mark fathi massoud and kathleen m. moore

Rethinking Shari’a
Voices of Islam in California

‘‘R

eally?’’ Khadija, an elderly Muslim woman in Los Angeles, looked up at us
when she heard that California may have more Muslims than any other
American state.1 We were interviewing Khadija for a research project docu-

menting American Muslims’ experiences of shari’a—roughly translated as ‘‘Islamic
law.’’ Unconvinced, she probed, ‘‘Even more Muslims than in Michigan?’’ We nodded
in reply. Khadija paused, her eyes relaxed, and her lips parted to reveal a smile.
Muslims are the world’s fastest growing religious group, and thousands of American Muslims have chosen to make California home.2 But the Golden State is not
always a welcoming place. After all, anti-mosque rally organizers in Temecula recently
brought dozens of dogs to a Muslim prayer center—behavior considered insulting—
and declared that California’s Muslims ‘‘are trained to kill’’ and will ‘‘impose shari’a’’
over a ‘‘Christian’’ state.3
But California is home to a growing number of Islamic faith-based groups. Both of
America’s leading Muslim civil rights organizations have Californian roots. The Muslim Public Affairs Council is based in Los Angeles and the Council on AmericanIslamic Relations, while headquartered in the East, opened its first chapter in the San
Francisco Bay Area. Another prominent organization is the Los Angeles–based Muslims for Progressive Values, which runs its own lecture series at the United Nations.
Its Grammy award-winning cofounder, Ani Zonneveld, recently celebrated iftar—
breaking the day’s fast during the Islamic holy month of Ramadan—at the White
House. America’s first accredited Muslim liberal arts college, Zaytuna College, was
founded in Berkeley.4 An Islamic graduate school, Bayan Claremont Islamic Graduate

School, opened its doors outside of Los Angeles in 2011.
California also marks an important place in Islamic historical records. According to
Karen Leonard, an anthropologist and historian of Muslims in America, Muslim
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immigration to the United States has early twentieth-century

in traffic between work, school, and the beach, or simply at

roots in California, when Muslim and non-Muslim Punjabi

home in the living room or in the garage.

5

farmers moved to the state from South Asia. Bi-ethnic mar-

With a University of California–based research team, we

riages generated descendants with names such as John

have spent the last two years talking confidentially with

Mohammed and Ricardo Khan.6 (Immigrant farmers in Cali-

Muslim women and men in at least ten counties across

fornia were not the first Muslims in the North America.

northern and southern California, including younger and

Muslim slaves were brought to the East Coast as early as the

older Californian Muslims, married couples (together and

7

eighteenth century. )

separately), divorced Californian Muslims (some with mul-

Today, California is arguably the epicenter of a revolution

tiple divorces behind them), and Californian Muslims of

in Islamic political and legal thinking. What we might call

African American, Arab, European, Latino, South Asian,

a ‘‘California spring’’ flows not from ulama, Islamic scholars

Southeast Asian, and mixed ancestry, among many others.

and intellectuals, nor from street protests, but from the

We have met those born into the faith and those who con-

collective lived experiences of Californian Muslims. Califor-

verted, those who lead Friday prayers at mosques, those who

nia’s Muslims come from many political, racial, and socio-

attend Friday prayers, and those whom scholars would label

economic backgrounds, and those who shared their stories

as the ‘‘unmosqued.’’

with us are actively rethinking justice, unpacking identities,

We knew that the voices and experiences of California’s

and navigating porous boundaries between culture, ethnic-

diverse Muslim communities were rarely considered in aca-

ity, religion, gender, and sexual orientation.

demic literature. So we began each of the more than one

Californian Muslims are putting into action a remarkable

hundred interviews we conducted by asking people to tell us

fusion of diversity and optimism, both for California and for

about how they faced moments of change in their lives and

Islam. This diversity and optimism can be found in the

whether and how religion came up in the process of over-

same unlikely spaces where Californians have always inno-

coming life’s challenges. Interviewees also discussed how

vated—at work, at school, at the beach, and in the car stuck

they understood shari’a and their hopes for the future. The
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interviews were semi-structured and lasted from forty-five

my copy of the Qur’an with the hospital staff. I hope to

minutes to three hours, with most about ninety minutes

purchase and donate ten more copies to them.

long.

My parents are actually secular Iranians and never

What follows are three composite sketches of Californian

wanted any of their daughters to wear the veil. But two years

Muslims who have used shari’a to inform their decisions

after I took my shahada, I began to wear the veil. At that time

about local politics, social justice, and daily life. These stor-

my mother asked me, ‘‘Can’t you be Christian, Jewish, or

ies illustrate a contemporary Islam that is as diverse and

something else?’’ She and my father had escaped the mul-

hopeful as California is, and a contemporary California that

lahs of Iran in search of freedom, she told me. To think,

is as diverse and hopeful as California’s Muslim communi-

I used to be an atheist. She worried I would become like the

ties are.

mullah in their household. I wore the veil because Muslims

The sketches are largely direct or paraphrased quotes

are misrepresented in the media and I was motivated by my

from multiple interview transcripts, with transitions added

hope that Californians would perceive my niceness and not

for context and flow. They reflect a preliminary synthesis of

just my hijab.

several themes emerging from the interviews. For confiden-

In addition to my father’s death, there’s another moment

tiality, and because of the composite nature of the charac-

that shaped how I came to understand the power of shari’a.

ters, names and other identifying characteristics have been

Back in 2008, California voters were deciding whether or

changed.

not to repeal the law that allowed same-sex marriage. It was

The vignettes, below, cannot purport to represent the full

called Proposition 8. I was planning to vote yes, which

panoply of individuals, experiences, and practices in Cali-

would have repealed that law and banned gay marriage. But

fornia’s Muslim communities, or even any permanent

I realized that, before I vote, I should educate myself on
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change in Islam that may be taking place. But change

what my religion says I should do. So I looked more into

begins with everyday stories. These stories of Muslims in

shari’a. After much study, I realized that, no, ‘‘Islamically,’’

California give meaning to shari’a and an insight into the

voting yes is not the right thing to do.

struggles of faith, powers of discernment, and small and
large breakthroughs of innovation in Islam.

I reread parts of the Qur’an and I listened to online
sheikhs who spoke about justice. I prayed and thought about
it in the car on my way to and from work. I had a lot of time,

Noura: Finding Tolerance in the Qur’an

you know, sitting in traffic on the long commute on the 405
jammed with cars between Long Beach and Orange County.

What is shari’a to me? It is healthy living. It is caring for the

My imam, too, has spoken of the importance of living out

environment and others. It is peace, justice, equality, and

principles of justice and equality that are central to shari’a.

freedom. That is what shari’a stands for, and eventually

And I thought, hey, that’s what shari’a is.

people in California are going to see that.

Back in 2008 I did not agree with gay marriage. But I still

But some people here do not yet understand Islam, let

voted no on Prop. 8. It wasn’t an easy decision for me. I felt

alone shari’a. Let me give you an example. I was with my

like I was doing something that was too ‘‘liberal.’’ But my

father when he was in the hospital before he died. He had

views on gay marriage have changed because of my knowl-

come to settle in Los Angeles thirty years earlier with my

edge of shari’a.

mother as immigrants from Iran. They started a business
here together. It’s now a decades-old family business not far
from Griffith Park. So there I was with my father at the
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Aisha: Super-Powered in a T-Shirt

hospital and, at one point, I asked the hospital staff if they

I don’t think that God hates me for choosing not to wear

could lend me a copy of the Qur’an so that I may pray. They

a hijab. But some people sure seem like they hate me for it.

only had Christian books, they said. ‘‘No one has donated

Last week I went to masjid wearing a T-shirt. A nice, modest,

any copies of the Qur’an to our hospital.’’ So I went back

loosely fitting T-shirt. Then some girl, Mona—I don’t know

home and returned to the hospital with my personal copy so

her—said to me, ‘‘Sister, you have to wear a hijab in the

that I could pray at my father’s bedside. After he died, I left

mosque or you are going to hell.’’
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‘‘Sister, I’m sorry,’’ I replied. ‘‘You can’t say shit about
what I’m wearing. That’s between me and God.’’
That’s not quite what I said. Actually, I stopped after the
word ‘‘sorry.’’ But I wanted to say the rest.

Maybe Mona is one of those girls who covers herself on
Huntington Beach while her husband soaks in the sunshine
in shorts and flip-flops. He doesn’t even have to wear a
T-shirt. Does that make it a shari’a-compliant beach?

I wanted to remind my sister Mona that I don’t look like

Why is it that some people tell me I’m going to hell for not

a whore just because I wear a T-shirt. I dress modestly, just

wearing the hijab? In my heart of hearts, I know God would

like every other girl in my huge, extended South Asian fam-

not do that to me. Muslims, especially young ones growing

ily. My clothing is not considered weird on the streets of

up here in California, need to stop thinking of Islam as all the

Santa Monica, and people don’t sexualize me simply

things that we cannot do. Instead, we need to start thinking of

because I’m wearing short sleeves. But as soon as I cross

all of the things that Islam encourages us to do.

that sidewalk or driveway into the masjid, I become hyper-

How is our Islam going to inspire us to fight for eco-

aware of my clothing. Why? Because people in the masjid

nomic and social justice, to fight for racial equality, to fight

worry I might be sexualized.

against the various forms of inequity we see in our society

But, guess what, sister? People sexualize me whether

and our surrounding communities? I’m invested in helping

I’m wearing the hijab or not. I know what whistling

young people like me to make that switch, to see shari’a as

sounds like and what it connotes. I know what those men

more than just words that we use like ma’sha Allah. I want us

are doing to women when they whistle at us on the

to see shari’a as a personal and collective fight against injus-

street. So I understand the values of wearing the hijab.

tice. Islamic teachings themselves are my fuel in this process.

At the same time, I don’t wear the hijab because it, too,

Shari’a adds passion to my fight to help the underdog.

draws attention. It says, ‘‘Look at me. I’m wearing a hijab.

You know, I’ve spent the last year educating myself about

Look at my body.’’ I don’t want attention like that on the

my faith. Actually, I’ve been super-powering my Islamic

streets, but that’s how I’d feel if I wore a hijab. So I wear

self. I’ve also been exploring what Islam says about women,

T-shirts.

from the perspective of women scholars. My friends ask me
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how I’ve learned so much about Islam. I have read books,

Shari’a is also not just reeducating my neighbor who once

watched videos on YouTube, and done a lot of internal

said to me, ‘‘I know you and your wife and your kids are nice

studying and reflecting. I have been looking—like, digging

people. But are you the exceptions in Islam? Are you Amer-

and digging—and trying to find spiritual realities to this

icanized Muslims? Has California tamed you?’’ Shari’a is

tradition. It moves my soul to learn about Islam from

more than all that.

learned scholars and sheikhs, or simply listening to Surat

My advocacy work on behalf of Islam and the example

Baqara on my sound system at home or in the car. I even

I set in my life urges people—even decent people who are

tweet Hadith, prophetic teachings, to my followers.

either misinformed or uninformed—to rethink what is

One day, I want to have a husband who also has a strong

shari’a. Islamic values of contributing to society and caring

Islamic sense of being, and I want to be able to pass that

for others help to shape the American system. At the same

message of faith on to my kids. And one day in a perfect

time, I’m learning about myself. As an American, I do not

California, I want to be part of an Islamic enlightenment.

have to lose my Muslim identity. To be an American, for

This Islamic enlightenment is long overdue.

me, is to be Muslim. B

Ali: Open Source Shari’a

Notes

Shari’a is different. It’s like open source coding, where each

Photographs from The Most Beautiful Names by Shireen Alihaji,
which examines the transition of Muslim names across immigration and socio-political events within the U.S.

engineer adds line after line, layer after layer, of code. Each
person makes the code stronger and more integrated. We
strengthen shari’a in California by being better people to our
loved ones, to our coworkers, and to our neighbors, one
person at a time.
Shari’a is also finding a smooth flow between the layers
of my religious values and the various aspects of my identity, as an Arab Muslim, a father to an adopted child, a professional engineer, and a civic activist speaking in school
classrooms about Islamic faith.
Islam is a religion I love. But it’s being hijacked, even

This essay is part of Shari’a Revoiced (www.shariarevoiced.org),
a project of the University of California Humanities Research Institute, led by Mark Fathi Massoud and Kathleen Moore, with funding
from the Henry Luce Foundation. We thank Shahab Malik, who
provided valuable research assistance, and Maria Ebrahimji, who
provided helpful feedback. Transliterations are our own; simple
apostrophes are used to represent diacritical marks. This work
would not have been possible without the kindness of many
respondents in California.
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Shari’a is not just the five pillars and eating halal meat
and refraining from alcohol and going to masjid on Fridays.
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