a guest of Turtle Island and beyond. I wish to acknowledge the communities here—with the caveat that these are imperfect transliterations of living languages. There are regional and familial differences in spelling and pronunciation and how the languages are spoken. I used the best resource available, Native-Land.ca, an Indigenous-led educational map for territory acknowledgments and colonial history, but the organization itself acknowledges that this is a work in progress. Thank you to Laura Redish, Leanne Betasamosake Simpson, and Marek Tyler for their assistance.
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Introduction

The first time I learned I was Muslim was in preschool.

During an excursion to a pizzeria, which is what passed for a field trip in my hometown of High Prairie, Alberta, I consumed a few morsels of ham. My mom arrived with the other parents to pick me up from class, and I began to sing the praises of Hawaiian pizza. She cut me off with a gasp. “You’re Muslim,” she said loudly for my teacher to hear. “Muslims don’t eat pork.”

Abstaining from pork could be the first law of the Five Pillars of Western Islam. Unlike the actual pillars (pray daily, pay alms, fast through Ramadan, pilgrimage to Mecca, and declare Muhammad as a messenger of the one true God), they are defined by what you don’t do: eat pork, celebrate Christmas, drink alcohol, gamble, and date. It’s safe to say that I’ll probably never complete the first set of pillars. But the second I dutifully observed until mid-adolescence. Then I pushed them over, one by one, over the course of ten years. The first to go up was the last to fall.

Which brings me to the second time I learned I was Muslim, a few years ago, at age thirty. I outed myself from the atheist closet by eating pork on a Food Network show. I immediately regretted it and decided to inform my mom before one of my relatives got to her first. I tried to explain my disposition to her, but again she cut me off: “You were born Muslim, and you’ll die Muslim.” I don’t think she meant it as a threat, and certainly not as an offence, but that’s how it felt.

After the Twin Towers fell on September 11, 2001, two days before my sixteenth birthday, I started becoming hostile to structural authority—governmental, institutional, and religious. Reflecting on it today, it probably had as much or more to do with how I wanted to be viewed than any firm views I might’ve held as a fledging writer and rapper. Throughout my twenties, I refashioned myself a professional skeptic in magazines, radio, and music, and I routinely disparaged religion and the religious. Part of my first date with my now wife was spent debating (or perhaps tormenting) a Christian street preacher. On my second date with Janae, we chilled with a documentary about human evolution.

Yet try as I might, I’ve never been able to shake free from the larger Muslim body, the ummah. When my parents pressured us to sign a sharia marriage contract to give them peace of mind, I was a begrudging Muslim. When Janae’s friends, or the parents of previous girlfriends, warned that I might become an abuser and would absolutely dump them to marry a brown girl in time, I was an ashamed Muslim. When a literati type cornered me at a party to ask me why Muslims don’t condemn Muslim terrorists, I was a polite Muslim. When the same man years later accused me of anti-Semitism, I was an irate Muslim.

Until recently, Muslim identity was imposed on me. But I feel different about my religious heritage in the era of ISIS and Trumpism, Rohingya and Uyghur genocides, ethnonationalism and misinformation. I’m compelled to reclaim the thing that makes me a target. I’ve begun to examine Islam closely with an eye for how it has shaped my values, politics, and connection to my roots. No doubt, Islam has a place within me. But do I have a place within it? Is there a seat in the ummah for nonbelievers?

In search of an answer, I started a journey to discover the oldest and most dynamic mosques in the Americas, as well as humbler temples that challenge the definition of Muslimhood. I wanted to demystify these houses of worship, for myself and others; humanize a minority in need of humanization; and document the diversity among denominations, nationalities, and individuals. I prayed in dozens of mosques from the edges of the Amazon to the Arctic Circle, capturing the multiplicity of practices and beliefs inside. Everywhere I went, I left behind a prayer. It was medicine, going down smooth or bitter, but always tasted like an antidote to the intolerance that once infected me and increasingly infects Westerners scarred by ignorance and fear.

But why the Americas? Anti-Muslim anxieties are more pronounced in Europe, after all. The population of Greater America’s Muslims is statistically insignificant: some 10 million people spread across 16 million square miles, even if they occupy an outsized space in the media cycle and collective fears of the other 99 percent.

But it’s that very isolation that has allowed American Muslims to develop into the most racially diverse religious group in the United States and the most diverse Muslim population in the world. In a city like Houston, over one hundred Muslim houses of worship go by many names: masjid, jaamah, musalla, Husaynia, jamatkhana, temple. The variation and banality of these landmarks at once debunk the myth of a monolithic Islam and the “clash of civilizations.” When there are clashes, they’re usually between the temple walls and coreligionists.

Isolated from Islamic scholarship by an entire hemisphere, Muslim traditions evolved uniquely alongside New World cultures until the postwar period. Globalization and Islamism, a relatively modern political movement, complicated Muslims’ abilities to practice and define Islam on their own terms. As those practices begin to look standardized, they’re being complicated again by the free flow of information in the social media age, gradually evolving into an inclusive Muslim movement with human rights at the forefront.

Perhaps American Islam is overlooked because Islam itself is seen as synonymous with the East. In fact, Prophet Muhammad modelled it on Abrahamic faiths, so it’s no more Eastern and no less Western than Christianity, especially in the New World. Its American roots stretch back further than every nonindigenous faith except Catholicism (and maybe further back, according to disputed history of Chinese exploration).

Islam underpinned much exploration, colonization, and development in the New World. After the fall of Granada in 1492, the Spanish Reconquista served as a blueprint for conquistadors. Indigenous Americans were sometimes identified as moriscos and moriscas (Moors), their sacred sites as mezquita (mosques), and their suffering justified by an announcement of “The Requirement,” a Spanish decree offering a chance at peaceful submission, or death, exactly what was used to convert, conquer, and expel the Moors. And all of this was before the transatlantic slave trade introduced as many as 3 million Muslims who earned such a reputation for rebellion that Spain made several futile attempts to ban their importation.

Islam continued to shape the Americas, apparent in place names such as Almenara, Brazil (“The Minaret”), and blues music. Thomas Jefferson wrote one of the US Constitution’s most sacred clauses (“no religious Test shall ever be required as a Qualification to any Office or public Trust”) with a hypothetical Muslim president in mind. Centuries later, Black and brown Muslims would swear on Jefferson’s personal copy of the English Quran during their oath of public office.

Westerners treat Muslim communities as a new viral outbreak instead of an essential gene in modern America’s DNA. But I can’t blame the public for not knowing the richness of American Islam when I did not know it myself. Christian-dominated historians have forgotten, ignored, and erased Greater America’s Islamic roots, but so have orthodox Muslim theologians attempting to “purify” American Islam.

The concept of an ummah, a whole Muslim body unified in their beliefs, promotes universal common grounds but it also fuels the false concept of a monolithic Islam. Even I have used it to paint Muslims with this broad brush, ignorant of the nearly eighty sects and innumerable cultural interpretations. Every mosque I visited proved the ummah is, at best, a nebulous concept. In the Persian heart of Los Angeles, I went to a quasi-secular mosque attempting to “bring people in from the nightclub,” as well as an older generation who abandoned Islam as a survival tactic. Under an extravagant dome in Dearborn, Michigan, I found a prayer hall nearly abandoned by congregants favouring American ideals. In southern Mexico, mosques reconnected some to their Moorish roots and others to Indigenous traditions. And at an undisclosed location in Toronto, I saw women lead prayers, queer people give sermons, and met fellow atheists seeking spirituality.

Every mosque told a different story. Each story complicated my view of Islam, Muslims, and myself. Every congregation had its frictions, but rarely were these issues related to Muslim extremism. Differences over opinion usually stemmed from differences in age, ethnicity, gender, and sexual orientation. I expected that to an extent. What I didn’t expect was the sense of belonging I’d feel with most congregations. I began to wonder: Can one be Muslim if he doesn’t believe in its basic tenets but seeks comfort in Islam’s select messages and practices? If the airport security and most people assume I’m Muslim, including my own family, does it matter? In other words: Am I still Muslim?

This book is about the third time I learned I was Muslim—and the first time that I decided it for myself.
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	Praised be the name of the giver of salvation.

	Blood must be shed. We must all have a hand in it.

	Oh God! Oh Muhammad! Servant of the Almighty!

	—Arabic script worn by enslaved African in Brazil, 1835








1 What’s My Religion? Masjid al-Aqsa (Jerusalem)


What is your religion?”

It’d been a long time since someone asked me that question, and I couldn’t recall it ever being asked so bluntly and sternly. The young Israeli guard at the entrance to the Temple Mount appraised my passport like a secondhand watch, giving more attention to the name inside than the glimmering Canadian crest on the cover.

It was the last day of an assignment in Israel and the West Bank, and by now I was used to the extra scrutiny. When I landed at Ben Gurion Airport earlier that week, my colleague, Spencer (white man, white hair), glided through customs like a swan. Predictably, I was detained. Customs kept me for three hours in a walled-off section with a dozen other men, women, and children bonded more by our Islamic names than any one ethnicity. The prejudicial scrutiny continued at checkpoints inside and outside the West Bank, where we were researching a school for Palestinian refugees. It followed me to Old Jerusalem, where we planned some sightseeing on our last day in the Holy Land. The only surprising thing about the Temple Mount guard was his straightforwardness. It was almost admirable.

I was in the middle of depositing my belongings and loose shekels into a plastic metal detector tray when the guard asked the question. For a second I thought I’d misheard, and this might’ve been the first sign of heatstroke. I’d been roasting under the Jerusalem sun for over an hour waiting for the gates to the al-Aqsa plaza to reopen for afternoon visitors.

After watching Spencer clear security and disappear into the crowded compound, I repeated the officer’s question aloud to make sure I heard him correctly. “What’s my religion?”

“What are you?” he rephrased.

As far as I could tell, he hadn’t asked anyone in front of me about their faith. How important could my religion be if theirs was not? I’m used to being asked about my nationality as a traveller (or my parents’ nationality, when “Canadian” doesn’t satisfy). But “what’s your religion”?

That one takes me back to my childhood, pre-9/11, when the good folk of High Prairie genuinely hadn’t heard of Muhammad or his book. Funny, I had a more cogent answer at age seven, seventeen, or twenty-seven than I did then, at thirty-two. First, it was, “I’m Muslim”; then, “I’m agnostic”; and finally, “I’m atheist”—all said, naturally, with the self-importance of someone proclaiming themselves vegan. I started toning it down once I clued in to the veiled bigotry of the “new atheist” movement, and realized that my devotion to disbelief had become another type of zeal and blind faith. It was an ego trip with none of the spiritual nourishment. But where did that leave me? What did that make me?

“Are you Muslim?” asked the guard.

Now that’s a question I’m asked plenty. People ask if I’m Muslim before offering me a beer, or with surprise after I accept it. Sometimes, though, they ask if I’m Muslim to make sure the coast is clear before making a bigoted remark, leaving me in the awkward position of defending beliefs I do not hold myself. We rarely get there, though, because, when asked, I try to answer in ways that account for religious traditions I cherish. Like the fact that nothing beats family meals like Ramadan family meals, or that I sometimes gather my strength by reciting the opening line of the Quran, or that I find few environments more calming than a mosque. All of this I try to sum up with one nebulous phrase, “I grew up in a Muslim household,” and hope they know what that means.

But in that uncomfortable moment, on Temple Mount, Haram al-Sharif in Arabic, neither the Israeli officer nor the sweltering tourists behind me had time for my nuance and nebulae. So I told him, “I have no religion.”

“No religion?” the officer snorted. With that, he waved me through a metal detector with an air of pity.



“What’s your religion?” was a reasonable question to ask the brown kid who showed up at your door like a desert mirage, joined your children at the dinner table, passed on saying grace, or inquired about the contents of your meatloaf. It was an especially fine question to ask whenever he requested lenience in gym class because he was fasting or missed a day of school on religious grounds.

Twice a year for Eid al-Fitr and Eid al-Adha, the holiest days of the Islamic calendar, my family drove to the nearest mosque one hour away in Slave Lake, where a robust Muslim community has thrived since the 1960s. The mosque was a doublewide trailer that my parents helped purchase and renovate into a holy place named al-Ameen (“the faithful”). It sat outside the small town, past the edge of a forest, propped above a muskeg, and was prone to shift after every rainfall. Eighty worshippers squeezed between panel walls on holidays. The role of muezzin—he who recites the call to prayer—rotated amongst the uncles, but it was always the same portly elder in the role of imam—he who leads prayers. He was appointed on account of his recitation and public speaking skills. His uniform was pleated khakis and linen shirts; his pulpit, a simple prayer rug.

I was three when al-Ameen opened, so my place in communal prayers would have started in the open space between the male and female sections partitioned by house curtains. Fidgety kids are present in every synagogue, church, or town hall, but on a typical Friday the wide-open carpet of a prayer hall might as well be a sandbox. While our fathers solemnly prayed, my cousins and I chased each other and flopped around on the floor, stopping only when an uncle broke his meditation to glower. We gradually started to emulate our elders, pausing mid-somersault to prostrate, and eventually squeezed into a row.

Watching through the corners of my eyes, I imitated the adults around me and tried to synchronize each movement: place my hands over belly, whisper unintelligible Arabic, bow, straighten up, prostrate, kneel, prostrate again, stand, and repeat. As there was nary a high school graduate among the barbers, cleaners, and self-made businessmen, I doubt anyone present understood the poetry in our body language. Each pose of Islamic prayer is a stanza unto itself. Salat begins with one’s assertion of his strength before collapsing under God’s overwhelming glory, but ends on one’s knees, in the space between independence and irrelevance.

The lowest position entranced me the most. Looking backward between my legs, my elders appeared like moths on a ceiling. I’d hold that view for as long as I could, struck by the sight of my dad on all fours, whispering to the floor with an intimacy and vulnerability he showed nowhere and no one else. But as I fell behind in my practice, I relished the position of prostration more because it hid me away. Prayer remained an act of imitation. I couldn’t shake the feeling of being watched and judged by those around me, a fate much worse than being judged by God.

The only time I remember praying alone was after sneaking into the basement in the middle of the night to watch Sliver on Cinemax, on the rumour that Sharon Stone would show her boobs a lot. I returned to the bedroom I shared with my brother, wide awake with guilt. As dawn crept, I feared I’d never sleep again. Then it occurred to me: I could pray for forgiveness. I rolled out of bed and repeated “al-Fatiha” in my head during a rapid simulation of salat. If my brother could have heard my thoughts, the Quran’s first verse, considered a summation of the book in seven lines, would have been mistaken for a Bone Thugs-N-Harmony song. Scared he’d wake up and tell me I was doing it all wrong (not that he knew better), I raced through worship and back into bed. Sure enough, I slept again.

Despite my spiritual confusion, I cherished our mosque enough to feel wounded when it burned down one Halloween night. It seems so suspicious today, but in 1996, my elders took investigators on their word that there was no foul play, just “faulty wiring.” With that, they went straight to work on rebuilding it. The generosity of Christian neighbours helped them construct a temple in the centre of town. It had double the square footage, a social hall in the basement, and a domed minaret.

By the time it reopened, I was thirteen and beginning to fancy myself as outspoken. Relatives said I’d make a good lawyer. My parents, trying to see a silver lining in my disobedience, agreed. I actually wanted to be a writer and rapper, and I never passed on the chance to nurture these goals by calling out the US government in school essays and talent shows. It was impossible not to apply my critical faculties to religion itself, especially after September 11, 2001.

Al-Ameen, however, maintained its old soul inside its new body. Even during the brief tenure of an Egyptian-trained imam (and locally trained school janitor), it felt like the same family reunion year after year. If there was a political message or a worry about racist backlash to one of his impassioned sermons, then I missed it. The mosque sat undisturbed through the 9/11 attacks, the thirteen-year war with Afghanistan, and the 2014 terror attack on the Canadian Parliament. Not even a wildfire that destroyed nearly half the town’s buildings, including a church directly next door, left a scar.

Then, in October 2016, a few weeks before Donald Trump won the presidential election, someone smashed al-Ameen’s windows.

Broken windows were minor scares compared to the bomb threats, spray-painted swastikas, and arson that terrorized about a hundred Islamic centres across North America that year. The twelve months between the Paris attacks in November 2015 and the 2016 US presidential election saw an unprecedented number of attacks on mosques. I couldn’t imagine a place that evokes fondness in me would trigger hatred in another. A quarter of non-Muslim Americans recently told Pew Research that they’re entitled to block Muslim centres from opening in their neighbourhoods if they don’t want them. More than one-third admitted to an unfavourable view of Islam. Another poll by Ipsos found that Americans, on average, estimated Muslims formed 17 percent of the national population. The reality? One percent.

But facts are quaint artifacts of a bygone era. Feeling surrounded by hostile forces is real when the most powerful man in the world says, “I think Islam hates us.” Trump’s rhetoric was nearly identical to that used by ISIS propagandists to whip up deranged young men to go on shooting and stabbing sprees. By now countless millions of people know exactly what horror such statements can produce. Still, I was shocked by what happened during President Trump’s first month in office. Within a week of his inauguration, the president tried to make good on his promise of a Muslim ban, setting in motion a series of responses that would leave six men dead in a Quebec City mosque. (Their names are on the dedication page of this book.)

People often ask me what it was like living in a small, conservative town during the early years of the War on Terror. They’re surprised to hear that it was fine. Our family restaurant was never ostracized. Our house was never vandalized. I felt no change in how I was viewed or treated. The only dramatic difference was inside me. Not so, the early years of Trumpism.

The changes inside and out are impossible for me to ignore. They’ve only grown more intense with my awareness of the Western world’s complicity in Hindu nationalist mobs, Rohingya genocide, and, most shocking to me, Uyghur concentration camps. The lesson of “never again,” taught to us in school and repeated by our leaders, seems all but forgotten.



Back on Temple Mount, the Dome of the Rock revealed itself like a giant squatting beneath a bright blue sky. Visible from every inch of Jerusalem, the fine details of each gold plate and mosaic tile became clear only when I climbed the plaza steps and stood in its shadow. Once I got past the stunning architecture though, my thoughts wandered to several things that had weighed on my mind that summer in 2017.

I thought about what I’d just witnessed over the past week in the West Bank: men were forced through turnstiles en route to prayer; trash was thrown at shopkeepers from settlers above; “Jewish only” bus stops were maintained by armed citizens; Israeli soldiers penned in a family from leaving their property with chain-link fence. It was especially shocking because I’d spent the prior week in Poland and bore witness to the Auschwitz-Birkenau memorial and museum.

If the progeny of Europe’s Holocaust victims could so easily forget the cruelty of ethnoreligious nationalism, so willingly overlook the humanity of the Other, then what hope is there for the rest of us? I thought of my soon-to-be-born daughter and wondered, as my wife and I often do, whether bringing her into this world was a selfish and brutal act. The Canada that Janae and I inherited through birthright is much the same today—an imperfect, unequal colonial project striving to live up to its multicultural mythology—but the democratic system that new Canadians receive seems vulnerable to the rise of authoritarianism sweeping the so-called West. Our hopelessly porous borders, however, have invited Trumpism and laïcité fundamentalism, by way of France, to energize an extremist minority. Worse, they have been legitimized by Far Right pundits and politicians.

Approaching the mosque, I thought most about my father approaching his house of worship in Edmonton. Since our family moved to the Alberta capital, he’d barely missed a Friday prayer at the big-city mosque. Retiring in a neighbourhood with a sizable Arab community awakened his spirituality, though I hadn’t noticed it until after the massacre at the Quebec City Grand Mosque. Barely a Friday passed since without thinking about the risk of someone running through the arched doors of my family’s local mosque with hateful intentions. (In 2019, my fears came closer. Security cameras caught the leader of a notorious hate group stalking the place before Friday prayers. He claimed to be seeking a washroom.)

Those who’ve threatened and assailed mosques in the West emulate a battle that began in 1099 at al-Aqsa. The papacy, struggling to hold its power, sent restless Europeans on a holy war to recapture Jerusalem. They savagely seized the city, “cleansed” the mosque with Muslim blood, and turned it into a palace and horse stables. The Dome became a church before being reconverted by the Ayyubid caliphate. Their Muslim recapturing is still a rallying cry for Islamophobes and radical Islamists alike.

But for most Muslims, al-Aqsa represents something more fundamental to their faith. Having been to the holy land as a trader, the Prophet revered Christ and wished to bring a similar message of grace and peace to fellow Arabs. The Kaaba in Mecca itself was a pagan temple. Exiled to Medina, Muhammad oriented the direction of prayer, or qibla, of the world’s first mosque toward the holy city of monotheism. He instructed his first followers to bow in the same direction as their Jewish brethren, toward a giant exposed rock on the Temple Mount known as the Foundation Stone. The embrace of Judeo-Christian landmarks and beliefs proves that Islam has always been a “Western religion.”

Decades after the Prophet’s death, the first Muslim empire erected the Dome to enshrine the jagged rock, but it remains Judaism’s most sacred site, the stone from which Earth itself was created and on which Abraham offered his son to God. Scholarly Muslims would see no issue with these beliefs, but common ground was insufficient for those who deem Muslims unworthy stewards.

Al-Aqsa plaza has been a target of bomb plots and state-sanctioned aggression. Since 2000, the Islamic body overseeing the compound has banned non-Muslims from entering the site’s mosques, including the Dome of the Rock. Hardly a month goes by that Jewish pilgrims don’t storm al-Aqsa, sometimes by the hundreds and aided by armed forces. And for a moment, I thought I was about to witness another raid. The chatter of tourists suddenly dimmed as I crossed the compound. I followed their gaze to a group of Israeli officers with assault rifles at the ready. They encircled a smaller group of Orthodox Jews, apparently so afraid of random acts of violence they required two guards per person. Palestinian shopkeepers standing on the compound periphery shook their heads in silence.

I found my travel mate outside the Dome’s bronze open doors arguing with security refusing him entrance.

“Sir,” he pleaded, “I’ve read the Quran. I respect Islam.”

Israeli authorities had allowed him onto the compound with a cursory glance, but he was now in East Jerusalem, under Palestinian rules, and the same first impression kept him outside the building. “I am sorry,” said the security guard, shaking his head. “It is only open to Muslims.”

My colleague looked at me to vouch for him. “Salamu alaykum,” I said to the guard, who stepped aside for me to enter.

There you have it: with a simple greeting of wishing someone peace, I’m Muslim yet again. I shot Spencer a rare smug expression of brown privilege. (Karma caught up to me a few hours later with yet another rigorous airport screening.) I removed my shoes and walked across the crimson carpet, immediately drawn to the intricate fence surrounding the Foundation Stone.

I encircled the sacred stone until I reached a fissure that Crusaders had widened to carve out a passageway to a cave—the Well of Souls, the Holy of Holies, the supposed centre of the Earth. History thumped beneath my feet as I descended the steps—paved with marble by Christians, recarpeted by Muslims. Around me, a man and woman prayed toward a marble niche demarking the qibla. A few others sat against the jagged walls, thumbing rosaries as they whispered Allah’s ninety-nine qualities.

At its most basic definition, a mosque is wherever Muslims gather for communal prayers. They may be small-town trailers, like the one from my childhood, urban storefronts, luxurious museums, or literal caves, like the one in which Muhammad established a religion of 2 billion adherents. Though the Well of Souls might be the world’s tiniest mosque, its Christian-Judeo-Muslim shrines and violent history tell an epic story, one so pervasive that we can sum it up as the clash of civilizations without further explanation.

The story is understood when a Canadian prime minister proposes a “Barbaric Cultural Practices” hotline, when an American president says “Islam hates us,” and when Quebec and two dozen US states try banning sharia, as if it had the might to overturn their constitutions.

It’s the underlying narrative that provokes white supremacist and Islamist terrorism equally. It is the story understood by the disenfranchised recruited by radical Islamists, promising a sense of belonging, and urging followers to spill blood in the streets. The story Muslim leaders draw from when they call people to riot over a cartoon and when they ban nonbelievers from entering holy sites.

It’s shameful that only Muslims, or pseudo-Muslims like me, can enjoy the tranquility of the Dome of the Rock today. After entering the cave, my instinct was to appreciate the ancient sanctuary alongside visitors sitting on the floor. But I suddenly remembered the religious protocol of making two rounds of prayer upon entering a mosque. Scared of being called out for it, I found a spot at the foot of one of the rectangular stalls embroidered into the carpet. I straightened my back and prepared to pray, but there was a problem: I’d never learned how.

I tried to remember the order of the movements I mimicked as a child. I watched other worshippers through the corners of my eyes, but everyone prayed at their own pace. Eventually, though, the words came to me. I cupped my hands behind my ears and whispered something I never thought I’d hear myself say again: “Allahu akbar.” I clasped my hands, and “al-Fatiha,” the only prayer I ever committed to memory, came rushing back to mind. I repeated it as I knelt, stood, and bowed.

When my head touched the rug, the scripture vanished from my mind. A sudden genuine urge to pray for something real replaced it. To what didn’t matter, only that it be for something. Looking back between my legs, I saw a woman my mother’s age sitting against the stone wall with a little girl. She whispered something to the kid that made them both smile. Not a concern among them. I closed my eyes and thought about my own daughter. Janae and I had picked out her name almost a decade prior, so by then, Noe Delilah felt as real as any member of my family. Should Noe ever want to join her grandparents at a mosque or attend one alone when she was older, I prayed she’d have an expression like that. Not a worry in the world.






2 Islam Interrupted Mesquita Salvador (Salvador, Brazil)


Visitors to the state of Bahia had described it to me as Brazil’s Black Mecca. I understood that four out of five Baianos identify as Black or mixed race and that northeast Brazil was the birthplace of capoeira and samba (popularized in Rio de Janeiro by freed people after abolition). Still, the moniker didn’t do it justice. In the capital, Salvador, I was treated to a sumptuous show of Africana unrivalled by Atlanta, Kingston, or other cultural capitals. Touristy shops sold African textiles, folk art, and beauty products. Women donned colourful head wraps without pretension. On every commercial street, gowned women peddled acarajé, a greasy black bean bun introduced by enslaved ancestors five centuries prior.

The charms of Salvador’s polychromatic old town were almost enough to forget I was standing on the site of the New World’s first slave market, that I was admiring the same beautiful harbour that ruined the lives of 1.7 million people, approximately a third of Brazil’s enslaved Africans and a sixth of all transatlantic slaves. As the closest point to Africa, northeastern Brazil physically gestures toward the continent like an outreached hand. In Bahia, though, the continental drift feels like it happened yesterday.

If Bahia is the West’s “Black Mecca,” then November is its figurative Ramadan. During the first three weeks of Novembro Negro, TV networks fire up their pro-Black content, and art collectives unveil new works. More recently, tourism campaigns have begun to tempt travellers to Bahia as the next best thing to a West African getaway.

Novembro Negro crescendos with an annual march on Black Awareness Day. On November 20, 2019, I joined a large procession of Baianos for the fortieth annual march across the historical centre. “Come on! Why aren’t you marching with us?” one particularly intense man shouted at bystanders. “Come out here and join the fight.”

He turned to me. “They’re scared of us.”

“Why?” I asked, with help of a hired translator.

“Because there’s a lot of us and we’re putting up a fight like our ancestors,” he replied.

Brazilians embrace their identity as a racial democracy as passionately, and self-deceptively, as Canadians embrace multiculturalism and Americans libertarianism. That identity is every bit rooted in Brazilian racial integration as it is propaganda. Even the former national anthem, written one year after abolition, contains the lyrics, “We cannot believe that in another age Slaves there were in so noble a country.” It’s the opinion of many right-wing Brazilians, including President Jair Bolsonaro, that Blacks are owed nothing for the wrongs of slavery. After all, most Brazilians have some African ancestry, or so goes the excuse.

The tall and muscular activist, wearing a white linen outfit, began to list all their struggles to me—favelas, femicide, police brutality, homophobia. He stopped only because blaring reggae drowned him out. For two hours, the mood bounced between pronouncements of pain and pride, anger and joy. A fake bullet wound between the eyes of a boy on my right, street peddlers hawking wine and toys on my left.

A prominent feminist in pan-African colours led the parade from atop an idling truck. “We are the city with the biggest Black population outside of Africa, and we’re still fighting for equality,” she shouted into a microphone. Congolese might bristle at this oft-repeated claim, as most Afro-Brazilians might appear to them to be whites. Regardless, they feel connected to the Black power movement because, despite representing a national majority, they suffer anti-Black racism. Plastered on shirts and signs were the faces of Brazilian resistance icons such as Marielle Franco, a Black feminist politician assassinated months before the 2018 election, and global civil rights icons such as Nelson Mandela and Mumia Abu-Jamal.

Organizers of the demonstration appointed Jamal, an American activist and writer on death row since 1982, as their annual honouree. As far as I could tell, he was the closest thing to a Muslim symbol. A typical Black Lives Matter demonstration in Canada would have many hijabs and knitted caps, but I spied not one amid the West African wraps and Rasta beanies. The last national census counted thirty-five thousand Muslims in a population of 212 million citizens. That’s comparable to the ummah of a typical Toronto suburb. Even the highest estimate of half a million Brazilian Muslims, unreliably based on self-reporting from leaders of 150 mosques, amounts to one-quarter of 1 percent of the populace.

Most Brazilian Muslims are Arabs living in southeastern cosmopolitan cities, including dozens of relatives from both sides of my family tree. My ancestors have been migrating to São Paulo since before my parents were born. Seven million Brazilians have Lebanese ancestry, more than the population of Lebanon itself, but they’re as homogeneously Christian as the rest of Brazil. When I told my cousins about my visit, and why, their reactions quickly went from enthused to confused.

My friend Sandro, an Afro-Brazilian immigrant, and his wife, a journalist who worked in Brazil for years, were also surprised when I asked them for leads back in Canada. It was almost as if I’d suggested flying to South America to write about hockey. Curiously, though, Sandro did recall how his father disapproved of pork. “When I was very young, my dad once mentioned we are not supposed to eat pork because it’s dirty,” Sandro suddenly remembered. “I had no idea what he was trying to say. Maybe it was passed down from Islam without his knowledge.”

If my objective was finding traces of Islamic culture, we could have gone to any old city in Mesoamerica. Iberian colonizers proliferated Moorish culture through architecture and language. Why else would Spaniards have named California after Calafia (Khalifa in Arabic), a fictional Black queen who led a Muslim army? She symbolized the West before Europeans “tamed” her. South Americans speak Arabized Latin (the Spanish ojalá or oxalá in Portuguese, which means an emphatic “hopefully,” derived from insh’Allah). They designed their most beloved landmarks in Moorish revivalist fashion; a resurrected medieval Moor would probably mistake the Alamo for a mosque.

I was interested in the absence of Islam, and why. Muslims were more than a visible minority when Brazil’s first constitution was drafted in 1824. They were an influential group of free and enslaved teachers, preachers, and freedom fighters.

When most Brazilians call Salvador “the Black Mecca,” they’re unaware of the metaphor’s literal essence. Not two centuries ago, the city had numerous private mosques inside huts, rented rooms, and the homes of imams whose freedom was sometimes purchased by a congregation. Thousands of enslaved, faithful Muslims resided in the city. They studied Quran, sewed religious garments, and sold Arabic amulets at the risk of punishment. They planned for a better future together, and, in 1835, they chose one of the holiest nights on the Islamic calendar to rise up.

Six hundred armed Africans—the equivalent of more than twenty thousand Salvador residents today—swarmed the municipal palace like warriors in white battle dress. Known as the Malê, a catchall for Muslims, their rebellion, it has been argued, was the first jihad ever attempted in the West. But even if it meets one of many definitions of the word jihad, as a holy war justified by Islamic law, then it was certainly not the first. More important, the Muslims who organized it had no intention of establishing a caliphate, as is often wrongly presumed about jihad. This struggle was multiethnic and multifaith, as much an insurgency as a war of independence.

The so-called Malê leveraged Islam for a unified resistance fifty years before pan-Islamism emerged as a coherent anticolonial idea abroad and more than a century before the movement had sway. Though police deftly put down the Malê revolt, it forced whites to admit they were on borrowed time and accelerated abolition. What’s more, it’s one of the best-documented slave uprisings, with scores of written testimonies and confiscated religious objects preserved in archives.

Why, then, did the revolt, like so many other chronicles of the New World’s first Muslims, end up in the ash heap of history?



A few days before attending Black Awareness Day events, I interviewed Latin America’s preeminent historian of transatlantic slavery. João José Reis’s book Slave Rebellion in Brazil rescued the Malê revolt from the dustbin in 1986. Its English translation inspired a series of books dedicated to rediscovering Greater America’s lost Islamic history.

The slight and well-groomed professor invited me into his high-rise apartment decorated with designer furniture, arresting photography by his daughter, and African and Indigenous artworks. We wasted little time on small talk and jumped right into the topic of how early Muslims fostered their faith in harsh conditions and to what extent Europeans tried to prevent them. In 1522, after Wolof sugar planters turned their machetes on their masters, what would become known as the New World’s first rebellion, the Spanish Kingdom declared one of many bans against transporting “slaves suspected of Islamic leanings.” Over the centuries, Wolof, Hausa, Fulani, Yoruba, and other significantly “Malê” ethnicities were unfavourably regarded as plucky, literate, and erudite, while Islam itself still kept an adversarial role in Christian history and psychology. Considering how important the Crusades, Inquisition, and Reconquista were to defining the “clash of civilizations,” I would have thought that Europeans would try harder to keep Islam, that most barbaric and viral ideology, off their new lawn.

“Why would slavers traffic Muslims in spite of being advised against it?” I asked.

“The Reconquista was a Spanish thing,” the professor said, with some annoyance for my conflation of Latin American history. “The Portuguese had expelled the Moorish Muslims one hundred years before Grenada. There was antipathy, but the Moors never got a stronghold of the Portuguese part of Iberia. Portugal was its own thing and Spain was its own thing and Brazil, as of 1822 (independence), was a third thing. The vast majority of the slave traders were Brazilian-born Portuguese subjects.”

In other words, time did what time does: it made people stupid. Brazilians didn’t know Arabic from hieroglyphics, never mind a Muslim from a practitioner of Orixá (the native Yoruban faith central to many Western Black religions). Sometimes they might spot Muslims in their white garments, sitting around a sheet laid for God’s metaphysical presence, chanting in a singular, hallowed voice. Sufism, that mystical strain of Islam still prominent in West Africa, probably looked pagan to the white elite who tolerated Black religions just enough to sow divisions between adherents.

There was a period of secularizing in nineteenth-century Brazil that turned their focus toward capitalism. After Europe abandoned free Haiti, the Portuguese colony (and eventual Brazilian monarchy) absorbed the island’s lucrative sugar industry to become the world’s top exporter. As the closest point between East and West, Brazilians acquired slaves easily. Sugar money made them even more in demand and affordable, to the point that even some slaves had slaves.

“That was the big wave of Muslims,” explained Reis. The high demand for slaves had coincided with the fall of Hausaland, a liberal Muslim empire, and the start of a theocracy ruled by Fulani fundamentalists in Central Africa. Their caliphate spread west to Nigeria, where they captured and sold another wave of Yoruba Muslims to Brazilian slavers. In a short period, Bahian plantations saw an influx of Muslim prisoners of war—former soldiers, priests, and royals of glorious kingdoms.

Though the Malê were initially unpopular with fellow slaves, who sometimes found them prudish and arrogant, their written culture, global membership, and prestige won them converts. The growing Muslim membership would have been missed by most Brazilians, who presumed Malê owed their intellect to “foreign blood” (if they could distinguish Malê at all). In fact, Islam spread to West Africa largely by peaceful traders, teachers, and preachers. It was easier, though, to think Blacks were conquered by Arabs than to fathom them as cosmopolitan scholars, poets, students of twenty-five thousand schools, or hajjis who’d seen more of the world as pilgrims than most settlers saw in a lifetime. Among them were students of Quran who’d memorized an entire tome on the rules of civility, slavery, warfare, and when one justifies or negates the other.

I wondered if that factored into the rebellion? Sharia prohibits abuse, neglect, and overworking of slaves. It also permits slaves to own property, marry, raise families, and take legal action if these rights are violated.

I asked Professor Reis, Were Muslims rising up against the barbarity of their bondage as much as the bondage itself? Would their Muslim slavers have sold them to Westerners had they known the wickedness of the Middle Passage? “It’s a myth that Muslims abhorred slavery more than non-Muslims,” he said. “The slave trade and slavery was a natural thing of the world. They all participated. It was not a problem.”

The sentiment bothered me. To normalize the Atlantic slave trade, to me, doesn’t sound far off from something then presidential candidate Jair Bolsonaro had said to delegitimize affirmative action: “The Portuguese didn’t even step foot in Africa. The Blacks themselves turned over the slaves.” Could they really have imagined such an industrialized system of slavery that routinely worked people to death? Would they have sold their enemies to the West had they known that they’d be packed into a ship basement for months, surrounded by seasickness, cholera, and corpses? Maybe. But to say it was “not a problem,” as Reis had, and to assume that a Black slave owner, Malê or no, having survived this uniquely cruel bondage, would then maintain the status quo sounded patently like denial.

It reminded me of how I used to self-justify the Arab slave trade to free myself of cultural guilt. Arab Muslim imperialists globalized the sub-Saharan African slave trade, starting in the seventh century. The Umayyad caliphate’s East African incursion established the sub-Saharan slave routes that gradually expanded across continents and dramatically darkened the shade of most human chattel. From 650 to 1600, Arab slavers bought and sold 7 million Africans, mostly women, and continued trading well into the twentieth century. Some Libyans are trading sub-Saharan Africans right now. That ab’d, the Arabic equivalent of “negro,” translates to “slave” proves how interwoven these ideas still are in my culture.

How I wish I’d known that ab’d was a slur when my younger self used it in conversations with my relatives. During the few times I took Quran classes with a tutor, the religious figures who captured my attention most were ex-slaves promoted to leadership by the Prophet himself. As I perceived the lessons, the Messenger of God liberated subjects from bondage. In reality, Muhammad only tried to entice their liberty with rewards. Perhaps Muhammad saw the industry as one might see Wall Street: a necessary evil too big to fail. At best, it could be regulated.

Apologists have argued that Muhammad believed his reformations would indirectly lead to abolition. Instead, they became part of an infallible legal framework that grew the slave economy. To meet the demands of the expanding empire, his successors and subsequent Arab nations are responsible for selling about 9.5 million sub-Saharan Africans into bondage, not far from the 12.5 million sold to Greater America (1.8 million of whom died in the passage). Their visibility has been erased by miscegenation, integration, revisionism, and time.

I used to buy the postracial myth of my ancestors’ history. Muslims are, by miles, the most diverse religious community in the West. But that does not shield them from anti-Blackness. In a sense, Muslims and Brazilians are alike in that many of them believe they’re living out a postracial fantasy.



To relive the Malê revolt, Reis suggested I take a walking tour of the old city with his former student and fellow professor, Carlos Francisco da Silva Jr. The young scholar picked me up on the morning of Black Awareness Day in his nice SUV. “Some people assume I stole my car,” he said. “Once, police stopped me to ask my wife if she was okay.”

“Is she Black?” I asked.

He laughed. “No. That’s why they wanted to see if she’s okay.” Da Silva is technically mixed race. In West Africa, locals regarded him as “white,” yet in Brazil, he embodies the glib idiom: if you don’t know whether someone is Black, ask the police.

He drove downtown and led me to the bottom of a main street sloping down from the original government palace. “The conspiracy was plotted here, in one of these houses,” he said, pointing to a row of low-rise apartments above mundane shops. From the vantage point of this wide three-point intersection, the rebels had multiple escape routes and clear paths to the halls of power. “This is why I believe the Malê’s military background had a big part in the revolt. It was so strategic.”

Save for the palace behind us at the top of the hill, not a piece of 1835 still existed within our purview. I tried to imagine the January 25 uprising unfolding within the current scene, picturing dozens of freed and enslaved Africans in the basement of the current cell phone store. They wore white robes and Yoruba amulets, each one containing a scroll with a short prayer or promise of victory. They’d just broken their fasts, and for many, it would be their last Ramadan meal. They knew that not all six hundred men would survive the battle at dawn, but they had faith in God that their families, at least, would soon rebuild Bahia as a pan-African nation. Faith had already brought them together in the home of their teacher, Manoel, and helped various Muslim tribes and allies. As Sufis, whose doctrine and rituals emphasize divine presence, they may have even felt God in the room. God had showed them a sign when a Catholic festival fell on Lailat al-Qadr, the Night of Power, which commemorates Prophet Muhammad’s first revelation. In a few hours, virtually all white Baianos would be celebrating at a cathedral far away, clearing the government district to become their battleground.

Suddenly there’s a banging on neighbouring building doors as military guards attempt to break down the entrances. They’ve received separate tips from African wives who feared their husbands’ insurgency would lead to mass execution. As patrolmen close in on Manoel’s home, the rebels decide to act then, hours before their planned attack.

Da Silva took over my imagination as he described the scene of fifty rebels pouring out of the present-day cell phone store with swords and a few guns. “According to the reports, they shouted, ‘Death to soldiers,’ ” he explained. They followed Islamic rules of engagement, insofar as they only attacked police and guards (the “soldiers”), avoided injuring noncombatants, and resisted destroying homes.

We climbed the hill, following in the footsteps of the rebels as they awoke sleeping infantrymen on their way to the municipal palace. After chasing police off the first battlefront, the Malê planned to free a religious leader jailed in the basement of city hall. “They had soldiers from both sides attacking them with guns, but they could only do close combat,” said da Silva. The tables quickly turned against them in the battle’s second movement. The third, fourth, and fifth skirmishes were deadlier. Eventually the Malê were walking into bullets.

“All in all, the rebellion was five hours,” da Silva explained, back in the car. He drove to the lower city and pulled over to the side of an industrial road with a slight view of the sea. He appeared reflective as he described the dozens of rebels killed or who drowned while escaping back into that awful harbour. “The Malê revolt opens a window to understand the lives and expectations under bondage,” he said. “It tells a story of resistance and organisation in the African diaspora.” I asked if there was anything permanent commemorating their heroism. There wasn’t. “Public interest in these stories ends on page two of Brazilian history,” he said.

That was starting to change, thanks to the ways pop culture, local politics, and Vidas Negras Important (Black Lives Matter) were tapping the mythic power of the Malê as part of a broader Black power movement. The previous night, a miniseries about the Muslim revolt of 1835 premiered. Other tributes have come by way of Malê-themed samba school performances and drumming groups. Several works of fiction have paid homage to folk heroine Luisa Mahin, who supposedly aided the rebellion by smuggling Arabic messages inside her street food.

A physical memorial is underway. In 2019, Salvador city councilwoman Marta Rodrigues successfully advocated to rename a metro station under renovation after the Malê. We spotted the councilwoman a few hours later in the annual demonstration, a scarf with pan-African–coloured stripes draped over her shoulders. “We want to give visibility to these heroes and heroines,” Rodrigues said of plans for the station and a monument honouring Mahin and other heroes of the rebellion. “It was an important revolt, but Brazilians don’t know how to tell this story and how it happened; how it gave us the persistence to fight; what it represents for us today.”

What does it represent to them today? At every chance, I asked this question of Brazilians Black, brown, and white; protestors, taxi drivers, and first cousins; Muslims and not. “All I know is the Malê were mad about something, and they were protesting against something,” said an Uber driver’s activist friend. (Not knowing the first thing about the revolt, she texted him mid-drive.) My only cousin even vaguely aware of the revolt thought Malê were an ethnic tribe, not her coreligionists.

There hadn’t appeared to be much effect on public consciousness, but out in the march, many demonstrators were well aware of the revolt—maybe even too aware. Several of them falsely believed that Zumbi dos Palmares, the warrior king of a rogue ex-slave colony and whose 1695 execution is honoured on Black Awareness Day, was one of the Malê. Others lit up at the very mention of the semi-fictional Luisa Mahin, whose name also appeared on uniforms worn by teenagers representing a female empowerment program. The girls crowded around Zumbi’s statue for a photo-op with Olívia Santana, a charismatic politician who was running to become Salvador’s first Black woman mayor.

I spotted Santana while her supporters clamoured to speak with her. The state deputy greeted me with a customary kiss and pushed back her box braids to hear my questions over the noise.

“What’s the importance of the Malê to the Black power movement?” I asked.

Santana said the Malê were an inspiration to the Black population for absolute freedom, which helped open the pathway to liberation. Too often, she said, Brazilian history touts white abolitionists as democratic heroes, when in fact the original abolitionists were Black rebels.

Santana knew the Malê were Muslim, not an ethnicity. I asked if that was of historical importance. She shook her head. No. “Only in the aspect of freedom of religion and resisting intolerance against African religions.” After a period of peace, followers of non-Christian faiths have noted a surge in threats and harassment. That same Black history month in Bahia, a Candomblé temple had mysteriously burned. Whether it is Allah or the Yoruba god Ogun the Malê worshipped, she seemed to argue, what matters is that today’s non-Christians can relate.

Her dismissal surprised me. Much like Muslims in the Western world, the Black diaspora knows what it’s like to be associated with society’s ills, to be burdened by dehumanizing policies and treated with suspicion, and to walk the world all too aware of the stereotypes that precede you. Since Bolsonaro started campaigning, Brazil’s barely visible Muslim population has also reported an unprecedented level of racism. Much of it is stirred up by evangelicals inside his base. He has not specifically targeted Muslims, but need not in order for Muslims to be casualties of his anti-immigrant rhetoric. Anti-Blackness is deeper rooted than Western Islamophobia, but the two are not unrelated and sometimes intersect.



The crackdown on Muslims after the Malê revolt pushed everything remotely Islamic into hiding. Catholic elites saw it as an impediment to indoctrination. The church relatively tolerated Candomblé, which today has 2 million adherents worldwide, because it syncretized with Christianity. So did Islam, of course, self-evident in the Quran’s continuity with the New Testament, including the belief that Jesus was a miracle-performing messiah set to return on Judgment Day. Christian theology and culture is inherent in Islam’s origins, but this made Islam more of a competitive threat.

The stricter practices of Muslims and their tendency to isolate further hindered their cultural continuity. Islamic fashion and Arabic literature faded with the banishment of mosques and Muslim preachers. What few believers held on to Muslim culture past the point of emancipation, in 1888, did not do so openly or pass it on to another generation. As it eroded from society, it vanished from memory, leaving only residue. Islam’s remaining traces in Black communities are the white sacred clothes and ablutions of Afro-Brazilian faiths, some derivative words, and, possibly, the Candomblé practice of greeting someone with a hand over one’s heart. Islam is now as camouflaged in Caribbean and Brazilian religions as it is in the Portuguese language and architecture.

Black Islam escaped dormancy only with a modest conversion movement in the 1990s. One of the first mosques to cater to new believers was Centro Cultural Islâmico da Bahia in Salvador. I went to the green residential building better known as Mesquita Salvador one Friday morning to interview its imam about why the faith found appeal in a dominantly Catholic, but increasingly evangelical, nation.

Abdul Hameed Ahmad, the imam known as shaykh (preacher) Ahmad, watched for me and my translator from the second-storey balcony and buzzed us in. Doors led to separate chambers of the cinder-block building, the male-only section prayer hall at the front, the smaller female section in the back, and his personal abode up a flight of stairs. We entered through the front and followed his voice up a spiral staircase to his office.

Shaykh Ahmad sported a white goatee and wore loose layman’s clothes over his tall, brawny body. He had a serene lilt and thick Nigerian accent. Ahmad never heard the anachronistic term Malê until meeting a billionaire Lebanese Brazilian recruited to help resurrect their spirit in Bahia with the opening of the mosque in the early nineties. The rediscovery of national Muslim history, thanks to João José Reis’s research, overlapped with a Muslim propagation movement, thanks to enriched Gulf Arab states. The São Paulo businessman received large sums from the United Arab Emirates to establish mosques for converts scattered around the country.

Shaykh Ahmad seemed like the perfect imam for Salvador’s growing ummah. He is ethnic Yoruban. His parents were the first in his family to convert to Islam from the traditional polytheist faith infused in Candomblé. He understands what it means to live in multicultural and multifaith societies. But he’s also a University of Madinah alumnus, so Brazilian culture poses serious challenges to his orthodox views.

“When he first asked me, I told him I wasn’t interested. Nigeria was healthy at the time—stable economy and good education—and all I knew about Brazil was Carla Perez, a pop star that seemed to be half-naked all the time,” recalled Ahmad. At the same time, though, the shaykh was struggling to break old habits of Nigerian Muslims. His ultraconservative education put him at odds with Sufi African practices. Brazilians would be a clean slate. He decided to try it out.

Shaykh Ahmad was not wrong to fear Western hedonism. If anything, he’d underestimated it. Shaykh Ahmad arrived in February at the height of Carnival. In his eyes, every woman appeared to be “quasi-naked.” He immediately told his associates “this isn’t for me,” but they guilted him into trying it for a year. Gradually Bahia grew on him. “Everything was similar to my country. The customs, the food, the happy, generous people.” More than anything, the nascent jamaat, or congregation, was desperate for leadership.

Many white converts are enticed by the romance of Moorish history. For Black and mixed-race Brazilians, though, the appeal is practical. It answers moral questions and promises domestic stability. “The parents in Black communities aren’t bringing the kids up together,” said the shaykh. “Islam says you must have a base education in the home, which depends on the parents. This is what we’re trying to teach our brothers and sisters—that marriage isn’t just a program for a wedding but the whole moral compass of your family.” A possible ancestral connection through the story of the Malê can make it personal; however, undoing the legacy and trauma of slavery has more sway. Perhaps the greatest difference between Arab and European slave trades is that the former encouraged slaves to have traditional families, while the latter usually prohibited it. Denying them this institution still has consequences for their progeny.

Shaykh Ahmad politely asked to pause our conversation to prepare his afternoon sermon. He delivered it an hour later, a speech about the importance of family values, mutual respect, and education. He wore a yellow-threaded black robe and white turban with a long tail draped over his shoulder and sat on the rug next to a regal throne. It was the only ornate thing in an otherwise humble room, ventilated by wide-open doors.

About thirty men and women filled the prayer hall. They were strikingly diverse not just for the city but for any other Western mosque. Salvador’s demographics predicted an all-Black congregation, but about half the jamaat might fall into the categories of white or mixed race. I’d soon learn that several of them were immigrants and foreign students, but if I had tried to guess who based on wardrobe alone, I would have been wrong. Some Brazilians dressed more African than actual Africans. Altogether, they depicted the fabled racial democracy that both Brazil and Islam covet but rarely achieve.

This, the shaykh later explained, was by design. A decade ago, a representative of the Nation of Islam paid him a visit in the hopes that he would adopt and promote their Black nationalist agenda. The effort was part of a larger attempt to make up for dwindling US membership in South America and the Caribbean. As Ahmad tells it, the American offered him all sorts of material and financial incentives, including a promise to prop him up as a public figure on a media channel the Black nationalist group planned for the region. In return, said Ahmad, the Nation group asked him to kick out non-Blacks. The shaykh refused. “I told them, ‘If you want to help us, you’re more than welcome, but this doesn’t work in tandem with me because Islam is for everyone.’ ”

Ahmad doesn’t deny the existence of racism in the Brazilian ummah. São Paulo is home to one of South America’s oldest and most stunning mosques, and yet Black Muslims in the megacity felt so unwelcome that they formed one of their own. Nigerian British author Habeeb Akande’s book Illuminating the Blackness: Blacks and African Muslims in Brazil reports Afro women in the mosque feeling ignored by Afro men, whom he concluded leveraged their religious membership to pursue white brides. It’s a complicated reality, but one that Shaykh Ahmad tries to address with the Quran’s stance on racial equality. Say what you want of the orthodox Sunni Islam he prescribes, it has pushed the modern ummah closer to Muhammad’s postracial vision.

I met some congregants upstairs over cookies and tea. We talked about what brought them to Islam, or Brazil, or both. The natural-born Muslims were drawn across oceans by universities, while the natural-born Brazilians were drawn to make shahada, the Muslim proclamation, by a mix of traditional family values and counterculture. Two young women stood out in matching ill-fitted hijabs and slit designer jeans. Juliana Alexandre and Alíce Barreto told me they were not Muslims but undergraduates studying ethnography at a local university. Alíce was researching how the Malê revolt is taught in early childhood education, and Juliana, local Islam in general.

I talked to Juliana and Alíce about their early findings. Ten years after a federal law mandated lessons on Afro-Brazilian history, the students found little mention of the Malê’s religion in any curriculum. “There was no content in books,” said Alíce, speaking from personal experience. “It was all material I learned in university.” She was surprised to learn about Muslim history sleeping under her feet and just as surprised to learn about a mosque in her hometown.

“I didn’t believe that Islam could exist in the Western world,” said Juliana. “I already had an affinity for the religion. I believe Islam is more than what ‘they’ say it is, what ‘they’ tell us, and what ‘they’ film. Truth is, I already looked for a mosque since I was young, but I didn’t know about the Islamic centre. This was my chance to learn about the religion.”

“Are you going to convert?” Alíce asked. I sensed that Alíce had wanted to ask her friend this question for a while.

“I’m thinking about it. I haven’t decided yet, but in virtue, it would be this totally radical change of habits.”

“What sort of habits do you want to change?” I asked.

“I don’t want to change the way I dress,” she said with a laugh.

“And also—the boyfriend,” Alíce quipped.

“That’s not it,” Juliana said demurely. “I want to change my perspective on the world.” Islam, she believed, offered a global view—not just where you’re from but your place within the world—and validated the humanity of all. “I’m interested in its social equality. I believe this is different from the other religions.” In Brazil, she said, colour classifies you into a social position. She felt “mechanized” to look for a better system.

Until meeting the young students, I had not seen any evidence that the religion of the Malê rebels held much significance for Brazilians—neither the believers in mosques nor the nonbelievers at protests. But Juliana made me reconsider that. From one class, she’d become interested enough in the potential faith of her ancestors to maybe one day become a believer. If public awareness is only beginning, how many converts might come out of public school, postsecondaries, and popular culture?

Of course, this was exactly what the designers of the New Christian World feared could happen. It’s why kings tried to literally ban Islam from the Americas. When it was too late, they tried to ban it from sight. And when they lost control, they tried to ban it from minds.

But time has shown that those efforts have also failed. Now we know that Muslims have played a role in shaping the New World for as long as any post-Columbian American faith. If Islam was in the not-too-distant cultures of many of the slaves and enslavers, then Islamic history is also American history.

Branches to early Muslims may be broken and lost, but their cultural influences are strong and discoverable if we know what to look for. Our continent isn’t as Christian as we think.






3 Purification Calcutta No. 1 Masjid (Calcutta Settlement, Trinidad and Tobago)


When foreign journalists travel to Trinidad for a story about the Caribbean nation’s Muslims, it’s usually with one question in mind: How did an island of barely a million people become a bigger exporter of ISIS loyalists than possibly the United States and Canada combined? Between 130 and 250 Trinidadians—as many as one in 450 Muslims—joined the former caliphate. This dubious distinction has eclipsed other things that the country’s 112,000 Muslims would rather be known for.

The Republic of Trinidad and Tobago appointed the first Muslim head of a Western state in 1987, President Noor Hassanali, a man admired as that rare scandal-free politician in a borderline narco state. It was also the first Western country to declare a public holiday for Eid al-Fitr (the last day of Ramadan). Muslims are so evenly stitched into the social fabric that few Trinidadians know, or probably care, that Islam is the faith of famous soca musicians, sports heroes, and entrepreneurs. “But the narrative is ISIS and Muslim gangs,” said Jalaludin Khan, my on-the-ground assistant.

Khan, a cultural heritage expert, promised to guide me to the oldest mosques in the Western Hemisphere, where a unique Muslim practice emerged from a British social experiment. The indentured Indian labourers, who first arrived aboard the Fatel Razack (“Victory of Allah the Provider”) in 1845, came from a variety of castes, sects, and former kingdoms that would have barely intermingled before the Crown sent them to save their postabolition plantations from economic ruin. Cut off from formal religious authority for generations, these Indians (the term “South Asian,” though geographically and politically correct, is uncommon in the Caribbean) aggregated Sunni, Shia, Sufi, Sikh, and Hindu thought into a unique Muslim culture.

I hoped to find the seeds of Indo-Caribbean Islam at historic mosques in Iere Village and Calcutta Settlement, each of them built by two of the 221 surviving passengers aboard the maiden voyage, as well as Port of Spain’s first mosque, which was cofounded by Jalaludin’s grandfather.

Despite my working with a respected consultant, historians and caretakers were wary of my arrival. “They want to know, What are your real intentions?” Jalaludin explained, as our driver navigated Port of Spain’s morning rush hour. “Are you with some state agency? Or someone with a specific narrative?” Recently, a National Geographic documentary series approached community leaders with requests like mine, only to blindside them with questions about radicals and self-styled Muslim gangs like “Unruly ISIS.”

That was not my focus, I assured him. I was, however, intrigued by the racial divide amongst Afro- and Indo-Muslims. Trinidadian Muslims share a language, nationality, holy book, and, for the most part, Sunni orthodoxy, yet their mosques are more segregated than the island itself, which has developed with a near-even split of Blacks in the north and brown people in the south. Was this by accident or design? To find out, I scheduled interviews with leaders of mosques across the racial and theological spectrum, including an imam who opens his door to gangsters, in hopes of helping turn their lives around, and Yasin Abu Bakr, the leader of Jamaat al-Muslimeen, a militant group responsible for another unfortunate national title: the only Islamist coup attempted in the Western world.

On July 27, 1990, Jamaat al-Muslimeen launched an insurrection when it stormed parliament and took every elected member hostage, including a wounded prime minister. Another unit seized a state television station. Abu Bakr declared the government of Trinidad and Tobago overthrown live on air, but he failed to win enough civilian support to make up for his vastly outnumbered militants. Parliament was recaptured after three days and twenty-four deaths. In the fallout, Black Muslims were stigmatized as “radicals.” Though their delegitimization has faded with reconciliation and time, Black and mixed-race Muslims report being held back from religious leadership positions.

Before hitting the highway, we made an unannounced visit to Port of Spain’s historic mosque. It’s one of dozens of mosques overseen by ASJA (an Urdu acronym that roughly translates to “Volunteers of the Prophet’s Customs”). ASJA is the largest Islamic organization in the country, overseeing eighty-plus mosques, schools, and centres. Jalaludin’s family left ASJA for a more progressive network long before he was born, and his attempts to secure access before we arrived went ignored. As he repeatedly knocked on the entrance, I took in the impressive Indian architecture and kalasha-style domes more reminiscent of Hindu temples.

Just as we prepared to turn back, the door swung open. A mufti wearing a white gown and turban stood in the entrance. His smile nearly outsized his bushy white mane streaked with red dye. He looked overjoyed, as if expecting us all week. Behind him in the lobby, three men in near-identical uniforms shared his ebullience. I spied more men sleeping on thin mattresses in the prayer hall. None but the mufti spoke English. In a thick South Asian accent, he insisted we join them for a cup of tea.

“Is that the imam?” I asked Jalaludin as we removed our shoes.

He shook his head. “Tablighi Jamaat. Missionaries from Pakistan.”

Known as the “Muslim Jehovah’s Witnesses” on account of their politeness and persistence, Tablighi are apolitical reformists who believe that religious propagation is core to salvation. Led by a trained scholar, this particular group had been travelling the Caribbean islands for three months, relying on the charity of strangers for shelter. I’d only encountered Muslim missionaries once before and wouldn’t have identified them had they not first misidentified my lumberjack beard as a religious symbol instead of a fashion trend.

I assumed there wasn’t a need for foreign missionaries on an island with substantial Muslim demographics and infrastructure. Trinidad has one hundred and forty mosques, two Muslim television stations, and a satellite campus of Darul Uloom, India’s most prestigious Muslim seminary. But, in fact, that’s why Tablighi are so common in Trinidad. Unlike traditional missionaries, their goal is “correction,” not conversion. They encourage incremental self-improvement for stated believers, from observing daily prayers at home to observing them at mosque, from studying Quran to leading Quran studies.

The only thing to surprise Jalaludin about our encounter was the venue. ASJA presents itself as a steward of Islam as it was practised by the indentured forefathers. Whether that’s true is debatable, but in preserving Indo-Islamic rituals, ASJA resists the homogenizing force of fundamentalists, and thus has long been hostile toward Tablighi. Of course, Tablighi themselves are not ultraorthodox as a rule—any sincere Muslim man can join a mission—but Tablighi usually are fundamentalists for three reasons: first, it takes some zeal to leave behind your work and family for a six-month voluntary mission; second, a significant number of missionaries are from the Islamic Republic of Pakistan, where sharia is constitutionally enshrined with overwhelming public support; and third, the movement’s origins itself:

Tablighi Jamaat is a pacifist offshoot of Deobandism, an Indian revivalist movement that aims to purify Islam by returning to the ways of the Prophet and his disciples, right down to the red dye in their beards and hemmed robes. (Muhammad used the former to conceal grey hairs and encouraged it for Muslims to differentiate themselves from Christians and Jews, who once forbade hair dye. As for the hem of their bottoms, it was most likely to prevent tracking sand through the mosque.)

So why were they there in a venue known to keep Tablighi missionaries at bay? On our way back to the car, Jalaludin noted a peculiar change to the sign. In fresh paint, it read “Jama Masjid 1361–1362,” just as it had for as long as he could remember, but ASJA’s logo was missing. It was clear that an ideological coup had occurred inside one of the country’s most important houses of worship without many noticing.

My aides explained that since shoring up on the island in the late 1960s, missionaries have nudged the islands’ Muslims toward “pure Islam.” As many as two-fifths of Trinidad’s Muslims are what you might call fundamentalists, according to a 1999 study titled “The Influence of Indian Islam in Fundamentalist Trends in Trinidad and Tobago.” That’s remarkable considering their Western lineage.

The tug-of-war between traditionalists and ultraorthodox fundamentalists came into sharp focus later that morning in Calcutta Settlement. The island’s first Indian colony is home to the Americas’ oldest mosque. Plainly known as Calcutta No. 1 Masjid, it was founded in 1863 by a Fatel Razack passenger and has been associated with ASJA for as long as it has been an association.

Its founders formed ASJA in the 1930s to shield against progressive practices gaining popularity. For the latter half of its existence, ASJA has protected its traditions from the political centre, pushed there by Deobandism and Salafism (a.k.a. Wahhabism), a slightly more austere, harsher, and ethnocentric Arabian movement. (Both have their quietists and extremists, and neither ideology causes one to take up terrorism any more than evangelicalism causes one to shoot an abortionist or Hasidism causes one to terrorize Palestinians.) Calcutta No. 1 Masjid became a focal point of religious politics in the 1960s. That’s when its imam, a dynamic twenty-five-year-old, tried to reinvigorate the mosque with lessons he learned from travelling preachers.
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