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Abstract 

This work examines how diasporic Black and South Asian Muslims in Toronto and New 

York practice ummah (Muslim brotherhood and sisterhood, global Muslim unity). Through 

online surveys, in-person interviews, and ethnographies of mosques, it becomes clear that 

the ummah illuminates interracial connections and collaborations. My work shows that 

interracial ummah is not in plain sight but, if read alongside Édouard Glissant’s “Poetics of 

Relation” and Khal Torabully’s “Coolitude,” it can be illuminated. In addition to qualitative 

research, this dissertation analyzes poetics (through hip hop and soca music), poetry, film, 

and the visual  arts as well as conversations about carnival, Pride (Toronto), and cultural 

appropriation. I look to concepts such as Orientalism, coolitude, homonationalism, and 

indentured labour, to address Islam in relation to modernity, racial attachments, and spatial 

resistances. These different analytical sites and concepts allow me to theorize different 

practices of inclusion, exclusion, belonging, and unbelonging to think through the 

complexities of Caribbean (Black and South Asian) Muslim identifications; the focus on 

poetics, which is touched on throughout, shows how ummah exists as a form of sonic 

transnationalism. Ultimately, in highlighting diasporic, transnational, narrative (interview), 

and creative expressions of ummah, this project reconceptualizes the figure of the Muslim, 

moving it away from a problematic geographically fixed location toward a more robust, 

shifting, and relational category of belonging. 
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Introduction 

We clamour for the right to opacity for everyone. 

—Édouard Glissant 

It was the year 1865. The British government was in power in India and in a 

position to replace the labour force lost to the abolition of the slave trade. When labour 

recruiters told Lakshmi, a young girl of the Kumi caste, about emigration depots now 

opening to take her to a land of riches, her path of escape from poverty and the cruel whims 

of her uncle’s family became clear. Lakshmi made her way to Calcutta with emigrant 

agents in tow. Once at the emigration depot and after witnessing the agents’ violence and 

cruelty, Lakshmi was wavering in her decision to emigrate. It was at that moment that she 

laid her eyes on Prasad, whose only possession was a special Indian drum, a dholak, 

Lakshmi’s favourite instrument. Almost magically, upon seeing the drum, Lakshmi began 

to sing sweet songs as Prasad expressed himself through the beat of the drum. The music 

seemed to pervade her entire being, and it settled the question in her mind. She would board 

the ship with Prasad. As they both came up to be processed for indentureship, the officers 

married them on the spot for convenience’s sake. Ignorant of the future that awaited her, 

Lakshmi boarded the ship Clarence to take “the voyage to Demerara as No. 314, ex 

Clarence, 1865” (Rodney, 2000, p. 18). 

The narrative above provides a brief window into the unknown potentiality of 

indentured labour. Lakshmi’s story may be fictional, but it is by no means a great leap from 

the truth of many of the people's stories taken to Guyana as indentured labourers. The story 

was painstakingly researched and written by Walter Rodney, the Black nationalist 

Guyanese scholar and activist, who wrote a series of children’s books in the late 1970s; the 
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books centred on his ideals of cross-racial unity in the Caribbean. He focused on narrating 

how individuals from different geographic locales and backgrounds crossed the Atlantic 

(via the Middle Passage or otherwise) to ultimately arrive in Guyana. Two key examples of 

this are the books Kofi Baddu Out of Africa and Lakshmi Out of India (the latter is 

summarized above). 

Growing up in Guyana, Rodney observed the ways Blacks and Indians (South 

Asians) were both racialized. These observations were able to inform his thinking on Black 

emancipation differently from many of his contemporaries. Indeed, when Rodney was 

writing, Black Power in the Americas was clearly being framed within the context of the 

Black Atlantic world (the violent dispersal of Black communities across the globe vis-à-vis 

the transatlantic slave trade) rather than simply a U.S. phenomenon. The movement of 

Black and South Asian communities to the Caribbean and beyond had created a system of 

racial class structures; it was only through the liberation of all peoples in the Black Atlantic, 

Rodney argued, that modern capitalism, the backbone of slavery, could be overthrown 

(Rodney & Lamming, 1981). Rodney traveled throughout the Black Atlantic—across the 

Caribbean, throughout Europe, the Americas, and Africa—to understand and make 

connections to the working people. Notably, he spent an extended time in Tanzania, a 

Muslim country, and there also saw the liberation of the Muslim World as tied to global 

Black struggles for freedom. While Rodney was one of the first to theorize transnational 

Black movements, he was also very active in his homeland of Guyana and called for racial 

unity between Africans and Indians. He was adamant, for example, that Caribbean Indians 

be included in the formulation of Caribbean Black Power (Rodney & Lamming, 1981). The 

inherent prejudices of Africans and Indians toward each other are largely due to purposeful 
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colonial and white supremacist stereotypes and are often circulated by those in power and 

taken up by the colonized. Brackette Williams (1991) wrote that this has caused Indians 

and Blacks to internalize racist thinking about the other group and internalize racist 

thinking about their own group. 

Therefore, the fate of racial unity in Guyana and other countries with similar ethnic 

makeup in the Caribbean (like Trinidad and Tobago) is not tied to neoliberal narratives of 

unity engendered by postracialism and colour blindness, but instead through decolonizing 

colonial constructions of race and embracing unity by undoing class hierarchies. For 

example, Rodney noted that colonial racist constructions of Africans depended on Africans 

oppressing each other more than it depended on Africans oppressing Indians or vice versa 

(Rodney & Lamming, 1981). Therefore, establishing racial unity between the Indo-

Caribbean and Afro-Caribbean communities requires both groups to work through, and 

ultimately undo, colonized thinking. The notion that Africans and Indians in Guyana are 

incompatible because they are fundamentally different as a race (a common argument) 

masks the entwined Atlantic histories of dispossession and continued abandonment as a 

shared site of struggle while simultaneously enabling neo-colonial space-time (the 

differential spatial ordering of race) as legitimate and real. It is for this reason that Rodney 

reminded us, “No ordinary Afro-Guyanese, no ordinary Indo-Guyanese can afford to be 

misled by the myth of race. Time and time again, it has been our undoing” (Rodney cited in 

Hinds, 2011, p. 70). Rodney was steadfast in his fight against the racially divided political 

parties in Guyana, creating a multiracial political party that led to his assassination by the 

country’s Black-led government. Rodney believed that Blackness and Indianness had to be 

reimagined to attain true freedom. In this way, Rodney’s formulation of Blackness argued 
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for the inclusion of Indo-Caribbean people as essential because of their shared differences 

in the struggle through slavery and indentureship. This would not be an easy task, but it 

was a worthy struggle: “unity is created in struggle and is so much more valid because it is 

created in struggle” (Rodney, 1974, p. 46). 

Rodney’s work offers an important theoretical and political backdrop for my 

dissertation. I wish to demonstrate that between South Asian and Black Muslims there 

exists a shared anticolonial struggle connected through entwined histories of the 

transatlantic slave trade and other diasporic and transnational movements. I entered this 

project with the hypothesis of: “Is Islam, with its call for ummah (global Muslim unity) 

able to bring genuine Afro-Asian unity between South Asians and Blacks in Toronto and 

New York City?” To find the answer to this question, I engaged in interviews, surveys, and 

ethnography in various mosques in Toronto and New York and delved deep into research 

on hip hop, poetics, art, and other forms of Black performance and cultural expression. 

After engaging with all of the above, I have reached this conclusion: to fulfill the promise 

of the ummah, race must be disconnected from both Islam and colonial constructions of 

space. To do so, the figure of the “impossible coolie” must be accessed through poetics, and 

only then can the potential of ummah be realized through rethinking the spatialization of 

Africa. 

Entangled Histories and Thesis Statement 

Ummah, the Muslim concept of community, has the potential to offer a new way of 

experiencing the world. Ummah is capable of this because it exists as a spiritual, 

transcendent transnational non-spatial concept and way of life. Ummah is a transcendent 
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form of community because its ultimate fruition is the unity of all peoples under God. This 

ummah community is spiritual in nature, and thus bypasses identity (i.e. race), geography 

(i.e. nationality), and even time itself; it exists in a plane of existence or reality not found in 

our mortal coil. To understand ummah and how it can help us transcend to a new realm of 

understanding and unity, one must first understand how Islam has become synonymous 

with Africa—both in ancient history and current-day understandings. 

Africans were the original Other that Europeans encountered due to the geographic 

closeness of the continents. Early encounters demonstrated that Europeans were 

underdeveloped compared to North Africans, especially given the latter’s sophisticated 

levels of development and innovation. It has been argued that this created a deep-seated 

fear in Europeans because it signified potential African expansion into, and colonization of, 

Europe (Quayson, 2012). This fear led to Europeans becoming obsessed with categorizing 

Africans as being primitive and lesser than their European counterparts—who were, in 

comparison, fashioned as being superior, both culturally and racially (Quayson, 2012). It 

also led to the creation of future Otherizations, such as anti-Semitism, Orientalism, and, 

most importantly, for the purposes of this dissertation, Islamophobia. 

According to Neil MacMaster (2007), Islamophobia began when Islam began to 

spread outside of Africa to Europe’s other non-African neighbour: the Middle East. Islam, 

due to its birth in Africa—and through ummah as an interracial and international spiritual 

force, as well as its ability to expand prior to Europe’s own expansion efforts—was able to 

accomplish what Europe strove so desperately against: framing Europe as the “lesser” and 
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“backward” space (MacMaster, 2007).1 Thus, for Europe to maintain its identity as the 

superior space, Africa could never be allowed to expand spatially or otherwise (Arjana, 

2015). This is, in part, why Europe and Africa’s political mapping took place: to create 

invisible borders of containment for Africa (Fanon, 1967). Sylvia Wynter (2003) explained 

that the conquests of the world outside of Europe are built through the claiming of space 

and that mapping projects are not just a mapping of lands but a re-conceptualization of 

people, as they are part of these spaces too. Thus, Europe produced itself in opposition to 

Africa and its peoples while also seeking out colonial projects which revolved around 

producing non-Europeans as locked in static, and therefore backward, space. 

This geographic history led to the reconceptualizing of Islam. Specifically, the 

expansion of Islam into the Middle East was perceived as a corruption of Arabs due to its 

“primitive” African influences.2 This idea of corruption underpins what Edward Said 

(1978) theorized as Orientalism, in which Arabs and Middle Easterners were the Other 

because they were Muslim.. According to Edward Said (1978), the central aspect of 

constructing the Orient, and the figure of the Oriental, was the creation of race through 

stereotypes (such as the deviancy of the Other). Thus, Islamophobia is complexly 

underwritten by the fear of the transmission of Africa/Blackness to non-Africans. However, 

 
1 The Prophet (peace be upon him) was born in Mecca and is an Arab Middle Easterner by 

race. After hearing messages from God (and writing them as the Quran) and failing to 

convince the local Arabs of its message, the Prophet fled to present-day Ethiopia or Eritrea. 

It was in Africa that the first Muslims and Muslim community was formed as a multiracial 

and multinational community. 
2 It is important to keep in mind that religion (originally framed as anti-Africa) was the 

founding principle for racialization. Aisha Khan (2004) writes: “Early European imperialist 

encounters with Asians, Africans, and peoples of the Americas, European conceptions of 

difference were inflected primarily by the organizing principle of religion” (p. 30). 
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Islam—especially if paired with the concept of ummah—carries the potentiality to wrest 

the world away from the grip of Europe’s white supremacist capitalist global system and 

destroy the Europe/Africa binary. Ummah reclaims the idea that Africa is free and diverse. 

In itself, ummah articulates the radical notion that Africa can expand on its own terms, 

outside colonial logics. 

Thus, we reach what Aimé Césaire calls “Africas” (Torabully & Carter, 2002, p. 

146).  Africas exemplifies the idea that Africa is diverse and not a monolith; it is not the 

continent of static negativity that Europe had envisioned. It is also more than the Blackness 

that has been constructed through the transatlantic slave trade—which tends to define Black 

communities outside the continent as descendants of slaves (rather than, to give one 

example, more recent African migrants that land in Canada, the USA, Europe, and 

elsewhere). Africas is plural, multiplying, and has limitless potential. I argue that Africas 

itself embodies the dream of the ummah because the ummah is a transcendent spiritual 

vision of the world that is not limited to the normal confines of the time-space continuum. 

The ummah of Africas allows us to think through how Africa/Africas can be unmapped and 

free, geographically. In short, realizing Africas as being a part of ummah allows for Black 

emancipation by realizing the connectedness of different communities (across racial 

identifications and different spaces). 

Islamophobia, through its birth as the fear of the geographical transfer of Blackness 

onto non-Blacks, is not only anti-Black at its core but has also worked actively to delink 

Africa from Islam. To be clear, the disconnect of Africa from Islam is a denial of Africas as 

a part of ummah; the core of Islamophobia, in my view, is actually the fear of Africanness 

(or Blackness) becoming diasporic or unmapped. The delinking of Africanness and 
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Blackness from Islam has been internalized by many Muslims globally, including African 

Muslims. However, in the Black diaspora, outside the continent of Africa, a different 

articulation of Islam circulates, one that often embraces Blackness. In the Caribbean and 

the U.S., for example, the figure of the Black Muslim (and thus, the connections between 

Blackness and Islam) is fairly cohesive.  Ironically, this has caused the majority of Muslims 

to see Black Caribbean and Black U.S. Muslims as “less” Muslim because they connect 

Islam to Blackness. My research works through these contradictions and argues that the 

conception of the Muslim must be reconfigured to reconnect Islam and Africa (Blackness). 

At the same time, one must acknowledge the current changes to the racialization of the 

Muslim, particularly (but not only) in post 9/11 contexts, and not downplay Islamophobic 

practices that negatively construct, and harm, Middle Eastern, South Asian, and Southeast 

Asian Muslims (as well as other brown communities who signify, but do not necessarily 

practice, Islam). These kinds of overlapping discriminations point to the urgency of 

thinking across different histories, geographies, and racial identifications through ummah. 

Sohail Daulatzai’s (2012) work is meaningful here, especially the idea of the Muslim 

International: that the success of Black liberation and “third world” liberation political 

movements depends on Afro-Asian Islamic unity. 

Some argue that Islam expanded into South Asia and Southeast Asia and, with this, 

the Muslim shifted from being a solely Middle Eastern figure into being a “brown” figure 

(Rana, 2011). However, I argue that this Eastward expansion is not why Islam is perceived 

as “brown.” The reason it happened is actually because of Indian indentureship. As I noted 

above, Islam was Orientalized as it spread from Africa to the Middle East and was no 

longer seen as belonging to Africa. However, the transatlantic slave trade successfully 
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connected Islam to Indians because of the creation of the colonial indenture system. 

Hortense Spillers (1987) argued that the Middle Passage racialized Africans as “Black.” 

Katherine McKittrick (2006) has also argued that the Middle Passage is where people of 

African descent entered a diasporic mode of nonhistory and “nonexistence.” Arguably, the 

Middle Passage’s racial violence constructed enslaved Africans as Black, as without 

history, as without geography. Indentured Indians underwent a similar experience, albeit in 

a slightly different way. Indentured labour was considered the replacement for enslaved 

labour. In this way, there was a conceptual moment of overlap between the slave-indenture 

economy that allowed for Indians to be “enslaved” and therefore open to Blackness. 

However, an Indian can never be fully Black or African, despite occupying the punitive 

economic role of the Black enslaved. Through his concept of coolitude, Khal Torabully 

argued that the indentured Indian became a “coolie” instead of becoming Black.3 As 

Torabully states, “one of the aims of coolitude is also to foster a large community of vision 

encompassing the experiences of people of African descent…with the later immigrant 

groups in those colonial societies” (Torabully & Carter, 2002, p. 143).  It is crucial for the 

purposes of this dissertation to remember that “the coolie was essentially the one who 

replaced the slave in the plantocratic society. The coolie’s life-history, albeit in somewhat 

modified historical circumstances, resembled, in many aspects, that of the slave…The 

 
3 I use the term “coolie” understanding that it has historically been used as a derogatory 

term toward indentured labourers. However, as Torabully points out, “the word 

dignifies…and aims to illuminate the plight of, to quote Cale d’Etoiles-Coolitude the 

forgotten travellers; those who have no log-book to record their voyage’” (Torabully & 

Carter, 2002). The word helps me to define an impossibility. The term coolie also is used to 

make the distinction between a static South Asian identity and the descendant of the Indian 

indentured labourer, who has lost their connection with the Indian subcontinent and has 

become a creolized identity. 
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coolie symbolizes, in its broader definition, the possibility of building a composite identity” 

(Torabully & Carter, 2002, p.144). The coolie is then a new creation and holds the 

possibility of new futures. 

 Let us return to the creation of the brown Muslim. For the white European 

colonizer who cast the coolie as “enslaved” and thus open to Blackness, it became 

imperative to solve this paradox of the non-Black coolie labourer. A major similarity that 

the European colonizer noticed between the Black slave and the coolie was their mutual 

connection to Islam (Rana, 2011). Just as Orientalism was created to explain how Arabs 

can embody Black/African traits via Islam, so too was the indentured Indian, or coolie, 

connected to Islam, with the faith becoming the solution for the racial dilemma that the 

replacement of slaves presented. This led to the racialization of Islam as brown. More 

specifically, Junaid Rana’s (2011) argues that the “terrifying Muslims” (p. 19) showed how 

South Asians and other non-Black brown people became Muslim through their perceived 

connection to indentureship (and slavery). According to Rana (2011), contemporary South 

Asian transnational labourers owe their Islamification to the colonial indenture system 

because “the indenture period…formalized the transnational labor market by instituting 

components of contracting and subcontracting as a neoliberal economic strategy…by 

generating new categories of ‘legal’ and ‘illegal’ migration with the new frame of a global 

racial system” (p. 101). The coolie was the catalyst for the transition of the Muslim 

becoming brown. While this solution was satisfactory for the European colonizer, the result 

was the erasure of the coolie, who became an impossible being, caught in a liminal space 

between Blackness and Indianness.  
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These entangled and intricate histories continually support the idea that Islam 

cannot be linked to Africa because Blackness would undermine Eurocentric and racist 

discourses—specifically the Europe “free” and Africa “unfree” constructs (and 

geographies). Thus, it could be argued that Islam must be conceptualized as brown to 

distinguish the religion from its African origins and displace it as a Black faith. However, 

part of what I am arguing above is that the figure of the coolie troubles this narrative 

through its association with Blackness via the Middle Passage. Representing Islam as 

brown means that the coolie must continuously exist in limbo, being neither Black nor 

brown, neither Muslim nor African, while also being all of these things abstractly. 

Torabully defined the coolie as the metaphor of a “coral memory” (Torabully & Carter, 

2002, p. 151).  A coral can be both hard and soft, malleable to shifts of the waters, but the 

echoes within the coral are the echoes (of memory) (Torabully & Carter, 2002). The figure 

of the coolie is an impossibility, but it is also the bridge between race (Black and brown) 

and Islam. To accept the ummah, the coolie must be accessed in some way for it to serve as 

a guide to relinking Africa and Islam. 

Édouard Glissant offers a solution. Despite the coolie living in limbo or the 

nonworld, this figure can still be accessed, if only for a moment, via poetics. Poetics is a 

way for us to access the nonworld. Glissant (1997) wrote that poetics has to do with the 

senses—it is a feeling connected to something that is spatialized: “passion for the land 

where one lives is a start, an action we must endlessly risk” (p. 151). This sort of 
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experience, an “aesthetics of the earth,” is a form of poetics (Glissant, 1997, p. 151).4 

Engaging arts, the senses, and feelings are ways the figure of the impossible coolie can be 

found or imagined. Once we can gain the ability to access this impossible figure, we will 

reach the possibility of realizing the existence of Muslims in the Caribbean who do not 

conform neatly to other more established notions of the Muslim. This is what Richard Iton 

(2008) called the line between the “politics of poetry and the poetics of politics,” or the 

“counterpopular”—which identifies the contested political potential of racial identity 

through the arts (p. 9). Black geographers have given us the tools to rethink the production 

of space and take into consideration questions of queerness, gender, class, and more (Eaves, 

2017; McKittrick 2006). Therefore, the spatialized poetics found in the Caribbean and its 

diaspora make room for the coolie when this figure is otherwise out of reach. This unfolds 

to link the Caribbean to Islam—in non-essentialized ways—and integrate Africas and 

ummah into the faith. If this possibility, this bright future, and the realization of ummah can 

be achieved, then the transformation of the world into the transcendent becomes more 

visible. It is what Muslims have been striving for since the creation of the religion itself, 

and it is a world worth fighting for.  

 
4 To understand Glissant’s (1997) poetics we must put it into the context of poetics of 

relation, of which he says “science transforms languages, poetry invents tongues” (p. 85). 

For Glissant, it is an act of dramatic invention as compared to mundane order. We also need 

to understand the idea of relation itself. Relation in French has a different connotation from 

relation in English, both in its definition and its structural use. Relation is all about the 

imagination and is somewhat defined as being undefinable, because to do so would ruin our 

ability to have the ability to not define what is definable. 
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Research Methods 

My thesis statement and the discussion above are developed alongside the following 

four themes and research insights that, in turn, lead to my method. First, Canadian and U.S. 

Islamophobia have historically targeted Black communities, particularly African Americans 

and African Canadians, and communities from the continent of Africa. After 9/11, 

however, Islamophobia instances increased against South Asian men (Maira, 2009; Puar, 

2007). This study shows that the 9/11 attacks produced a discourse wherein the “war on 

terror” came to frame and discursively link the term “terrorist” to South Asian males. While 

heightening racism against South Asian men, this frame concealed anti-Black Islamophobia 

(Rana, 2011). Second, Islam has garnered scholarly interest post-9/11, but primarily in 

relation to the Global North, and has not been recognized as a faith engendered and 

practiced within North America (Mamdani, 2004). Third, in terms of geography, a large 

amount of Islamic research is U.S.-focused, with 9/11 prompting a range of important 

studies on how race, religion, and ethnicity impact how we understand nation, nationalism, 

and American imperialism. While this is not a fault in itself, the high concentration of U.S.-

focused research has led Islamic studies (in English at least) to be underpinned by U.S. 

understandings of race and its attendant race models. Therefore, North American-wide 

studies of Muslims often gloss over Canada and position Muslims within Canada as either 

an anomaly or indistinguishable from the U.S. model (Haddad & Smith, 2014). Canadian 

research is scarce, and most of the research follows outdated notions of Canadian 

exceptionalism (in comparison to the U.S.) while generally being centered on 

multiculturalism (Amin, 2014; Beyer & Ramji, 2013; Razack, 2009; Zine, 2012). Finally, 

there are very few studies on the connections and solidarities among South Asian and Black 
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communities. Most are histories or historical genealogies that elide contemporary solidarity 

practices (Ho & Mullen, 2008) and political treatises. Many of these studies are also 

preoccupied with immigration experiences (Abdullah, 2010; Austin, 2006; Ho & Mullen, 

2008; Singh, 2004). These studies inadvertently link faith to ethnic identification and racial 

markers, thus disregarding inter-ethnic similarities (Jackson, 2005).  

The four themes noted above tend to shore up a very specific reading of Islam that 

sutures faith, ethnicity, and geography. My interdisciplinary methodology seeks to undo 

this by emphasizing different sites and modes of knowledge, illuminating how 

relationalities are engendered. This research critically examines the intersections of race 

and religion, centering the experiences of Black and South Asian Muslim youths in Toronto 

and New York City. In looking specifically at how Islam undergoes diasporic creolization, 

as it is taken up by youths in Canada and the U.S., my study considers how the Caribbean 

diaspora in North America provides connections between the religious practices of South 

Asian and Black diasporas. My work approaches Islam as a changing cultural narrative, 

with a range of significant moments embedded within it (the rise of the Nation of Islam, its 

offshoots in the U.S. and, more recently, post-9/11 terrorism and anti-terrorism discourses). 

I utilize Islam and the Caribbean to fulfill my objective of delineating the continuities and 

ruptures within narratives of Islam and thinking through how Black and South Asian 

Muslim youths take up ummah in North America and imagine it as a site of solidarity. To 

work through these tensions and solidarity practices, I have developed an interdisciplinary 

program that will read the following texts and narratives together: first-person interviews 

with members of Muslim political organizations; surveys of Muslim-identified youths; 

analyses of mosque geographies; ethnographic accounts; media texts; and, musical and 
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creative narratives. These are sites where collaborative youth politics and solidarities are 

engendered, negotiated, and unsettled. 

Methodological Frame 

My research uses a relational and intersectional methodology. I use different 

qualitative methods (i.e., interviews, surveys, ethnography) comparatively. The relational 

intersectionality method is a “structural type process-centered analysis” that considers 

identity a process occurring through relations and/or formations (Choo & Ferree, 2010, p. 

134). For example, race and Islam are not additive to identity; rather, Islam is raced and 

race is Islamified. Under this model, multiple sources, such as interviews and music, are 

needed because patterns of relations between data must be established for analysis. The 

relational method allows for the use of identities to be studied comparatively while 

simultaneously engaging intersectional identities. This is important for my research goal to 

study racial formation within Islam as concurrent with racial formations in geography and 

call into question identity categories based on ethnic absolutism (Gilroy, 1993). In bringing 

together theories on diaspora and social justice, interviews and surveys from Muslim 

organizations and leaders, analyses of media, music and creative texts, and the geographies 

of mosques, I hope to re-narrate ummah’s power to respatialize Africa and Africas.  

Interviews 

I interviewed five people of prominence from four different mosques that also serve 

as Muslim organizations. Each of these interviews was first inquired through a telephone 

request then took place in-person at a location of their choice in either New York or 

Toronto. Many of the interviews were possible due to references from Muslim family and 

friends who regularly attend these mosques; this was especially true for the mosques in 
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New York. The interviews took place in two mosques in Toronto and two in New York. To 

protect the privacy of both interviewees and the mosques, the mosques’ names and 

locations have been omitted through mutual agreement. The interviews ranged from 10-15 

minutes, and while I had preestablished questions that focused on issues of social justice, 

belonging (nationality and community), music, and solidarities, I left it up to the 

interviewees to discuss whatever they were comfortable with. The interview format was 

standard, consisting of introducing myself, my project, and instructions, asking for 

permission to record the interview, and asking the interviewee to sign the consent form. All 

of this was followed by the participant’s review of the subsequent recording. These 

interviews provide top-down expertise data to complement the more community-based data 

from the surveys (see below). To widen my range of data, the interviews were not from the 

same mosques used in the surveys. My interview consisted of 10 questions focused on 

long- and short-form responses, and the interviews presented are roughly in this format in 

Chapter One. 

Surveys 

I gathered survey data provided by Black Canadian, African American, and South 

Asian Muslim male youths from 3 different mosques in Toronto and New York, 

respectively, with 12 surveys per mosque totaling 72 surveys (45 responded). I used a 

recruitment flyer first approved by the mosques’ leaders that were  posted in suitable areas. 

The mosques, demographically speaking, were a mix of Black (e.g., African American, 

Somali), South Asian (Pakistani, Bangladeshi, and so on), Caribbean, and other mixed 

community mosques. The raw survey data are presented in various charts and graphs in 

Chapter Two. The surveys were conducted online and allowed for qualitative (written) 
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answers and quantitative data. Any private information that was revealed was discarded. 

The survey produced a series of questions that attend to gender and faith, initiatives for 

interfaith dialogue, religious teachings, community services, music, youth programs, and 

ethnic (South Asian and Black) identity claims. The survey data must be considered  in 

conjunction with the interview data and the ethnographic data (see below). Participants 

were informed that the survey was approved by Queen’s University for PhD research 

purposes by an insider Muslim researcher on post-9/11 experiences and issues of 

Islamophobia. 

Ethnography 

Ethnographic research is based on my experiences outside the mosques in Toronto 

and New York, as well as nearby communities. This experience allowed me to create a 

sociocultural geographic analysis of mosques. An examination of mosques (mostly in low-

income areas) through the lens of human geography complemented my ethnographic 

experiences, drawing attention to differences in mosque communities, noting specifics 

about more mainstream mosques (with more niche sects), and how these sites are 

specifically understood in relation to community and diaspora. The mosques chosen were 

those traditionally serving several different communities. As was the case for the 

participants in surveys and interviews, the mosques were anonymized. However, due to 

ethnography’s descriptive nature, my study of the mosques shows more detail than the 

surveys and interviews. 

The interviews, surveys, and ethnographies are all meant to be examined as a whole 

to ground the theory of the poetics found in other chapters, to centre Muslim voices, and 

give context for the direction of the research. 
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Creative Texts 

This study draws attention to texts that source both South Asian and Black cultural 

expressions. In addition to encouraging a discussion of music and Islam in the interviews 

and surveys, an analysis of specific musical texts—videos and lyrics—demonstrates how 

some hip hop and Caribbean creative narratives consciously engage Islam as a site of 

collective or global solidarity and diaspora while the music itself brings together and 

remixes very different musical sources from North America, the Caribbean, the UK, Asia, 

and parts of Europe. I did analyses of hip hop artists Mona Haydar, Poetic Pilgrimage, Anik 

Khan, Lazarus, Khaled Siddiq, and the Caribbean musicians Orlando Octave, Izac King, 

and Marlon Asher. I explored the film soundtrack of Machel Montano’s film Bazodee and 

the visual art of Andil Gosine. The creative texts intentionally enmesh South Asian and 

Black histories and identities in the Caribbean and its diaspora; they underwrite the 

interview and survey data, providing a soundtrack to how solidarity is imagined and lived.  

At the same time, these creative texts widen my spatial reach. While my fieldwork was 

based in North America, the creative texts come from communities in the UK, the U.S., 

Canada, and the Caribbean. My creative texts are read as poetics (see below), which 

informed my methodology and framework. Most specifically, as poetics, these texts drew 

attention to meaningful connections between Black and South Asian communities in terms 

of diaspora, geography, and religion. Caribbean poetics and creative texts can teach us how 

space and history are constructed through race, and what matters relating to South Asian 

and Black diasporas are especially pertinent to theorizing new forms of belonging. 
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News Media 

My research program touches on various aspects of the news media. The news 

media shows a more institutionalized canon of how Blackness is constructed through the 

eyes of the ruling class (which is very different from how it is portrayed in the arts). Since 

the field research was conducted prior to the 2016 U.S. presidential election, the post-2016 

media analyses also allowed room for a follow-up on some key themes that the interviews 

and surveys did not capture—including the ways anti-Black racism has been expressed by 

two very different Canadian public figures, Justin Trudeau and Lilly Singh. 

Literature Review 

Poetics 

My dissertation has been informed by the writings of Édouard Glissant, Mahadai 

Das, and Khal Torabully, among others. The poetics that these writers and artists espouse 

are generally focused on two core issues: the critique and overthrow of Empire and the 

(re)humanization of the Black diaspora. These authors narrate and theorize poetics as a 

feeling or a sense that can open possibilities that do not, following Glissant, render creative 

expression absolute (finished, complete, total). In short, many of these poets, writers, and 

artists are explaining a new way or vision of being in the world because they pay close 

attention to how belonging and displacement produced the conditions for new or different 

expressions of Black humanity (see also da Silva, 2007; Glissant, 1997; Wynter, 2003). My 

work attempts to connect the poetics to praxis by examining its compatibility with Islamic 

thought, namely the concept of ummah, and addressing how poetics and collectivity can 

challenge spatial constructs on belonging by articulating an ummah that attends to the 

complexities of Caribbean identities. 
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Indentureship Studies 

Indentureship studies focuses on the indentured diaspora across the world. Although 

mainly focused on the South Asian diaspora, it includes work on the East Asian diaspora 

and other diasporas. Indentureship studies seeks to fill the gap between South Asian studies 

and South Asian diaspora studies. Current trends in indentureship studies parallel the work 

being conducted in Caribbean studies and Black studies.5 The Black Atlantic and Black 

contributions to modernity, which are entwined with transatlantic slavery, have been central 

to understanding Black identity (see Gilroy, 1993). These themes are adjacent to the 

theories that explore the formation of indentured identities and geographies. This is clearly 

the case in Caribbean studies, in which the emergence of indentured scholarship (and thus, 

Chinese and Indian histories) has reshaped notions of Caribbean studies, thus moving away 

from strictly Black and white histories and/or creolization. Scholarship on indentureship 

studies has largely focused on the representation of Indo-Caribbean peoples and their tense 

relationship with other races, especially the Black diaspora. By doing this, the scholarship 

has largely ratified the assumptions that Afro-Asian solidarities and unities are 

incompatible. Khal Torabully’s Coolitude has been the largest intervention to these 

assumptions, as it focuses on the dynamics of the indentured as part and parcel of the larger 

Black diaspora. It achieves this by representing the indentured’s experience as 

intersectional and multiracial, thus, moving away from racial essentialism. This is a 

meaningful counterpoint to otherwise quite essentialist understandings of the indentured 

 
5 It is important to note here that some scholars, such as Lomash Roopnarine are calling for 

indentureship studies to be separate from Black studies (as seen in the 2011 text Brown 

Skin White Masks by Hamid Dabashi). It would be disingenuous to studies of slavery and 

indentureship to delink these fields. 
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outside of indentureship studies (one example is Jamillah Karim’s (2009) uncritical 

research on Afro-Asian Muslim relations). Notable scholars, such as Andil Gosine (2017) 

and Gabrielle Hosein (2012), have been at the cutting-edge of indentureship studies, while 

scholars such as Junaid Rana (2011) have included indentureship as being critical to 

understanding the larger Asian diaspora. My work intends to continue the work conducted 

by Khal Torabully and Marina Carter (2002) in that I utilize coolitude to illustrate how 

indentureship is connected to the creation of the figure of the Muslim as well as to argue 

how the construction of the figure of the coolie, as an impossibility, can open up an opaque 

space of belonging through the ummah and a respatialization of Africa. 

North American Islam and Black Canadian Studies 

Much of the work concerning Muslim communities in North America focuses 

primarily on surveillance studies (Bechrouri, 2018; Monaghan, 2014), which I briefly touch 

on. This scholarly approach shows how Muslim communities are racialized through over-

policing and other state measures such as racial profiling, monitoring, and security checks. 

The other strand of research I focus on explores how Islam in the West is historically 

important and contemporarily unique (Arjana, 2015; Karim 2009; Razack 2009). Islam is 

often studied regionally, which means that most scholarship is conducted using the nation-

state as the primary organizing factor. This has led to studies on Islam in North America 

primarily being focused on the U.S. with little scholarship on Canada or North America 

more broadly. Jasbir Puar’s “homonationalism” (2007) and Edward Said’s (1978) 

“Orientalism” are critical concepts in this field and have impacted many theories that focus 

on how the “figure of the Muslim” is constructed in the U.S. (Chowdhury, 2018). My 

research attempts to address this gap by including Canada in this conversation and 
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highlighting diasporic Muslim communities’ experiences. My work also works against 

much of the scholarship that analytically isolates Muslim communities (often vis-à-vis 

ethnicity and/or region) and positions these groups as incompatible with each other 

(Haddad & Smith, 2014). Scholars such as Sohail Daulatzai (2012) have argued for a more 

ummah-focused international Muslim network that goes beyond regional studies and, at the 

same time, incorporates Blackness into core aspects of Islam. A large problem with much 

of the literature on Islam in North America (and the Americas more broadly) is the almost 

invisibility of Caribbean Muslims. Scholarship on these groups focuses on recent converts 

(Morales, 2018) but not on Caribbean Muslims as a legitimate part of the ummah. 

Following Aliyah Khan (2020), my work addresses this gap in the literature while also 

addressing anti-Blackness within Islam, a theme largely ignored when discussing inter-

Muslim relations (see also Jackson, 2005).  

The field of Black Canadian Studies overlaps with studies that focus on Islam in 

North America. In addition to situating Black Canada alongside slavery and diaspora 

(Campbell, 2014; Cooper, 2017), the work of Simone Browne (2015) has called attention to 

how Blackness underpins surveillance practices in both Canada and the U.S. While the 

literature on Black, South Asian, and Caribbean Muslims in Canada is less robust, Rinaldo 

Walcott’s (20003) work outlined the complexities experienced by Black identity including 

Black Muslims, mostly from the continent of Africa, in relation to anti-Blackness. My work 

on Justin Trudeau, and to a lesser extent, Lilly Singh, intends to address how Blackness and 

white supremacy become articulated in Canada through performances of anti-Blackness. 
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Black Cultural Geography 

In cultural geography, it has been largely Black geographers who have critically 

analyzed space in relation to race, gender, class, and other intersections. Scholars such as 

Ruth Wilson Gilmore (2007) have shown how geographic concerns are connected to Black 

freedom struggles, paying specific attention to policing, incarceration, and other practices 

of enclosure. Scholars such as Katherine McKittrick (2006) have considered Black women 

and Black feminist thought as a grounding point for current debates on space and place and 

practices of resistance. New work is being conducted on the geographies of Black Lives 

Matter, Black ecologies and environmental justice, and—for the purposes of my work—

Muslim communities and spatial justice (Jackson, 2005; Khabeer, 2016). There are scholars 

such as Vijay Prashad (2006) exploring Black and Asian geographies and racisms, but these 

kinds of studies are very rare. The field of cultural geography informs my study of 

diaspora, nation, and mosques, and grounds the complexities that underpin different faith- 

and identity-based practices.  

Afro-Sonic Performance 

While hip hop studies and Black performance studies largely focus on North 

America, studies on hip hop in Canada, Africa, Asia, and the UK have signalled its 

expansive potentiality (Alim, 2006). Building on the work of Paul Gilroy, scholars have 

been pushing for a Black Atlantic understanding of Black music and performance, as seen 

in the work of Walcott (2003), Alexander Weheliye (2005), Richard Iton (2008), Mark V. 

Campbell (2014), and others. Studies of Black cultural production are vast, with analyses 

examining topics such as resistances to slavery, cultural appropriation, interdisciplinarity, 

queer and transgender expressive cultures, and the pedagogies of hip hop and Black music 
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(Campbell, 2014; Collins, 2006; Iton, 2008; Moten 2017; Sharpe 2010). Some Muslim hip 

hop scholars focus on themes that attend to Islam and largely ignore Black influences 

(Kabir, 2013) while other scholars focus on Muslim hip hop as solely tied to Black cultural 

production, thus, downplaying Islamic aspects (Rose, 1994). In short, very few scholars 

capture both Black and Islamic undercurrents of Muslim hip hop (McCloud, 2006). On a 

related note, while reggae is often included in research that explores Black diasporic music 

(for example, see Sharma, 2010), there is little scholarship on soca and calypso music 

outside of Caribbean studies—demonstrating how some musical genres are researched as 

global, and others are researched as regional. Furthermore, while some scholars such as 

Shalini Puri (2004) do tease out the global possibilities of soca and calypso, the analyses 

often foreclose the complexities of racial belonging because they only focus on Black/white 

paradigms. My dissertation highlights Caribbean soca music in conversation with North 

American and British hip hop to understand how Muslim identifications figure into broader 

conceptions of race and racial belonging. 

Chapter One 

I should be clear that while my research program draws on a range of theoretical 

texts from the UK, the Caribbean, the U.S., Canada, and elsewhere, my fieldwork did not 

attend to the specificities of Islam outside of North America (as noted above, the creative 

texts expand my geographic reach). The focus on South Asian and Black diasporic 

communities in North America provided a rich template to rethink the figure of the 

Muslim. With North American Caribbean Muslims as my focus, the lives, geographies, and 

experiences of South Asian and Black Muslim youths in New York and Toronto allowed 

me to: develop a strong comparative analysis of U.S. and Canadian youths that 
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complements analyses of Islam that focus primarily on the U.S.; bring into focus Canadian 

studies of Muslim communities; draw attention to cross-national relational solidarities, 

inter-ethnic tensions, and questions of gender and belonging; and, highlight how music 

contributes to and fosters connections between South Asian and Black Muslims. 

The first chapter pulls heavily from qualitative and quantitative data to provide 

context and a frame of reference for the following chapters. The chapter is primarily an 

analysis of the interviews, surveys, and ethnographies.6 The survey questions and interview 

questions underscored various themes and topics related to Muslims (i.e., questions of race, 

solidarity, music, and social justice). This chapter’s primary goal is to highlight how Black 

and South Asian Muslims attend to geography (especially in connection to the mosque), 

gender, social justice, and race. The role of anti-Black racism is also examined, paying 

 
6 My interest in this work emerges out of the unjust portrayals of both Islam and Muslims 

in cultural and political landscapes. Scholarship on Muslims in the current age of over-

surveillance, growing Islamophobia, and white nationalism calls for sensitivity, privacy, 

and respect. I have done my best to mitigate these concerns through careful planning with 

the full support of Queen’s University General Review Ethics Board (GREB) and the 

generous participation, and trust of, Muslim communities in Toronto and New York. While 

this work discusses Islam and Muslims, it does so in a sociological context concerned 

principally with the social and cultural elements of Islam (as opposed to religious aspects). 

This is to say my research program is not a work of Islamic theology and while I write this 

as someone who was born into a practicing Muslim family, I do not attend mosque 

regularly and I am not a scholar of Islam as a religion nor am I claiming to represent all 

Muslims. This work is not intended to be a pious work or a work that is meant to demean, 

belittle, or degrade Muslims, Islam, or God. Likewise, this work is not meant to advocate 

for conversion into the Islamic faith nor is it a condemnation of other faiths. Any criticisms 

I have directed toward Muslim communities are not critiques of Islam but of societal 

phenomena. I understand that some may disagree with my insights, experiences, and 

conclusions and I take full responsibility for these criticisms as an academic. Regardless of 

any offence I may have committed to anyone of faith, it was not done intentionally; if 

anything, I hope this work will be a jumping off point for future conversations with Muslim 

communities about belonging—as well as a point of reference for other communities of 

faith and all communities who hope for a better and more humane tomorrow. 
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special attention to Caribbean Muslims. The chapter ends with a discussion on the fault 

lines of modern-day notions of ummah and how it can be achieved. 

Chapter Two 

This chapter follows Richard Iton’s call to reconfigure the binary of popular culture 

and politics. In his book, In Search of the Black Fantastic, Iton (2008) convincingly argued 

that Black musicians are not only political actors (who create political narratives) but that 

Black music’s aesthetics are simultaneously invested in, interrupting, and reorienting 

governmentalities. Building on what interviewees consider the common political issues 

shaping their communities and their sense of belonging, I draw out the concerns vocalized 

by Afro- and Asian Muslim emcees. In terms of the musical texts, I prioritize a lyrical 

analysis and occasionally rely on music videos as important critical texts. The overall goal 

is not to put the hip hop artists in opposition to the interviewees but to understand the 

musical narratives as complementary to the complex notions of belonging that emerged in 

my fieldwork. Though I focus on the work of nine artists who represent a variety of 

intersecting identities, I prioritize how this work relates to and informs the lives of South 

Asian and Black Muslims. I look at three mainstream male artists (Anik Khan, Khaled 

Siddiq, Lazarus) and two Muslim women artists (Mona Haydar and Poetic Pilgrimage). I 

specifically draw attention to how Islam is represented in contemporary contexts, paying 

special attention to how ummah is being conceptualized. To better understand how South 

Asian and Black Muslim futures are being articulated, I stress how hip hop needs to be 

understood through performances of space and geography, with particular attention to 

Caribbean geographies. Following this critical directive toward the Caribbean, I examine 

Caribbean music to study how they articulate racial unity. To give a more concrete 
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example, I end the chapter with an in-depth soundtrack analysis of Machel Montano’s film 

Bazodee and think through how the sonic humanizes racialized spaces. 

Chapter Three 

Chapter Three is divided into two sections that are connected through the 

intertwining themes of race, nation, and geography. The first section examines carnival, 

emphasising Black women’s cultural production. I then turn to a discussion of how 

Blackness, Islam, and carnival intersect in relation to homonationalism and queer Toronto, 

drawing attention to the interlocking themes of: Black queer space and the Black queering 

of space; the pride parade, Black carnivals, anti-Black racism; Blockorama; and Black 

Lives Matter Toronto. I conclude this chapter with an exploration of Canadian anti-Black 

Islamophobia. I analyze the blackface performances by Prime Minister Justin Trudeau and 

YouTube personality Lilly Singh. I draw attention to Trudeau’s use of blackface and the 

mainstream media’s attempt at “brownwashing” the incident and Lilly Singh’s 

appropriation of Black cultures as a form of homonormativity. For both cases, I analyze 

journalism in both social media and mainstream media coverage to connect how anti-

Blackness both informs homophobia and Islamophobia within Canadian national discourse. 

This chapter thus brings together the very different ways Canada and the nation are 

spatialized: some acts of belonging, such as BLM, Pride and Blockorama, are heavily 

policed, yet still illustrate subversive Black feminist and Black queer acts; other acts of 

belonging, as seen with Singh’s and Trudeau’s blackface performances, get scaled up so 

high by the media that the anti-Blackness that informs their performance seems to dissipate.     
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Chapter Four 

Chapter Four revisits the major theoretical arguments explored in previous chapters 

and turns to Glissant and Torabully to work through how Caribbean diasporic Muslims in 

the Americas can help reimagine the figure of the Muslim outside prevailing connotations 

(e.g., the regionally or racially authentic Muslim who is also stereotyped as unlawful). The 

chapter brings together many of my theoretical, methodological, qualitative, and 

quantitative threads put forth in this work to argue that religion, geography, music, and 

popular culture need to be analyzed together, through the Caribbean, to envision new 

futures. The chapter looks at the work of Mahadai Das and Andil Gosine to assess the 

possibility of ummah. 

Conclusion 

The conclusion summarizes the chapters and suggests how Glissant and Torabully’s 

writings help understand how race and space interact in Caribbean contexts. I think about 

how Caribbean realities can transform the ummah and offer a vision of transcending spatial 

domination. 
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Chapter 1: Crescent Citizens 

For the land has lost the memory of the most secret places. We see the moon but cannot 

remember its meaning. 

—Kamau Brathwaite 

This chapter highlights the voices of Muslims gathered through research (beginning 

with ethnographic observations and then moving to my surveys and interviews).7 It shows 

how their experiences reflect ongoing internal debates on the construction of the Muslim 

and Islamic ideology. By analyzing three overarching themes and patterns—assembled 

through the respondents’ answers—I argue that anti-Blackness is a problem within Islam 

because institutionalised racism within the religion has configured Blackness as being non-

Islamic. This problem has been created partly by the racialized policies and infrastructures 

put forth by Canadian and U.S. nation-states. Specifically, their preoccupation with brown 

terrorists has obfuscated racial diversity within Islam while also Orientalising Muslims. 

This is often expressed through managing geography and surveillance (borders, mosques, 

 
7 The surveys, interviews and ethnographies in this chapter are anonymous. This came 

about as a mutual decision by both the respondents and me due to safety concerns. A 

significant reason for this is snitching. Snitching is, for the most part, frowned upon within 

Black communities and for good reason, as the state is often able to unfairly police and 

incarcerate Black folks and other people of colour disproportionately. Surprisingly, some 

research has shown that Muslims are snitching on other Muslims due to an aggressive use 

of Muslim informants by the state. For instance, “an imam preaching in a Manhattan 

mosque…records all of his speeches, whether inside or outside the mosque, to have proof 

in the case of being misrepresented to the NYPD by an informant” (Bechrouri, 2018, p. 

467). In light of this, it is no wonder that Muslims are extremely sensitive to insider 

research and wished to be kept anonymous on all fronts. Surveillance against Muslims is 

brutal, especially under the increasingly authoritarian U.S. government. The fact that 

snitching is occurring in greater numbers in the Black community among Muslim members 

illustrates just how grave the situation has become. The constant threat of increased 

Islamophobia, surveillance, and snitching has led many Muslims to be in a heightened state 

of anxiety and stress. It has been argued that this has resulted in the community making a 

concentrated effort to keep Muslims segregated from the wider community (Kurzman & 

Lawrence, 2015) which perpetuates stereotypes that were circulated after 9/11. 
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bodies). Muslims are resisting this by creating Muslim spaces and networks that challenge 

spatial domination. This can be seen particularly in the examples of Muslim women and 

marginalized Muslim communities within Islam (such as the Ahmadis and Caribbean 

Muslims) negotiating and reimagining space. This chapter argues that by accepting 

Caribbean Muslims, and thus coolitude, as part of Islam, Islam will articulate ummah as a 

form of sonic transnational alterity by respatializing Africa. 

Ethnography 

These ethnographies are formed from observations from the multiple site visits 

outside the mosques and the surrounding areas. They are intended to offer a glimpse of the 

area around the mosque, rather than the mosque itself. While I have gained other research 

data from these mosques with permission, I chose not to inform these mosques of this 

observational research. Though I attempt to provide as much of a thick description as 

possible as an observer from a public space, I also understand the holiness of the mosques 

and attempt to respect their privacy by trying to make details vague and protect their 

anonymity. The following ethnographies are provided to give the reader context on the 

analyses that follow and to give background on the mosques I visited. Understanding the 

atmosphere and space of the mosques is important to provoke accurate representations of 

the individuals I interviewed. 

Guyanese Mosque 

This Caribbean mosque mainly catered to the Caribbean community. It was nestled 

in Queens near an area with a large Guyanese population and a smaller but sizable 

Trinidadian population. The surrounding business area on the main street had many 

Caribbean stores and restaurants with signs showcasing Hindu, Christian, and Muslim 
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symbols, with Hinduism appearing dominant. Strikingly, many of these stores showed 

some or all the religious symbols side-by-side. Located on a small street, this mosque was 

difficult to find—in fact, most would not recognize it as a mosque based on its appearance. 

Its small stature made it seem more like a house; indeed, in the cramped city of New York, 

a large building deep within a local neighborhood is difficult to find. It was clear that this 

mosque was once a residential home that has been repurposed. Fittingly, the mosque was 

able to blend in seamlessly with the local environment. Despite the local area's urban 

density, the block that the houses were on was seemingly quiet. The mosque attempted to 

stand out from the neighboring homes by being painted in unusually bright but soft colours 

for a house; yet it came across as the decor of a more eccentric homeowner. This was 

coupled with the fact that the mosque appeared to be going through some construction, 

perhaps to make it appear more like a mosque from the outside. Perhaps it was quiet 

because the construction misled people to believe it was closed. It certainly did not help 

that there was no major signage to let people know that it was a mosque. However, a small 

sign with the word “donations” in large letters was stamped on the mailbox, confirming that 

it was a mosque. With no front windows or lights from this small building, the first 

impression was that this was a shelter or another charity drive location. 

Even though the presence of Islam was not explicitly represented in the geography 

and building infrastructure, there is a way of knowing whether a mosque is indeed a 

mosque: wait for the time of one of the five daily prayers. On many occasions, at prayer 

time, no one arrived on time. People arrived slowly, almost in equal numbers by  car and  

walking, and few  were dressed in traditional Islamic garb. Being on time for prayer is often 

important, but none of these people seemed to be in a hurry—they casually came and 
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entered the mosque at will. This happened on more than one occasion. When people arrived 

on time, they often would either stand around the front steps and talk to each other or go in 

straight away, but never with any real sense of urgency. The attendees were mainly South 

Asian, with a sizable number of Black attendees. A few arrived in small groups of two or 

three, with most coming individually, and they generally spoke softly. They were almost 

always racially homogeneous, with very few arriving as racially mixed groups. It was rare 

to see an elderly person, as most people were on the younger side. I did not see any women, 

but I assume they entered through a back entrance as is customary for most mosques. At the 

end of the prayer service, the worshipers would leave just as casually as they came in. 

Perhaps most fascinating was that most of the attendees left the mosques in multiracial 

groups. It was not that the prayer was able to unite them instantaneously, as many of the 

people who left were chatting in a way that suggested they had some familiarity with each 

other. Furthermore, these interactions were more than just a brief “Hello,” as many of the 

groups that left did not simply part ways but instead continued together down the street 

toward the main street or to their cars. The homes were tightly packed against each other on 

the street. The buildings surrounding the site were largely residential, and it seemed that the 

mosque was primarily made up of locals in the Queens area. 

South Asian Mosque 

The mosque was located in a quiet, mixed-commercial and -residential area of 

Toronto near a major highway. There was a large South Asian population in the adjacent 

areas, but not in the area the mosque was located in directly. The area was mostly made up 

of smaller buildings, a few pedestrians, and some high rises, and there was a distinct 

atmosphere of safety and peace. The one or two pedestrians who walked by appeared to be 
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of Arab or African backgrounds. Many pedestrians were women, often pushing buggies of 

recently bought supplies, and they generally went in or came from the direction of the high 

rises. There was a large parking lot with room for hundreds of cars, which was convenient, 

as everyone who arrived came in cars and many in groups, mainly in families, from the 

looks of it. The mosque was large but not extravagant. A brightly lit sign, written in Urdu, 

Arabic, and English, made it clear that it was a mosque. The sign did not stand out enough 

that it would be noticeable from afar but was large enough to make it known to anyone 

searching for it. The building seemed to be in good condition and well used. At the time of 

prayer, things became busier. Many cars arrived early, and groups of people entered, 

speaking to each other in soft murmurs. It appeared that arriving early was important for 

many, as the parking lot was large, and often a walk can take precious minutes that could 

make the difference between being late or not. This was especially true because the mosque 

was very busy, with the parking lot becoming quite full. Most arriving wore traditional 

Islamic clothing, and most appeared to be of Pakistani descent (due to the heavy use of the 

Urdu language). Several taxis arrived, and the drivers took the time to discard their regular 

clothing and put on the Muslim garb in their cars before they entered the building. It 

appeared that many of them were coming from farther away in the city and that several 

were coming directly from work (from service positions, such as driving taxis). All of the 

people arriving and entering the building seemed to be of South Asian descent, and while 

some of those that came individually seemed to know each other and spoke a few words 

(generally just an Islamic greeting), most spoke with what seemed to be family members or 

with the people they came with. They seemed to speak in Urdu or other languages, but 

rarely in English. 
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Generally, only the men greeted each other, both when they came individually and 

in larger groups with women. Men were the clear majority, and most of the younger 

worshipers came with family; otherwise, many were middle-aged and older. The elders 

were immediately supported in walking if needed by anyone nearby. The women and men 

went their separate ways to different entrances without any directions or confusion. Most 

arrived early, but there were some latecomers. As soon as the call to prayer rang out from 

the mosque’s loudspeakers, some who were still in the parking lot immediately dropped 

down into the position for prayer (often hastily taking out their prayer mat beforehand). The 

stores nearby were mostly made up of chain stores and a few independent stores catering to 

the locals, such as a specialized grocery store.  

The women and children would often proceed to their cars after the service while 

the men would emerge a short while later, some engaging in discussions with one another. 

These discussions appeared pious or otherwise deep in nature, as most generally looked 

serious. Those who came individually would usually leave right away, perhaps back to their 

work. With a large number of adherents, it was difficult to keep track of whether many 

came regularly—while it seemed this was the case, it also seemed that many would attend 

only at certain times and/or days. Many of the cars had Islamic scriptures located 

somewhere within the car. Certain holy foods were eaten by families and were also given to 

others before and after the prayer. They were eaten with their hands, but wipes were used, 

and proper hygiene was practiced, which seemed to be important. 

African American Mosque 

The mosque was located in a majority African American area in a busy part of 

Brooklyn. While it may be considered a rougher area than other parts of Brooklyn, it 
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seemed lively with the nearby business area, with people of all races walking around. The 

mosque seemed aged. While it was immediately noticeable that it was a mosque due to the 

architectural design (which was as colourful as it was Islamic), it seemed that it had seen 

better days. There was minor noticeable structural damage, and the signs were faded. The 

inside was dimly lit and needed maintenance, but it was difficult to tell, as the windows 

were half boarded or too dirty to see inside. The neighborhood was very busy with locals 

and tourists alike. Most buildings on the main street were mixed-use with commercial 

(often small) businesses downstairs and apartments above. At all times, there were as many 

people as cars on the streets. Compared to many neighboring businesses and homes that 

had constant activity, the mosque was relatively quiet and stoic. Its lack of upkeep also 

gave it a quiet atmosphere, almost as if it was a little bubble of peace within the urban 

madness all around it. My remaining standing still amid the brisk pace of those around me 

seemed to create puzzlement from what appeared to be the locals. They would send quick 

glances in my direction, clearly confused about my fixation on the mosque. Otherwise, I 

was left alone, as their attention was only briefly piqued. 

The mosques’ attendees seemed mixed in their clothing styles, with some dressing 

in a Black urban style while others wore African Muslim clothing. Almost all of the 

worshipers appeared to be Black, be they African American, African, or Caribbean. The 

mosque also seemed not to have a strictly enforced power structure, as many of the 

congregation appeared to be within the same age range (18-35) with no one appearing to be 

much older. They all seemed fine with being in close proximity to each other. Some of the 

women wore headscarves but just as many did not. The men and women shared an 

entrance, and all seemed to talk to each other happily with laughs common throughout 
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greetings. None seemed to have driven there, either walking or taking public transit to the 

site. The number of people arrived in quite small groups and appeared somewhat close-knit, 

with all conversing in English. The mosque functioned as a community center not just for 

Muslims or African Americans but for all people, as downstairs, open to the public, was a 

variety store. At the side entrance, where the women would often enter, was a daycare and 

area for children that appeared to cater primarily to the local Black community and others. 

It also seemed that of the women and children who went to the daycare, many were not 

Muslim, with some showing symbols of Christian faith (wearing crosses as necklaces, for 

example). The mosque appeared to serve its worshipers’ needs with many of the events and 

activities happening downstairs in the public area and driven by efforts of the worshipers or 

staff. The store and other services had pamphlets available that promoted the mosque, and 

the employees appeared to be Black Muslim women. In such a busy area, the mosque acted 

as a gathering place, as there were not many community services nearby for the locals. One 

got the impression that this was a place where locals regularly visited for the various 

services it provided, compared to many other stores that attract New Yorkers from all over 

the city and tourists from elsewhere. While there may have been youths (Black or 

otherwise) loitering up and down the street in the immediate vicinity, there was noticeably 

no one doing that anywhere near the mosque. Many attendees seemed to mingle after 

prayer while having rare mixed-gender conversations; others exited the mosque humming 

Islamic rhythms together. Many entered side streets once dispersing, suggesting familiarity 

with the area. 
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North American Muslim Organization 

This mosque and organization were located in a suburb of the Greater Toronto Area 

that was only accessed through driving. The mosque was massive and seemed to have 

many facilities. The mosque was connected to all the other facilities in one complex, and it 

was a large, impressive building made of white marble that glowed in the reflection of the 

light that filtered down from the glassy rounded roofs and pillars that towered over the 

surrounding area, proclaiming in no uncertain terms that this was a mosque and a sacred 

place dedicated to worship. It also had an elaborate lighting system that made the mosque 

well-lit during darker hours. It seemed to be designed to give the impression that it was 

equally as ornate inside as it was out. The building’s size meant there were many entrances, 

but it had an orderly aspect that made it clear where the main entrance was located. There 

were no pedestrians or signs of residential habitation anywhere in the surrounding vicinity. 

The parking lot was massive and seemed unlikely to ever reach full capacity, except 

perhaps during special holy celebrations. It was also well-maintained and clean. Since it is 

an organization and not just a mosque, the parking lot was evenly filled throughout the day, 

with prayer times not getting much busier than other times. It would seem that many who 

came here had business to attend to other than just to pray, as many of the cars were parked 

for extended periods. The cars themselves were often larger, as most people appeared to 

come in large groups with as many men as women. A large number of children came both 

during and after normal school hours. Many of the visitors were well dressed and appeared 

to wear Islamic clothing specific to their cultural backgrounds. The women were dressed 

conservatively. Some of the license plates were from provinces outside of Ontario, and 

some were even from the U.S. The building signs were all clear and easy to read and were 
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only in English, although detailed signs such as on doors or flyers were written in English 

and Arabic. Plenty of flyers and other notices were around the entrance, explaining the 

details on many different upcoming festivals and events. 

The mosque was located just off the highway, and the surrounding buildings 

consisted of other large commercial complexes such as factories, but they were not 

generally accessible by public transportation or by car. This resulted in the mosque feeling 

somewhat isolated, and it appeared to function more as an organization first and a mosque 

second. While many Muslims are spread out throughout the Greater Toronto Area, there 

was no real local community served here, as many of the surrounding residential areas did 

not have substantial Muslim populations. However, with many highways nearby, it seems 

that the location was chosen not just because of the ability to obtain a very large mosque 

but also at the crossroads of many Muslims in transit in the extended area. There were no 

road signs to aid in finding the mosque, but it was built with height in mind. While this 

shows a connection with divinity, it is also perhaps to help other Muslims locate it from 

afar as they travel around the city. The mosque did seem well connected to nature, as there 

were many trees and shrubs all around the mosque that gave it a more inviting and natural 

look. Unlike other mosques, there were doormen or security stationed at the main entrance 

who did not seem suspicious of my observations. In fact, while I was observing the 

mosque, others were taking pictures and videos of the mosque by themselves or with 

others. The prayers seemed to last a long time, as there seemed to be after prayers and other 

extensive services offered. Many visitors had the time and the interest to stay for longer 

than most regular visits to mosques. 
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Overall Conclusions 

These ethnographic vignettes provide a glimpse of different mosques, their 

populations, and their surrounding geographies. My observations attest to regular, 

consistent, but not necessarily strict meeting times—and that exact timeliness depends on 

the larger community faith practices. Put differently, regular prayer is consistent, but how 

this is practiced differs. I also observed different clusters of people using the space outside 

the mosque to socialize. All the mosques seemed to be connected to community service—

Islamic and otherwise—although the large mosque in the Northern Greater Toronto Area 

was built for commuters and catered to activities that complemented prayer. Finally, gender 

roles appeared less strict with the Guyanese and African American mosques. This more 

permissive attitude permeated both these mosques, which incidentally coincides with 

general Muslim perceptions of them being less “authentic” than, for example, the Arab-run 

mosque. A greater emphasis on authenticity led to greater emphasis on following strict 

Muslim rules. 

I take up these questions of race in closer detail in the following section, where I 

focus on Blackness and Islam, and use interviews and surveys to thicken these 

abovementioned observations. 

Islam and Blackness 

As I alluded to in my introduction, anti-Black racism is not a part of the Islamic 

faith but occurs due to the colonization of Muslims and their complicated relationship with, 

and distancing from, African history. Indeed, the notion of a unified brotherhood and 

sisterhood within Islam, ummah, indicates that anti-Black racism within Islam is a 

relatively recent phenomenon. According to Islamic history, dark-skinned Africans (as 
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opposed to light-skinned Africans) were noted by the Prophet Muhammed as being the 

“best” Muslims and other Muslims in the Middle East, such as present-day Middle Eastern 

Arabs, were not as praised (Quick & Klein, 1995). However, today many Muslims see 

dark-skinned Bantu Africans as “lesser” Muslims and Arabs of the Middle East as “more” 

Muslim (Apter, 2016). These racial shifts and markers demonstrate how Euro-American 

understandings of race have seeped into contemporary Muslim identities. 

These kinds of complexities emerged throughout my fieldwork. Many interviewees 

wrestled with the idea that Western or American Islam was different or contradictory to 

Arab Islam (or simply Islam). I also noticed that racial hierarchies were built into their 

ideas of which form of Islam they saw as authentic. Racial constructions that were and are 

consequences of the transatlantic slave trade (specifically anti-Blackness) inform inter-

Muslim relations and how Muslim communities think through race and racial difference. 

Black North American Muslims, for example, have an approach to Islam that connects 

Islam to Black history, slavery, and freedom. This is evident through the survey results 

showing the majority of Black Muslims believed Islam gave them both a spiritual and 

political fulfillment. This was especially apparent in African American mosques, compared 

to other Black mosques with Somali and/or Caribbean worshipers. One Black imam from 

Toronto stated: 

The Black mosque is the only place you will learn our [Black] History because the 

Quran teaches Black people about African history. In other religions like 

Christianity, Black people are taught to obey and forgive the oppressor. That’s not a 

religion for us because it is maintaining [white supremacy] by keeping Black people 

within a slave mentality. Black people aren’t born to obey. I am a Black man and 

proud. Allah made me Black because I was meant to be Black and free. 
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This respondent stressed a connection to Africa as a major reason for being a Muslim. 

Additionally, he noted that Islam is also anti-slave (unlike Christianity), and therefore, pro-

Black. Sherman Jackson (2005) argued that Islam’s connection to Africa is important to 

Black Muslims, and it resonates with Black Americans primarily because it is a religion 

that allows for the resistance to anti-Black racism to be rendered as being ordained by God. 

In the quote above, the respondent acknowledged African history’s value and tied this to 

his concerns about his future as a Black man. 

Another Black imam in New York I interviewed elaborated on the connection 

between Islam and Black freedom struggles: 

Why is a religion a cult for wanting to empower Black people? Muslims are under 

attack now and the reason? Our Nation [Islamic ummah]. Black people realized this 

and that’s why we joined in [Islam]. We realized that it wasn’t overseas Muslims 

[Middle Eastern, Arabic] that they are so damn crazy about...it was that they saw 

Black people were ready to be free and they didn’t want that…I know we are going 

to win it all because the Prophet (peace be upon him) will deliver us to junnah 

[heaven] now that we serve Him [God]. 

Rightly or not, many followers of Black Islamic movements feel persecuted for being both 

pro-Black and pro-Islam. The Black political conversions of the 1960-1970s into Islam 

(specifically the Nation of Islam) have not stopped, meaning these conversions were not 

merely signaling the specificity of the political civil rights movement. The conversions 

were and are also about finding a connection with a faith that allows for Black retribution 

and affirmation (Felber, 2020). The respondent above argued that politics are secondary to 

the spiritual awakening that occurs for Black Muslims and that contemporary Islamophobia 

against brown Muslims stems from attempts to stop the growth of what is seen as a form of 

Black empowerment (as well as transracial solidarity). Interestingly, the respondent 

envisioned Black affirmation and transracial solidarity, or ummah, as being realized as a 
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nation. Note that modernity’s nation-state is based on European Enlightenment secularism 

and supremacy, which is different from Islam’s idea of a nation, which is based on “living 

in a state of Islam and a…community organized [with] shared rights and responsibilities” 

(Bahfen, 2018, p. 157). Thus, the Islamic “nation” is borderless and transnational, focused 

on community or ummah. It appears that the ummah as a form of geographic remapping is 

what orients many Black Muslims and their allies to Islam. 

The U.S. vs Canada 

Black Canada is a robust and dynamic diasporic space that includes longstanding 

Black Canadians (who lived in the nation before the formation of Canada as a modern 

nation-state) and communities from the Caribbean and African diasporas, as well as many 

other smaller groups, such as Black Europeans. Black Canadians also belong to Afro-

Indigenous communities as well as other multiracial communities (Mahtani, 2015). Also, 

geographic identifications are complicated; some Black Caribbean Canadians, for example, 

do not necessarily identify as being Caribbean. For example, one survey respondent 

explained: 

I was born in Canada, so the Caribbean is my parents’ home, not mine. I am 

Canadian; that’s what I tell other Black people. But it’s funny, you know, I say I am 

Black with the rest [non-Black people], so I am both Black and Canadian but not at 

the same time. 

 

In a 2016 study on Black Canadian identity, Rashelle Litchmore and colleagues (2016) 

“called for further investigation of the experiences of Black Canadians as a disaggregated 

group” (p. 266). They argued that Black Canadian identity (even with Black Caribbean 

identity) was too fluid and dynamic to classify as Black compared to African Americans 

(Litchmore et al., 2016). In short, Black Canadians’ racial, social, and geographic 
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positioning is incoherent and flexible and this informs how Islam is lived and portrayed in 

the nation (and is understood in comparison to the U.S.).  

Black Muslims in Canada illuminate the complexities of belonging, race, and 

religion. Many Black (not African) Muslims in Canada responded to my questions by 

claiming that being Black and being Muslim are two different identities. For example, they 

complained that they were not accepted as both Black and Muslim simultaneously. Black 

Muslims in Canada, especially, added that they feel alienated from their Muslim 

attachments due to encounters with South Asians. At the same time, they noted a 

disconnect from Black-African Muslims. This respondent captured these tensions:  

I never had a problem being Black until I became a Muslim. It’s a problem with 

them [South Asian Muslims]; they sort of control a lot of the events. It’s not that 

they’re racist, but it’s like they always act surprised…if I can recite the prayers like 

them. It feels always like I’m a guest even though I’m Muslim. When I tell them 

[East Africans], they say I am too sensitive, but I just think it’s how other Black 

Muslims feel too. 

 

Perhaps the reason for this disconnect between Black Muslims and Black-African Muslims 

in Canada is the lack of identification with a Black North American or diasporic identity by 

African Muslims. For some Somali Muslims in Toronto, Black identity is not something 

they identify with willingly (Collet, 2007). Instead, many Somalis have a more Afrocentric 

view tied to their Islamic faith and the continent or Somalia. Thus, while identifying as 

Black at a surface level, numerous Somali Muslims see their Black identity as African and 

Islamic. As Rima Bern-McGown (2013) showed, Canadian Somali Muslims do not 

necessarily define themselves as Black; instead, they “had to redefine themselves as Black 

and Muslim in new contexts” that challenge what it means to belong to the nation (p. 18). 

One Somali respondent echoed this idea: 
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I am not Black; I am Muslim. I have family from Somalia, but Somalia is Muslim, 

so there you go, Muslim and Muslim…I know there are Black Muslims from the 

Caribbean, but they don’t practice right. Like they are with [Louis] Farrakhan and 

the Nation of Islam, who promote that you need to be Black and Muslim, but that’s 

not Islam! I am Muslim, and Muslims submit to Allah. We don’t need race for that. 

 

The respondent associated Black U.S. Muslims as being synonymous with Black Canadian 

Muslims and tied to the Nation of Islam. This shows that Caribbean Muslims articulate a 

unique positionality that is a mixture of the Caribbean, the U.S., and Canadian Blackness. 

In response to a question that highlighted the experiences of Muslims in the U.S. and 

Canada, one Black Caribbean Muslim noted: “We the north run tingz,” (a fusion of patois 

and the slogan of the Toronto Raptors, “We The North”) while another said: 

Caribbean Muslims don’t understand Islam properly, but I’ve gotten [an] education 

[in Islamic theological studies], so I know that what we used to practice back home 

was just folk beliefs…That’s why I tell other countrymen to go to other masjids, so 

they can learn from others and see. I think not many Muslims do that here aside 

from us since we don’t have many [mosques] in Toronto…Like separate their 

culture from Islam, so that makes us less biased. 

 

The first statement, “We the north run tingz,” shows many things. First, by using patois, 

both in word choice and grammar, the Black Caribbean Muslim is saying “we” refers not to 

Muslims in Canada, but rather specifically Black Caribbean Muslims in Canada. The 

second statement shows that Caribbean Muslims are subverting the notion that Muslims are 

one-dimensional in their practice of Islam. Regardless of race, Caribbean Muslims come to 

Islam as “insider-outsiders” and thus their faith is very much a process of mixing different 

faith practices. 

Rinaldo Walcott (2003) wrote: “writing Blackness [in Canada] is a scary scenario: 

we are absented presence always under erasure. Located between the U.S. and the 

Caribbean, Canadian Blackness is a bubbling brew of desires of elsewhere” (p. 27). As 
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evidenced by a Nation of Islam chapter in Toronto, Black and Muslim identity is connected 

to Black American identity and Black Canadian identity. Furthermore, African and Afro-

Caribbean Muslims in both countries trouble the idea of who the immigrant is, their faith, 

and how immigrant status is tied to race.  An example of this kind of thinking was 

referenced in relation to Somali Muslims, who do not always identify as Black. Their 

stories overlap with but are not the same as Caribbean migrations to Canada; the religious 

status of Caribbean communities migrating to Canada are not monolithic and are comprised 

of a range of faiths. In the U.S. and Canada, slavery has identified a longstanding Black 

presence that is not an immigrant narrative. Global migrations, from non-Black 

communities, punctuate these movements and settlements. 

Scholars of Islam in the U.S., such as Yvonne Haddad and Jane Smith (2014), have 

categorized U.S. Islam as separate from Canadian Islam due to the differences in the Black 

communities. Yet, Black Muslims in both countries seem to overlap through the very 

differences that separate them, as evidenced through this comment from a Black Caribbean 

respondent: 

Being Black and Muslim, well, my own people don’t believe I am Bajan; even 

when I talk about roots and culture, they think I am just an African! I get it that 

most West Indians are Christian, but we have many different religions too, so I do 

feel frustrated. At least here [New York City], there are so many different people 

that Black Muslims are accepted here. It’s just they are either local [African 

American] or African, even Latino, but almost never Bajan. There are the Trinis and 

Guyanese, but they aren’t Black. 

 

The large Caribbean diaspora is often seen as one of the primary differences between Black 

Canada and U.S. Blacks. However, Black Caribbean Muslims in Canada and the U.S. seem 

to have similar experiences of being perceived as being from multiple backgrounds (the 

country they reside in, Africa, and the Caribbean). Interestingly, the respondent above 
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noted that fellow Caribbean Muslims are not Black, probably alluding to Indo-Caribbean 

Muslims. This supports the idea that Afro-Caribbean Muslims are a very small 

demographic, and that Islam in the Caribbean is racialized as non-Black. At the same time, 

this shows a major difference between the U.S. and Canada by illustrating how each nation 

correlates Islam and Blackness. The relationship between Islam and Blackness is often 

perceived as opaque, allowing for Islam to be seen as “foreign” to Western modernity. 

Blackness in Canada is often seen as being imported from the U.S. and the Caribbean, 

which means that Black Canadian Muslims are also perceived to be from non-Canadian 

locations (Razack, 2009). In comparison, Blackness and Islam are seen as specific to the 

U.S.—in an essentialist way. One respondent explained these complicated forms of 

belonging: 

Being Black in Canada is being able to have a home while also being Black. 

Jamaica is my home. Being Black is an identity, not a place, but Jamaica is [a 

place]. That is what Canada gives me. Jamaicans that I know in the States say they 

are Black, so they are like them [African Americans]. They can’t be just Jamaican. 

They have to follow their rules. It’s harder there. 

Ahmadiyya 

As I have touched on above, the essentialization of Blackness leads to fractured 

Muslim identities that serve as hindrances on the road to ummah. While they can be 

progressive and diverse, South Asian Muslims often fall into the trappings of traditional 

essentialist Islamic ideas, which reject newer forms of being Muslim; this can dovetail with 

anti-Blackness and a rejection of, for example, the Nation of Islam. The Ahmadiyya are an 

example of a group that exemplifies a South Asian Muslim identity that diverges from 

these ideas. 
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The Ahmadiyya are widely considered a cult by most traditional Muslims. They 

generally accept the teachings of the Quran and follow their founder Mirza Ghulum 

Ahmad’s teachings that are simplified through the motto of: Love for all, hatred for none 

(Irawan, 2017). This is seen as heretical because Ahmad saw himself as a prophet after the 

Prophet (peace be upon him), which is considered blasphemy. Due to this, the Ahmadiyya 

are largely condemned by most other Muslims (Irawan, 2017). Their motto, combined with 

their persecution, defines their desire for a unified ummah. Despite this, because Ahmad 

was from India, the Ahmadiyya followers are almost exclusively South Asian. Still, this has 

resulted in most of the Amadiyya’s interviewed expressing great respect for Black Islamic 

leaders (especially those involved in the civil rights movement in the U.S.). Many Ahmadi 

Muslims were very willing to accommodate my research, and most mentioned my research 

being at the core of Islam: “We Ahmadi’s know more than anyone how important the 

ummah needs to be…Your research must show that Islam is about the one ummah…We 

Ahmadi are Muslims.” 

Ahmadis are willing to accept other sects of Islam without espousing violence (as 

seen in, for example, Shi’ia or Sunni). They also claim many other Muslim communities 

are hostile to them while also rejecting their Muslim beliefs (Irawan, 2017). In a study on 

Muslim communities in Toronto, Amir Hussain (2001) wrote that the Ahmadi pay strict 

adherence to following their religion, some of which have cultural (Indian) elements. 

Perhaps this is why the Ahmadi are racially and culturally homogenous. They also often 

hold events for inter-religious dialogue between Muslims and non-Muslims alike, more so 

than any other Muslim community (Irawan, 2017). These celebrations often attract various 
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communities, across racial identifications, with many Black people in attendance. In 

response to a survey question, an Ahmadi Muslim explained: 

Muslims say we are not Muslims…so of course many say that we will go to Hell, be 

cursed and all these horrible things…but these people are not the Muslims they 

appear to be either because they say horrible things like that to Muslims who were 

led to Islam. . . . How can they say that? So those Muslims [Black Muslims] need to 

come together since they are just like us; they are fighting for the same rights. 

 

It is interesting that an Ahmadi compared a Muslim’s race to a sect and said they are “just 

like us.” This shows that Ahmadi acknowledge anti-Black racism within Islam and that 

overcoming such a hurdle is necessary for Islam because “coming together” and fighting 

for “rights” are relevant to the religion. In other words, the fate of Black Muslims is the fate 

of all Muslims. 

Anti-Blackness in Islam 

As I have already noted above, there is a tendency to pair Islam with non-Black 

(South Asian, Middle Eastern, Arab) communities – due to Eurocentric categorizations. I 

have also briefly argued that Black Muslims are committed to Islam, but due to perceptions 

of Islam as a non-Black religious practice, they are either erased from conversations or 

asked to “prove” their commitment to the faith (to either Blackness or Islam). In many 

ways, these kinds of processes—attaching specific ethnicities to Islam, questioning Black 

subjects about their role in Islam—have normalized the faith as non-Black. Many Muslims 

themselves have internalized this thinking but in different ways depending on their race 

(whether they are Black or South Asian, for example). 

Respondents from African-American run mosques claimed that their mosques are 

not racially based but that other races do not want to attend due to anti-Black racism, which 

they disguise as a criticism of their mosques being heretical or not authentic: 
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The media says we [Black Muslims] are some kind of offshoot and all that jazz, but 

we never get all up in that. We are Muslims straight up…So, Muslims of any 

[racial] background can come, but they ain’t coming. They would be surprised, we 

are an open book…They’re just listening to the white media, and for real some 

think our struggles just ain’t worth it…That’s why [they don’t come to the mosque]. 

 

Similarly, other African American mosque respondents claimed the mosques are for all but 

that uplifting the Black community is a central part of Islam: 

When 9/11 happened…it was the worst…not the incident but after…So much 

snitching…Felt like I went back [in time]. But I was hopeful because I thought we 

will come together now…The [non-Black] Muslims will understand the racism in 

this country, and they will come to their fellow Muslims that have been going 

through this since the beginning. I was wrong. They just made it about them, and 

nobody came. 

 

Despite this grievance, many Black Muslims believed racism is not a problem with 

Islam itself; rather, it was due to larger societal racism. For example, an imam pointed out 

that a large part of Islamophobia is connected to anti-Blackness (as opposed to just being 

directed at Muslims in general): “They [police] come to Bushwick and Bed-Stuy but where 

else are they [in Brooklyn]?” His comments suggest Muslims face surveillance in 

predominantly Black areas, but there is a lack of surveillance in non-Black areas. Anti-

Black racism is a problem in Muslim communities but is not being addressed due to it 

being perceived as soft racism that is not worthy of serious conversation. However, if anti-

Black racism is seen as part of the ummah via the remapping of Africa and Blackness, then 

Muslims may come to have more candid discussions on the issue and take it on as their 

own problem and not a problem of the larger society. 

Therefore, Muslims must take seriously what their fellow Black brothers and sisters 

are saying about racism. A Black imam I interviewed made these comments on race 

relations in North America: 
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The Christians [and white people] say they accept us. I lived in both countries, and 

they act the same in both…But really they only tolerate us…They think we will 

convert over time. They want to stop Muslims coming in so that we will all be 

Christians or scientists [Atheists]. That’s their religion…[So] these people will 

never be satisfied with us until [we] join their religion. 

 

These comments show the perceived disconnection between Blackness and Islam; he can 

be interpreted as saying that even if you are Black, you are not accepted if you are Muslim. 

This is further solidified by a comment from another imam who said, “The ummah is the 

real [nation] for humanity so right now the world is made up of fake nations…These are 

just ethnic creations, EU, U.S., whatever, but Islam is universal and will be the way 

forward for us [Blacks].” In other words, the survival of ummah will decide the fate of a 

global transracial and national vision for the world. At the same time, in my research, I 

noticed that Black Muslims felt excluded from the ummah despite feeling specifically made 

for their salvation. 

For the ummah to be truly realized, the voices of Black Muslims must be heard by 

other Muslims. Interestingly, South Asian imams did not deny that the mosque is for their 

specific communities and were proud that their mosques are the pillars of the community; 

they also denied that they were anti-Black. It was the same for other mosques that cater to a 

specific racial-ethnic group. They explained that it would be detrimental if other races were 

to come to their mosque without respecting the local culture, and they stressed that other 

mosques cater to mixed races in the area. These sentiments were expressed strongly by one 

of the imams I interviewed: “Our mosque is open to all, but we are a Pakistani mosque, so 

if all our worshipers were from Nigeria then we wouldn’t be much of a Pakistani mosque 

now would we? So you see it’s not racial but cultural.” 
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The responses suggest that Muslims maintain a sort of inactive ummah in which 

they create larger barriers between other Muslim communities in an attempt to form 

ummah (Ali, 2018). They want an identity and to be a part of a whole, but they 

simultaneously want to be part of a smaller ethnically specific community. For instance, a 

Somali Muslim will try to go to a Somali mosque, but if they are travelling and none are in 

the area, they will go to the mosque that is available regardless of the mosque’s racial 

and/or ethnic makeup. However, they will not express any intent to become a regular at that 

mosque and will expect the same of others as a sort of Muslim etiquette. They also express 

language concerns when the mosque’s imams speak in languages other than English and 

Arabic. Indeed, in an interview, a Black imam noted that in multiracial Islamic settings, 

such as Muslim conferences, they “always suspect us of being new to Islam.” This echoes 

Jamillah Karim’s (2009) insights into how South Asian Muslims will often welcome Black 

Muslims when Black Muslims make themselves known, but not before this occurs. This is 

a counter statement to a South Asian imam who defended the lack of South Asian and 

Black ummah by saying, “It is a language barrier, not a racial one.” To conclude, while not 

explicitly anti-Black, the question of Black exclusion is meaningful because it supports my 

insights on how racial belonging within Islam is fraught. 

Intersections of Islamophobia and Anti-South Asian Racism 

This unwillingness to change their mosques’ racial and cultural structure informs 

South Asian Muslims’ reactions to Islamophobia and anti-Black racism. For example, 

among the South Asian Muslim respondents, more than one made comments such as: 

 Blacks keep saying that they got it the worst, I get it, a lot of them get falsely 

accused…and end up in jail…it’s racist. But they often are doing things that are not 

Muslim anyway. When it comes to Muslims…the ones [Black Muslims] I know 
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aren’t in jail just because they are Muslim. But being brown now gets you in jail if 

they think you are Muslim and look suspicious, like seriously…Can Blacks say 

anti-brown racism isn’t real? 

 

Another respondent explained, “Brown people are not all terrorists. We have it the worst 

now after 9/11. [So] the Blacks should listen to their fellow Muslim brothers. But they 

think they are the experts on discrimination.” None of the respondents described anti-South 

Asian racism but instead described modern post-9/11 Islamophobia. One South Asian 

imam even went so far as to say, “Islamophobia is worse than racism.” In fact, not a single 

respondent stated how the racism they experienced from being South Asian impacted them 

as Muslims; instead, the racism of being Muslim seemed to affect them as South Asians: 

“Hispanics should know they are not the only brown that suffers racism. Being Muslim 

means the racism is here to stay for us, but you [Hispanics] can be brown and not deal with 

it.” This respondent compared their race (brown) with the race of Latinx and then claimed 

that they experienced racism based on the colour of their skin (South Asian and Latinx can 

be both brown), but also because South Asian Muslims cannot escape the racism directed at 

them for being Muslim, unlike Latinx. This is despite that there have been studies on the 

high rates of Latinx and white converts to Islam. Very few respondents seemed to be aware 

of this, even though, for example, New York’s Spanish Harlem is the location of the U.S.’s 

first independent Latinx Muslim mosque and Islamic center (Morales, 2018). 

It is not that the respondents believed they did not experience racism; rather, they 

believed, “religion did become the dominant frame while responding to the post-9/11 racial 

targeting” (Mishra, 2013, p. 132). The fact that certain markers such as beards or turbans 

that are shared with South Asians of many faiths, for example, Sikh and Hindu, became 

markers of Islam despite the 9/11 attackers not having these markers, speaks to an 
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underlying anti-Asian racism that “needed an excuse for the hate” (Rana, 2011, p. 84). 

Thus, anti-Asian sentiments animate how racism is being expressed and highlights the 

connection between “Asians as foreign labourers who are perceived as exploiting white 

Euro-Americans to boost the threat of an Asian takeover” (Rana, 2011, p. 67). Black 

Muslims have always experienced racism and Islamophobia. So, after 9/11, they did not 

experience a spike in either. Instead, they saw how their Blackness was often connected to 

Islamophobia because they felt both increase concurrently, or as Yasiin Bey (formerly Mos 

Def) puts it: “Black on Both Sides” (Daulatzai, 2012, p. 135). South Asians generally do 

not have as strong an understanding of anti-Black racism as Blacks do. Thus, they were not 

aware of how anti-Black racism informs and helps create Islamophobia (Sharma, 2010). 

Jian Chen (2017) pointed out that Asian anti-Black racism often exists because “Asians in 

America embody privileged yet internally contradictory signs for American liberal 

exceptionalism and civility” (p. 269). This is why South Asian Muslims often believed, at 

times, “they had it worse” than their Black brothers and sisters after 9/11. 

In my research and analysis, I noticed that the reason Islamophobia is equated to 

racism is because it is rooted in anti-Black racism and xenophobia. Throughout the entire 

survey, many respondents used the terms racism and Islamophobia interchangeably. In fact, 

most respondents did not name their race (e.g., Somali, Black, Indian), but they would 

name racism as Islamophobia. For example, some respondents noted, “Many Muslims, like 

myself, have experienced racism because Muslims are now a race, like Blacks.” The 

conflation of religion and race (or Islamophobia and racism) highlights the power of 

terrorist narratives perpetuated by the nation-state. While anti-Black racism permeates all 

Black (Muslim and non-Muslim) communities, it was not clearly identified as a 
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discriminatory practice in the respondents’ answers. An explanation for the confusion 

between race and religious identity is perhaps found in how Muslims practice their faith. 

Muslims embody their religious practice as a form of resistance to underlying white 

supremacist notions of Islamophobia and racism, which, to them, is one and the same. 

Therefore, to raise awareness of the issue of anti-Blackness within Muslim communities, 

Muslims must understand how the racialization of Muslims and Islamophobia is ultimately 

tied to anti-Blackness and not simply a result of it. 

Islamic Space 

Muslims problematize how Islam is connected to both race and space. The religion 

is often racialized as the “dark terror,” which is the rationale used to justify slavery and the 

colonization of Africa (Patel, 2019). This racial rhetoric is interwoven with the 

spatialization of Islam and its connections to geographies such as Africa and the Middle 

East. Thus, to combat racism and marginalization, Muslims contest prevailing Eurocentric 

geographies by creating a unique Muslim space. Richard Gale (2007) wrote that this is the 

“ritual and sanctioned practice that is prior and that creates Muslim space, which thus does 

not require any juridically claimed territory or formally consecrated or architecturally 

specific space” (p. 1020). This conception of space can be seen in how Muslims are heavily 

governed by the rhythms that move through time and space. For example, daily prayers are 

tied to the sun and moon; they are done at set times in each time zone, resulting in a unique, 

unified rhythm of Islam that Muslims spatialize through their prayer (El Guindi, 2008). 

This way of being clashes with secular and national time and space, prioritizing the 

capitalist global system over God and natural rhythms. Because Muslims link time to (and 

toward) God, their use of space is also focused on God. Therefore, they prioritize the 
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mosque and form spaces of worship outside of the mosque in an interconnected and 

rhythmic manner. This challenges the nation’s stable and linear geographic formulation of 

space. My ethnography of mosques in New York and Toronto illustrated how Muslims, 

through practicing their faith, are ultimately seeking home or refuge by creating Islamic 

space. 

Muslim space functions as a direct counter to Canadian nationalism—which is 

upheld by multiple spatial processes that are invested in, and express, white colonial logics 

(Cooke & Lawrence, 2005). The geographies paired with Canadian nationalism are foils to 

how mosques function; Muslim space creation is nodal, tying together provisional spatial 

practices and more stable and symbolic infrastructures such as the mosque. While the 

mosque is the nexus node of Muslim space within the network, Muslims connect to this 

space using prayer, particularly the ritual needed for prayer. The mosques maintain strict 

cleanliness guidelines that require Muslims to be clean and cleanse themselves before 

prayer. Because of this, mosques allow the use of a bathroom to wash oneself, particularly 

one’s feet. This way, your feet and hands (when in prayer position) will leave a trace of 

purity and cleanliness. This is replicated during prayer anywhere, as Muslims must first 

perform a cleanliness ritual followed by praying in a clean, purified space. Hence, prayer 

mats are used for Muslims to pray anywhere if need be. While the mosque is most sacred, 

and therefore, is the preferred area, prayer can still be done if one removes one’s shoes and 

ensures one has been cleaned. Prayer can then commence, be it in a parking lot or a 

junkyard. In that moment, the space has become purified and is sacred. Muslims see space 

as inherently corrupted and strive to always purify space whenever and wherever they can. 

This Islamification of space is a practice of survival and resistance—it is provisional and 
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linked to more stable geographies, underpinned by ritual, the mosque itself, and 

communities who are remaking space, differentially, but through faith. 

Muslim space can also be theorized through Black spatial resistances. In my 

fieldwork, I noticed that Black Muslims can actively participate in remaking their 

surroundings through the community mosque model within the Black mosque. The 

mosque’s congregation is involved in making the site a community hub that fulfills the 

needs of Black Muslims, the Black community, and the larger local community.8 The 

mosque is both lived and conceptualized as a sacred space for reimagining the community 

and uplifting all peoples. The Black mosque I visited in New York is located in a busy part 

of the city; it can stand firm and continually articulate Black demands and needs because it 

is in sync with its worshipers. Perhaps most importantly, it sustains its radical vision by 

troubling the racial-sexual construction of space in New York by centering Black family 

needs; they have created an environment where daycare, schooling for children, dating 

services, and other communal activities are available. While the mosque may be male-led, 

it puts the Black woman—via the family—at the center of the mosque. While the centering 

of the family in this instance is imperfect (it assumes heterosexuality), it is clear that Black 

women and Black women’s labour are central to the mosque. The usual separation between 

genders (as far as mosque entry and exit goes) is nonexistent. Prickett (2015) noted, “In 

many ways the actions of African American women in the mosque mirror those of African 

American women in the church, whose objectives are not to feminize leadership but instead 

work within existing organizations to create stronger communities” (p. 69). Many women 

 
8 See African American mosque ethnography. 
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of the mosque wore Islamic headscarves, and many did not, and this lack of conformity 

shows that Black women are negotiating Blackness not just within the geographic space of 

New York, but within Islam itself. In doing so, they produce the mosque or Muslim space 

as a Black woman’s space. 

 The Black mosque operates as a construction of sacred space through a dialectic 

resistance. Mosques exist as a place where space, specifically sacred space, can be 

contested and reimagined through rituals and gendered and communal place-making 

activities. This is complemented with fewer religious markers; the mosque also had a 

rhythm that emerged from the colours within and outside its walls (this includes the 

clothing of its worshipers, products, and services provided to the everyday people 

involved). The lack of perceived authority structure and the diverse and young Black 

congregation show that a temporal communal energy is needed to create a Black 

geographic space underpinned by ummah. 

The U.S. and Canadian Comparative Muslim Experiences 

Studies such as the Oxford Guide to American Islam indicated that the U.S. and 

Canadian Muslim identities are very different and that comparisons are difficult to make; 

some Muslims in Canada are said to be more akin to Muslims in Western Europe (Haddad 

& Smith, 2014). In my interviews, many Muslims challenged the idea that Muslim spatial 

experiences are different; Muslims in both countries mentioned many of the same pillars of 

identity: “There are many beautiful mosques in Canada. I have been to one of such beauty 

in Alberta. It was far away to drive…When I saw it, I felt so grateful…the same feeling I 

felt when I was driving to a mosque far away when I visited [family] in the South [Southern 

U.S.].” Another respondent said, “Black mosques are the same no matter where you go. 
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Black America is special, but there was a chapter [mosque] in Canada that came [to New 

York] to protest with us. I couldn’t believe it, a Black mosque in Canada…I Googled it, 

and it was true.” The respondent originally believed that Black mosques (such as the Nation 

of Islam) were unique to America (and the Black Muslim), but soon learned that the 

mosque and experience tied to it were shared between Canada and America. 

 Unlike my findings above, where some respondents conflated racism and faith-

based discrimination, in some of my interviews, some respondents agreed that 

Islamophobia has increased and that Islamophobia is not the same as racism, particularly 

when pressed to discuss the U.S. and Canada. The U.S. and Canada changed their 

experiences as Muslims compared to their homelands while also drawing attention to how 

both nations were welcoming with only exceptional or “crazy” moments of Islamophobia. 

They illustrated this knowledge through comments like the following: 

America isn’t racist, not like back home…They hate other people except whites. 

Here the whites accept us and everyone…it’s the other [non-white] immigrants who 

make things bad. We have to be like them [whites] and stop seeing race. The white 

racists are not here in NYC; they exist in some Republican state like Ohio, so I am 

not talking about them…Muslims are not a race; we have to stop acting like it. And 

then it [Islamophobia] will go away. 

 

Black Muslims were never accepted; they killed them. So now that we [non-Black 

immigrant Muslims] are here…it’s hard to believe that now they will accept us 

because there are more of us…so they must feel more angry…but they can’t tell us 

apart…so we are safe for now. But I’d rather be where you are from [Canada]…I 

heard good things…no troubles [for Muslims]. 

 

There is no racism here in Canada; it’s the best country to live in. I will admit there 

is some anti-Muslim talk here, but that is the extreme. It exists in all countries…The 

Quebec killer, he is crazy, and that’s not Canada’s fault…You know he did that 

because he watched Fox…so what is bad is we are so close to America, that’s the 

only thing…the [U.S.-Canadian] border should be more strict. 

 

Everyone says Canada is so great, and I do think it’s better than the US, but 

sometimes I think maybe not. Black Muslims are not really accepted here. Like 
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especially being Muslim and not Black, I heard from family in the Midwest that 

they accept them there, like we took over…The US has more Blacks…Maybe it’s 

not so bad…but I wouldn’t feel safe. Canada is safe…it’s just not for Black 

Muslims. I’d rather be home [Africa], but there is no future there. But the ummah 

will come, so you know that’s what’s important. 

 

These comments echo the research conducted by Basjit Nagra on Muslims in Canada. 

Nagra (2017) addressed the figure of the “Good Muslim” and noted, “my interviewees 

resist the racialization of Islam by articulating a positive Muslim identity” (p. 181). In other 

words, Muslims use either national or nationalist rhetoric to justify how they are always 

“Good Muslims”—good citizens—compared to other “Bad Muslims.” This concept stems 

from Mamdani Mahmood (2004), for whom Muslim identity is conceptualized as opposing 

pairs of the “Good Muslim” and the “Bad Muslim.” Note that this is not just an opposing 

binary in the sense that if there is a bad Muslim, there must be a good. Rather, the Good 

Muslim is only created through a double negative because the “good” Muslim must always 

come after the “bad” Muslim. A survey response from a self-described African Muslim in 

Canada said: 

I was worried about coming to a place that has white people because they act like 

African people are aliens…It’s what I grew up reading, seeing on TV. [To prepare] 

I read Martin Luther King Jr. and African American rights people like Toni 

Morrison, so I thought I would be ready to experience racism…But I was wrong; 

they didn’t seem to care that I was Black. Like they didn’t stare at other Black 

people, but with how I dress as a Muslim they stare or act strange…I’m still 

adjusting. 

 

Jasmine Zine wrote that when discussing Islamophobia in Canada, namely the 

Quebec City mosque massacre, the media quickly pointed out that it was due to President 

Trump and the U.S.’s anti-Muslim rhetoric trickling down into Canada. Yet, she cited 

studies suggesting current-day Islamophobia was actually more pronounced in Canada than 

in the U.S. (Zine, 2019). She explained that this was due to the Conservative Harper 
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government and other municipal and provincial governments making anti-Muslim laws 

prior to 9/11 (Zine, 2019). Despite Zine’s findings on Islamophobia in Canada, 9/11 has 

given Muslims the impression that Islamophobia originates in the U.S. Indeed, most survey 

respondents thought Canada is a better place to live for Muslims than the U.S. However, it 

was somewhat surprising to see many of my respondents in the U.S. thought Islam could 

improve the country (as opposed to those in Canada): only about one-third of Canadians 

thought that Islam could move the country forward, while about two-thirds of U.S. 

respondents thought Islam could improve their nation. Additionally, about one-fifth of 

Canadians thought that Islamic values were integral to Canada, while about two-fifths of 

U.S. respondents thought these values were an integral part of the U.S. One Canadian 

Muslim respondent wrote: 

Muslims are often not political. I have to tell family to vote…they say it’s not our 

law, but I heard from the imam that we can have our laws here…I don’t know the 

details, but Sharia will come to Canada. It’s just that it will not happen formally. 

Western law allows it…the Canadians allow us this so we should take it…they 

[white Canadians] can’t blame us if they give it to us. Canada will never adopt 

Sharia law, but it should. 

 

Another respondent wrote similarly, “Canada has laws that protect the Christians like the 

Catholics, so Canada is fine [for Muslims to live in]. Muslims just need special laws for our 

religious freedoms because they don’t have laws to protect us.” Meanwhile, respondents in 

the U.S. said: 

Islam is about God. America says the same, but they are fighting wars and killing 

everyone. Islam is for the future; I see how the Americans live, always about the 

present, like social media. Their empire is not at all like the ummah, so America is 

the opposite of Islam. But it will be the best country in the world when Islam 

becomes the biggest religion. America will eventually be forced to change. 

 

America is Muslim. Muslims were in America since the founding; they just pretend 

because they [white Americans] are the majority, but they don’t have [many] 
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kids…and we have the skills so we will form the majority one day…Then America 

can’t pretend Islam is foreign. America has to embrace its Islamic roots like 

Jefferson did. 

 

 The overall attitude appears to either be that Canada is steadier, and thus, change is not as 

important, or that Canada is very white and is not connected at all to Islam. Why would 

Muslims be more content in a white majority place with no strong desire for Islamic reform 

over a place they think would eventually have Islamic reform? This evidences that 

Canadian Muslims are being forced into debates of Muslim identity shaped by U.S. Islam, 

despite being generally unable to participate in said debates (Vucetic, 2016). 

When asked about the differences between Islamophobia in the U.S. and Canada, a 

Canadian imam said: 

Canada used to be united racially for us [Muslims], but a lot of immigrants started 

coming, and they brought their communities. Now we are fragmented…It’s not 

racism as it’s less along racial lines and more along cultural and generational lines. 

But we have a future here even if we are not really practicing the ummah [because] 

we have the freedom from racism that largely plagues the States. Perhaps our 

brothers and sisters there will win [Islamize the U.S.], but we don’t need to do that 

here, so that’s a win in my book. 

 

By saying this, the imam indicated that he believed that while there is less racism and 

Islamophobia in Canada than in the U.S., Canada's communities are more divided. Thus, 

there is less of a chance of Islamic reform in Canada. 

The surveys show that the 9/11 shift in constructing Muslims as terrorists has 

profoundly affected Canada in the same way, as many Muslims felt racism against them as 

distinctly Islamophobic as opposed to anti-Black or anti-Asian racism. Canadians and U.S. 

respondents felt the duality of American post-9/11 constructions of Muslims while always 

being aware that Canada is not the U.S. This has boosted confidence in Canada as 

somehow being a safe haven away from anti-Muslim rhetoric in America. At the same 
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time, they are aware that Canada does not offer refuge, as it was specifically Canadians 

who felt ambivalent over whether Islam could provide a future for them: “It is so bad down 

there [the U.S.], like they want to deport us [Muslims]. But they have so many big fancy 

mosques that I’ve seen on Facebook. I want to pray there one day…Here [Canada], we 

don’t have that so much, so we will have to get used to it, I guess.” The tension between 

Islam vs the West also bears similarities to the tension and contradiction between 

modernity and Black post-modernity. Daulatzai (2012) argued U.S. Black liberation 

struggles shaped and were shaped by Afro-Asian liberation struggles in the Middle East to 

form the Muslim International. I would argue that this “clash of civilizations” is not 

between Islam and the West but comprises the tension between Blackness and modernity. 

Islamic connections within the U.S. are deeply interwoven with Black resistance 

struggles and occurred in overlapping contexts. Canada also fits within modernity’s 

construction of place and is often defined by its apparent lack of Blackness and Black 

history—which is perhaps why many of the surveyed were quick to point out Canada's 

supposed superiority over America. Still, they could not answer why the presumed 

idealized whiteness of Canada would be better (safer, less discriminatory) for them 

specifically. For example, if respondents discussed the Islamic benefits of Canada, they 

almost always mentioned Little Mosque on the Prairie, a television show that centered on 

immigrant Muslims. More specifically, Little Mosque on the Prairie had no representations 

of Canadian born Muslims, Black Muslims, or Black Canadian Muslims. In this way, 

Muslims are accepted into Canada instead of being acknowledged as part of Canada. Afua 

Cooper (2017) underscored this myth of Black Canada: 
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Canada has created an image of itself as a “haven” for fleeing American 

Underground Railroad freedom seekers…In creating and maintaining this image as 

a haven or freedom’s land, Canadians have banished from their collective memory 

their own history of enslaving. (p. 27) 

 

Juxtaposed with the survey results noted above (in which most Muslims surveyed 

believed that racism is less of a problem within Canada and that most Black people in 

North America reside in the U.S.) this quote from Cooper clarifies the contested workings 

of geography, faith, and racial belonging. Perhaps this can be explained through the idea 

that while Canada may offer a better quality of life, it lacks the political and economic 

capital to create change for people of colour and other vulnerable populations. Black 

Muslims in Canada complain that Islam in this nation is very South Asian-orientated and 

that their lack of understanding of Arabic and other Islamic languages disallows them from 

stronger national and continental representation, especially vis-à-vis Black Muslims in the 

U.S. Indeed, Black Canadians must continually claim Canada as their home as a way to 

distinguish themselves from Black U.S. communities (Flynn, 2011). Somali Muslims often 

have better Arabic language ability, and hold more visible markers of “authentic” Islamic 

faith, yet they have a loose relationship with other non-Somali Black Muslims in the 

Canadian context, as they may or may not identify with them (Collet, 2007).  

Gender and Islam 

In this section, I discuss gender and Islam and draw attention to how feminism and 

embodiment underpin faith. I investigate how Muslim women navigate the mosque’s space 

and the critiques that arise from misunderstandings of how Muslim women approach men 

and God. A deeper understanding of how empowerment operates for women in Islam will 

lead to better futures for all Muslims. 
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The pressure and intensity of the white gaze on Muslim women have been 

thoroughly studied. Muslim scholars have argued that control over Muslim women’s bodies 

has become the white patriarchy’s central patriarchal concern (Chan-Malik, 2011). Huma 

Mohibullah (2017) noted that the “senses of being Muslim or Arab American are not just 

discursive but highly spatialized” (p. 270). In other words, as practiced within the U.S., 

Islam is a lived religion that embodies the personal as both religious and political (Chan-

Malik, 2011). 

The notion that Muslim women are oppressed stems from much of the literature on 

Arab Middle East cultures, in which Muslim (and Christian and Jewish as in the case of 

Israel) societies are both unequal and inequitable in terms of gender (AbuKhalil, 2001). 

While there is no doubt that patriarchy and misogyny exist within various Middle Eastern 

nations (as it does everywhere), it is not due to racial, religious, or even cultural reasons 

(AbuKhalil, 2001). Instead, it is due to practically all-male theologians who dominate the 

legal systems and government (AbuKhalil, 2001). The clergymen in question adhere to 

very rigid and one-dimensional views on Sharia Law and the Quran (AbuKhalil, 2001). 

Thus, critics of Islam use this as proof that Muslim women in North America must be 

oppressed. The mistake is to see legislative rules of law as cultural, racial, or religious, thus, 

claiming that this is an inevitable aspect of Islam or Arab culture (Said, 1978). Despite this, 

Muslim women are fighting for control of their own bodies, faith, and religion and have 

often empowered their own local communities. 

Saba Mahmood argued that in consenting to their submission (to God), they appear 

to be submitting to men from an outsider perspective. As seen in the ethnography 

conducted at an African American mosque, women ran a daycare and a shop. They were 
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doing this to keep the mosque afloat. As an observer, it is within the realm of reason that 

outsiders may see this as the women being forced into working with children or doing small 

jobs (i.e., cashier) as per patriarchal gender roles. Yet, the mosque was able to continue to 

exist due to the entrepreneurship of the women working at the store (started and run by 

them and not the men). Furthermore, this entrepreneurship has caused the mosque to 

become a community hub for Muslim women and the larger local community. Mahmood 

noted that this surrendering to God is at odds with Western Liberalism and the Feminist 

movement because “female subordination poses a dilemma to feminist analysts” (p. 5). 

This work shows how Muslin women are actively renegotiating gender roles despite their 

seemingly subordinate positionality. . It is the strong Muslim faith that led the women to 

these ventures and enabled them to continue. Thus, the submission of Muslim women to 

Muslim men is a misnomer. 

Feminism and the practice of gender equality were touted by both men and women 

as a strong point for Islam. Ironically many of them argued for strict gender rules and roles: 

Brothers and Sisters must act as Allah has instructed. Segregation is the choice of 

Allah, there is no debate…Those who don’t obey the law of gender segregation in 

the mosques argue that that brings equality, but what are their true motivations? We 

must be careful to not mix society’s temptations with the Quran’s teachings. 

 

This kind of statement was made in both New York and Toronto and by Black and non-

Black Muslims. Most Muslims separate the places of worship along gender lines. No 

respondent claimed that women are treated badly at their mosque and they did not point 

fingers at other mosques or Muslim groups for sexism or related forms of discrimination. 

Generally, the consensus was, “Women are freer in Islam than any other religion because 

Allah has decreed this. As a man, I have no objections [and] it’s not my place to get 
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involved with the sisters…They will work it out together. If men got involved, isn’t that 

sexist discrimination? Westerners are hypocrites.” Only one respondent addressed support 

for women and mothers explicitly when they mentioned that their mosque offered after-

school and daycare programs for women and children. As noted above in my discussion of 

mosque geographies, many religious places of worship offer similar programs and mixed-

gender worship, dating programs, and social events in collaboration with the local 

communities. My survey respondents also pointed to mixed-gender facilities that centre 

Muslim women’s talks and presentations. The majority of respondents did not think that 

they had to do anything special for women, which is both a cause for concern and 

admiration. More than other mosques (including Caribbean mosques), African American 

mosques tend to have a higher ratio of mixed-gender worshiping practices. As one 

respondent pointed out: 

Brothers and sisters can pray together in our mosque; it is halal [allowed in Islam]. 

There are just rules to follow. We make sure to respect that…Just because other 

Muslims have not taken the time to figure it out doesn’t mean it can’t happen, or we 

are not doing Islam right. 

 

While Islam may indeed be a feminist religion, it will take the men’s efforts to make that a 

reality, as seen in the more progressive African American mosques. At the same time, it can 

be argued that certain progressive feminist beliefs, such as mixed-gender prayer areas in 

mosques, are more political or cultural than concerned with Islamic gender equality. The 

lack of response by Muslim men in criticizing the treatment of women in Islam may be why 

Islam can continually be attacked as being anti-women. Muslim women across the board 

have shown that they are often the pillars of the community, and indeed studies have shown 

that religiosity is stronger among women than it is with men (Mahmood, 2005). 
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Furthermore, debates on gender roles and norms are being actively taken up by Muslim 

women and have become important topics of discussion at contemporary Muslim 

conferences in North America (Imani, 2018). 

Considering all of this, how do we move forward? How do we combine these 

concerns, including iterations of space, feminism, and racial unity, and move into a brighter 

future? I now turn to examining newer ways of being Muslim that adhere to a stronger 

sense of ummah. 

Muslim Spatial Resistance 

Islam is not only a necessary physical ritual but is practiced through embodiment. 

One must not forget that there is also the element of physical appearance that must be 

practiced. Many mosques are often geographically situated in areas that are off-the-grid and 

are only visible through their Islamic architectural appearance, while others are often 

designed modestly so that the mosque can avoid attention. The mosques are also not always 

in areas that serve the local community; instead, they may be purposefully built in locations 

that can connect Muslims of separate communities (even across national borders) to create 

a larger network of mosques connected through the constant flow of Muslims in transit. In 

places where the mosque is anchored firmly within the community, the mosque is often 

inconspicuous. The mosques’ geographical positions are often different from churches, 

which are prominently situated as keystones to a local neighborhood’s character. For 

example, the Jami Masjid, often hailed as the preeminent Toronto mosque, occupies a 

former Presbyterian church and is still visibly a church with almost no external alterations. 

To an outside observer, this may seem like sacrilege, but in reality, it is an example of 

perhaps how Muslims need to be wary and operate under surveillance to practice their faith. 
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At the same time, it evidences the ways existing geographies are refurbished in new 

contexts, to accommodate different communities. These kinds of spatial processes and 

geographies are a form of a Muslim network that Miriam Cooke says creates, “a networked 

epistemology [that] pluralizes individuals. It allows them multiple contexts where no one 

identity predominates, and none can be reified” (pp. 27-28). Likewise, this counters the 

notion that Muslims seek to remove Canadian and U.S. civilization or laws to enact Sharia 

law. Instead, Muslims are finding ways in which they can coexist. Still, for many, their first 

concern is to survive with dignity and freedom. The subversion of prevailing colonial 

geographies is central to Islamic worlds, which can be conceptualized as flexible, rather 

than static, spaces. 

What I call taxi-cab resistance, for example, is one way in which Muslims are 

creating these complex versions of Muslim space. Many Muslims who immigrate to North 

America are often denied their professional qualifications and have to take lower-paying 

work. Many Muslims have created networks focused on immigration, with the role of the 

taxi-cab driver as the primary impetus (Foner, 2005). I would argue that this is not 

unintentional; Muslims are completely aware of how Muslim spaces are denied or 

discriminated against. As a result, they have formed networks—through connections like 

taxi-cabbing—to allow them the flexibility to best attend mosques for prayer as needed and 

to form networks that produce flexible Muslim spaces.  In more recent contexts, ride 

sharing (Uber, Lyft), has also led to many Muslims taking on work as drivers. Given that 

labour may be restricted due to immigration status, home and faith practices, or other 

factors, as drivers, Muslims can work as independent contractors, which allows for more 

fluidity in terms of hours. This is not to suggest this labour is undemanding, but it does 
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allow us to think about how these types of jobs allow for the flexibility necessary for 

Islamic life, such as the need for daily prayers. Added to this, Merlyna Lim (2012) argued 

that the taxi driver has become symbolic of practicing Islam and forming Muslim spatial 

resistance. She argued, “the cabs and coffee shops of Cairo played a significant role 

disseminating information about the Tahrir protests” (Lim, 2012, p. 236). It was not the 

mosques that were the main networks for mobilising the people for resistance; instead, it 

was the taxi drivers and their networks (Lim, 2012). This is because they can move freely 

and transport people discretely.  

Caribbean Muslims 

The above discussions of mosque geographies, gender, and nation (the U.S. and 

Canada) set the stage for my discussion of Caribbean Muslims. I found that the Caribbean 

Muslims who participated in my fieldwork considered race less of a barrier than for other 

groups. Indeed, ummah, a Muslim brother and sisterhood defined outside identity markers 

like race, was consistently referenced by these Muslims. In this section, I explore the 

connections between Caribbean identifications, Islam, race, and racism. Carole Boyce 

Davies (2018) defined Caribbean space as the “rejection of spatial confinement and a desire 

for a consistently expanding space” (p. 11). In this way, Caribbean space is similar to the 

idea of the ummah because it emphasizes openness. In my surveys and fieldwork, this 

openness was discussed in relation to religion and faith and faith mixing (e.g., Hindu, 

Rastafari, Christianity). Aisha Khan (2004) explained the Caribbean discourse of “is all one 

God, anyhow” (p. 55) shapes this kind of faith mixing and openness. Caribbean mixing and 

blending have often been misappropriated and misunderstood as an idealistic fantasy that 

ignores the reality of Caribbean history. This is similar to how Carole Boyce Davies (2018) 
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talked about how Caribbean space is often denied its reality, which Jamaica Kincaid (1992) 

described as follows: “How bound up I am to all that is human endeavor, to all that is past 

and to all that shall be, to all that shall be lost and leave no trace” (p. 272).Be they South 

Asian or Black, Caribbean Muslims also fall under the idea of inauthenticity that is so often 

tied to geographic space (Escalante, 2019). Caribbean Muslims exist in a liminal space in 

which their race, religion, and national places of origin are seen as constantly shifting yet, 

at the same time, “cannot be divided from any of the originals” (D’Aguiar, 2007, p. 8). 

Caribbean Muslims are seen as only occupying normative Muslim spaces—such as the 

mosque or specific regions affiliated with Islam. When outside spaces typically affiliated 

with Islam, they are often perceived as inauthentic (even though this disconnection overlaps 

with the aforementioned networks and flexible geographies I note above). These tensions 

played out in my fieldwork. While other interviewees bemoaned the lack of understanding 

between different Muslim groups, these complexities were experienced by Caribbean 

Muslims in their religious services at the mosque and other contexts. For instance, a 

YouTube channel run by a famous Toronto Guyanese imam, Dr. Shabir Ally, is one of the 

few Muslim channels to have discussions between races that focus on anti-Black racism 

within Muslim communities (“Let the Quran Speak,” 2017). This kind of dialogue shows 

that Caribbean Muslims are willing to engage in difficult discussions about Islam with 

Muslims of other races, something uncommon in formal Islamic conventions. Indeed, one 

might speculate that this YouTube channel is also a flexible Muslim space that creates 

opportunities to reimagine Muslim belonging from a Caribbean perspective. 

The notion of meaning-making or mixing is a trope of the Caribbean experience. As 

Aisha Khan writes, “the notion of mixing would be an organizing principle of this region, 
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inflected toward an emphasis on racial and religious identities, and the cultural qualities 

they have been assumed to signify” (Aisha Khan, 2004, p. 222). According to the survey 

results, most of the mixed-race mosques were Caribbean mosques. What came through in 

my research, surveys, and interviews was that these Caribbean mosques articulated Khan’s 

insights—mixing is an organizing principal through which generosity is fostered. This 

outlook is not simply building on the idea that the Caribbean is a multiracial society; it is 

also showing that the atmosphere of the mosque was welcoming. Indeed, I noticed that 

Caribbean-run mosques also have South Asian and Black Muslim attendees who are not 

from the Caribbean community, including Somali Muslims. In fact, in one interview I 

conducted, an Indo-Caribbean imam was adamant with how Muslim identities are shared 

sites of learning: 

We have mostly East Indians [Indo-Caribbean] adherents, but we have a large 

amount of Somalis. Of course, we have Africans from back home [the Caribbean] 

too. Pakistani’s and them [South Asians] don’t really attend. We learn so much 

from the beauty of Islam from our Somali brothers, they are so devout . . . They 

know so much and are so humble…Your average Somali follows Islam perfectly, 

not like us. [That’s why] Somalis are the best Muslims. 

 

Despite the racial, linguistic, and cultural differences, the Indo-Caribbean Muslim 

appreciated the piety of the Somali Muslim. This complements the research of Anupama 

Jain (2011), who noted how Indo-Caribbean people troubled normalized configurations of 

religion; they “borrow[ed] from multiple faiths…without focusing on personal conflict or 

community disapproval [which] was, frankly, unparalleled” (p. 128). The surveys also 

showed a lot of cross-racial identifications and disconnections. Here are some of the 

patterns I observed:  

a)  Indo-Caribbean Muslims often linked their experiences to Afro-Caribbean Muslims 
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b)  Indo-Caribbean Muslims delinked their experiences from South Asian Muslims 

c)  Indo-Caribbean Muslims shied away from identifying with African American 

Muslims 

d) Afro-Caribbean Muslims identified with African American Muslims 

e)  Indo-Caribbean Muslims showed affiliations with Somali Muslims’ birthplace and 

immigration status  (e.g. The Caribbean, Somalia, Canada, the U.S.) which shaped 

how each group navigated their affliations. 

Due to the culture of mixing, which goes against essentialist ideas with which many 

other Muslim groups conceptualize their faith, Caribbean Muslims mentioned that other 

immigrant Muslims look down on them because of their lack of perceived authenticity: 

Other Muslims have lectured me so many times I have lost count…They aren’t 

trying to say I’m not a Muslim or anything. What they are saying is that I am not 

practicing right…like they can speak the language [Arabic], and they got proper 

training. It’s annoying that they expect me to learn, but they don’t care about my 

cousin, who is dougla [mixed Black and Indian]. 

 

Another respondent noted: 

I have had discussions with brothers from Arabia who say they don’t get how I 

haven’t gotten better. They say if they were me, they would have a lot more. It’s 

because they don’t understand the pain of our community and the stuff that keeps us 

[Black people] down…Somehow, they think it’s because we failed as Muslims. 

 

While the respondents failed to mention Somali Muslims (perhaps they see them as Black), 

they seem to suggest that the divide is not just because of the lack of expertise but has more 

to do with anti-Black racism. Intriguingly, a Canadian Indo-Caribbean Muslim, stated: 

Indians always boss up when they get the chance. They say the ummah is important, 

Islam has no racism, but they act like because they are Indian or Pakistani, we will 

listen because we are the same [race]. Indians think they know everything and that 

Trinis are Rastas now like we follow some nutty faith because we are a mixed 

[Black and Indian] community. 
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In essence, they perceived that South Asian Muslims look down on Indo-Caribbean 

Muslims because they associate them with the Afro-Caribbean and the Caribbean in 

general. 

From my research, it appears that the main mosques that are racially and culturally 

mixed are Caribbean-run and, therefore, at least at first glance, at the forefront of ummah 

within North America and perhaps the Americas. Aisha Khan (2004) explained that the 

Caribbean Muslim is “a temporal figure that transverses the path of the racialized labor 

subject…from modernity’s African plantation slave to late colonialism’s Asian indentured 

labour” (p. 3). This supports my earlier suggestion that race is a poor marker of identity and 

could be detrimental to understanding Muslim communities and ummah, especially when 

we consider the fluidity of Indo-Caribbean Muslims. 

Sounds, Sonics and Hip Hop as a Means to Ummah 

The vast majority of respondents, in both survey and interview format, cited that 

ummah was very important to them. As a form of music beloved globally, Hip hop offers a 

look into how ummah can function across racial lines.  In her work on Muslim women and 

hijab, Kayla Wheeler (2017) argued national ummah is prioritised (as opposed to global 

ummah) because it is connected to social justice. As well, national ummah “challeng[es] 

hegemonic formulations of Islam that subordinate African Americans” (p. 3). This can be 

seen in the survey responses, in which the majority of respondents cited national ummah as 

more important (47%) than global ummah (43%). The very idea of a national ummah does 

not really make sense because ummah is supposed to be an overarching ideal of pan-

Muslim unity. At the same time, respondents say that they want an ummah, but they must 

first make their own communities stronger to achieve ummah globally. One respondent 
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stated, “Ummah, for me, is home. Being Black, I feel at home when I am with other 

Muslims…I just wish all Muslims can feel at home with me…That’s my ummah.” Thus, 

those favouring national ummah over global ummah still hold global ummah as the 

ultimate goal, even as they are aware of the current inequalities in their local Muslim 

communities. Either way, reverence to ummah translated into a high regard for social 

justice, and this was stated by many respondents: 

All the revolutions now and tomorrow will be from Muslims. We are the future. It is 

happening in our world, and when it is time, it will happen here, as Allah wills it. 

That is the ummah that our children will inherit…We Muslims know our prayers 

will be heard. 

 

The above respondent ends their comment on the connection of the social and ummah as 

being sonic in nature. This shows that vocal, rhythmic prayers are important aspects of the 

Muslim faith in and out of mosques (Miyakawa, 2005).  The call for prayer is not just 

understood by all Muslims but is also a sonic force that hits and possesses Muslims into a 

sacred rhythmical unified movement. Just as the mosque functions as a node within Muslim 

geographic networks, it also centers and acoustically calls for Muslim sonic space. This 

shows the power of the sonic, as a form of essence becomes what is not in between, or in 

this case, divine essence (Moten, 2017). Prayer is a sonic technology that creates a 

globalized transnational Muslim sonic space; the call for prayer and the sound of prayer are 

instrumental in both forging new understandings of Muslim ummah and (re)mapping 

Muslim political and religious imaginaries via sonic dynamics of diaspora (that is neither 

limited nor beholden to geographic space). Put differently, to imagine Islam through sound 

opens up spatial possibilities.  
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Sohail Daulatzai (2012) explained that hip hop is seen as a meeting place between 

Islam and the sonic because the ummah, in this context, imagines the world through the 

“Muslim International” or Black Islam (p. 118). Therefore, hip hop connects with Muslims 

not because it is hip hop per se, but because of the meaning ascribed to the music that 

makes it intelligible to Muslims. Muslims can be mobilised through hip hop, but that does 

not mean it can form Muslim unity. Muslims who do not express a predilection for hip hop 

seem to prefer devotionals, music that expresses submission to and love for God (Kabir, 

2013). Therefore, Muslim hip hop can then be seen as a manifestation of Islamic experience 

because it expresses Islam through a sonic transnationality that encourages Afro-Asian 

liberation, such as Daulatzai’s Muslim International (2012). For example, the Nation of 

Islam embraces music because they believe Islam is a vehicle for expressing humanistic 

sciences, as according to an interviewee: “Islam is science. Western science comes from us 

but science is for Man not for machines.”  When I asked one imam about hip hop’s 

connection to the sacred, he replied: 

Hip hop is reflecting the voices of those who need it…It is not Black or white. Our 

[South Asian] young brothers and sisters listen to it. At first, I was against it…but I 

heard wonderful voices [of Muslims] who do it the right way [without instrumentals]. 

It must be Allah’s will. 

 

Indeed, while some members of the faith are against music, many Muslims use sonic 

technologies to amplify their prayers. In a sense, they turn the prayer into a sonic narrative. 

Thus, the mediation of voice through sound reproduction and religion becomes a “practice 

of mediation between subjects and an otherworld” (Eisenlohr, 2018, p. 37). In this way, 

music in Islam, such as hip hop songs that take up Muslim sounds and beliefs, articulates 

the experiences of other groups and identities. Music and sound illustrate contradictions, 
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tensions, and overlapping identifications. In this case, hip hop can be theorized as a 

dialectic in forming both solidarity and conflict. This is especially the case because Islamic 

prayer, and therefore the sonics of prayer, are very important to Muslims (Ali, 2018). 

Zanfagna (2017) noted religiosity in hip hop comes from a search for home. In other words, 

it is not the genre of hip hop that is most significant to Muslims, per se, but that hip hop and 

the sonic are often able to permeate boundaries (such as national borders or ethnic lines) 

and produce a sense of belonging. It is the ability of the sonic to reiterate the idea of 

ummah or the “Muslim International” that allows hip hop to be successful among Muslims, 

just as the sounds of the salats (daily prayers) are impact and are embraced by Muslims 

worldwide.  The sonic force of Muslim prayer is demonstrative of the acoustic potentials of 

faith. It connects Muslims across borders and also allows Muslims to imagine themselves 

as part of transnational or global geographies, and thus participate in a form of dissenting 

citizenship through sonic ummah.  

Indeed, shared desires for social justice are actually the primary connection between 

Blackness and Islam.  Rapper Yasiin Bey’s debut album Black on Both Sides (released 

under his name Mos Def) can be read as a text that shows how he negotiates his identity 

through sonic poetics and the subsequent “tension…between social conflicts and aesthetic 

practices” (Schaub, 2011, p. 385). Bey’s work shows that perhaps it is not that Islam in and 

of itself is inclined toward social justice, but that hip hop allows Islam to become spiritual 

(Kabir, 209). The fact that Black Muslims tended to stress this in interviews is a case in 

point: 

Islam and hip hop are about speaking and putting truth out there…It was us [Black 

Muslims] that have been with it [the ummah]…Look at Nas. Look at A Tribe Called 

Quest…We weren’t doing Islam or hip hop. We were doing what works for us. 
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The respondent uses Black Muslim hip hop as a way to talk about a different mode of 

belonging that is tied to ummah. Indeed, the respondent arguably privileges ummah (“doing 

what works for us”) over both music and faith. If we return, briefly, to the themes discussed 

in this chapter, Muslim sonic narratives complement the potential to imagine practices of 

belonging outside Eurocentric racial categorizations. The complexity of the Caribbean 

Muslim, the cross-racial identifications and assumptions about authenticity, the gendered 

enunciations of community, the hidden and lauded mosques, the networks of taxis, the 

sonic underpinnings of prayers, the pairing of Blackness, Islam and hip hop – these are all 

examples of how Islam, race, and geography are interconnected sites of contestation.   
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Chapter 2: Sonic the Pedagogue 

The irrepressible rhythms of the once forbidden drum are often still audible. 

—Paul Gilroy 

Hip hop began as a multiracial, multicultural, transnational movement, although it 

has since become mainstream. It is a movement that is often identified with the working-

class poor. In line with hip hop’s transnational character, Rinaldo Walcott (2003) showed 

that Canada, namely Toronto, had an organic hip hop scene created and practiced by Black 

emcees alongside other communities such as South Asians. Walcott argued that the Toronto 

hip hop group the Dream Warriors “represent Caribbean/Black complexity and thus disrupt 

national-local fictions of monolithic Caribbean-ness/Blackness in North America” (p. 142). 

This complexity can be seen through the Islamic influenced hip hop collective of different 

rappers, the Five Percenters, who had a large impact on many of the founding members of 

hip hop. Through their large sphere of influence, Muslims have both directly and indirectly 

influenced hip hop (Miyakawa, 2005). As well, from about the 1950s onward, many pro-

Black and anti-colonial movements have overlapped with Muslim freedom struggles, which 

positions hip hop as connected to global decolonial movements. (Daulatzai, 2012).  As part 

of a global anticolonial struggle, spearheaded by Black diasporic peoples (Muslim or not), 

hip hop expresses a shared language of resistance for Blacks and Muslims. Earlier in my 

dissertation I provided an overview of the ways some non-Black Muslim communities are 

anti-Black. However, because hip hop ties Blackness to Islam, and struggles against racism, 

it holds in it potentiality, particularly in terms of ummah.  
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 In this section I sample rappers, songs, videos, and a soundtrack, and discuss how 

race, place, and faith are navigated sonically. My argument on hip hop in Islam begins with 

a discussion of how Muslim women emcees most clearly articulate ummah.  I do an 

analysis of lyrics and the visuals in music videos of Poetic Pilgrimage, a Jamaican Muslim 

duo, and Mona Haydar, a Syrian-American rapper. I then offer a discussion of South Asian 

and Black rappers and Caribbean music to work through the dynamics of overlapping racial 

histories and multi-faith attachments. For South Asian rappers, such as Anik Khan and 

Lazarus, racial histories and fraught identifications inform their creative works. For Black 

Muslim rappers, like Khaled Siddiq, Blackness, Caribbean heritage, and Muslim faith 

intertwine to expose how ummah transcends borders and racial categorizations.  I follow 

this with a discussion of Caribbean music, looking specifically at the ways multi-faith 

perspectives emerge in the reggae song “Unitty” by Orlando Octave, Izac King, and Marlon 

Asher and how Caribbean music is written into the film Bazodee.  

The coolie figure – a South Asian and Muslim figure – allows for South Asian 

emcees to access the somewhat static portrayals of Black Muslim masculinity through 

connections to both Blackness and Islam. This has resulted in the coolie figure emerging as 

a figure of importance within hip hop. Of course, this illuminates the fraught racial politics 

underpinning Islam while also drawing attention to how ummah must be realized outside of 

crude racial identifications. The purpose of this chapter is to bring together different 

musical samples and moments to demonstrate how hip hop reveals different modes of 

belonging that are shaped according to faith, Caribbeanness, gender, and location. I think 

about these samples and themes in relation to ummah, in order to show how global 
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brotherhood and sisterhood requires imagining Muslim space as flexible and invested in 

connective networks.  

Muslim Rappers  

Mona Haydar’s lyrics are unquestionably feminist and political, as are her music 

videos. While much of her work focuses on gendered embodiment and offers a critique of 

western beauty standards, in my discussion I will draw attention to how specific moments 

in her work highlight her expansive understandings of oppression and foster ummah. The 

music video for her song “American,” features Mona in her burkini on the beach. She raps: 

They don’t wanna see me as American 

The only ones who been here are my Native friends 

All I wanna do is have some fun 

By the beach man 

But here come I. C. E. 

Ya and that travel ban (Haydar, 2019) 

 

The beach is seen as a sexualised space within a Western context and part of having fun at 

the beach means taking part in the norm of sexualisation. Her reference, for example, to 

“they don’t wanna see me as American” implies that the idea of a Western, specifically 

American, beach cannot be enjoyable and that wearing the burkini erases her citizenship 

and/or sense of belonging within the U.S. In this way, Haydar points out that the nation-

state and the Trump administration (signified by the lyric “but here come I. C. E. …and that 

travel ban”) are actively trying to stop marginalized communities from being part of, or 

entering, the U.S. Even so, the video of her enjoying the beach with her friends shows that 

Muslims are already a part of the U.S. National identity; for Haydar the U.S. Muslim is not 

presented as a contradiction in this video and song. Rather, it signifies a process of struggle 

against white supremacy and the nation-state that attempts to deny the reality of Islam and 
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the U.S. Haydar also picks up on connections between Islamophobia and the 

criminalization of Indigenous peoples. By showcasing images of a native couple and their 

young child on the beach, along with the lyrics, “the only ones who been here are my native 

friends,” she humanizes them and shows how Indigenous peoples, much like Muslims, are 

under attack through attempts of displacement due to the undemocratic and violent 

underpinnings of the U.S. By saying “friends” and showing Indigenous people prominently 

throughout the video, Haydar is reinforcing that Indigenous people and Muslims can create 

belonging to the nation in ways that complicate and reframe national citizenship outside 

normative exclusionary logics.  

In another part of the song and video, Haydar emphasises how criminalization is 

tightly connected to surveillance and how the intense focus on a Muslim woman’s body is a 

form of spatial control. She says: 

Why they so obsessed with what I’m wearin man 

Got me sweating under this surveillance 

Trynna regulate our bodies got these men all in our face 

These dank tighty whiteys wish they would evaporate 

Wall around the country they just trynna make it great (Haydar, 2019).  

Haydar states she is “sweating,” signalling that life as a Muslim post 9/11 is an embodied 

struggle. She signals that her struggle is tied to the patriarchal order that is obsessed with 

what she is wearing. Haydar specifically states that those in power want to regulate “our 

bodies” and connects that to the “Wall” along the U.S.-Mexico border. In this excerpt, 

Haydar is showing that American space is, in part, created through the domination of 

Muslim women’s bodies. In correlating the wall to patriarchy and showing that the wall is 

“great” (perhaps gesturing to the “make America great again” slogan) she also elucidates 

how borders shore up exclusions and other forms of racial violence.  Later in the song, 
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Haydar says, “They the caca from that shithole and their president is stank.” Here she is 

obviously referencing President Trump’s comments on countries from the global South 

being inferior, or “shithole countries” (Schwartz, 2018). Haydar inverts this and makes a 

bold claim by saying “that shithole” and “their president,” meaning that the “shithole 

country” is actually white America. Thinking about my discussions of Muslim space 

above—which are networked, flexible, fleeting—Haydar shows how regulation of Muslim 

bodies, and negative perceptions of Muslim women specifically, is central to the production 

of U.S. space. By linking this to borders, Indigenous struggles, and the global south, she 

offers an expansive critique that connects U.S. Islamaphobia to other forms of oppression 

such as I.C.E. and colonialism. In my reading, her insistence on interlinking multiple 

identities and different kinds of oppression overlaps with ummah and the call to imagine 

the world relationally.    

The ummah is unabashedly feminist for Haydar. All her videos and lyrics suggest 

that she imagines a world of womens’ freedom, and this freedom is underpinned by her 

steady engagement with Islam that is expressed through the ideal of ummah: a connective 

Muslim brotherhood/sisterhood. Haydar’s debut single “Hijabi” has over seven million 

views on the video streaming website YouTube. She and most women in the video are 

wearing a hijab; the video depicts all the women as being Muslim (including those who do 

not wear the hijab). The video includes women from multiple backgrounds, although there 

is a strong focus on Black women. The chorus sums up the essence of the song: 

All around the world 

Love women every shading be so liberated 

All around the world 

Love women every shading power run deep 

So even if you hate it, I still wrap my hijab 
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Wrap my hijab 

Wrap my hijab 

Wrap, wrap my hijab (Haydar, 2017) 

 

At a surface level, this is a protest song meant to deliver the message that Muslim women 

can wear what they want and that those who wear a hijab are strong, powerful, and 

independent women. However, unlike male Muslim emcees (such as Muslim Belal and 

Deen Squad), who tend to emphasize ummah as an unattainable ideal, Haydar’s lyrics 

position ummah as a process that is already happening. Put differently, she identifies 

existing forms of cross-racial and global connections. Haydar’s work illustrates that 

Muslim women are leading the charge of ummah in Islam. Perhaps this is not surprising, as 

Islam is often cited as a feminist religion, and has served as a springboard for gender 

equality as well as a faith that offers women space and agency free from male influences 

(Karim, 2009). Haydar is an example of this. While a hijabi rapper may create notoriety 

among non-Muslims, Haydar sees this as actualizing the important connection between 

global cross-racial identifications, gender equality and Islam.  

Haydar also extends the possibilities of ummah by illuminating queer 

interconnections. Her move to discuss nonnormative sexualities is controversial in some 

Muslim circles given that queer practices are considered blasphemous and sinful. At the 

same time, even though queer and transgender Muslims obviously exist, there is a tendency 

to view Islam as a homophobic faith.  While other artists tend to depict queer Muslims 

negatively (such as Lord Jamar, Ice Cube, and Pastor Troy), Haydar offers positive images 

of queer Muslims. In her song “Good Body,” she positions Muslim women alongside 

Muslim men who present as queer (they are wearing various feminized outfits, with some 

wearing makeup). Haydar subverts the idea that Muslims are homophobic by bringing 
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together a series of visual and embodied markers—traditional Muslim garb, queered 

Muslim masculinities, queer Muslim femininities; the figures in the video, who are of 

different shades, sizes, and genders, embrace one another. In the song, Haydar states: “Let 

people be what they want to be / No judgment no discussion…Pan or non-binary” (Haydar, 

2020). She openly argues that queer and transgender and gender nonconforming Muslims 

should be allowed to be who they are and that in Islam, it is up to God to judge, not people. 

She pairs this with, “Not one body bad / Everybody a good body / And that’s facts” 

(Haydar, 2020), once again emphasising acceptance of multiplicity. The lyrics “good body” 

and “body bad” undo the typical binaries—Good Muslim vs Bad Muslim—that I have been 

alluding to throughout this project. In a note to the song, Haydar gives some historical 

context and claims that what we have come to see as a valuable body comes from ancient 

colonization and Empire stemming back to the biblical days, and that the purpose of the 

song is to be free of that (Huang, 558). Building on this, it would appear that she believes 

that within Islam, anti-gay sentiments are created by colonization (Empire) and through the 

colonizer, and thus unrelated to God. 

One can also read Haydar’s work in relation to homonationalism (Puar, 2007). 

Homonationalism tends to curtail or foreclose nonwhite forms of queer belonging by 

upholding heterosexual state formations. In Puar’s formulation, homonationalism functions 

to exclude nonwhite queers by celebrating and honouring white queerness and folding them 

into existing heterosexual norms (such as marriage). This unfolds in two ways. First, in 

accordance with the western nation, homonationalism assumes Muslims (and by extension 

Muslim societies) are homophobic because they are racially and culturally outside white 
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normative queer communities. Second, Muslims are symbolically queered—racially and 

sexually nonnormative— because they are in opposition to the (white) gay subject. Haydar 

echoes these themes in the song “Barbarian.” The lyrics that open the song are “If they’re 

civilized, I’d rather stay savage” (Haydar, 2018) thus playing with stereotypes that emerge 

from Orientalism and sexual deviancy. She then denounces this idea by questioning the 

terms of civilization: “Barbarian? That’s how you really feel? Like you didn’t start war 

over oil fields?” (Haydar, 2018). Just as noted above, and through the example of oil fields, 

Haydar expands her rethinking of the Muslim body—and the queer Muslim—outward to 

provide critique of extraction, militarisation, and war.  

Haydar’s music shows unity on many different fronts: along gender lines, in support 

of queerness, and across racial lines. However, my argument is that the overarching unifier 

is a commitment to social justice through Islam and ummah. Her music shows that social 

justice causes are embedded within Islam and that hip hop’s sonic medium allows it to go 

beyond the Muslim community. This shows what Iton (2008) referred to as the line 

between the “politics of poetry and the poetics of politics” (p. 9). Haydar’s music illustrates 

that producing and realizing ummah must be done organically with people coming to Islam 

because their commitments to values such as social justice give them a natural affinity to 

Islam. This also means that the Islamic world is more than just Muslims and that social 

justice is practiced across different spaces. Through the sonic, Muslims can envision a 

transnational citizenship of ummah, which is a new way of conceptualizing ummah itself.  

Poetic Pilgrimage is  a British hip hop duo who , like Haydar, manifest the 

importance of Black women in articulating ummah. The duo is made up of members 

Muneera Rashida and Sukina Abdul Noorin, both of Jamaican descent. As diasporic Black 
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women, they expose the double-standard in hip hop in which Black Muslim women’s 

voices are considered inconsequential to both ummah and hip hop (Miyakawa, 2005).  

Through their music, Poetic Pilgrimage show how anti-Blackness needs to be addressed 

within Islam. The arguments against Muslim hip hop generally claim that music is haram 

(not allowed) in Islam. Yet many hip hop artists are not only Muslim but make Islamic 

topics a central focus of their music. A large portion of the documentary Hip Hop Hijabis 

by Al Jazeera focuses on whether Poetic Pilgrimage should even be allowed to create their 

music (Reitzel, 2015). The duo says that there is nothing in Islam that says music is not 

allowed and they support this by explaining how they have witnessed rich musical 

traditions from across the Muslim world. In their music videos, Poetic Pilgrimage articulate 

a very Afrocentric Islam. While they do not explicitly say “Islam is African,” they appear 

to gravitate to Islam because they conceptualize it as an African religion. In the song 

“Affirmation,” they provide a narrative that shows how Islam provides a focus on bettering 

the lives of Black people by uplifting regions that are considered bereft of life. They 

sing/rap, for example: “Palestine will never die, Africa is still alive, it’s the motherland / 

We need to claim back the knowledge from the other man” (Poetic Pilgrimage, 2011). 

Making links between Palestine and Africa, and reclaiming these spaces from the clutches 

of colonialism, demonstrates the kind of relationality and connective networks I have been 

pointing to throughout my research. There is also a sense, in their songs, that Africa is not a 

static and unchanging geography—it is, as they note, alive and full of potential. They 

reimagine the geographies of colonialism to emphasize how the struggle for freedom 

respatializes Black geographies (McKittrick, 2006). Keeping in mind Islamic space, Poetic 
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Pilgrimage uses hip hop to envision ummah as not tied to a single nation or race, but 

instead as the process of making connections.  

Poetic Pilgrimage express pro-Black sentiments beyond Africa as well. There is a 

strong connection to the Caribbean in their music. In their video for “Land Far Away,” the 

hip hop beats are mixed in a fusion with reggae. They feature Rastafari musicians playing 

drums and providing vocals throughout the song. The video shows a Caribbean area of 

London with the duo walking around interacting with various (presumably Christian) Afro-

Caribbean people who are welcomed. The music is put on pause in the midst of the video, 

as a way to emphasize the exchange when the duo asks someone who appears to be a non-

Muslim Afro-Caribbean shopkeeper if their patties are halal. In his Jamaican accent, he 

replies, “Strictly halal” (Poetic Pilgrimage, 2011). This exchange challenges assumptions 

about the Caribbean, Jamaica, and Islam, and by centering the Caribbean Muslim and 

attendant practices of faith in the diaspora. It also pinpoints a moment of relation, centered 

on halal, that can be taken up outside the context of the music video. 

Poetic Pilgrimage are critical of political leaders. In their song “Silence is Consent,” 

Poetic Pilgrimage criticize the anti-Muslim behaviour of the Muslim leadersin the West 

African and Middle Eastern Islamic countries. They note: “don’t you crave Allah’s shade 

on judgment day,” arguing that these Muslim leaders are going to suffer divine retribution 

upon death as they keep “silent as people are dying” (Poetic Pilgrimage, 2011). The people 

and children they are referencing are not only Muslims but also Africans and Black people. 

They say, “Arab leaders sat by while Palestinians died…One day you will meet your 

maker” (Poetic Pilgrimage, 2011). They are not afraid of critiquing the Islamic authority of 

a centralized (Arab) power structure of the Muslim world. The song continues with “the 
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shame you [anti-Islamic political leaders] bring to my ummah, I’ll defend her honour” 

(Poetic Pilgrimage, 2011), signifying that these countries are not truly Muslim. They also 

demonstrate that Muslim space is not solely physical land but is instead a temporal state of 

being that is experienced across numerous locations and regions; this is signified by their 

attachment to a diasporic or fluid claim to space. 

Poetic Pilgrimage see Islam as revolution, and this is enmeshed with their gender 

positionality. They say in their song “A Star Woman is Born”: “Reading Koranic script that 

is mesmerized by the beauty of life / Even in the midst of strife I set this rhyme / Came to 

save my life I set this line” (Poetic Pilgrimage, 2010). In other words, Islam saved them by 

showing them the beauty of life and giving them the ability to rap. It is not that they did not 

have musical talents before they came to Islam; rather, they see Islam as a platform for 

music that will “save my life.” For many Black people, music was often the only vehicle to 

push through strife and the dehumanization of anti-Black racism and slavery. In their lyrics, 

the duo often claims that Islam has allowed them to resist dehumanization. They also make 

this point in the song “Bigger Than,” where they note that their music is “bigger than hip 

hop…It’s the light of the revolution” (Poetic Pilgrimage, 2016). Much like Haydar, they 

situate Islamic resistance alongside femininity and womanhood. Across several of their 

songs Poetic Pilgrimage use their positionality as Muslim women and the figure of the 

mother to reach out to Black men and engender ummah. In their song “I See You,” which is 

about Black women supporting Black men, they say, “Brother, I see you struggling, 

hustling, striving to be a man / Brother, I feel your pain, I will catch your tears because we 

are the same.” Here they use their voices to identify unity (we are the same) while also 

signalling the strength of Black womanhood.   
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In the song “A Star Woman is Born,” they rap, “glisten like women on a mystic 

mission, using this hip hop tradition to bring into fruition the cosmic visions” and in the 

song “Star Women Anthem,” they rap, “Lady of life, door of light, descendant of a 

beautiful African Bonita, she shines like the stars in gray or dark skies” (Poetic Pilgrimage, 

2016).  These kinds of lyrics affirm Black Muslim womanhood while also calling into 

question scripts that exclude artists like Poetic Pilgrimage from hip hop and from ummah. 

Their artistic vision also shows how their project of liberation is tied to slavery and the 

unmet promises of abolition, thus tying Islam to the slave trade while also centering Black 

women’s voices: “I travelled through the seven seas, the ships packed like sardines…Some 

believe the voices of Queens are forbidden, but I will keep spitting until my mission is 

complete…pump your fist this world is ours, yes we are star women” (Poetic Pilgrimage, 

2016). 

Poetic Pilgrimage provide a number of meaningful articulations of ummah. This can 

be gleaned in their conceptualizations of space, their critiques of nation-state violence, their 

feminist visions of freedom, the diasporic connections and exchanges they illuminate, 

through their sonic commitment to unity (brotherhood and sisterhood), and through their 

return to slavery as a site of Black resistance.  Poetic Pilgrimage’s first album is titled Star 

Women and can be read as a pun representing them as popular in the greater entertainment 

sphere and transcendent in a religious way. The album title also speaks to Poetic 

Pilgrimage’s ability to attend to multiple layers and geographies (including inter-stellar 

spaces), and how their music allows for their Blackness to be the “bridge between Islamic 

feminism and other forms of social struggle” (Sobral, 2012, p. 264). While they may be 



 

90 

cast as “unlikely MCs” (Sobral, 2012, p. 260) they showcase how the multifaceted and 

transnational makeup of hip hop creates the conditions for sonic resistance.  

 The ummah taken up by many Muslim rappers is also quite fraught, with different 

notions of Blackness being a dividing line. South Asian rappers articulate the ummah as 

connected to race, specifically via the space of the Muslim World. Furthermore, many 

South Asian rappers utilize and often perform the figure of the coolie as the means to enact 

their understanding of ummah without challenging anti-Blackness within Islam. These 

themes are discussed next.  

Anik Khan is a Bangladeshi immigrant who grew up in Queens, New York, U.S., in 

a largely Caribbean area. Throughout his music, you can track how Khan sees his 

Bangladeshi identity as connected to Caribbean peoples. Khan’s track “Columbus” 

discusses the Middle Passage and how it formed “us”—referring to enslaved and 

indentured populations—and shaped their lives in post-slave contexts: 

You never liked us in the first place 

Never wanted us to win  

Took us from our homes, put us on a boat 

Left with us to cope with nothing but your sins 

There’s blood on the leaves and blood on your hands 

You brought us disease and left us with angst 

You showed no remorse; you gave us no chance 

We showed you the world, and this was your thanks 

America was made from Black backs and brown shoulders 

Yellow and beige arms, we brought culture 

We brought order, we brought fortune, we crossed oceans and taught for ya 

No shit, we did all that. Still, you forced us to foreclosure 

The borders, you cut us deep, then you cut corners now hold up 

See you standing on cold corpses, but their souls are sewed in my garments (Khan, 

2017) 

 

Khan observes that South Asians and Africans built America and that their labour, 

predicated on violence, has produced wealth. This verse entwines South Asian, Asian, and 
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Black histories, rather than reading the past through a singular racial history.  Khan’s 

videos often espouse this kind of racial unity, and interconnections, by featuring both South 

Asians and Blacks. For example, “Big Fax” (Khan 2018), his biggest single, displays his 

South Asian and Black “crew.” Although from Queens, most of the Black figures in his 

videos signify Caribbean heritage, often wearing the red, green, and gold colours 

emblematic of the Caribbean. Many also appear to be Rastafari and/or have dreadlocks. He 

is in a bar in one scene in what looks to be a VIP booth with a small Guyanese flag hanging 

from the ceiling in front of him. His right- and left-hand men are Black, signalling that 

Blacks (Caribbean) are closely connected to him; one might read this as Khan implying that 

he has the Indo-Caribbean people’s connection to Blackness and that he is showing how his 

work in hip hop is produced through racial proximities. The women in his video wear 

traditional South Asian clothing (as opposed to Islamic dress). At one moment in the song 

Khan offers another layer: “InshAllah, my shorty wrists whipping in some bangles, she in 

this bitch cutting up the mangoes” (Khan, 2018). The Islamic saying (“if God wills it”) is 

paired with the lyrics and visuals—bangles, mangos—that reveal the South Asian women 

in the video are Muslim, and they are also South Asian.  

 Khan’s proximity to Blackness, as demonstrated in his videos, provides a kind of 

legitimacy for his work in this creative field. His references to Islam, which can be tracked 

to a Caribbean indentured past, add an additional layer to his work, providing lyrical clues 

that signal how faith and location inform his outlook. Overlaying indentured  history, South 

Asian history, Black history, and the history of enslavement, positions Khan as a unique 

artist who is cognizant of how relationality informs contemporary hip hop. Indeed, while 

his lyrical and visual commitment to relationality is not as nuanced or politicized as Poetic 
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Pilgrimage or Mona Haydar, it does open up a space to think about how overlapping 

histories, and cross-racial connections, might lead to ummah. With all of this in mind, the 

overlapping of histories can also be somewhat problematic. In an interview with Tara 

Mahadevan, Khan claims that his people were sent through indentureship and that growing 

up in Queens surrounded by Caribbean people (Indian and Black) allowed him to connect 

to hip hop (Mahadevan, 2015). However, he was born in Bangladesh and his connections 

with slavery and indentureship are largely symbolic. While he offers a meaningful template 

to think about relational histories and contemporary cross-racial connections, at times 

Khan’s inability to see that his people (Bangladeshi) are not Indo-Caribbean reifies 

essentialized notions of race. 

Lazarus is a Pakistani-American rapper from Detroit who is both a medical doctor 

and a rapper. In a documentary-interview he reveals some of his struggles with 

Islamophobia and his thoughts on race: he took the name Lazarus after the biblical figure 

who was resurrected by Jesus; he believes that his career died after 9/11 when he started to 

feel heightened Islamophobia; he struggles with the “three worlds” of Black, brown, and 

white; he feels brown through his faith in Islam, white in his profession as a doctor, and 

Black as a rapper; his non-hip hop Pakistani Muslim self is not as strong as his hip hop self; 

when he goes into Lazarus/hip hop mode, racism, Islamophobia, and the uncertainty of his 

own identity are erased (Lazarus, 2009). As Lazarus he can articulate his desire for racial 

justice and fight against Islamophobia. The song “Fearless (ft. King Crooked)” features 

both Lazarus (Muslim) and King Crooked (Christian) and his crew marching down the 

street together with their fists high, invoking the 1960s Black Power salute. Lazarus is a 

good example of how Islamophobia can trigger ummah and bring South Asians and Blacks 
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together. Lazarus and King Crooked march with their family and friends against 

Islamophobia and racism. Lazarus also celebrates that it is through hip hop and Black 

emcees that he can stand up and be proud to be a Muslim: 

Claiming you the authority, humiliating,  

Stripping me at the airport security,  

Equality ain’t for me  

The only freedom I got is this microphone speaker I came upon  

Talib Kweli, KRS, and Raekwon,  

Whose lyrics have empowered me to stay strong as I face off  

Against these 80 million faces of angry racists I take on.  

 

Lazarus provides a critique of discrimination that blurs racial allegiances; in citing 

surveillance, which affects all marginalized communities, and pairing this with reference to 

canonical Black hip hop artists who embrace different belief systems, he draws attention to 

multiple voices that have inspired him to fight racism.  At the same time, and keeping in 

mind all of the tensions and complex racial identifications Lazarus outlined (the three 

worlds), there is also a sense that the hip hop (the microphone) reorient his focus, away 

from the conflicted self-individual, and toward community and cross-racial collaboration. 

Here, hip hop is seen as a platform for voicing injustices, which fits with Islam’s push for 

social justice. 

Khaled Siddiq is a Jamaican Irish Muslim artist. Like Poetic Pilgrimage, his 

Caribbean background informs an articulation of ummah, and relationality, that is tied to 

Black history, is multi-racial, and illuminates the flexibility of Muslim space. His song 

“Festival” offers an example of this: 

My brother from Arabia, he saw the moon 

He said, “Go and tell your family that it’s true” 

So, we gonna celebrate like how we do 

Peace and blessings upon me and you 

We’re all waiting for the answer 
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So, can you find out a little faster 

Make sure the biryani’s ready 

Somebody grab the Coke and the Fanta 

Everybody’s vibing cos life’s great (Siddiq, 2016a) 

In the song, Siddiq discusses the end of Ramadan and the time for celebration. By 

singing, “my brother from Arabia,” he is also gesturing to cross-geographic formations of 

ummah rather than tying a specific identity to a unique place. He references biryani, which 

is a Muslim dish popular in South Asia and its diaspora, and Fanta, a drink which is popular 

globally but especially in South Asia, Africa, and the Middle East. The video features 

Muslims of all races and genders celebrating and openly embracing each other to highlight 

the racial unity of the ummah (Siddiq, 2016a). The music has a reggae spin to it, peppered 

with patois phrases. Visually, at moments, it appears as though connections are made 

between Carnival, Caribbean festivals and Muslim celebrations. Siddiq and many of the 

Muslims in the video are wearing traditional African clothing instead of Islamic garb, 

furthering a Caribbean and Black connection to Islam. 

Much like Poetic Pilgrimage, Siddiq has come under fire for his music being haram. 

The music, which incorporates patois, hip hop, and reggae, is about God’s praise and love, 

yet is done through a Black experience. The question of who is sharing praise and love, a 

Black man, is most likely the primary issue for the critics (who are all Muslim) (Khan, 

2020). As I noted earlier, anti-Blackness is not tied to Islam but is instead a discriminatory 

practice expressed by Muslims who have racialized the faith. In this sense, the ummah that 

Siddiq points us toward, which is an expression of relational love, is undermined by race. 

In the song “My Grandfather was Muslim,” Siddiq (2017b) says: 

They ask me ‘bout religion  

Why? 
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They ask me ‘bout my race 

and my tribe 

they ask me ‘bout my complexion 

Why? 

When they ask me  

this is what I say 

My grandfather was a Muslim 

And my daddy was a Rasta 

 

In this excerpt Siddiq points to Black diasporic belonging, which can be assumed to reveal 

that one does not have a “tribe” or a legible geographic home. This fluidity of space might 

displace him from Islam, particularly versions of Islam that link it to a static region or a 

stable homeland; at the same time, the Islamic diasporic space he invokes speaks to my 

overarching comments about how the space of ummah exceeds typical geographic 

boundaries (and the assumption that certain races belong in specific places).  This fluidity is 

underwritten by his genealogical claims, which revolve around his grandfather, who was 

Muslim, and his dad, who was a Rasta. In many senses, Siddiq constructs the Caribbean 

and its diaspora as produced through intertwining faiths and a flexible spatiality. There is 

also a sense, across his music, that his commitment to social justice is built on, but does not 

require, collective faith. His collaborative song and video “Round Here,” with Ibn Ali 

Miller, an African American Muslim rapper, focuses on exposing inequities experienced by 

Black single mothers and prisoners who are Muslim and non-Muslim. The song folds 

multiple communities into Islam, while also showing that ummah can be a profoundly 

Black experience. 

Caribbean Music  

While the Caribbean is known for its mixing of different races, cultures, languages, 

and more, the intimacies between South Asian and Black communities and their cultural 
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practices are often fraught (Khan, 2004; Chung, 2012). The Caribbean is a complex region 

and religion is one of many ways to capture the contestations, racial tensions, and debates 

about belonging. The reggae song “Unitty” by Orlando Octave, Izac King, and Marlon 

Asher, is a prime example of how faith can be a platform for unity.  The music video begins 

with a voiceover of former U.S. President Barack Obama saying that Islam is the religion 

of peace, followed by old footage of early day Rastas explaining their beliefs. The song’s 

main message is that, regardless of religion, justice for humanity is multi-racial and multi-

faith. In the song, Orlando Octave and Izac King say jointly: “Say them a Rasta, Rasta but 

they don’t know Jah Jah, say them a Muslim, Muslim, but they don’t know about Allah, 

say dem a Rasta, Rasta, and the boy don’t know a scripture, them a Muslim and they can’t 

recite a surah” (2019). The song’s message is that people claim allegiance to certain 

religions even though they may not practice its belief system. The song illustrates how 

religion can be used as a platform for bigotry, hate and violence, followed by, “The Bible 

tells me to live in peace with all men if possible, the Quran say if you kill an innocent man 

you kill the whole of mankind, that verse they can’t find” (Octave, 2019).  Throughout the 

song, the belief that religions that worship God are either better or worse than another is 

highlighted and is cast as a specific Caribbean perspective. This is complemented by Aisha 

Khan (2004), who stressed that the religious beliefs in Trinidad are fluid and “are 

implicated within each other, a mutually defining diversity rather than simply of an array of 

interchangeable interpretive categories” (p. 6). The video features a Christian (Octave), a 

Muslim (King), and a Rastafari (Asher) preaching acceptance. Even though the message is 

imperfect (there are moments, which you also see in artists like Siddiq, where conversion is 

pressed, or one religion is presented as superior) the song itself invites relational potential. 
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The song also critiques all three religions, although Islam and Rastafari are more explicit 

targets of criticism. The critique signals the warfare in Trinidad between Black Rasta and 

Muslim gangs who fight for control of territory and have often used their religion as an 

excuse for violence. Even as the song draws attention to inter-faith hostilities, the chorus, 

“Isaac and Ishmael are the same kin,” forcefully argues that Isaac and Ishmael—the men 

whose descendants would find Christianity and Islam, respectively—were brothers and that 

the message of peace in Islam and love in Rastafari are one and the same. 

 The essence of the Caribbean, both in space and embodiment, comes from a feeling, 

a process. This is expressed in the word bazodee, a term used in the Caribbean to describe a 

feeling of confused passion. The 2015 film Bazodee explores this feeling by telling the 

story of Anita, an engaged Indian woman, falling in love with Lee, a Black soca artist in 

Trinidad during the time of carnival. Through music and the frenzy of carnival, the two 

come together despite differences in race and class.  The movie begins with a remix of the 

song “Water Flowing” by soca mega-star Machel Montano (2016). The original song had 

Indian influences already present and was categorized as Chutney (a soca style, a mixture 

of Bhojpuri Music and local music); in the film, they remix the style and it is a more 

Bollywood sound and has Indo-Caribbean women providing the chorus. Montano remarks 

through the lyrics “when you see the band come down” and continues to discuss how “we 

start to wine” as well as saying “drip, drop, drip drop, drip drop” throughout the song. The 

dripping water in this song may be referencing the sweat during carnival that flows as 

bodies energetically dance but it may also reference the Caribbean Sea and even more 

monumental histories such as the Middle Passage, the transportation of indentured 

labourers, and other transnational movements.  
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The song played the most throughout the film, and undoubtedly the movie’s theme, 

is “Real Unity” by Montano and Drupatee. It plays a pivotal role in one of the movie’s 

major scenes, which occurs during Anita’s party celebrating her engagement to an Indian 

man, Bharat. By sheer luck, Lee becomes the sole musician providing entertainment after 

the other musicians are fired at the last minute. He appears out of place, as he is all alone 

dressed in a casual “Hawaiian” shirt, while the rest of the party is dressed in formal 

traditional Indian clothing. Unlike the previously scheduled Indian instrumentalists such as 

the sitar player, he uses a ukulele, which he starts tuning under the mic as the party goes 

silent. The people at the head tables look worried. Suddenly, defying expectations, Lee 

starts to play his ukulele perfectly to an Indian beat and, at the same time, begins to sing in 

Urdu-Hindi. Bharat’s father gets to his feet and begins to sing along softly. Soon, unable to 

restrain himself, he is dancing. The movie’s soundtrack kicks in, playing Montano and 

Drupatee’s “Real Unity” as all the guests happily dance together to the lyrics “Why can’t 

we all get along? Unite the nation!”. The scene is a turning point for Anita and Lee, who 

look at each other intently throughout and begin to develop feelings for each other. The 

music is the catalyst for their love. The music and scene subvert the expectations of racial 

belonging by having a Black man play Indian music and provide the conditions for dance, 

enjoyment, and fun. The narrative of a Black man corrupting Indian music dissipates and 

the imagined hybridity and mixing provides a moment to reimagine race through 

connectedness.  

“I Forget,” by Machal Montano, is the only song made specifically for Bazodee and 

is played during an intimate scene between Anita and Lee. Afterward, Anita rejects Lee and 

he returns to carnival. The visuals are notable for having an Indian tassa (tabla) drum band 
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playing their music, forming an inner circle around Lee with Black women masqueraders 

dancing in an outer circle around him. Both the visuals and the instrumentals invoke the 

unity of carnival and Black and South Asian connections. Machel’s song also emphasizes 

the historic bazodee (frenzied passion) of carnival that causes one to “forget” the 

plantocracy, while also pointing to the sonic power of love within the context of Caribbean 

diversity. In Montano’s words: 

“I Forget” is a song meant to challenge the taboo of love across races, classes, and 

cultures, which is an issue not only in Trinidad & Tobago but across the globe. 

Trinidad & Tobago is a mix of so many different cultures, Africans, Indians, 

Asians, Caucasians, and also the indigenous people here, like Caribs and Arawaks. 

The fact that all of these diverse cultures have coexisted in harmony has always 

been our triumph over time. The amazingly unique way that we have learned to live 

side-by-side and embrace each other and our different traditions…Soca music is the 

soundtrack of our biggest festival, Carnival, which is celebrated across the world, 

and is about people being free together. Soca music ultimately represents unity, the 

joy of freedom, and expression through music and dance. When all of these cultures 

and classes come together, I joyfully sing, “I FORGET, different races, when I see 

your face is, love and happiness and everything I’ll ever need!” 

 

While inter-racial connections are fraught and tense in the Caribbean, Montano’s song and 

the soundtrack to Bazodee express the potential of fluid modes of belonging, which can be 

likened to Glissant’s creolite, and is specific to the region (Glissant, 1997). The relationship 

between Anita and Lee is a form of struggle against racially essential categories; it 

highlights how Caribbean space, through song, can be and is remade through unity.  

The multiple vignettes I have explored in this chapter have provided a sample of 

how different artists navigate and express race and belonging. Highlighting questions of 

gender, region, place, and ummah, it becomes clear that both music and faith, together and 

separately, reach out toward unity, but do not always achieve ummah. I have also tried to 

signal how the sonic can reshape hegemonic essentialist notions of race, space, and place. 
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Afro-sonic diasporic music illustrates how poetics operates epistemologically to reorganize 

conceptions of the self and the world in ways that can manifest relation as a means to 

produce radically different knowledge of the past and future, or in other words, the “rhythm 

of the world that we consent to without being able to measure or control its course” 

(Glissant, 1997, p. 124). 
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Chapter 3: White Pride, Black Masks 

I am not nostalgic. Belonging does not interest me. 

—Dionne Brand 

 This chapter explores Toronto Pride in relation to homonormativity, 

Blackness, and Islam. I focus on Blockorama and Black Lives Matter Toronto, noticing 

how they engender alternative sites of belonging that are delimited through policing and 

homonationalism. These tensions dovetail with the suppression of Black sexualities and the 

visual assertion, evidenced by Justin Trudeau’s presence at 2016 Toronto Pride, of queer 

liberalism (and thus the anti-queer Muslim nation-states). I follow this with a discussion of 

Canadian blackface.  The goal of this chapter is to present the two different ways 

essentialist understandings of race are scaled up (to the level of nation) and foreclose 

ungrounded and more fluid racial-sexual identifications. The figure of the Muslim is 

present throughout, as problematically activist, as “civilized” because they are queerly 

Canadian (rather than queerly Middle Eastern or Syrian), and as the image through which 

extremely negative representations of Blackness are made acceptable. In terms of my 

broader thesis, this chapter shows that the practice of disciplining marginalized 

communities requires, in part, flattening out otherwise ephemeral racialized identities and 

geographies—within the context and in the name of cultured liberalism and nationhood. 

Pride, Blockorama, and the Delimitation of Relational Geographies 

 Toward the end of the last chapter, I noted that carnival is one space where race is 

destabilized and glimpses of unity emerge. Carnival has always been about Black protest 

and resistance and it is a celebration that you can track throughout the diaspora, from the 

West Indian Day Parade in Brooklyn to the forming of Caribana (now called Toronto 
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Caribbean Carnival) in Toronto. These carnivals were often founded and co-founded by 

women (Gentile, Kinsman, & Rankin, 2017).  From the early days of the colonial period, 

carnival and calypso music were used to mock the colonial administration and subvert 

systems of racial domination (Munro, 2016). In post-slave contexts, carnival continues to 

be a celebration of Black life and a radical act of resistance to white supremacy. For 

women, carnival has been a site of reclamation and visual protest that is, at times, queered. 

The work of Calypso Rose, Patrice Roberts, and Nailah Blackman stand out as defining and 

redefining queer and/or woman-centered calypso and soca that subverts white supremacy, 

patriarchy, and homonationalism. In popular culture this reclamation is portrayed by artists 

such as Rihanna, who have incorporated the “Bad Gyal” (non-conforming, promiscuous) 

figure into their music. While the performance of Black sexual promiscuity is contested, 

Gabrielle Hosein (2012) pointed out that women-centered performances in carnival, 

sometimes referred to as “bikini-mas” are a push back against religious and/or imperialist 

moral standards and are resistances to the violent sexism Black women face both in the 

Caribbean and in the diaspora.  

The expression of sexual autonomy, queer and otherwise, shows how Black 

women’s embodied politics challenge spatialized categorizations of race through their 

resistance to spatial domination.  Blockorama, a Toronto block party, was formed by Black 

queer people; its creation is often credited to Trinidadian lesbian feminist educator Jamea 

Zuberi. In an interview, Zuberi said that she and other Black queer people would get 

together and watch Caribana on television. They felt a connection to the parade because it 

reflected their own history of resistance against slavery via carnival and, by extension, its 

Toronto counterpart Caribana (Gentile et al., 2017). To Zuberi, “people would be moving 



 

103 

their hips left to right to the beat” as they danced and sang together in colourful costumed 

groups (Gentile et al, 2017, p. 88). This same group of people also observed Queer Pride 

Marches, but noticed it was a display of whiteness with shallow representations of 

Blackness. Zuberi decided to fuse Pride and Carnival vis-à-vis Blockorama. The goal was 

to recognize that Pride should be about Black queer freedom and its legacies (Gentile et al, 

2017). Zuberi called upon Caribbean and Black resistance to form the basis for Black queer 

involvement with Pride, creating a block party wherein music, food, and performance 

(including drag) all reflected carnival.  

Blockorama was first launched in a parking lot at the Church and Wellesley Gay 

Village enclave in 1998 and was (still is) heavily monitored by authorities (Gentile et al., 

2017). In 1999, Blockorama expanded by teaming up with other Black, queer, and women 

activists who established a committee called Blackness Yes! The organization is known for 

its understanding of Blackness in Canada as being not merely Caribbean but firmly 

diasporic (Gentile et al., 2017). Black people occupying a simple city block during Pride 

was unnerving for the white queer community. There have been constant unsuccessful 

attempts by Pride Toronto to change the location of Blockorama and move it to spaces less 

connected to the Gay Village. Since then, Blockorama and Blackness Yes! as well as the 

more recent interventions of Black Lives Matter into the parade, have been at the forefront 

of reclaiming these spaces as queer and Black. I would extend this and build on my earlier 

observations to also argue that the Caribbean and Caribbean diasporic origins of 

Blockorama have the potential to (and in some cases has already pushed) the boundaries of 

space by drawing attention to a mode of Black queerness that accepts Islam and queer 
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Islam. Arguably, Black queer groups are well-positioned to be allies for South Asian, 

Indigenous, Muslim, and Trans inclusion within Pride (Haritaworn et al. 2018). 

While Blockarama opens up the possibility to imagine complex cross-racial and 

inter-faith connections that extend notions of Caribbean relationality, it is (like Pride, 

Caribana, and other subversive celebrations) heavily policed. These celebrations are sites 

where Black women and Black queer people can express sexual and gendered fluidity and 

potentially articulate ungrounded identity claims that are also monitored. Throughout my 

dissertation I have been signalling how this kind of ungroundedness serves as a basis to 

rethinking belonging outside racially essentialist categories, more broadly, and expressing 

ummah specifically. Thus, the potentiality of radical relationalities and alternative spatial 

practices like Blockorama are produced with and through normative logics that seek to 

delimit how place is experienced (see: Bain, 2019).  

 This kind of regulation and discipline unraveled during Toronto’s 2016 Pride 

Parade when Black Lives Matter Toronto (BLMTO) staged a sit-in protest, stopped the 

march, and made demands that revolved around support for the queer Black community 

and their allies. At Toronto Pride, BLMTO had ten demands, but the two most prominent 

were financial support for Black spaces at Pride and the removal of the police from the 

parade due to police violence against Black queer communities and other communities of 

colour (Furman, Singh, Darko, & Wilson, 2018). The result was the CEO of Pride arriving 

during the sit-in and agreeing to the demands. He later admitted to doing so under duress, 

rendering his pledge null and void (Greey, 2018).  
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BLMTO is made up and led by Black women, Black trans and queer women, and 

Black Muslims.9 The group highlights Islam’s advocacy for social justice and equality. 

BLMTO actively spoke for and with other racial groups and called for increased 

representation across racial identifications. Their commitment to include South Asians in 

their organizing exemplifies how Black and South Asian struggles are intertwined in the 

diaspora and not just in the Caribbean. Demonstrating a typical Canadian response, the first 

media reaction was “This can’t be happening in Canada” (Greey, 2018, p. 668), once again 

suggesting that racism does not exist in Canada and/or that resistances to racial oppression 

are unusual. BLMTO has since publicly been described as a hate group and a terrorist 

group, among other allegations; the leaders of BLMTO were also specifically accused of 

terrorism, with much attention being placed on Yusra Kogali. Kogali posted on the social 

media website Twitter for “Allah to help” restrain herself from hurting white men (Fiore, 

2017). The fixation was more on her connection to Allah and the violence she would 

commit to white men than on the fact that she was Black. Calls for her to resign were 

published by the Huffington Post (Fiore, 2017). As I have argued, Islamophobia is 

underpinned by anti-Blackness. The ease with which these Black women were smeared as 

terrorists to condemn their so-called Black racism is a clear instance of such thinking.  

The white anger directed at Black queer Muslim women in Canada led to attacks on 

BLMTO’s personal social media accounts, which included death threats. In a press 

interview for NOW Magazine, the leaders of BLMTO stated that the majority of the death 

threats and more ominous verbal abuse came largely from white gay men (Khan, 2016). 

 
9 Outside of BLMTO most of the BLM chapters in the U.S. were founded and led by queer 

Black people and/or Black Muslims. 
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Here, Blackness and Islam are conceived as being incompatible with white Canadian 

queerness. Furthermore, corporate Canada’s pinkwashing efforts (using queer rights to 

distract from other forms of state violence) solidify pride parades as being celebrations of 

white neoliberalism. Jasbir Puar’s concept of homonationalism is key here as it uncovers 

how Canada constructs Black sexualities (queer or not) as deviant and separate from the 

accepted queer white citizenry. An almost perfect representation of homonationalism was 

Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau’s presence at the 2016 parade, the first time a 

standing prime minister attended the event. His guest of honour was a gay Syrian refugee. 

The refugee, Bassel McLeash, stood by Trudeau wrapped in a Canadian rainbow flag. The 

refugee was clearly meant to showcase a gay “good” Muslim (Mahmood, Mamdani 2004) 

based on his proximity to Trudeau and also illustrated white savior nationalism through 

homonationalism (Greey, 2018). Indeed, it could easily be argued that Trudeau, and thus 

the Liberal government, paraded with the gay Muslim refugee to highlight that a gay 

Muslim cannot exist within the Muslim World. Instead, they must be Canadianized or 

Westernized as part of the nation state and therefore become a part of “respectable 

civilization.”  

Justin Trudeau’s Blackface 

 Justin Trudeau’s first election had him as the Liberal Party candidate to defeat the 

Progressive Conservative incumbent Prime Minister Stephen Harper. The main criticisms 

levied against Trudeau were that he was privileged as the former Liberal Prime Minister 

Pierre Elliott Trudeau’s son, and was a celebrity more than a politician (Frost, 2013). The 

Canadian voters did not agree and were enthused that he was Pierre Elliott Trudeau’s son, 

making Trudeau part of Canada’s political royalty. This is especially true when considering 
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that the elder Trudeau also came from a line of wealth and esteemed status (English, 2007). 

Trudeau’s mother, Margaret (Sinclair) Trudeau, was an actress and a descendant of 

colonists of the Anglo-Dutch colonies in the “East Indies” (Sin, 2018). Trudeau’s higher 

status and respectability would elevate his whiteness so that he would be able to engage in 

activities that would, for some, be career-ending. 

In September 2019, Time magazine released a picture of Trudeau in blackface just 

before the October 21, 2019 election date (Kambhampaty, et al, 2019). The article claimed: 

“Justin Trudeau wore brownface” (Kambhampaty et al., 2019). Brownface was in the title 

of all major publications, both in Canada and internationally. Nowhere did a single article 

mention brownface as being a form of blackface. In fact, when Black scholars and activists 

brought this up through social media, the mainstream media doubled down by releasing 

more articles explaining how brownface was not blackface (Boothby & Parmar, 2019). The 

argument used by most journalists was that Trudeau was at a party that was themed 

“Arabian Nights.” Therefore, they argued that any prejudice by the partygoers was directed 

toward Arabians and not Blacks or Africans (Boothby & Parmar, 2019). Many even went 

so far as to point out that Trudeau took this seriously and was roleplaying as Aladdin, a 

family-friendly Disney character. The press also did interviews with brown people (South 

Asians), who claimed they did not see Trudeau’s actions as racist (Boothby & Parmar, 

2019). At the same time, some journalists subtly condemned his Islamophobia—indicated 

by the offensive brown-faced Aladdin figure he was dressed as (Rodriguez, 2019). 

In coverage by the Globe and Mail (Stueck, Howlett, & Bailey, 2019), the 

newspaper tried to express sympathy and innocence (while adamantly referring to 

blackface as brownface). The paper interviewed a parent, Wendy Valdes, who helped 
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organize the Arabian Nights event and emphasized her comments: “I think people are 

trying to make something out of nothing” (Stueck et al., 2019). The paper also emphasized 

how everyone else was just having fun, and that they even praised Trudeau’s enthusiasm, 

with other attendees such as Wayne Hamill saying, “I recall thinking, ‘Wow, he’s really 

into it,’ but it wasn’t in a negative way” (Stueck et al., 2019). Finally, the Globe and Mail’s 

emphasis on how no one, including the school, espoused racism was highlighted in a quote 

from the school’s communications director, Megan MacMillan: “Our 2001 gala event was 

organized by a culturally diverse group of parent volunteers and was intended to be 

celebratory and respectful” and the school continues to be “progressive and inclusive” 

(Stueck et al., 2019). 

Throughout this scandal there was a deep denial that brownface is different and 

disconnected from the longstanding violent practice of blackface. Indeed, reports about 

Trudeau, and the insistence that he was imitating and/or playfully mocking brown 

communities, rather than engaging in a legacy of anti-Black racism, highlights the wilful 

desire to delink otherwise overlapping Brown and Black histories. This is especially 

noteworthy because there is really no such thing as brownface; brownface is blackface 

regardless of how it is practiced, staged and performed. Not only does blackface predate 

what is being called brownface in terms of time, but theoretically, anti-Blackness (due to 

the racist structures and practices underwriting Islam and the transatlantic slave trade) is 

foundational to the very conception of anti-brown racism. The mainstream media quickly 

broadcasted statements from both South Asian and Muslim advocacy groups who 

condemned Trudeau’s brownface (Rodriguez, 2019). In turning to these two communities 

for statements, they in fact conflated South Asian and Muslim communities. At the same 
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time, the party’s theme was Arabic, and following their logic, all Arabs are Muslim, 

including Aladdin. While the media’s shifting racial categories are seemingly endless, and 

the movement across different non-Black/brown group identities is somewhat confusing, 

one can decipher some important themes: the connection that racism against brown 

communities is also racism against Black peoples was lost; anti-Blackness was still at the 

core of racializing the brown people as Muslims and denying that Muslims (Arabs) are 

Black. Interestingly, within the scramble to sort through these contradictory racial 

categories is the blurring between Islam, Blackness, South Asians, Arabs, and Africans that 

is underwritten by the ongoing demand to refuse Blackness. This shows that the potential of 

fluid and relational conceptualizations of race (which leads to the possibility of a 

reformulation of race outside of white supremacist control, or ummah) is still seen as a 

threat to the current racial order.  

The denial of Arabs as being African is a form of anti-Blackness. The denial of 

brownface as blackface is anti-Black. The denial of Muslims as Black is also a form of anti-

Blackness. To see Arabs as Muslims is Orientalist/anti-Black racism. In each case, 

Blackness and its connection to Africa and/or Islam are robbed, erased, and/or replaced 

with Arab, South Asian, Brown, Muslim, or other non-Black categories. Shaista Patel 

(2019) argued there is no confusion between blackface and brownface and that indeed they 

are aligned: “Donning blackface, playing Indian, or dancing as Moors, all 

allowed…Europeans to suspend any decorum and connect with their carnality, which was 

in turn projected onto these Others” (p. 428). Patel also stressed that confusing South 

Asians, Blacks, and Muslims is an intentional boasting of domination against Blacks to 

show how Black identity is a life of faceless value. 
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The scandal was not limited to the photo from Time. Days later, more pictures of 

Trudeau in blackface from different periods of his life were released. Trudeau’s instances 

of blackface are varied in time, from his teens into his thirties (Rodriguez, 2019). Videos of 

him in blackface also surfaced. Again, the mainstream media continued to push the 

narrative that this was brownface and not blackface, even when pictures revealed him 

donning afro wigs and other Afrocentric signifiers, including him singing the canonical 

Jamaican “Banana Boat” song (Rodriguez, 2019).  Throughout this, Trudeau repeatedly 

stated that he was young and unaware of the racist implications or, when more instances of 

his blackface came to the surface, he claimed he “couldn’t remember” (Leven, 2019). 

When asked if there are other instances of his blackface, he stated that he was “not sure” 

(Leven, 2019). Trudeau said that he is sorry because “blackface is inexcusable,” while also 

saying he would not step down or provide Black Canadians compensation. He did not 

relent any power from his actions because he is “not the same person he once was” 

(Rodriguez, 2019). The main logic of Trudeau’s apology was that he was the first to 

actually articulate that he donned blackface and that “he appreciated” the sentiment of the 

mainstream media to call it brownface instead (Leven, 2019).  The politics of this apology 

placed the onus of responsibility on Black and brown people. More critically, it made 

Trudeau the good person according to the media, creating a false brown narrative in which 

Trudeau was permitted the pleasure of being the first to officially denounce blackface and 

racism publicly during the scandal. As the good person in this scenario, it is then the 

responsibility of those affected by the racism and Islamophobia to forgive Trudeau.  

Indeed, the support for the Liberal party in the 2019 election by Black, South Asian 

and Muslim communities perhaps indicates that he was forgiven and/or that his racist 
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actions were excusable.  Related, the popular British talk show Good Morning Britain had 

two Black guests on to discuss their support for Trudeau. These men were strongly against 

U.S. conservatives whom they deemed racist, such as news anchor Megyn Kelly (Good 

Morning Britain, 2019). However, they were supportive of Trudeau because, they cited, 

there are “two kinds of blackface”: one by “accident” (which is not okay but tolerable) and 

“intentional” blackface that is irredeemable (Good Morning Britain, 2019). They concluded 

that Trudeau’s blackface was redeemable because Trudeau is pro social justice and 

antiracism.  

While I have only touched on a few significant moments of Trudeau’s blackface 

practices, what is interesting to notice are the ways in which individual acts of racism get 

upscaled by the media. At the level of the nation, all of these performances and racist 

discourses—blackface, brownface, the conflation of Muslims, Arabs, and South Asians, the 

mistreatment of Black communities—obscure relational processes that push against 

essentialisms. Trudeau’s scandal, paired with his presences at the Toronto Pride (alongside 

a queer Syrian refugee), his ineffective work with Indigenous communities, his handling of 

SNC-Lavalin, and much more—are not simply about his identity alone (his white privilege, 

his economic status, his heterosexuality), but about an articulation of nationhood that can 

only function by obscuring Blackness. Scaled up, anti-Black racism appears to be less 

precise and less tangible—except for those communities who live it, of course.  This 

disdain for naming Trudeau’s continuous use of blackface as a scandal is openly 

problematic, but not as much as what I have coined “brownwashing.” Brownwashing can 

be used to describe Canadian anti-Black racism, in which Canadian instances of anti-

Blackness are obscured by veiling them as being directed against brown bodies (i.e. Islamic 
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bodies). By obscuring the true target of its hate, Canada maintains its position of moral 

superiority over the U.S. (which is posited as the land of anti-Blackness). Justin Trudeau’s 

blackface scandal is a clear example of this. The media claimed he performed brownface, 

not blackface, because for them, it is impossible for a Canadian to engage in anti-

Blackness. The semantics of calling blackface brownface resulted in claims centered 

around Islamophobia rather than anti-South Asian racism. This shows that Islamophobia is 

tightly interwoven with ideas of Blackness in Canada and the Canadian articulations of 

anti-Black racism.   

Lilly Singh’s Black Appropriation 

Lilly Singh is the Torontonian YouTube celebrity and now late-night show host of 

A Little Late with Lilly Singh. She is also a musician. Singh’s show has been universally 

panned by viewers but is loved by critics (Kuar, 2019). When analyzing Singh, it becomes 

evident that the criticism against her is warranted, as she uses homonationalist capitalism to 

enable anti-Black racism through her erasure and mimicry of Indo-Caribbean people. Singh 

came out as bisexual in the final weeks before the premiere of her show, and this revelation 

enjoyed a considerable amount of press coverage. In an article by another queer Punjabi 

Sikh woman, Rachna Raj Kaur (2019), the writer claimed that there were always rumours 

in the Punjabi community of her sexuality, and to see her coming out a month before her 

show launched made her feel as if Singh’s newly claimed queer identity was a publicity 

stunt. Kaur (2019) called Singh her “kin,” queer, woman, Sikh, Punjabi; yet she felt 
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disappointed that Singh expressed her sexuality in a way that supported racial tokenism, 

rather than being reflective of a true desi and South Asian positionality.10  

Singh has purposefully been pushed by the mainstream media as the first queer 

woman of colour to host a late-night show, but this is demonstrably incorrect. Wanda 

Sykes, a Black lesbian comedian, holds the distinction of being both the first woman of 

colour and the first queer woman to host a late-night show (Stelter, 2009). Nonetheless, 

Singh praises herself for this so-called achievement, and by doing so, purposefully or not, 

erases a queer Black women’s achievements. Unlike Singh, whose jokes never stray far 

from heteronormative humour, Sykes proudly displayed Black and queer humour that was 

not anti-Black or anti-gay (Mack, 2017). The erasure of this history is convenient for Singh, 

since prior to her coming out as queer, she was under increasing attacks for anti-Black 

racism and her crude appropriation of Black women’s culture. For example, MacKensie 

Mack has criticized Singh for her appropriation of Black vernacular: “In her book ‘How to 

 
10 At this point, it would be wise to state that other queer South Asians and Indo-Caribbeans 

are actively promoting positive representations. For example, Vivek Shraya is an artist and 

activist who pushes the visual arts through her films, photography and children’s books to 

showcase her personal narratives on her trans brown, femme Queer identity as powerful 

and transformative (Wiggins, 2017). Her work channels Sara Ahmed’s (2006) work on how 

queer peoples resist heteronormality to reorient their (sexual) orientation. By focusing on 

the visibility of queer brown transfemininity, Shraya does not just (re)direct desirability and 

self-love but also moves “toward a brown, transfeminine futurity” (Wiggins, 2017, p. 664). 

Another example is Shani Mootoo, a queer Indo-Caribbean Canadian writer and visual 

artist whose work at its core deals with “the ethical and the affective realms in connection 

to racialized queer and trans bodies” (Zarranz, 2020, p. 92). Mootoo’s work on racialized 

same-sex desire, mostly women, in postcolonial and diasporic contexts argues against “the 

colonial language of natural history” (Hong, 2006, p. 98) and shows that alternative forms 

of love, desire, and diaspora can form a “genealogy that resist the logic of blood, 

patrilineality, and patriarchal authority” (Gopinath, 2005, p. 178). Scholars have studied 

and praised the work of these women as being disruptive to white cis-hetereonormalcy, so 

it is curious that Lilly Singh does not reference these other queer South Asian women. 
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be a Bawse’ [she] claims that she is responsible for changing the spelling of the word ‘boss’ 

to ‘bawse’…The word bawse is literally an output of African American vernacular—not 

something invented by Lilly Singh” (2017). Singh had also been criticized by mainstream 

news, such as Huffington Post, and numerous smaller sites and blogs for her blatant anti-

Black racism. However, after she came out as queer, the calls against her anti-Black racism 

have mostly dissipated (Thomas, 2019). 

Homonationalism has become a central aspect of Otherizing racialized (particularly 

Black) bodies. Lilly Singh plays up her queer identity by connecting it to her North 

American and Western identity. In her late-night show monologue, “Lilly Responds to 

Comments About Her Sexuality,” Singh (2020) makes note of her intersectional identity by 

saying that it is difficult being a bisexual Indian woman. According to her, Indians are 

homophobic and do not understand queer sexualities, thus ignoring the long history of 

homosexuality in South Asia (Chakraborty, 2019). Singh’s Eurocentrism becomes evident 

as she says that her coming out could have destroyed her career, as it was assumed that 

Indians would no longer watch her once her sexuality was revealed. Given that her main 

audience is the U.S. and white Western countries, her viewers in India are a minor 

audience. She maintains the perpetual foreigner Orientalist notion associated with Asians, 

South Asians, and Middle Eastern communities by excluding them from EuroAmerica 

conceptualizations of nation. She reifies this by stating that she is afraid of traveling in 

countries where it is “a crime” for her to exist. Instead of saying that she stands in solidarity 

with her queer brothers and sisters, in countries where LGBTQI communities are often 

persecuted, she instead centres herself, and claims that these are spaces where she “can’t go 

on vacation.” Singh’s rhetoric is in tune with homonationalism; she presents people of 
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colour in non-Western countries as homophobic and lesser, and queer people of colour in 

these countries as either nonexistent or under threat of violence and death. In contrast, she 

positions herself as a brave free queer woman of colour.     

 With this in mind, much of her identity is wrapped up in, as briefly touched on 

above, anti-Black racism. Singh has a long history of culturally appropriating Black and 

Caribbean culture. I argue that her inappropriate mobilization of Black cultural practices 

are permitted because of the Indo-Caribbean subject, who exists as her middle ground. For 

many South Asians, the Indo-Caribbean subject exists as a sort of “Black Indian,” which 

means that figures like Singh see no contradiction in anti-Black appropriative 

performances. Unlike Trudeau, who can claim a kind of white innocence, Singh can 

mobilize her Indo-Caribbean-proximity to access Black culture. Singh, for example, is 

familiar with South Asian music such as Bhangra and can blend into Caribbean culture by 

participating in soca or dancehall. As shown in the earlier chapter on music, music is a way 

South Asian and Black communities  express themselves; music is a sonic force that is 

often able to transcend typical categories such as race. Yet Singh’s approach to music fails 

to create a space of genuine connection (or ummah), and instead becomes a form of cultural 

theft.  

Lilly Singh’s cultural appropriations are, admittedly, complex. In her music video 

for “IVIVI” (featured in the film Bazodee), she uses Black patois, slang that she uses 

frequently across all of her performances. In the same video, she sports dreadlocks and 

wears traditional African clothing and mas costumes. Yet this is paired with her also 

wearing Sikh, Hindu, and Muslim clothes. In many ways, she is presenting multiple 

cultures. However, her positionality on otherness I noted above (her fear of non-Western 
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homophobia, for example) as well as her style of performance (there is something mocking 

about her patois, for example), shows that she is not, in fact, celebrating multiplicity but 

rather using cultural fluidity to access, and flatten out, otherwise complex cultural practices. 

Interestingly, indenture matters here. As I noted, the figure of the figure of the coolie is like 

a bridge between Black and South Asian cultures. In Singh’s case, the Indo-Caribbean 

subject is her alibi, the figure who provides her with access to Caribbean culture yet is left 

behind, as she renders these histories, and their collaborative potential, both impossible and 

superficial. The Indo-Caribbean thus holds up Singh’s Caribbean connections yet 

disappears when upon her claims to her Canadian South Asian (progressive) queer identity.

 Singh’s public justification for her cultural appropriation is formed around a 

geographic argument. When asked about whether she is exploiting Black and Indo-

Caribbean people, she replies that she is from Toronto and there “we don’t say ‘thing’ we 

say ‘ting’” (Silman, 2019). By saying this, she is effectively conflating all Black, 

Caribbean, African Canadian, and South Asian cultures in Toronto, while also using Black 

patois to legitimize her decisions. In this way, she delimits diaspora (and ummah) by 

attaching race to place and, simultaneously, obscuring the specificity of Caribbean 

linguistics. Put more simply, Singh stakes a claim to Black space, collapses all sorts of 

Caribbean histories, and validates her ownership of a specific (and layered) Black 

geography by narrating it through patois.  In her critique of Singh, Jamaican-Torontonian 

Sharine Taylor (2019) asks “Who is allowed to perform Caribbean in these public spaces?” 

She is referencing the oppression and stigmatization Black and Caribbean people face when 

they express their lives through Black cultural production while also showing how figures 

like Singh latch on to the complexity of diasporic Caribbean cultures as a way to veil anti-
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Blackness. Much like Trudeau, Singh’s status as a public figure also plays a role in how her 

actions are taken up. Again, we see a scaling up of racism wherein her actions, while 

painful for some, are enacted on a large scale (in this case, via social media and the U.S. 

talk show circuit) and are seemingly playful performances. 

In this chapter I thought through how different claims to Black space are navigated, policed 

and rendered acceptable. My discussion of Toronto Pride, Blockorama, and BLMTO 

showed how Blackness is policed and how Islam intensifies representations of Black 

otherness. I also discussed how homonationalism constructs legitimate queer citizenry vis-

à-vis obscuring Blackness and reifying the figure of the “good” and thus assimilable non-

Black Muslim. This was explored via Pride but also through Lilly Singh. My discussion of 

brownface, blackface, and the appropriation of Caribbean cultures sought to expose how 

anti-Black racism is expressed, and obscured, according to scale.  The fact that blackface 

exists as something that is normalized within Canada, and that most recent renderings of 

blackface are being legitimized as brownface highlights how anti-Black racism and 

Islamophobia work within the popular Canadian imaginary—as transferrable to more 

acceptable (perhaps polite?) discursive terrains. In all of this, the figure of the coolie acts as 

a figure that provides a kind of access to Caribbeanness; yet the fullness of coolitude was 

not especially visible because the mechanisms of the nation-state (especially owning Black 

space and Black cultural signifiers) continue to foreclose relationality and the potentiality 

of ummah. Most significant are the Black queer women whose histories are seen as 

nonexistent. Despite this, Black women continue to resist by taking up space through Black 

performativity, such as in Caribana, Blockorama/Blackness Yes!, and Caribbean carnivals. 
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Thus, it is toward the Caribbean that we now turn in the next chapter to showcase how the 

Caribbean and its poetics can provide a vision of the world that can bring us closer to the 

ideal of ummah.  
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Chapter 4: Corals & Rhizomes 

My coolitude is my only share of a memory tossed by waves. 

—Khal Torabully 

Poetics Of 

In this chapter I read Édouard Glissant alongside Khal Torabully (his theory and 

poems) to show how Caribbean geographies and coolitude can, together, transform global 

race and space consciousness by defining the Caribbean as a site of potential. I argue how 

the impossibility of the figure of the coolie, its haunting presence, can be actualized through 

poetics that entangles transatlantic slavery and indentureship; this actualization is, I argue, a 

respatialization because it delinks race from the specificity of space. These themes are 

explored through the poetics of Mahadai Das and Andil Gosine, with the former expressing 

placelessness as Black and South Asian Caribbean belonging, and the latter dwelling on 

geographic openness as a practice of belonging. In this chapter I am interested in how the 

coolie subject functions as an impossibility, and thus as an aesthetic expression of ummah 

that is not necessarily visible, but in fact shapes how the Caribbean is a location of potential 

rather than a finished or knowable site of racial authenticity.   

Poetics chiefly relates to the work of the French Creolite movement and is often 

attributed to the poet of creolization, Édouard Glissant. To understand poetics, it is 

important to draw attention to Glissant’s emphasis on the sacredness to geography and 

attendant ecologies. It is within these two overlapping spaces, the physical and natural 

world, that he makes a sacred connection between the earth and its “fruits.” Furthermore, 

there is a great weight placed upon the sea and a mysticism that is linked to water. Water is 
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both transparent and opaque, depending on context, and it is also mobilized as a site of 

reflection. Glissant thus writes, “you become a mirror of this visage, sea glory” (Glissant & 

Caws, 2013, p. 850). Glissant’s poetry can be seen as providing a watery landscape that 

moves the world and, in this movement, creates new or different worlds. His famous “Open 

Boat” essay in Poetics of Relation speaks to this conceptualization of watery geographies; 

he writes of the Middle Passage and the Atlantic Ocean as locations of Black death that 

give birth to new life and a new world (1997). The newness includes new spatial encounters 

(between Black communities, Indigenous communities, and white colonizers) as well as 

reinvented African languages that are repurposed and “deterritorialized, thus contributing to 

creolization in the West” (Glissant, 1997, p. 5). The rebirth of Black people through the 

watery abyss creates not just new geographies and languages of relation but also gives us 

poetics, or the imaginary, and the ability to have a positive transformative impact on the 

world. For Glissant, the renewed location, post-Middle Passage, “Parallel[s] this mass of 

water [and] thus projects a reverse image of all that had been left behind, not to be regained 

for generations except – more and more threadbare – in the blue savannas of memory or 

imagination” (Glissant, 1997, p. 7).  

Reimagining geography in this way, as a site of poetic possibility, speaks to the 

insights of Khal Torabully, who is from Mauritius, an archipelago in the Indian Ocean that 

has British and French colonial histories; French creole is still the country’s lingua franca 

(Torabully & Carter, 2002). Torabully is familiar with French Caribbean literary 

movements and one can track the interplay between his work and a series of themes that 

emerge in Black and Caribbean studies, such as indenture, diaspora, and memory. In the 

short poem “Fragments Coolies,” he wrote: 
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Coolitude: to submit to the Word 

Without losing the memory 

Who yet remembers nothing…(Torabully & Carter, 2002, p. 223) 

 

Following Aimé Césaire (1982, 22), Torabully draws attention to “the Word” which is a 

call for a poetically scientific world, or, “the world as we know it.” Césaire is rewriting the 

biblical “Word” (and its attendant origin story) and offering a poetics that can aesthetically 

resist white supremacy and provide a fuller account of the human condition. Torabully pairs 

“the Word” with the coolie and maps a politics of coolitude that functions similarly—as a 

humanizing process.   

In his poem “Define me pray,” Torabully asks what a coolie is (Torabully & Carter, 

2002, p. 222). He replies with a series of ephemeral spaces and identities rather than precise 

geographies: the coolie is not India but the Indies; coolies were Indians from all over the 

Asian subcontinent; coolies also came from Africa and East Asia; the coolie is an “Indian 

Negro”; the coolie is the “Guinea pig of Port Louis or Port of Spain.” In this poem, he 

posits that coolie is a non-racial term but defined through indentureship. He does not erase 

the history of South Asian indentureship—he is clear that the vast majority of coolies were 

of South Asian descent—but he blurs lines between the “where” and the “who” of coolie. 

His focus on labour, rather than race, can be uncomfortable, as it collapses very different 

histories into one non-racial category. At the same time, and inciting the same kind of 

discomfort, he suggests that the coolie’s race, while ephemeral, is a colonial experiment to 

see if Indians could be “Black” (e.g. perform the same work as the enslaved). Memory is 

also a key aspect of Torabully’s coolitude; memory signals forgotten exile and the 

displacement from homeland and thus from religion, race, and space. However, even as the 

enslaved experienced similar traumatic exile to indentured labourers, these displacements 
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were experienced and lived differently. Indeed, the differences in belonging, memory, and 

dislocation, has caused real conflicts between the descendants of indentureship and the 

descendants of slavery.  

These kinds of complex histories, or what might be referred to as coolie hauntings, 

are found in Mahadai Das’s work. Das is a Guyanese poet and her well-known poem, 

“They Came in Ships,” deals with the injustices that indentured workers in the sugar 

plantations faced. Of indentured Indians, Das writes, “They came in droves / Like cattle / 

Brown like cattle” (Torabully & Carter, 2002, p. 156). Cows are sacred in Hinduism; at 

least momentarily, this reverence is signalled. However, Das more explicitly connects 

indentured Indians to livestock set for slaughter. The paradox thus illuminates the 

devaluing of life and the sacred while also paying close attention to how indentured labour 

requires objectification. The poem also addresses women’s strength. Das makes clear that 

indentureship is a gendered history, with figures such as her grandmother performing hard 

labour that she equates with slavery (Torabully & Carter, 2002, p. 156). Throughout the 

poem Das enmeshes the histories of the indentured and the enslaved, providing an 

entwined, albeit fraught, history. The indentured haunting is animated by slave revolts: 

Here, at the edge of the horizon 

I hear voices crying in the wind. 

Cuffy shouting—Remember 1763… 

(Torabully & Carter, 2002, p. 156) 

 

Das ends the poem by reflecting on how time has passed, memories have faded, and how 

the Indo-Caribbean subject exists in a perpetual state of placelessness. She painfully makes 

a poignant statement: “Let me join forces with Black suffering,” signalling that the destiny 

of the indentured and enslaved peoples is the same but sadly still remains an unanswered 
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question (Torabully & Carter, 2002, p. 157). In this poem, Das uses the pain of loss and 

exile to forefront potential connections between Black and South Asian communities. More 

specifically, the placelessness is difficult but it also provides an entry for Das to rewrite 

history outside essentialist racial categories. Her insistence on enmeshing servitudes 

(slavery and indentureship) emerged from displacement but unraveled into indentured 

hauntings that are not necessarily legible but offer relational possibilities. 

Torabully and Das both work through the figure of the coolie by positioning this 

history as complexly tied to slavery. They also call up this history as an opaque memory, or 

indenture hauntings, rather than clear or concise narratives of the past. They differently 

attend to how labour defined indentured life and tend to move across racial identifications 

rather than settling on one or two demarcated or static racial categories. With this in mind, I 

wonder if “the impossibility of the coolie” or the “impossible coolie” is a useful way 

forward, particularly in relation to Islam and the figure of the Muslim. This opens up a way 

to think about the figure of the impossible coolie as an absented presence (McKittrick 

2006) and as occupying a liminal space, thus destabilizing prevailing assumptions about 

race and belonging.  With this in mind, I situate the Indo-Caribbean subject by borrowing 

from Ngai Jain (2011) who writes (of Indo-Guyanese), “To situate this singular community 

of immigrants, we might invoke impossibility, as in…a person who cannot be and a 

problem that cannot be solved” (p. 83). In many ways, this is a refusal of systemic and 

essentialist racial categories. It is a call to not only rethink race, but to also embrace racial 

identifications (community of immigrants) as unknowable. This makes Torabully’s insights 

on the figure of the coolie, as a blurred racial category, and Das’s entwined Black and 

South Asian labour histories, sites that affirm unbelonging as a way forward. Related, and 
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following Glissant and Césaire, this way forward is tied to poetics and must be articulated 

through poetics (the senses, the humanizing act of writing against oppression). Thus, within 

the poetics of poetry, music, performance, the figure of the coolie is a present impossibility.  

Earlier in my dissertation I discussed how the question of Africa and Islam has 

shaped contemporary conceptualizations of Muslims. I noted how Islam increasingly 

distanced itself from African faith practices and, in some cases, continues to practice anti-

Black racism. Indentureship and the figure of the coolie, too, add another layer to these 

tense religious identifications. Junaid Rana (2011) provides insightful research that 

observes how under colonialism and plantation slavery, and by extension indentureship, 

South Asian Muslims became the Muslim when they were connected to Blackness through 

their role as labour migrants. Put otherwise, South Asian Caribbean Muslims were 

conceptualized as Muslim through indentureship. This demonstrates how indentureship and 

slavery overlapped and dovetailed, to classify forced labour as a site that engenders faith. 

While both systems imparted different and uneven forms of racial violence, Rana’s insights 

complement my argument about liminality, relationality, and the figure of the coolie. This 

is to say that the figure of the coolie stands in, both present and absent, as a conduit that 

signals the establishment of Islam in the Caribbean. In this formulation, Blackness does not 

exist in plain sight but is perceived through Islam and serves as a location of cross-racial 

connection and overlap—and here the potentiality of ummah reemerges as “a symbol of the 

fluidity of relationships and influences” (Torabully & Carter, 2002, p. 152). I turn to Andil 

Gosine to work through how Indo-Caribbean subject plays out as a “coolie impossibility.”  
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The Art of Andil Gosine 

Andil Gosine uses visual poetics to express coolitude and its attendant liminal 

spaces. When Glissant (1997) writes that “The Plantation is not the product of a politics but 

the emanation of a fantasy” (p. 67), in my reading, the figure of the coolie is part of this 

fantasy. This figure, as I noted above vis-à-vis hauntings, exists in an unreal or fantastical 

manner. Gosine’s visual art works with the figure of the coolie, bringing it forward in time, 

but not producing it as a transparent subject. Instead, his art provides glimpses of Indo-

Caribbean peoples, coolitude, and indentureship and these glimpses offer an opaque 

Caribbean reality within, one that opens up “more universal questions of the human 

condition” (Gosine, 2017b, p. 63). Gosine’s visual aesthetics, or visual poetics, draw on 

both pre and post-plantation futures; in this he does not rely on a linear notion of history 

(which leave indentureship and slavery in the past) but instead shows us how engagements 

with indentureship, in the present, can resist and subvert geographic enclosure and 

reinvigorate conceptions of the ummah that allow for an open world.  

I focus my analysis on Gosine’s (2010-2013; 2017b) project “Wardrobes,” which 

features four objects: a cutlass shaped brooch, an insulation bag, a portrait photo, and an 

embroidered headscarf. In his ethnographic reflection that accompanies “Wardrobes,” 

Gosine explains that the purpose of the project was to examine and grapple with grief 

across time and space, simultaneously through his ancestors’ experiences with 

indentureship and his own loss, incurred by a broken transnational romantic relationship 

(Gosine, 2017b). Gosine explains that it was only once he left his homeland, Trinidad, and 

began living in Canada, France, the U.K., and the U.S., that he began to feel homeless; this 

opened a pathway for him to seriously think about and attempt to understand the traumas of 
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indentureship and experiences that led indentured labourers to drift in an eternal space of 

unbelonging (Gosine, 2017b). These losses and memories led him to express these feelings 

and ideas through art, which overlaps with Khal Torabully’s (2002) insights that “the 

Indian descendants desire to participate in the elaboration of meanings, of reinterpretations 

of the world around them, through aesthetics, artistic projects and productions…It is so 

important for a person to restore an imaginaire born from trauma and which is still in a 

dilemma, in fact, make of this ‘uncertainty’ a proposal for complex reactions to identities” 

(p. 191).  Gosine adds another layer to “Wardrobes” by including the stories of Savitri and 

Jimmy: 

In 1845 Savitri leaves Calcutta for Trinidad. She boards the Fath Al Razack, and is 

ordered to change into the stockings, woolen trousers, shoes and a petticoat 

provided. In 2009 Jimmy leaves Paris with a broken heart and four suitcases of 

couture. Jimmy meets Savitri in Trinidad, New York, and Toronto in 2017, on the 

100th anniversary of the end of the British system of indentureship that had brought 

Savitri and others to Trinidad and elsewhere in the Caribbean. WARDROBES is 

one story of Indentureship and After and everything in-between (Gosine, 2017b). 

 

This narrative offers complex understandings of time and space. The timespan (1845, 2009, 

2017), the time leaps (19th century Savitri, pushed forward in time, meets Jimmy in 2017), 

the vagueness of temporality (Indentureship and After and everything in between), and the 

precision of time (the 100th anniversary of the end of the British system of indentureship) 

signals how displacement reorders history outside of typical colonial logics. Indeed, Nalini 

Mohabir (2017) argues that the suffering of indentureship, and the racist violence that 

underpinned the system, produced a world that was locked in a time-space outside of 

modernity. She also shows that this sense of time-space produced indentureship as a kind of 

non-history or an experience that has never been acknowledged as a reality (Mohabir, 

2017). The descendants of indentureship were thus unable to fully grapple with this painful 
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history because of this brutal erasure. In this sense, indentureship is not totally knowable in 

the present. Returning to the narrative above, this sense of loss, a haunting-like pain that is 

not acknowledged, is partly undone by the connection that Gosine envisions through 

reimagining time and space and by restaging dislocation through wardrobe (suitcases, 

petticoats, stockings, couture, trousers, shoes). Gosine presents the viewer with various 

objects within his “Wardrobes” series which, I argue, open up the poetics of the “invisible 

coolie”.  

The first object, “Cutlass,” carries diasporic histories and partial memories. While 

the cutlass was used by indentured labourers to cut sugar cane, and by the colonizers as a 

weapon of punishment (for instance, it was used in the murder of his great-grandmother), 

Gosine (2017b) aesthetically narrates it otherwise: as a gift, as purposeful (used in food 

preparation), and as a tool of survival (a cutlass was used by Gosine’s uncle to save his life 

after a nearly fatal snake attack). Through this tangible material connection, “indenture 

becomes a site that enables one to return to parts of a collective self needed to affirm the 

creative strength of personal, familial, and communal experiences” (Mohabir, 2017, p. 85).  

Gosine connects the image of pain and violence with family memories, opening up the idea 

that inherited trauma and inheritance are full of contradictory possibilities. This is an 

expression of the complicated workings of belonging, one that touches on ephemeral Indo-

Caribbean identity: Gosine’s cutlass invokes the history of indentureship without 

positioning it as knowable; it is a memory that acknowledges a forgotten history without 

telling it as a singular story and it is an object that exceeds the specificity of its original 

context. Put simply, the cutlass invokes but cannot be contained by the history of 

indentureship.  In making the cutlass a brooch Gosine overturns, but does not disappear, 
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indentureship; he makes the cutlass wearable and moveable, and shares it as an aesthetic 

item that can travel across time and space. In this way, the Indo-Caribbean subject 

reappears as deeply connected to indentureship and its inheritance of labour, yet is not 

totally defined by this history. The cutlass perhaps indicates how the Indo-Caribbean figure 

engages the past, and even its objects, yet exists beyond “the confines of the colonial 

narrative” (Mohabir, 2017).  
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Andil Gosine, “Cutlas” from "Andil Gosine's WARDROBES," 2013. 
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Part of the performance of “Cutlass” involved inviting the audience members to 

dump paper boats into water in an attempt to “drown their grief” (Gosine, 2017b, p. 106). 

The boats floated. This performance represents, perhaps, an engagement with the Atlantic 

Ocean, the traumatic crossing of the Middle Passage, and the movement of indentured 

labourers to the Caribbean and elsewhere. Water and displacement also signal loss; 

invisibility for the Indo-Caribbean subject is bound up in a homeland that is not necessarily 

tangible: “in the secret, consensual speech of the Indian diaspora, there is no ‘distance’ 

between the original homeland and the country of immigration” (Torabully & Carter, 2002, 

p. 159). The descendants of the indentured do not have clear memories of what their 

ancestors experienced, on the voyage or otherwise. The connection to the homeland is frail. 

However, the voyage remains meaningful because it forces “a space where this trauma 

[can] be revisited, and…the sea voyage [becomes] the space of the metaphorical 

construction of a new identity” (Torabully & Carter, 2002, p. 158). Gosine is explicitly 

inviting his audience to centre the crossing of the waters and thus provides a narrative that 

touches on how coolitude, and the aesthetics of water, opens up a grievable history.   

“Ohrni the scarf” is a silk and cotton scarf featuring embroidery reminiscent of a 

tattoo of an anchor that Gosine’s grandmother had (2017b). The scarf is used as a head 

covering, but paradoxically is transparent, and unable to hide the wearer’s features. The 

scarf is meant to show an “Indo-Caribbean feminist aesthetic” (Gosine, 2012). Gosine’s 

grandmother wears the scarf as a symbol of modesty, but her own enjoyment of using it as 

a marker of beauty, as well as the transparency of the material, allows her to subtly resist 

the sexual norms that the patriarchy enforces (Gosine, 2012). The ohrni “hides and shows, 

and complies with and challenges power, all at once” (Pearce, 2020). Gosine fashioned the 
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scarf so that the embroidery of the anchor would fall along his grandmother’s arm, 

mirroring her tattoo. Putting the tattoo, an oft-hidden bodily symbol, onto the fabric, 

provides a motif that moves between opacity and transparency. We can again, recall the 

figure of the invisible coolie here, this time gendered, and notice how the scarf symbolizes 

a lost embodied history that is recalled and rewritten by Gosine as layered, sheer, and 

hidden.  The symbolism of the embroidered anchor cannot be ignored. An anchor grounds 

the boat so that it cannot drift in the water; it is a marine object. It is also telling that the 

embroidery of the anchor is in a gold colour, evoking “the histories of divining and 

assigning value produced by the colonial project” (Agard-Jones, p.12). It evokes memories 

of the “Kala Pani,” but also grounds them – asserting that while the voyage is an integral 

part of the fabric of the indentured , it is possible to find stability and permanence—an 

anchor that helps them work through the trauma of indentureship and its intricate histories. 

Thus, the ohrni plays multiple roles – as a physical embodiment of attempts at obscuring 

the experience of the Indo-Caribbean woman, as well as the ability of the Indo-Caribbean 

women to subvert such attempts through subtle markers of resistance and reclaiming of 

history. 
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Andil Gosine, “Ohrni” from "Andil Gosine's WARDROBES," 2013. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

133 

The bag, “Rum and Roti,” was displayed alongside Chinese-Trinidadian-Canadian 

filmmaker Richard Fung’s Dal Puri Diaspora, which traced Fung’s attempt to find the 

original roti (Gosine, 2017b). The documentary shows how the roti vastly transforms and 

takes on the flavour of where it is made. The Caribbean roti is an Indian-origin dish that is 

unique to the Caribbean and its diaspora. Even so, the roti has also become identified with 

multiple Caribbean regions and thus without a specific origin point (and can be found on 

islands such as Barbados with no history of Indian indentureship, for instance). Rum is also 

a typical Caribbean staple. Gosine uses the combination of these two items (brought 

together in the bag) as a symbol of the Indo-Caribbean creolized existence (and by 

extension, the Caribbean). Creolization holds multiple possibilities: “Memories and 

histories are intertwined here like the roots of the mangrove, indicating that the various 

identities are engaged in an active interplay where new forms, and new imaginaires, are 

possible” (Torabully & Carter, 2002, p. 168). The bag was used to keep the roti warm and 

had a secret compartment for rum. The secrecy of this, the silence, evokes the idea of the 

“part which is unsaid, the silence, or the ‘cri en cale’, (the cry from the hold)…a possible 

material of complex attitudes in post-modern or creole identities” (Torabully & Carter, 

2002, p. 168). The rum is a symbol of the Caribbean, and the fact that it was hidden in the 

bag that the Indo-Caribbean subject holds (which was used in the sugar cane fields), calls to 

the unspoken or unacknowledged nature of the Indo-Caribbean creolized identity. The 

secret rum compartment signals how the rum (creolization) is generally an understated 

aspect of the Indo-Caribbean subject in comparison to the roti (Indianness/homeland).  The 

roti and rum, together can also represent the Indian and the African who, while often 

thought of as separate communities, are in fact enmeshed due to the overlapping histories 
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of slavery, indentureship, and their afterlives. Creolization “is accompanied by a dynamics, 

a movement, that brings with it the possibility of entering into types of relationship, which, 

to simplify, may be seen as ‘chaotic encounters’ with unforeseen results. Glissant points to 

this fundamental aspect of creolization… ‘It creates a relationship on an egalitarian footing 

and, for the first time, between convergent histories’” (Torabully & Carter, 2002, p. 170).  

The voyage allowed for creolization to occur and opened space for the enslaved and the 

indentured to come together to form new iterations of ummah. This is why coolitude is so 

important; it “seeks to emphasize the community of visions between the slave and the 

indentured labourer, shaped by their descendants” (Torabully & Carter, 2002, p. 150). After 

all, the bag was not used only in the fields; it evolved to also be used in the streets of 

carnival, where multiple communities come together to resist against the master and 

celebrate and to engage in bazodee. 

 “(Made in Love)” is a photo of Gosine’s parents in their youth. The backdrop is of 

European scenery. This photo can be contrasted with photos Gosine took of guests he 

invited to an art gala and presentation on his work in New York. The guests, most of whom 

were of indentured backgrounds, stood in front of a backdrop of sugar cane fields. Gosine 

noted that he was surprised by the enthusiasm; many wore their best clothes and waited in 

lines to have their photos taken with a backdrop that represented their indentured histories 

(Gosine, 2017b). When Indo-Caribbeans had the opportunity to take family portraits in the 

Caribbean, it was often in front of a backdrop of a European landmark (Gosine, 2017b). 

Thus, taking photos in front of the sugarcane fields offered a very different kind of memory 

and history. Even though the sugar cane fields were a site of oppression for these 

descendants of indentured labourers, they were keen to engage this history. Indeed, like the 
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cutlass, the sugarcane provides Gosine with a way to recall history and reinvent history 

outside colonial time. Many of the guests, presumably, are of the Caribbean diaspora rather 

than from the Caribbean itself. As residents of New York, they embody post-indentureship 

migrations and also, likely, have had their histories obscured to blend in with a more 

monolithic South Asian identity. This framing allows the Indo-Caribbean peoples to 

connect to a feeling of belonging, as people who are constantly “not belonging anywhere 

and potentially belonging everywhere” (Gosine, 2017b, p. 106). Furthermore, sugar cane is 

a signifier of the adage of sweet suffering, a vital part of the Caribbean region for cuisine 

and affect. Despite the complicated history, sugar cane still functions as a site of shared 

struggle for the descendants of slavery and indentureship. Through the poetics of his art, 

Gosine was able to tap into that place of connection. The descendants of the enslaved and 

the indentured can maintain their identities while recognizing the difference of others, 

creating a poetics that allows for the ummah: “my identity is not closed on others, it is not 

the ultimate centre, it is one identity among others and the awareness of one’s identity is 

also framed by meeting that of others” (Torabully & Carter, 2002, p. 156).  

This brings us back to Walter Rodney, who as aforementioned in the introductory 

chapter, argued that both Afro and Indo-Caribbean people are Black. It is only through an 

acceptance of the condition of Blackness that true liberation can be achieved for both 

Indian and Black people, together. Torabully (2002) states that “Coolitude also seeks to 

emphasise the community of visions between the slave and the indentured” (p. 180). 

Therefore, a reconciliation is necessary to envision better futures. This is also how ummah 

can be achieved through Black and South Asian Muslims, or at least how a shared sense of 

affect and dislocation can create subaltern communities of diaspora (Gayatri Gopinath 
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2005). As I have shown throughout this chapter, sharedness and openness, which is 

aesthetically explored by Gosine, relies on the impossibility of having the figure of the 

coolie, who is belonging to nonhistory, be accepted within a range of struggles (against 

empire, against racism, against linear colonial history). Édouard Glissant’s work on the 

poetics of relation illustrated that through the relation of differences (that is as acutely 

artistic as it is poetic) the potential of Caribbean realities of hybridity and fragmentation 

transform what it means to be human. Indeed, the complex—often impossible—existence 

of the figure of the coolie forms an opaque space in which their connection to space is not 

recognizable, because it transcends essentialist registers that tightly bind ethnicity to place. 

Through a relation to Islam, the coolie figure is exiled into the unimaginable and thus 

reorganizes space and time outside colonial and Eurocentric logics. Through this, we can 

generate the feeling of affect needed not just to reimagine ummah but humanity itself. 
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Conclusion 

Now I can die in peace…Coolitude is the poetic force I was waiting for. 

—Aime Césaire 

Walter Rodney noted that racial unity is a form of “struggle unity,” as outlined in 

the beginning of this dissertation. Struggle unity signals relationality, openness, and 

difficult connections. Glissant (1997) noted that people must embrace differences. 

Embracing difference is not unity, however; one must be wary of how unity absorbs 

vulnerable communities into prevailing (Eurocentric) systems and hides unique forms of 

belonging, like Rodney’s struggle unity—a term that is not static but illustrates 

engagement, confrontation, resistance. This is a sign of a healthy society, and a working 

struggle is always the best form of unity (Rodney & Lamming, 1981). Undoubtedly, there 

will be times when the struggles are very much symptoms of racism instead of “struggle 

unity,” but it is crucial to remember that that is not the norm. For example, the Black 

consciousness movement that was able to overthrow the racist apartheid regime in South 

Africa saw Indians and Africans as Black, at least politically (Soske, 2018). The struggle 

against apartheid was not easy, and neither was the process of forming a working unity 

between the Indians and Africans. Today, however, the Black consciousness movement in 

South Africa is mostly dead, as it did not pass over to those born in the rainbow nation of 

post-apartheid South Africa (Soske, 2018). Does this mean that Indians and Africans are 

now enemies? If so, this would mean that the racial unity formed is completely lost, which 

seems unlikely. If not, why is unity no longer a concern for those who finally achieved their 

long road to freedom? These are difficult questions to answer. Glissant points out that 

groups do not necessarily want to reach full unity; rather, they simply wish to become 
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opaque – to reach an understanding that they are different and that these differences are 

chaotic and that chaos brings meaning to their identities.  Rodney argued for the inclusion 

of Indo-Caribbean peoples within Black rights movements (Chung, 2012). It would be a 

mistake to argue for Indo-Caribbean peoples as simply being Black instead of brown. 

Likewise, the Indo-Caribbean identity should not be seen as a labour-based identity, as 

doing so reinforces plantation racial hierarchies. Instead, the figure of the coolie must be 

acknowledged as being in flux. It is an identity that we in our current racial systems cannot 

fully comprehend. As I have noted throughout this dissertation, one meaningful way to 

access the figure of the coolie is through poetics. Through poetics, the ummah can realize 

Glissant and Wynter’s vision of a Blackness that will provide the conditions to redefine 

humanity.  

To summarize, in chapter one, we have seen through surveys, interviews, and 

ethnographies how Black and South Asian Muslims negotiate space. They create different 

forms of dissenting citizenship through the subversion of space, either through embodied 

practice or sonic idealizations. Many Muslims took to Islam in ways that often were 

contradictory to one another, but most held a high reverence for social justice. This is 

especially of concern after 9/11 and the increase of surveillance and Islamophobia. Many 

Muslims come to Islam differently based on their race and often see the two (race and 

religion) as interchangeable or at least interwoven. The debates of immigrant vs native 

Muslim are irrelevant; instead, the main problems are the conceptualization of the Muslim, 

creating both a lack of representation of Canadian Muslims and anti-Black racism. 

Caribbean Muslims are forming Muslim communities in atypical ways that are often 

sidelined in larger Islamic circles. 
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In chapter two, while examining female Muslim rappers, we saw that Muslim 

women are the community leaders regarding creating an ummah. South Asian rappers such 

as Anik Khan owe some of their recognition due to representations of the figure of the 

coolie. Rappers such as Khaled Siddiq imagine an ummah that includes Black voices, and 

while this is creating an ummah for some, anti-Black racism is preventing it from being for 

all. Muslim references in hip hop are declining but are still present in a way that indicates it 

has become normalized. Caribbean music shows greater instances of Black and South 

Asian (and religious) unity that is organic and not anti-Black. At the same time, it is not 

perfect, with problems regarding race and gender roles.  

In chapter three, we saw that Carnival is a direct influence for queer pride parades, 

though in the metropoles they exclude Black queer women through the logics of 

homonationalism. Blockorama shows the function of carnival and how it relates to space 

and race. Carnival functions as a signifier of unity that is otherwise flawed due to the lack 

of South Asian representation. In examining BLMTO and Pride Toronto, we see how anti-

Black racism and Islamophobia were used interchangeably to deny the inclusion of queer 

Black Muslims. A look at Justin Trudeau’s blackface scandal shows how deeply flawed and 

shameful Canada’s understanding of Blackness and Islam currently is. Specifically, Canada 

is seen to display its own unique brand of anti-Black racism. Finally, a critique of Lilly 

Singh details how homonormativity is used as an alibi for anti-Black racism and to silence 

Indo-Caribbean and other queer Black and South Asian voices. 

In chapter four, I examined poetry from Caribbean-connected poets to paint a 

portrait of Black, Indian, and Caribbean worldviews that is only experienced through 

poetics. In examples of coolitude, as shown in Andil Gosine’s art, it is established that the 
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figure of the coolie exists as an impossibility yet holds the critical role in connecting Islam 

to Blackness and Indianness. Only through Glissant’s poetics of relation can the figure of 

the coolie be felt, but such a feeling is always lost in the moment. 

Poetics of Water 

The true history of this world is found in the sea and not in the grounds. Water is the most 

precious resource on this earth and of life. Prior to the colonial mapping project and 

colonial frontier projects of above water, the world existed as connected to water and the 

sea (Wynter, 2003). The sea, the site of the Middle Passage and the Voyage, was not life 

but death. This means the racial formation of our current world can be seen as being a 

corruption of the sacred. Religious or not, the waters, be it holy water or the “Kala Pani,” 

have always been held as having divine powers beyond the West’s imperialist project of 

categorizing humanity (Gosine, 2017a). Perhaps it is for this reason that the West sought to 

delegitimize the faiths and cultures of the rest of the world to frame themselves as the 

superior culture. In inverting the life-giving aspect of water into the death-cycle, the 

world’s natural order has been polluted. Polluted and not destroyed, as even in the horrors 

of slavery and indentureship, water was still there to give a new life to those who survived 

their forced oceanic encounter. Despite Europe’s colonial mapping project of “discovering” 

land (and its peoples) into existence, the fluidity and unknown aspects of the marine have 

allowed Black peoples to resist and struggle through their racial condemnation and spatial 

imprisonment. Water holds a dualism for Black peoples, and it was key to their death and 

subsequent rebirth, or “womb abyss” (Glissant, 1997). Above all, water holds the key to 

humanity: live by water, die by water. It is through water that the captives can be set free. 

The Middle Passage, the unknown waters, completely changed conceptions of space and, 
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therefore, race. The modern system of race, or rather modernity’s creation of what is 

human, was constructed through this process.       

 The ummah was founded and maintained in Africa by communities that should not 

have come together as one, which created a new form of diasporic citizenship. This is 

because it conceptualized a different race-space matrix than what exists today (a post-slave 

world). The ummah formed a radically different notion of space because it articulated the 

notion of Africa as being different from the current Eurocentric mappings of the world. 

These mappings are the founding principle behind the Muslim world as it is seen today (via 

the ongoing prevalence of Orientalism and anti-Black racism). Thus, Islam’s ummah (and 

Cesaire’s Africas) presents a spatial challenge that can give true liberation to those who are 

still unfree. 

These are dangerous times: the planet's land has now been fully “discovered” and 

mapped by the West. Despite this, water is still giving more life than it takes away. Western 

Empire’s lack of control over water has allowed for the flourishing of movements that 

oppose Western imperialism. By restoring dissident memories, the unfree, be they Black or 

Asian, Muslim or Hindu, are rediscovering the power of water through the sonic flows of 

hip hop. Hip hop (and to a lesser extent, other Afro-diasporic Black music) has become the 

medium of change between the subaltern and their allies globally, as it allows for spatial 

alterity (much like the ummah) (Daulatzai, 2012).  

There was once massive support from the Muslim world that was critical in the 

formation of Black resistance struggles, such as with Malcolm X’s visit to Saudi Arabia 

and the Black Panthers being aided by Algeria (Daulatzai, 2012). The increase of anti-

Black Islamophobic rhetoric (again decades before 9/11) has had an internalized effect on 
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Muslims and Arab-Muslim leadership that is now subtly hostile to diasporic Blackness 

being a part of Islam (Curtis, 2007). Islam has a rich and colourful musical history, from 

Africa to the Middle East to Asia. Yet many Muslim leaders (mostly non-Black) are 

arguing that Black involvement (through the use of Muslim rap) in creating a sonic ummah 

is haram (Kabir, 2013).      

Black acceptance into Islam is not admissible as is, but there is a glitch in the racial 

system. In a roundabout way, the figure of the coolie is a link between Blackness and 

Islam. This is because of the subversive effect that accepting the notion of the impossible 

coolie has on race and space. The figure of the coolie is an impossibility because this figure 

humanizes Blackness by creating Blackness that is not informed by the Black-white, 

master-slave binary. Put differently, the modern-day conception of Blackness exists due to 

the existence of the figure of the coolie, just as the coolie’s conception is due the existence 

of Blackness. If the figure of the coolie can construct Blackness, this means that Blackness 

exists as more than nothingness. The mere existence of the Indo-Caribbean subject is a 

paradox: put in bonds through Blackness and forgotten as non-Indian. The Indo-Caribbean 

subject  either has a race (Indian) but no space, or the Indo-Caribbean subject has a space 

(Caribbean) but no race. In either scenario, the missing space or race is Black, but an 

“Indian negro” or a “Caribbean South Asian” does not exist. At the same time, Black and 

Indo-Caribbean people have been relating to each other through poetics. This form of 

coolitude, a coral seashell of echoing relation, reminds the descendants of the enslaved and 

the indentured of their marine history and future (Torabully & Carter, 2002). This 

coolitudinal poetics of relation allows for resistance by making Blackness unknowable. At 
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the same time, it provides a kind of semi-opaqueness so that a struggle unity resistance can 

(re)imagine Black life. 

The only way for this to occur is through a destabilization of the visual expressions 

of space and race. This can happen in various ways in the creative arts, be it through 

installation art, dance, or musical performance. Carnival is a prime example because it has 

always been a form of semi-opaque resistance against the fact of Blackness. Moreover, 

carnival includes multiple forms of poetics in one. This embodied experience of Black (and 

brown) bodies subverts the grounds (ex-plantations) by queering race-gender and race-sex 

roles and boundaries. By blurring the lines of race, gender and sex, the Indo-Caribbean 

subject can now be everything that was impossible, for the Indo-Caribbean subject is 

neither. 

The queering of race (and subsequent queering of space) is often bursting with 

colours and shapes, transforming Black bodies’ visual objectification into oneness with 

other non-Black bodies. Like water, this cleansing process is a filtration that diffuses and 

purifies the body and allows for the potential of the Black imaginary. They are also 

satirizing the Western reliance on visual economies and taking back their buried histories. 

Black peoples have come to new ways of seeing the world and envisioning each other that 

flows like a parallel consciousness of time and space. 

In this parallel contradictory vision of the world, there are no legitimacies or 

origins. Instead, there are only contradictions, uncertainties, and struggles. However, in this 

world, the West’s map has not yet been drawn. The dawn of the new day can occur 

anywhere the water lies on the horizon. Without intent, the senses can feel the poetics of the 

future of a water world. Black resistance movements were always done in secrecy or 
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underground; even the lives lost under the sea have created a Black salt to nourish life 

(Glissant, & Caws, 2013).  

The follies of many good-willed peoples are to forcefully create racial unity, but if 

the understanding of the races in question are unable to have the right of opacity, they 

would only reach a freedom of unfreedom, as race would not have changed. The Indo-

Caribbean peoples  are a perfect example of this, being an impossibility; once rendered as 

possible or intelligible, the figure of the coolie will cease to exist. Instead, Indo-Caribbean 

peoples will become something that they are not, be they South Asian or Black. Only in the 

temporality of the poetics of relation can the Indo-Caribbean subject be glimpsed as they 

truly are. Coolitude is the coral seashell, an echo that once heard is already lost, only to be 

heard again. Despite the impossibility of the figure of the coolie, it is a figure that cannot be 

found by force. Rather, the figure of the coolie is a vision encompassed in memory that can 

only be felt, not found. However, if the residue of that relation can be made into a poetics 

of…(unknown), then it may lead to the formation of new spaces of knowing. 

If that happens, Caribbean Muslims, seen as “too far from Mecca,” can become real 

in their entirety without being boiled down or reduced to the fact of Blackness (Khan, 

2020). By doing so, Caribbean Muslims (Black, Indian, and more) will be able to change 

the anti-Black notion of the Muslim. Then not only will the ummah become more than just 

an ideal, but at that point, the ummah will go beyond a reconceptualization of Africa and 

turn the tides on the Man. 

Humans live as they do because of water. Fluidity is humankind’s natural state, and 

poetics, a flowing expression of human life, is one way forward in regaining our lost 

connection to self and one another. Whether called brown or African or Muslim, Black life 
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is at an impasse, increasingly unable to freely connect to space, and most importantly, to 

water. Environmental degradation is the final push by the Man to rule the world by turning 

water into death in totality. Black people, naturally, are the most targeted, as they have 

shown themselves to be the most resilient to the pollution and twisting of (aqua) space. The 

sanctity of water must not be maintained as the inherent domain of imperial conquest. From 

the imperialist sailors of Columbus to the colonizing settlers of the slave ships, to the 

policing armies of the Royal Navy, to the consumer driven extractive cruise ships…the 

gateway into Black life, the oceans, has been heavily defined, guarded, controlled, and 

exploited by Empire. The coral seashells are dying, and with it, the sonic memories of 

Black life. Just as humanity can be lost, so too can humanity be redeemed through 

prophetic dreams. The seas are beckoning, for the waters are still pulsing with life. 
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Appendices: Survey and Interview Questions  

Surveys were conducted online anonymously. The participants are from mosques in New 

York and Toronto. 

Survey questions: 

 

1. What is the name of your mosque and what country is it located? 

2. Some Muslims and many non-Muslims believe Muslims are a race. Why do you 

think someone would think Muslims are a race and/or ethnicity? 

3. Ummah (the ideal to create brotherhood and sisterhood among Muslims) attempts to 

go beyond race, ethnicity and class to create a unified Muslim community. As a Muslim 

how important do you think this ideal is? 

(Rank from 1-10, with 1 being the lowest and 10 the highest.) 

4. Which is more important to you? 

A. National Ummah (America or Canada) 

B. North American Ummah 

C. Global Ummah 

5. After 9-11 Muslims have been, for the most part, negatively represented in the 

Canadian and American media. Please explain what do you feel can be done to better media 

(i.e. film and television) representations of Muslims? 

6. What challenges do you feel are exclusive to Muslim youths growing up in Canada 

or the United States? 

7.  Please describe the racial makeup of your mosque: 

8. If your mosque is racially mixed what do you think your mosque does to cause this? 

If your mosque is majority one race why do you think your mosque is like this? 
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9. How well do you think someone of another race or ethnicity that normally does not 

visit the mosque would be treated? 

(Rank from 1-10, with 1 being the lowest and 10 the highest.) 

10. Why do you attend this mosque? 

A. I live in the area 

B. I like the people 

C. My family attends 

D. The mosque matches my cultural background 

E. The mosques matches my political ideology 

F. I like the staff (both religious and other) 

G. There are services that fit my time and/or religious preferences 

H. Any of the above (please specify) 

I. No idea 

J. Other (please specify) 

 

11. Which country do you think Muslims are treated better in North America? 

A. Canada 

B. United States 

C. Both 

D. Neither 

 

12. How connected do you think your city’s Muslim community is? 

(Rank from 1-10, with 1 being the lowest and 10 the highest.) 

13. Muslims in North America are being increasingly seen as a vulnerable population in 

North America due to the increase of Islamophobia. What can other vulnerable or minority 

groups learn from Muslims in how to deal with oppression? 

14. The Islamic community is growing in ways that are not purely cultural due to 

relatively high rates of converts from other religions and ethnicities. Most of these converts 

claim one of the reasons for conversion is that they believe Islam is the religion that can 

best serve social justice to their local communities. Based on your experience at your 

mosque do you believe this to be true? Please explain with reference to 

activities/programs/initiatives etc. specify to your mosque. 
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15. Hip hop, although heavily commercialized is still popular for youth, especially 

youth who are often not represented in the media. Many prominent hip hop artists in 

America are Muslim and/or influenced by Islam or Islamic ideology. Some artists of which 

to note are Mos Def, Immortal Technique, DJ Khaled, Nas, Erykah Badu and many others. 

What do you think is connecting Islam and hip hop? 

16. Canada and the United States are majority Christian countries with many Christian 

elements in its laws, politics, and government despite the division of church and state. 

Considering this, it appears unlikely Islam will move either country forward as much as 

Christianity would, yet, some Muslims believe Islam is the only teaching that can uplift the 

nation. Are these Muslims correct? Why or why not? 

17. The lesser role and treatment of women in Islam has become one of the biggest 

criticisms against Muslims. What do you think does your mosque do to specifically cater 

and empower Muslim women that sets it apart from other mosques in your area? 

18. In the United States these is a divide between immigrant (South Asian, Arab, 

African, Southeast Asian and more) and native (black-African American) Muslims. In 

Canada there is apparently no such difference. 

If you are Canadian do you feel that there is or is not a black-immigrant divide based on 

your experience with other Canadian Muslims and engagement with your mosque? 

If you are American, do you or do you not believe the black-immigrant divide is accurate to 

describe the state of Muslim relations in America? If so why and if not why not? 

(Answer only one based on your nationality) 
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Interviews 

The interviews were of a Sunni African American mosque, non-orthodox black 

American mosque, North American Muslim organization, South Asian mosque and 

Caribbean mosque. Three are located in Toronto and two in New York. The interviews took 

place after the data was collected from the surveys. As such, I tried to emphasize some of 

the points and issues the surveys presented. The interviews follow a series of the same 10 

questions that was asked for all. 

Interview Questions 

1. Can you tell me a bit about yourself and your mosque? 

2. What intersections (if any) do you think your race had with being a Muslim? 

3. What are some issues that you deal with in your local community and how do you 

think Islam can help? 

4. What differences and similarities do you see between American and Canadian 

Muslims? 

5. Justice is important for Muslims, but how important is social justice to you and your 

mosque? 

6. Do you feel there is a connection between hip hop and Islam or is hip hop and 

music haram? 

7. How racially integrated is your mosque? Do you think this is good or bad for your 

community? 

8. To what degree of an impact does racism and Islamophobia have in your 

community? 



 

169 

9. Is there anti-black racism within Muslim communities or is Islam a force against 

anti-black racism? 

10. Where do you see the direction of the ummah heading? How is your mosque doing 

its part?  
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Appendices: Research Ethics Approval 

 

July 13, 2015 

 

Mr. Andre 

Basheir Ph.D. 

Candidate 

Department of Cultural 

Studies Queen’s University 
Kingston, ON, K7L 3N6 

 

GREB Ref #: GCUL-042-15; Romeo # 6015673 

Title: “GCUL-042-15 North American Ummah: South Asian and black Muslim Intersections” 

 

Dear Mr. Basheir: 

 

The General Research Ethics Board (GREB), by means of a delegated board review, has cleared your 

proposal entitled “GCUL-042-15 North American Ummah: South Asian and black Muslim 

Intersections” for ethical compliance with the Tri-Council Guidelines (TCPS) and Queen’s ethics policies. 

In accordance with the Tri-Council Guidelines (article D.1.6) and Senate Terms of Reference (article G), 

your project has been cleared for one year. At the end of each year, the GREB will ask if your project has 

been completed and if not, what changes have occurred or will occur in the next year. 

 

You are reminded of your obligation to advise the GREB, with a copy to your unit REB, of any adverse 

event(s) that occur during this one year period (access this form at Retrieved from 

https://eservices.queensu.ca/romeo_researcher/ and click Events - GREB Adverse Event Report). An 

adverse event includes, but is not limited to, a complaint, a change or unexpected event that alters the level 

of risk for the researcher or participants or situation that requires a substantial change in approach to a 

participant(s). You are also advised that all adverse events must be reported to the GREB within 48 hours. 

 

You are also reminded that all changes that might affect human participants must be cleared by the GREB. 

For example, you must report changes to the level of risk, applicant characteristics, and implementation of 

new procedures. To make an amendment, access the application at Retrieved from 

https://eservices.queensu.ca/romeo_researcher/ and click Events - GREB Amendment to Approved Study 

Form. These changes will automatically be sent to the Ethics Coordinator, Gail Irving, at the Office of 

Research Services or irvingg@queensu.ca for further review and clearance by the GREB or GREB Chair. 

 

 

On behalf of the General Research Ethics Board, I wish you continued success in your 

research. Yours sincerely, 
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Common Questions 

1. 1. CORE Completion 

# Question Answer 

1.1 Applicant: CORE 

Completion*Students and staff submitting ethics applications must also attach their CORE 

certificate. To complete CORE go to http://pre.ethics.gc.ca/eng/education/tutorial-didacticiel/ 

If desired, CORE can appear on your transcript as SGS804. (Click Info tab for further details). 

YES 

1.2 Co-Applicant I - CORE 

Completion 

N/A 

1.3 Co-Applicant II - CORE 

Completion 

 

1.4 Co-Applicant III - CORE 

Completion 

 

1.5 Co-Applicant IV - CORE 

Completion 

 

1.6 Co-Applicant V - CORE 

Completion 

 

1.7 Co-Applicant VI - CORE 

Completion 

 

 

2. 2. Project details 

 
# Question Answer 

2.1 Level of Research (Click all 

categories that apply) 

PhD research 

2.2 If you are a student, please add 

your supervisor’s name in the box 

below. Also, make sure to add you 

supervisor to PROJECT INFO TAB 

under Other Project Member info. If 

you are a Faculty member indicate 

N/A in the field below. 

Katherine McKittrick 

2.3 Abstract (300-500 words) See Info 

tab for further details. 

This research critically examines the intersections of race and 

religion through the experiences of black and South Asian 

Muslim youths in Toronto and New York City. In looking 

specifically how Islam is articulated and taken up by youths in 

Canada and the United States, my research program will think 

about how religious practices provide connections between the 

South Asian and the African diasporas. My work approaches 

Islam as a changing cultural narrative, with a range of significant 

moments embedded within it (most obviously is the rise of the 

Nation of Islam in the USA and more recent post-9/11 terrorism 

and anti-terrorism scripts). My research program will seek out 

how solidarity—that is activist and political visions that imagine 

a more peaceful future—is put forth by Muslim youths, paying 

specific attention to how Islam is and is not differentially 

understood by South Asian and black Muslims. The research 

program will trace and call attention to the development of Islam 

in North America, highlight how South Asian and black Muslim 

youths in the North American cities of Toronto and New York 

http://pre.ethics.gc.ca/eng/educ
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negotiate Islamophobia, and highlight how narratives of Islam in 

these cities differ from, and intersect with, those 

  produced outside the region (i.e. the Middle East). My objective 

is to delineate the continuities and ruptures within narratives of 

Islam, but also to think through how black and South Asian 

youths take up this narrative in North America and imagine it as 

a site of solidarity—with an understanding that Islam is 

popularly equated with another part of the world just as 

Islamophobia is violently enacted within North America. To 

work through these tensions and solidarity practices I have 

developed an interdisciplinary project that will couple first 

person interviews of Muslim-identified youth with analyses of 

mosque geographies and musical narratives—three sites where 

collaborative youth politics and solidarities are engendered, 

negotiated, and unsettled. The context for my research is 

developed alongside the following themes and research insights. 

First, Canadian and American Islamophobia have historically 

targeted black communities, particularly African Americans, but 

also communities from the continent of Africa. After 9/11, 

however, instances of Islamophobia increased against South 

Asian men. The rationale of researching black and South Asian 

Muslims post-9/11 is in part to investigate and enter the 

conversation of the post-9/11 

  perceived racialization of Islam in the United States and Canada. 

In the United States, scholars have begun to trace Islam’s 

connection to African- Americans or black America. In Canada, 

however, Islam has not only been lesser studied but foundational 

linkages between Islam and blackness have not been cited. 

Therefore, a study of South Asian and black Canadian Muslims 

will not only bring attention to how various representations of 

immigrant groups have shaped Canadian Muslim identity but 

also explore how these processes of racialization differ in 

comparison to their American counterparts. Research on 

Canadian and American Muslims will move Islam away from 

being seen mainly as relational to the global North, rather than a 

faith that is engendered within North America. 

 

2.4 Method (Explain protocols in 1000 words) 

See Info tab for further details. 

My research will bring together theories on diaspora and social justice, interviews 

from political Muslim organizations, analyses of music and lyrical representation, 

and a close survey of youth from mosques. I will first initiate a series of first- 

person interviews with black Canadian, African American, and South Asian 

Muslim youth from various mosques in Toronto and New York. In addition to 

gathering minor demographic data (i.e. nationality) I will produce a series of 

questions that attend to gender and faith, initiatives for interfaith dialogue, religious 

teachings, community services, youth programs, and ethnic (South Asian and 

black) identity claims. This will allow me to tease out how narratives of Islam in 

North America are underwritten by differential and collective histories and visions 

for solidarity. A look at mosques (mostly in low-income areas) through the lens of 

human geography will complement this, drawing attention to how differences in 

mosque communities by including more mainstream mosques with more niche 

sects such as Ahmadiyya is understood in relation to community and diaspora. The 

surveys, and interviews will be understood alongside hip hop cultures; more 

specifically, I will work through specific musical texts (Lazarus, Rakim, Mos 
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  Def, Erykah Badu, Nas, Wu-Tang Clan, Busta Rhymes) to think through how some 

acts of cultural production intentionally enmesh Arab, South Asian, and black 

Muslim histories and identities. This study will draw attention to those musical 

texts that source both South Asian and black histories. More specifically, a lyrical 

analysis of specific musical texts will demonstrate how some hip hop narratives 

consciously engage Islam as a site of collective or global solidarity and diaspora 

while the music itself necessarily brings together and remixes very different 

musical sources from North America, the Caribbean, the UK, Asia, and parts of 

Europe. The musical texts, then, will underwrite the interview and survey data, 

providing a soundtrack to how solidarity is both imagined and lived. However, the 

mosque is one of if not the key institution in which Muslims in North America can 

form communal identities. Youth cultures additionally are more susceptible to new 

identity formations. To minimize ethical risks involved with conducting research in 

the mosque during rituals, instructions to do an online survey will be left at the 

front waiting area/reception pending informed consent of the Imam/person in 

charge of the 

  mosque. To respect possible gender divisions at the mosques I will never directly 

engage with any women at the mosques in person as I will only enter the mosque 

once to both speak with the mosque leaders (i.e. Imam) and put up my recruiter 

poster/sign-up sheet. 

Surveys will be confidential with as due to their online nature they will be 

completely anonymous thus there is no greater risk for women to participate. I have 

already talked to and telephoned two heads of two mosques in Toronto and have 

gotten approval, and am currently in talks with approving allowance of surveys in 

some New York mosques. Currently I am calling mosques in Toronto and New 

York to ask preliminary permission to enter the mosque so that I can briefly speak 

with the mosque leader (imam) about my research project more in-depth. But more 

importantly it is to ask for written permission for the mosque to support my 

research by allowing my recruitment flyer to recruit fellow mosque goers. Thus, 

while I listed some mosques that appear likely to support my research it is not 

confirmed that these mosques will be included in my research. The mosques 

chosen are those traditionally serving different communities. 

A Somali-run mosque in Toronto, an African American- 

  run mosque in New York, and both Pakistani-run and West Indian-run mosques in 

both cities. The selection of those six mosques will allow for a mix of both 

‘immigrant’ and ‘native’ Muslims and blackness at the same time. There will be 12 

surveys from each mosque totaling 72. The surveys will be done online via 

FluidSurveys and will allow for both qualitative (written) answers and quantitative 

(data, i.e. race, nationality). The survey protocol will be that participants will be 

completely anonymous by using a URL listed on the recruitment poster. Because 

participants have full anonymity they cannot withdraw once they complete the 

survey. The Ahmadiyya movement was the first multiracial Afro-Asian movement 

in Islam and left a large imprint on present-day North American Muslim 

communities. Therefore, considering my research focus, I find it necessary to 

include the sect along with other more traditional mosques will conduct interviews 

with 1-2 workers/volunteers at the mosque branches in both Toronto and New 

York due to the comparative nature of the research project. This brings the total 

interviewee count to about 6. Recruitment strategies will include phone calls, e- 

mails, and door-to-door approaches. The interviews will 

  be completely anonymous, with 

aliases used for names if mentioned in the research paper unless given names are 

requested. The interview will last approximately 40 minutes with the goals of 

finding out how the current members of the movement intend to increase the 
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viability of its message and why or why not they think it can be successful. The 

interview will be at locations (i.e. a café) based on the interviewee’s preference. 

The interview format will be standard, consisting of an introduction of myself, my 

project, and instructions, followed by asking for permission to tape and asking 

them to sign the consent form followed by the participant’s review of the 

subsequent transcription. 

2.5 Conflict of Interest (COI) NO 

2.6 If YES above, please explain  

2.7 Funding Funding Pending 

2.8 Sponsor agency Graduate Dean’s Travel Grant for Doctoral Field Research 

2.9 Location - Will the data be collected on 

Queen’s campus or affiliated hospitals? 

(NOTE: Survey data collected at other 

institutions requires their clearance as well 

- See TCPS2 Chapter 8: Multi-

Jurisdictional Research). 

NO 

 

2.10 If NO above, please describe. (NOTE: all off-campus activities 

require OCASP clearance (See Retrieved from 

https://webapp.queensu.ca/safe ty/ocasp). 

New York City (America) and 

Toronto (Canada). Surveys will be 

conducted online but participants 

will be recruited from mosques 

and political organizations across 

Toronto and New York 

(Brooklyn). 

2.11 Are other approvals or permissions required? (e.g. Off-Campus 

Activity Safety Policy (OCASP), School Board Approval, 

Community/Institutional Approval, Multi-Jurisdictional research, 

FluidSurvey account from OIRP). 

YES 

2.12 If YES, above, please identify and describe the necessary 

authorizations (i.e., Multi- jurisdictional research needs other 

institutional clearance [Chapter 8, TCPS2], Queen’s OIRP to 

access student warehouse data) 

OCASP, Mosques clearance from 

Imams. 

2.13 If you will be using archived data from a previous research project, 

please describe the data source and identify the custodian of the 

database (if known). 

 

 

3. 3. Recruitment 

 
# Question Answer 

3.1 Number of participants (78) 72 Survey participants and 6 interviewees 

3.2 Sources of Participants – Check all that apply Other 

 
3.3 If OTHER above, please describe. If 

you selected SCHOOLS above, please 

identify the School Board(s) from 

whom permission will be sought. 

Members of mosques and political organization in Toronto and New York 

City. The mosques in Toronto: Suntatul Jamaat of Ontario, Khalid Bin Al-

Walid Mosque, Madinah Masjid. The mosques in New York City: Islamic 

Center of Long Island, Mosque of the Islamic Brotherhood, Ahlul Bayt 

Mosque. Political organizations in Toronto: Ahmadiyya Movement in 

Islam, Islamic Society of North America. 

Muslim Students’ Association. Political organizations in New York City: 

Ahmadiyya Movement in Islam, Islamic Society of North America. Muslim 

Students’ Association. 
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3.4 Description of Study 

Participants 

black and South Asian mosque 

members aged 18-29 and members of Muslim political organizations in 

Toronto and New York. The youth will be taken from the mosques listed 

in section 3.3, further, the political organizations used are also listed in 

3.3. There are six mosques with 12 surveys per mosque totaling 72 

surveys. 

While there are 3 political organizations used both the Toronto and New 

York locations will be utilized resulting in 6 total interviewees (1 

interview per location). 

3.5 Will vulnerable population(s) be 

recruited? (See info (i) tab for 

description). 

YES 

 
3.6 If YES above, please describe the 

population and any special measures that 

will be needed to address their vulnerable 

status 

Muslims in North America are under close surveillance and scrutiny post-

9/11. Racialized and especially black youth are also criminalized in 

general in North America. Barriers specific to recruiting and retaining 

ethnic minorities include language barriers, cultural differences, family 

and community gatekeepers, and mistrust about exploitation and ethnic 

stereotyping. I am not fluent in Arabic but I know some Arabic words and 

can recite some Arabic prayers and sayings. As a Muslim who belongs to 

a Muslim family, I have some segue into the language barrier. However, 

most youths are fluent in English, making this problem relatively moot. It 

is important to note that while Muslim culture might unite Muslims in a 

broad sense, there are distinct communities from many countries around 

the world. 

Depending on the community I may be either strongly or weakly trusted, 

whether I am Muslim or not. I also understand Islam is more than a 

religion in regards to worship as Islam strongly prescribes how Muslims 

should conduct themselves in their everyday lives. For example, in 

regards to gender roles, modesty is also extremely important in Islam and 

as a man, simple conduct with a woman is sometimes even forbidden 

depending on 

  the circumstances thus I will make an effort to show my modesty to the 

best of my abilities. There are several special and complicated gender 

protocols required to ensure proper gender equity thus I decided that no 

direct involvement is the most effective solution to minimizing risk for 

women participants. 

Because we will not be in a mosque or a religious space there is much less 

risk for the participant. Regardless, as a political organization, the said 

participant will be accustomed to dealing with the public since these 

organizations are open to the public as opposed to only Muslims. There 

are no major risks for the interviewee, however, there are some 

considerations that the interviewee may not be comfortable with. The 

interviewee may speak of ills of the organization that the organization 

might not want to be disclosed to the public. The interviewee may speak 

of ills they personally received through working with the organization 

that could cause the participant’s relation to the organization may be 

harmed. 

Overall, despite the anonymity of the interviewees in terms of the 

public, the interviewee’s non-complete anonymity internally within the 

organization is an overall 

participant risk. Additionally, I 

  will ask other Muslim elders, 
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both friends and family that I know personally on correct behavior 

protocols if at any time I am unsure of the correct cultural behavior. 

Lastly, I have female friends and family both in New York and Toronto 

that are willing to conduct interviews if necessary. 

3.7 A) Will First Nations, Inuit or Métis 

participants in Canada be recruited or 

studied? OR B) Will Aboriginal 

populations in other countries be 

recruited? 

NO 

3.8 If YES above - Has band 

approval been obtained? 

N/A 

3.9 Will the findings be reviewed by a First 

Nations, Inuit, or Métis community before 

dissemination? 

N/A 

3.10 If NO to 3.8 and/or 3.9, please 

explain 

 

3.11 Describe how and by whom potential 

participants will be recruited. 

In attaining permission from 

mosques to put up my survey it may be necessary to give certain cultural 

gifts to show respect and recognize their elder status. 

Understanding Muslim cultural concerns is also why I looked toward 

mosques. Key community leaders such as imams of local mosques are 

highly respected spiritual leaders and gaining their trust and support is the 

most respectful and most successful way of dealing with the local Muslim 

populations especially since most are concerned with protecting their 

community from the possibility of the study’s potential to negatively 

affect Muslim American or Canadian stereotypes. Often, being Muslim 

alone will not be sufficient to gain trust or access in the community. 

Usually being known as a relative or friend can greatly help in developing 

trust. I have Muslim friends and family in Toronto and New York. Lastly, 

it is vital to maintain rapport with study populations who, as is the case 

with many Muslims, highly 

value personal relationships. 

3.12 Please describe procedures should 

someone wish to withdraw? 

Because the survey is anonymous the participant will not be able to 

withdraw after they have submitted the survey. 

 
3.13 If remuneration or compensation will 

be offered, please provide the details. 

Indicate N/A if not applicable. 

Homemade halal food will be 

offered during the interview thus exact value is hard to provide. 

Nonetheless, the value will be about $10-20 (CAD) per interview. 

 

4. 4. Risk Assessment 

 
# Question Answer 

4.1 Will this study involve any of the 

following (Check all that apply) 

Questions about sensitive or personal issues| Psychological or emotional risk| Social 

risk| Language and cultural sensitivities 

 

 
4.2 Please describe risks selected from above 

or any other risks. Indicate N/A if not 

applicable. 

Language and cultural 

sensitivities:1. Mosques are sacred sites and the proper etiquette is required. 

Not only that, but mosques have strict gender roles and/or cultural norms 

depending on the mosques’ targeted community. Therefore, utmost care 

must be made to not offend by performing an incorrect action or behavior. 2. 
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Since I will be visiting different types of Muslim communities it is essential 

to recognize that there may be difficulty in gaining trust due to differences 

in both faith and cultural norms. Questions about sensitive or personal 

issues: 3. Muslims in the West, including North America, are under careful 

and intense scrutiny in regards to their identity, politically and socially. 

Thus, Muslims can be seen as a vulnerable group that requires careful 

consideration of their cultural, social, and economic circumstances. Care 

must be made in framing questions that will not provoke or lead-on to frame 

Muslims as being considered outside of their respective nation, local 

community, or diaspora. 

Psychological or emotional risk:4. Muslims are less likely to trust non-

Muslims due to fear of forms of power balance aggression as well as be more 

vulnerable to prematurely give consent to Muslim researchers 

due to assuming incorrectly the 

  benefits of research and a conflict of interest. Therefore, it is imperative to 

understand the power relations between the researcher and participant to 

avoid emotional or psychological risk of the community feeling exploited 

and/or disadvantaged. 5.The risk involving the participants feeling 

manipulated, betrayed, or used by the researcher as participants can also 

come from the publication and dissemination of results due to increased 

publicity. Thus, careful attention must be then placed on the publication and 

dissemination of the results. Social Risk: 6. For the survey, there are minor 

risks for the mosque and the mosque leaders. The mosque may be criticized 

by some of its members or others in the community for supporting the 

research (as the poster will be up in a public area in the mosque) and thus the 

reputation and respect for the mosque may be negatively affected. 7. In the 

case of the interview, the interviewee’s views may conflict with the official 

views of the political organization and thus may harm the relationship 

between the interviewee and the political organization and/or between 

political organizations. 

 
 

4.3 Please describe your plan to 

minimize these risks and describe 

how you will provide support to 

participants in the context of 

these risks. Indicate N/A if not 

applicable. 

Language and cultural sensitivities:1. In an effort to try to minimize 

the risk associated with cultural sensitives. I acknowledge and will 

use the fact of being from a Muslim family to help garner support 

while at the same time acknowledging that I cannot abuse this fact. 

Thus, I have attempted deliberately to reduce as much contact with 

the mosques as possible to respect its sacredness to Muslims by 

conducting online surveys in lieu of more active participation within 

the mosques. 2.I also am aware that Muslim communities are quite 

divided post-9/11 and will not be entirely welcomed in mosques and 

political organizations I visit. I will attempt my best to respect 

various Islamic knowledge systems and interpretations in my 

research. Questions about sensitive or personal issues:3. I also must 

show an acute sense of understanding of the vulnerable status of 

many Muslims in North America in my data analysis as many of the 

questions deal with sensitive information. I choose a survey 

partially for this reason as it allows participants to skip questions 

that may be uncomfortable to answer and the online anonymity 

relies any social pressures that would otherwise occur in an 

interview. Psychological or emotional 

  risk:4. Furthermore, the 

research may give unwanted publicity to a certain site and/or 
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community that may generate media attention (negative or 

otherwise) that may promote adverse effects such as reinforcing 

detrimental stereotypes about different groups such as Muslims, 

African Americans, youths, etc. Thus, I must be upfront with my 

own identity as a South Asian (Caribbean) Muslim to gain the as 

much trust and respect possible so that the participants understand 

my own possible biases and viewpoints so they will not feel 

betrayed or manipulated. 5. Another important issue is the general 

scrutiny of Muslims in North America and issues regarding 

misrepresentation which may be a factor upon dissemination of the 

results. So, I must make it clear that I am not trying to legitimate a 

particular Muslim group as authentic or ‘developed’ by criticizing 

or illegitimating the other. Thus, I must explain explicitly cultural 

relativism to avoid certain Muslim groups from being scrutinized 

unfairly during and after the publication of the research results. 

Social risk:6. To lessen the impact of the mosque reputation I was 

careful to be both simple and not to be too politically overt in my 

recruitment flyer. Further, in addition to giving the mosque 

  the publication, I will give the mosque leaders a chance to see and 

discuss the data analysis of the surveys so they can be aware of how 

their mosque is being perceived socially upon publication7. Certain 

mosques may also not want to be associated with other mosques due 

to different ideologies, rules, and histories. Thus, I must be careful 

in my writings to show how my political views are different from 

the political views of a particular Muslim organization (and in 

particular the interviewee) to ensure as accurate a 

representation as possible. 

 

5. 5. Benefits 

 
# Question Answer 

 
 

5.1 Please describe the potential benefits of 

the research to the participants in your 

project, the research community and/or 

to society at large 

A key aspect of the research is revealing tensions and solidarity between 

different Muslim groups, thus understanding some of the sociopolitical 

viewpoints of some adherents to certain mosques. This allows for a better 

understanding of the ideology espoused within that mosque. A better 

understanding of the similarities and differences of fellow Muslims will allow for 

the participants to be better able to form solidarity networks. 

Individually, the survey participants will be able to express and deal with 

difficult personal, political and socio- economic issues that they may face as 

Muslim American or Canadian youth that may not be discussed in the mosque. I 

can help further Islamic and black research by helping bridge trust issues with 

academics as well as empower Muslims, blacks, and other at-risk youth with the 

power of education to help better their communities, through leading by 

example. 

For the political organizations who are trying to bring together a stronger united 

Muslim America or Canada, the research in its effort to track and deconstruct 

the racialization of Islam. 

Additionally, the research will allow the political organizations’ messages to be 

spread to an academic audience they would 

  otherwise not have easy access 
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to. Perhaps most importantly, currently Muslim Canadians and Americans are 

often being scrutinized and mistrusted, often unfairly by the general populace 

and their media, governments, and institutions. Therefore, research that 

demystifies and brings accountable Muslims to Muslims and non-Muslims alike 

via deconstruction of identity politics (i.e. race, gender) will hopefully exemplify 

how Muslim North America or North American Ummah is built through rich 

histories of exchange between diverse Muslim communities and that this 

syncretism is the fundamental aspect of Muslim Canada and America. In 

understanding this, it is my hope that Muslim representations in both popular 

culture and within Muslim communities will combat Islamophobia to draw 

attention to the ways in which Muslim and diasporic solidarities can help us 

envision social justice in new ways within North America. 

 

6. 6. Privacy and Confidentiality 

 
# Question Answer 

 

 
6.1 Please check the definition(s) 

that best describe your process 

from recruitment to 

dissemination. For definitions 

of each category, click the Info 

(i) tab. 

De-identified/coded information 

(i.e., remove direct identifiers using code names or 

numbers)|Anonymous information (i.e., never had identifiers 

associated with it - some surveys) 

6.2 Based on 6.1, explain your 

process from recruitment to 

dissemination and how you 

intend to protect the privacy of 

your participants at each stage. 

The surveys will be 

anonymous. To protect that and other sensitive information I will do 

the following: Firstly, I will FluidSurveys as it is supported by 

Queen’s. Secondly, the survey recruitment sheet uses an URL to 

complete the survey thus is designed to allow the participants to be 

recruited anonymously. Thirdly, I will have no way to trace the 

online survey to the source although I will be able to ascertain which 

mosque each survey stems from. Fourthly, the survey data results will 

be coded to remove direct identifiers. A master list will be used to 

identify participants but will be destroyed upon completion of data 

analysis. Interviewees will be mentioned by aliases in publications 

(unless given permission) and the specific branch of the political 

organization will not be mentioned to limit any possibility of indirect 

identifying information. 

6.3 Will information about the 

participants be obtained from 

sources other than the 

participants themselves? 

NO 

 
6.4 Will the information on individual participants be disclosed to others who are not named on this application? 

(Disclosure could be during data acquisition, data reduction or publication). 

NO 

6.5 If you answered YES to 6.3 or 6.4, please explain  

6.6 Will the participants be made aware of this disclosure? N/A 

6.7 Will the confidentiality of the participant’s identity be protected to the extent possible? YES 

6.8 If you answered No above, please explain  

6.9 Could publication of the research allow participants to be identified? NO 

6.1 If you answered YES above, please explain  
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6.11 Will anyone other than the principal investigator or co- applicants listed on the application have access to the data 

during collection or processing? 

NO 

6.1

2 

Please identify who will have 

access? 

 

6.13 Will the person identified above (e.g. translator, transcriber, RA,) sign a Confidentiality Agreement? N/A 

6.1

4 

Will the data or aspects of the data be encrypted: YES 

 
6.15 Provide specific details about security 

procedures for the raw data, methods of 

data transcription as well as plans for the 

ultimate disposal of records/data. (NOTE: 

Data can be retained permanently, if 

appropriate, at the Queen’s Research 

Data Centre). 

Interviews will be recorded pending permission, and interviews that are not 

taped will garner note-taking. 

Recorded interviews will be transcribed by the researcher. The data will be 

recorded on my phone, which requires a password to operate. 

Immediately after the interview the recording will be transferred to my private 

work laptop that is used for work only and is kept in a secure locked cabinet in 

my apartment. The laptop does not leave the apartment as a separate laptop is 

used for other tasks, much like the phone, (i.e. take notes) but the information 

will be stored only on my private computer. In other words, the data taken on 

the phone or other computer is transferred and immediately deleted. My private 

computer has a backup disc and portable storage device in case of a computer 

malfunction/hack. 

The disc is stored with the computer and the computer is backed to the disc 

each time data is saved. All my technological equipment has anti-virus 

installed and password protected and my hard drive is encrypted using 

Windows BitLocker. Further, the files used (i.e. Microsoft Excel) will be 

encrypted for maximum security. All data will be destroyed upon completion 

except for consent forms which 

will be stored securely and 

  permanently at the Queen’s Research Data Centre. 

 

7. 7. Informed Consent 

 
# Question Answer 

7.1 Will participants be given a written Letter of Information (LOI)? YES 

7.2 If you answered NO above, please explain  

7.3 Will participants be asked to sign a written consent form (may be combined with LOI)? YES 

7.4 If you answered NO above, please explain:  

7.5 Does the research project involve deception of the participant? no deception 

7.6 Describe the deception of the 

participant 

 

7.7 Describe the debriefing procedure for the participant, if applicable  

7.8 If participants are not in a position to give consent to participate, will written permission be acquired from a 

person with legal authority? 

N/A 

7.9 If participants are children or other population unable to legally provide consent, what procedure will be 

followed? 

N/A 

 
8. 8. Checklist 

 
# Question Answer 

8.1 Copy of the completion certificate for the CORE Course for each participant. Attached 
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8.2 Letter of Information Attached 

8.3 Consent Form Attached 

 
8.4 Questionnaire, sample questions, interview guides, verbal scripts, letter scripts, research stimuli. Attached 

8.5 Copies of your recruitment notices, emails, scripts, advertisement, and/or information sheet as well as any 

information for participants provided by a sponsor or supportive organization, as may be applicable 

N/A 

8.6 Confidentiality Letter (for translator, RA’s, etc.) N/A 

8.7 Debriefing Letter N/A 

8.8 Other support information (e.g., sponsor or supportive organization) N/A 

8.9 If you are a student in the 

Principal Investigator’s role. Did you add your supervisor’s name on the PROJECT TEAM INFO tab? You 

MUST attach a letter/e-mail from the project supervisor stating that s/he has reviewed and approved your 

ethics application. Have you attached the required document? 

YES 

 
8.10 Verify information is correct on the PROJECT TEAM INFO tab. 

Is your AFFILIATION correct? If your department has a Unit REB, this must be stated in the AFFILIATION drop-

down menu, (i.e. Departments with Unit REBs are: Business, Cultural Studies, Education, Gender Studies, 

Geography, Global Development Studies, Kinesiology and Health Studies, Music, Political Studies, Psychology, 

Sociology, Urban and Regional Planning). Then SAVE. 

YES 

 

Attachments 

 
Description File Name Version Date 

Delegated review clearance 

letter sent Jul 13/15 GI 

Basheir GCUL-042-15 6015673 

Jul 13 2015.pdf 

13/07/2015 

Supervisor’s letter andre_basheir_greb.pdf 27/04/2015 

CORE Completion certificate tcps2_core_certificate.pdf 06/01/2015 

Recruitment Flyer Recruitment flyer.docx 27/06/2015 

Letter of Consent (Interview) Letter of Consent 

(Interview).docx 

27/06/2015 

Survey (combined with Letter of 

Information) 

Survey.docx 27/06/2015 

Imam Pre-approval consent 

clearance agreement 

Imam Consent Statememt.docx 27/06/2015 

Interview Guide Interview Guide.doc 21/02/2015 

 


