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Safia Elhillo

Foreword: Good Muslim / Bad Muslim

I didn’t have a Muslim community growing up because I was afraid. White people were mostly an abstraction for me as a child, and so was their judgement—a question about my accent here, a comment about my body hair there. They didn’t know, early on, specific enough ways to really hurt me. The ones with that particular toolkit were my own people. A comment at Sudanese Sunday school about how I wore such tight jeans because I didn’t have a father at home. Whispers about my divorced mother. My hair was this. My complexion was that. My Arabic, too this, too that. My family was this. I was too new, then too Americanized. I memorized their voices, anticipated their critique. This T-shirt was too short and revealed the roll of fat above my hips. This one was too tight and cupped my nonexistent breasts. I was a child, really—there was no reason for anyone to be looking at my body that way. But I would pull on a pair of jeans and anticipate eyes on the curve they made of my lower half. The way they molded to my ass. Or didn’t. I spent most of my early adolescence swimming in fabric—a gray fleece Gap sweater that I wore every day, boys’ cargo pants, oversize souvenir T-shirts my mother brought me from her travels. My own secular kind of covering. I didn’t want anyone to look at me, to say anything.

As an adult, now with plenty of trauma at the hands of white people, the judgement I still fear the most is by those meant to be “my people.” I screenshot horrible things Muslim men say to me on the Internet, and read and reread their messages into the night. I read and reread the comment left on a photo of mine, by a man I do not know, telling me in Arabic that my nose ring does not look good on me. The comment is so small, probably typed in passing. It takes over my entire day. I eventually delete it, but still cannot stop talking about it, months later. I have spent, really, my whole adult life and most of my adolescence, most of my childhood, trying to avoid being talked about in any capacity. “People will talk” was a governing principle in my upbringing, in my culture—a way of letting me know I should not do something (cut my hair short, wear clothes that are too tight, wear clothes that are too loose, be photographed with men, curse on the Internet, talk about my body, pierce my nose, double-pierce my ears, wear my hair in its natural curls to a wedding, wear a hoop nose ring), without giving the direct instruction.

I’ve been afraid, forever, of performing my identity incorrectly. My Muslimness, my Sudaneseness, my Americanness, my Blackness, my womanhood, all of it. I was a solitary kid, introverted and always reading, painfully shy. I looked to books to teach me how people were with each other—how they talked, how they touched, how they played, how they trusted, how they mourned. I practiced alone at night—jokes, pronunciations, nicknames I wanted people to give me. Tools of American girlhood like playing with my hair and keeping things in the back pocket of my jeans. I wasn’t in any of the books I was reading—maybe a sliver here or there, a character with brown skin, with parents from somewhere else, with curly hair, but never the full extent of my intersection. I also wasn’t seeing anyone ever talk about the nuances available in Muslim identity—at least not for women. I grew up watching men I knew drink and smoke and go to mosque, all in the same day. Their Muslimness felt like it made room for everything in their lives. The women I knew were not at all afforded this nuance—they were regarded either as religious or as secular. There was nothing in between. So I grew up hearing and using terms like “bad Muslim” and “good Muslim” and thinking of them as fixed identities. My first semester of college, I was scared and overstimulated and homesick and sad, and did not pray for months. And so I thought I was a bad Muslim, and thinking of myself as a bad Muslim allowed more months to pass without prayer, because praying started to feel like something I didn’t deserve to do. I mourned my good Muslimness. I felt my whole life growing increasingly opaque outside to how Muslim I felt inside. I didn’t have anyone to talk to about it. I’d meet new people who didn’t know for months that I was Muslim. I’d meet other Muslims and obsess later about what they were saying about the fact that I’d been wearing shorts. I was very lonely.

The poems and essays in this anthology are the Muslim community I didn’t know I was allowed to dream of. The Muslim community in which my child-self could have blossomed—proof of the fact that there are as many ways to be Muslim as there are Muslims. That my way was one of those ways, was a way of being Muslim that did count. The writers in this anthology demonstrate the sheer cacophony of Muslimness, of Muslim identities, of Muslim people. The range of things we’re allowed to say and feel and want and mourn and joke about. We’re accustomed, at this point, to media in which a cis, straight Muslim man gets to express his flawed Muslimness, to mess up and stray away and return and sin and repent and everything else that humans do. But the cisness, the straightness, the maleness of these voices has kept them safe in their expression of their flaws, in their trying to find their unique place within Islam. There are no stones for their bodies, no disownings, no honor killings. But what about a safe space for those who keep getting left out of the conversation about Muslims and Muslimness? How about populating the conversation in a way that’s more representative of what the Muslim population actually looks like? My hope is that this anthology is a step in that direction. And that this anthology is a space where we don’t have to be afraid of our own people, of being disqualified from our identities. Some freedom, albeit brief, from the governance of shame. This community has existed in our community all along, all over its margins.


Fatimah Asghar

Foreword: Finding the Hammam

The Salon was where I went to feel safe. Like the Planned Parenthoods across America, the Salon’s exterior was unwelcoming, every inch of glass crowded in newspaper cutouts so you couldn’t see inside. If you didn’t know better, you’d think it closed.

It wasn’t. Like Planned Parenthood, the newspapers across the glass were there to block out the outside world, to create a space where the women inside could not be seen by the men who owned the streets. Inside, behind two doors, The Salon was immaculate. The receptionist had beautiful curly black hair, and there were usually five or six women sitting around her, all sipping tea and discussing the latest in their lives. It was more of a mini-mall than a salon: there was a sugar-waxing studio, a nail salon, a gym, and a locker room with a Turkish bath (hammam) and showers, where the woman would gather, naked, in the water and talk for hours.

I had never been in a hammam before; I had joined The Salon simply because I wanted to use the gym and run on a treadmill freely in shorts without the risk of being harassed.

I was living in Jordan, studying abroad in Amman for a semester to better my Arabic. It was the first time my Pakistani-American ass was for real for real outside of the Western world, which despises Islam and Muslims. In my first few weeks in Jordan I’d been followed home twice from the bus by strange men hoping to marry me. My host brothers had to chase them out of our backyard. It became quite clear to me that I couldn’t just walk outside freely without a man to help “protect” me. Places that were inside, with mostly women, became my only realm of real safety while I lived there.

It’s not all that different from America. I was in middle school when the towers fell; my formative years were defined by the vitriolic racism and Islamophobia that plagued America in its wake. While most kids were worried about the sudden new stench of BO coming from their armpits, I was hiding in my school’s bathrooms, afraid of being followed home or called a terrorist. I became used to harassment, not just in terms of race and religion, but also as a woman walking about the world. In my high school hallways I was regularly groped by the hands of young men when I was trying to get to class. Once, a classmate followed me out of class on my way to the bathroom and pinned me against a locker while he felt me up until I had to quite literally shout for him to get off me. He wasn’t even reprimanded—the teacher who heard my scream just told us to stop goofing around and get back to class. The next day when I walked to the train station from school, he laughed with his friends and shouted, “You see those sideburns, dude? She has to be a fucking man, as hairy as she is.”

Boys will be boys, as they say, and reap the benefits of a patriarchal world. A world that is built on “boys will be boys” violence; a world where women, femme, gender-nonconforming, trans, and queer people, by design, can never fit safely inside.

The street harassment in Jordan was only surprising to me because my naïve-self expected more from Muslim men. I was so excited to be living in a Muslim-majority place for the first time in my life, I hadn’t even considered street harassment would happen. I expected it to more be like a family reunion, where we would all dance and sing together and practice Islam in whatever way that we saw fit. Aunties and uncles would greet me at the bus stop with sweets. We would all roll out our prayer mats in the streets and pray together, delighting in how our relationship with God was our own and free from judgment. That was far from the case. On sight, many people judged me as a haraami, a Muslim woman brimming with sin, going straight to hell. My uncovered (and often wet) hair, my sandals showcasing my exposed feet, and my western clothes were all sites of scorn.

This all changed in The Salon. In here, women took off their hijabs and the covered and un-covered blended in together without worry. Women talked openly about sex, showing each other lacy lingerie they had bought for a special night with their husbands. Bodies soaked in the warm water for hours as recipes were exchanged, and hair and nail tips were passed through the pools. I didn’t feel judged; I just felt like I could come as I was, lose track of time, and spend hours just being. Here, for a few brief moments every day, we were free.

One day, the receptionist ran down the halls of The Salon flinging her hijab around her and screaming, “A man is here! A man is here! A man!” A maintenance man had come to fix a pipe that was broken in the building and was being sequestered between the two doors by non-hijabi women. The air shifted, the tension so thick it hung like a spoiled wedding cake throughout the complex. From corners I had never before noticed, women began pulling out shawls and draping themselves in them. A few women locked themselves in the waxing room, turning the light off and pressing themselves against the wall to avoid being seen, like the lockdown drills we practiced in middle school. Water splashed as wet bodies left the hammam, rolls jiggling with the force of running, emergency hijabs flying through the air. Within a minute, women who had previously been fully naked were completely covered, not a wisp of hair in sight.

I can’t remember how long the maintenance man took. Ten minutes? An hour? We were all absolutely still, unmoving, not even the whirr of a treadmill going.

When he left, we all breathed freely again. And that is when I knew that this place was nothing short of magic. That I could live in The Salon, forever.

At a reading a few weeks ago, an audience member asked me how I would describe my poetics in a few words. I said I wanted them to be haraam-auntie poetics—the auntie who you can talk to about sex and sexuality, who you can go to when you can’t go to your parents. Another audience member asked what I hoped my poems would do in the world. I told them that if one of my poems could make someone else feel seen, feel safe for a brief moment, feel a little less alone, I would have accomplished my goal. The two answers are really the same. Far too many times, I put myself in violent situations, particularly sexual, because I felt an aloneness, an otherness that I could not talk about with anyone. Because I could not name my desire. Because I could not reconcile the many things I was, within an identity that was accepted. Muslim. Pakistani. Kashmiri. American. Queer. Lower-class. Femme. Orphan. Sometimes woman. Sometimes man. Sometimes neither. Disposable.

What’s the cost of a Muslim girl writing poems the way I do? I have already lost so much. What more can I stand to lose? It’s the twenty-first century and we still live in a world of honor killings. A world where rape is rationalized. A world where trans women, particularly Black and brown trans women, are being murdered without justice. A world where police murder Black civilians and go unpunished. A world where the murders of Muslim people are not considered hate crimes. A world where queer people are thrown out of their homes. A world where girls are married off, before they can even name their own desire.

What’s the cost, of writing poems the ways we do?

Join me. Join us. Let us create a poetics that recreates the hamaam, where we can come in our real, naked skin, sit in the water, and talk openly. Where all of us—the hijabis, the haraamis, the uncovered, the gender-nonconforming, the queer, the married, the never-married, the virgins, the non-virgins, the brown, the black, the white, the yellow—can just be. Can just be seen. Can just be heard. Can be celebrated. Can live, exist, and make our own freedoms.


I.

SHAHADA

 

Ladan Osman

Following the Horn’s Call

Someone labeled a postcard of The Last Supper

“People Eating Food.”

I laughed because a fish was only fish, bread only bread

until someone explained about Jesus.

In heaven there must be dinners.

If I could get close enough to any honorable table I would say,

Moses, I had trouble with r’s and s’s. How about you?

Did God unloose your tongue all at once?

Do they love Jonah or do they laugh at him?

Do they ask how many arches in the beast’s mouth?

Did he count them like ceiling tiles?

Do they say, I trembled when the sea split.

When the flame spoke. When the one who plays the first note

of the last moment showed me his wings?

Do all the women cut their palms because of Joseph’s beauty?

Does he ever smile at his own face in the cutlery?

I want to see him and compare him to the others.

Paradise is to ask whatever you like. A tea with God.

I have filled a book with questions I can’t remember.

 

Ladan Osman

I’m Trying to Stop Writing About Water

But a girl lets her lip hang

the whole morning prayer.

“We let our dresses drag,”

my cousin has said for years.

“We are devout.”

A woman, then her mother,

wipes the girl’s drool.

It falls into her palm,

onto her white patent shoes.

Between the rows,

boys in cream and gold, unsure

if they want to be on the men’s side,

or with their mother,

whose embroidery matches theirs.

When they turn, there are fold lines

down their backs and legs.

I leave lines on my own back,

wonder at my unborn labor.

The girl drools onto pink stockings.

However her mother adjusts them,

they turn on her heels.

They smile at her heels.

When the children become restless,

a woman claps, sharp,

and they all look at her, accept a lull,

then laugh and crawl between rows,

across rows. The children make

their own row. They crowd

around the white patent shoe.

The mother turns the shoe over

and smiles at its sole.

She wears it on her fingers,

loans it to her girl. The girl takes it

with both hands, strokes its strap.

When restless, again,

her mother lifts her black robe,

walks her fingers over and over

a green skirt, the color of grass

in a soaked field,

grass between pools,

in roadside forests. Abrupt.

Contained. They gather fabric

in their fingers, then their fists,

pulling both robe and skirt up, up.

 

Aisha Sharif

Why I Can Dance Down A Soul-Train Line in Public and Still Be Muslim

My Islam be black.

Not that “Don’t-like-white-folks”

kind of black. I mean my Islam be

who I am—black, born and raised

Muslim in Memphis, Tennessee,

by parents who converted

black. It be my 2 brothers

and 2 sisters Muslim too

black, praying at Masjid Al-Muminun,

formally Temple #55,

located at 4412 South Third Street

in between the Strip Club

and the Save-A-Lot black.

My Islam be bean pie black,

sisters cooking fish dinners

after Friday prayer black,

brothers selling them newspapers

on the front steps black, everybody

struggling to pay the mortgage back

black.

My Islam be Sister Clara Muhammad School

black, starting each day

with the pledge of allegiance

then prayer & black history

black. It be blue jumpers

over blue pants, girls pulling bangs out

of their hijabs to look cute

black. My Islam be black & Somali

boys and girls, grades 2 through 8,

learning Arabic in the same classroom

cuz we only had one classroom

black. It be everybody wearing a coat inside

cuz the building ain’t got no heat

black.

My Islam be the only Muslim girl

at a public high school

where everybody COGIC asking sidewise,

What church you go to?

black. It be me trying to explain hijab

black, No, I don’t have cancer. No,

I’m not a nun. No, I don’t take showers

with my scarf on. No, I’m not

going to hell cuz I haven’t accepted

Jesus Christ as my Lord and Savior

black. My Islam be riding on the city bus

next to crackheads and dope boys

black, be them whispering black,

be me praying they don’t follow me home

black.

My Islam don’t hate Christians

cuz all my aunts, cousins,

and grandparents be Christian

black. It be joining them for Easter

brunch cuz family still family

black. My Islam be Mus-Diva

black, head wrapped up,

feathered and jeweled black. It be me

two-stepping in hijab and four-inch heels

cuz dancing be in my bones

black.

My Islam be just as good as any Arab’s.

It be me saying, No, I ain’t gonna pray

in a separate room cuz I’m a woman

black. And, Don’t think I can’t recite Qur’an too.

Now pray on that black!

My Islam be universal

cuz black be universal.

It be Morocco and Senegal,

India and Egypt. My Islam

don’t need to be Salafi

or Sufi. It don’t have to be

blacker than yours black.

My Islam just has to be.

 

Sheena Raza Faisal

An Introduction

my god wakes up with bed head

and sticky fingers, doesn’t

want to go in to work today

my god forgets to do the dishes

lets all the houseplants die

my god teenages

built this earth on Friday night

and tires of it on Sunday morning

my god commands

a willing army, unwillingly

mutters, whines

my god is so type B

just wants to be left alone

just wants to smoke a cigarette

and not think of the parents and their children

my god is a liar

always one foot out the door

and ready to leave me here

if that’s what it takes

my god fickles

breaks every bony promise

picks away at the meat

laughs when i tantrum

still, i half-kneel and pray a half-prayer

bend until i can look myself in the eye

still, there is no god but God

so i make do with this one

 

Rumsha Sajid

Muslim Girl Preamble

We the sisters of every color

in order to form a more perfect union

establish the sanctity

of elbows touching between women

while standing in prayer.

We preserve justice

through tucking our

homegirl’s stray hair

back into her hijab when

she doesn’t notice her ponytail is out.

During Ramadan

when our periods sync up

we will go

out for lunch together.

By the powers vested in us

we will not be called

last to eat at the fam jam

or let you expect us

to babysit aunties’ kids at the mosque.

We secure our sisterhood

by knowing there is enough

baraqah for us all

therein never comparing our noor

with another sister’s.

We solemnly swear to never silence

ourselves for your comfort

and
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