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in America

To be
Young,

Muslim,
& Black

By 2050, the Muslim population is projected to reach 8.1 
million in the U.S., according to a January 2018 report by 
the Pew Research Center. But how much do you know 
about the world’s fastest-growing religious group? With 
an estimated 20 percent of African Americans identify-

ing as Muslim, chances are you probably know someone 
who practices Islam. Read on to find out what it’s like being 

young, Muslim, and Black in the 1-8.
By Princess Gabbara
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Ahlam Yusuf of  Oakdale, Minnesota is 
forced to enter a four-digit code every time 
she leaves her house. About two months 
before Trump was elected, the 21-year-old 
Somali Muslim’s parents decided it would 
be a good idea to install a home security 
system with cameras. Why? Trump support-
ers were constantly vandalizing her family’s 
home and cars.

“My brother was a senior in high school at 
the time, so I’m like, ‘What if  it’s his friends 
doing homecoming pranks?’ But it just got re-

ally repetitive 
to the point 
where they 
started egging 
our cars [and] 
our home, like 
we couldn’t 
even get the 
stains off  
our house,” 
explains 
Ahlam, a re-
cent graduate 
of  Metro-
politan State 
University in 
St. Paul, Min-
nesota. “My 
mom was like, 
‘You know, I 
think it’s more 
than just high 
schoolers,’ 
so we got a 
whole security 
system set in 
place now, 
and it just 

feels weird … My mom is constantly on the 
app on her phone checking who left, and she 
gets a notification when the doors get opened. 
It’s just too much, and you don’t want to live 
like that. It feels like I’m in a prison.”

What is freeing for her, though? Unapolo-
getically flaunting her brightly colored hi-
jabs (a piece of  fabric that covers the hair 
and chest) and racking up thousands of  
likes on Insta. Contrary to popular belief, 
most Muslim women and girls aren’t forced 
to cover their heads. Some do as a symbol 
of  their faith, while others only wear a 
scarf  or hijab for special occasions, such 
as a wedding or Eid, which is a religious 
holiday that marks the end of  fasting dur-
ing Ramadan. Regardless, the hijab is not a 

sign of  oppression nor is it something that 
should be feared.

“My younger siblings are now starting to 
wear hijabs, and I’ve worn hijabs since I was 
really young, [and] I just tell them, ‘You’ve 
got to be comfortable with who you are,’” 
Ahlam says. “One of  them is hesitating to 
wear it I think mainly because of  fear and 
what people will think of  her, so I started 
doing modest fashion up and down Twitter 
and Instagram just to show my younger sis-
ters that you can still show who you are and 
still be fashionable. You can be fearless.”

But learning to stand firmly in her faith without 
caring about others’ opinions took a little time 
for Ahlam. “It was a complete culture shock be-
cause [until sixth grade] I was living in West St. 
Paul [Minnesota], which is predominantly Black, 
a bunch of  Somalis, Asians, Mexicans — it was 
kind of  like a melting pot of  a bunch of  differ-
ent cultures, and I loved it there,” Ahlam says. 
“And when we moved here [to Oakdale] … me 
and my sister were the only Muslims, Blacks, you 
name it. We were like the sore thumbs sticking 
out in the school,” she continues. “There was an 
incident that happened [in high school] where I 
was walking past a boy and he was like, ‘Oh, you 
better get out of  her way or she’ll blow you up.’”

It wasn’t Ahlam’s first time being verbally ha-
rassed at school due to her faith, but she admits 
the incident was upsetting, especially once she re-
alized the principal and counselors didn’t seem all 
that concerned. “It made me upset at first, more 
mad than anything else. I felt hurt days later after 
I realized no one in the school was going to do 
anything about it,” she says. “I grew really tough 
skin and made myself  almost unapproachable, so 
I could guarantee it wouldn’t happen again.”

Perpetuating false beliefs about what it 
means to be Muslim isn’t only unfair to those 
who follow that faith, but it can also be 
dangerous for them. According to the Pew 
Research Center, hate crimes against Muslims 
rose 67 percent from 2014 to 2015, and that 
number continues to rise. So, before we go 
any further, let’s squash a few stereotypes: 

 Stereotype No. 1: If  you are a male,  
 you can’t speak to a girl or woman  
 unless she is in the presence of  her  
 father or other male family member.  
 IRL: Yes, you can speak to her. 

 Stereotype No. 2: Muslim women  
 don’t have any rights. IRL: Islam  

Ahlam Yusuf



035    www.sesimag.comsummer ‘18

 P
ho

to 
cre

dit
s: 

Ph
oto

s c
ou

rte
sy 

of
 su

bje
cts

 was one of  the first major   
 religions to give women the right  
 to own and inherit property, and  
 they did so centuries ago. Islam  
 also gave women the right to vote,  
 to get divorced, to receive an  
 education, and more, all long  
 before the Western world ever did.

 Stereotype No. 3: Muslims have  
 a different God than other  
 religions. IRL: Allah is the same  
 God that, for example, Christians  
 and Jews pray to. “Allah” is just the  
 word “God” in Arabic.

 Stereotype No. 4: Black Muslims  
 practice Islam incorrectly. IRL:  
 Black Muslims follow the same  
 pillars of  Islam. Some of  the most  
 woke, respected, and influential  
 African Americans were Muslim,  
 such as Malcom X and Muhammed  
 Ali. Other notable Muslims include  
 Iman, SZA, and Dave Chappelle.

Islam simply means “surrender” to God 
in a religious sense. Muslims believe that 

Muhammed was God’s last prophet and 
that the Quran (Islam’s religious text) was 
dictated by Allah to Muhammed through 
an angel. There are five fundamental pillars 
of  Islam. First, a person must declare there 
is no God but Allah, and Muhammad is his 
messenger. Other pillars include praying 
five times daily, giving back to those in 
need, fasting during the holy month of  Ra-
madan, and making a pilgrimage to the city 
of  Mecca in Saudi Arabia at least once, but 
only if  physically and financially possible.

Are there Islamic extremists (i.e. members 
of  the Islamic State and al-Qaida) who 
misconstrue the Quran to justify atrocious 
attacks that claim the lives of  innocent peo-
ple? Yes. And are there Christian extremists, 
such as white supremacist groups, includ-
ing the Ku Klux Klan and neo-Nazis, who 
use the Bible to defend their hatred and 
violence toward Blacks, Jews, Catholics, the 
LGBT+ community, and more? Yes. In fact, 
from 2008 to 2016, right-wing extremists 
were responsible for nearly twice as many 
terrorism incidents in the U.S. compared 
to Islamic extremists, according to a joint 
project conducted by the Investigative Fund 

at the Nation Institute and Reveal from The 
Center for Investigative Reporting.

The difference between the two? Despite those 
numbers, people don’t claim all white people are 
terrorists. Minority groups, however, don’t receive 
the same benefit of  the doubt, and those preju-
dices can lead to Islamophobia, which can lead to 
things such as hate crimes and Muslim Bans.

Muslims simply want to be free to practice 
their religion without judgment, as others do. 
“As a Muslim ... I am supposed to devote most 
of  my time and my life and basically all my 
energy toward Him spiritually, but I also ask 
Him for help in this life because I can’t really 
do everything myself,” says 22-year-old Salihah 
Clayton, a soon-to-be college student in Balti-
more, Maryland. “We’re human beings, we’re 
flawed in our makeup, and that’s exactly how 
He made us so that we could ask for help.” 
Still, the humanity of  Blacks and Muslims is 
often systematically ignored and dismissed.

Although Salihah’s family didn’t experi-
ence any vandalism during the election like 
Ahlam’s, there have been a few unsettling 
encounters. “When [Trump] was elected, I 

Salihah and her mom
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did notice people looking at me like I was 
some kind of  disease, and I didn’t like 
that,” she says. “[And one day,] as I was 
walking home from the bus stop, I actu-
ally had an encounter with someone of  
the same ethnicity unfortunately, a Black 
gentleman. He told me to go back home, 
and I was confused because I was home.” 
She decided to ignore his ignorant com-
ments and kept it moving. “I don’t really 
care what people think of  me. I place 
more pride and emphasis on my character 
than how I look. So, when someone tries 
to make fun of  me, I have no control 
over that, so I might as well not worry 
about it. And it’s hard. It takes practice,” 
she says.

The decision to convert from Christi-
anity to Islam came naturally for Taylor 
Little, a 19-year-old criminology stu-
dent at Eastern Michigan University in 
Ypsilanti, Michigan. As someone who 
was introduced to the religion in high 
school through the Muslim Student As-
sociation, Taylor noticed the sense of  
calmness she felt after listening to her 
peers’ Quran recitations and sermons. 
“Islam gave me a sense of  structure 
and stability that I’d otherwise lacked,” 
she says. 

But that doesn’t erase the fact that Tay-
lor still feels like Blacks are often ex-
cluded from traditional Muslim spaces. 
“I’ve had times in which I would be at 
a mosque volunteering, fully covered 
and wearing a hijab, and Arab girls 

would gasp and tell me that I pronounce 
‘assalamualaikum,’ [which means ‘peace be 
with you’ in Arabic] very well and then be 
shocked when I’d bluntly state that I, too, 
was Muslim,” she shares.

Being a Black Muslim, who also identifies 
as queer, feels like a double-edged sword 
at times for Taylor. “Going to a traditional 
mosque is often picking which type of  
[discrimination] I want to endure that day,” 
she says. “Do I want to go to a predomi-
nantly South Asian or Arab mosque and 
suffer from anti-Black racism and color-
ism? Or do I want to feel slightly more 
comfortable at my predominantly Black 
mosque and overhear homophobic and 
transphobic comments?” Turns out, facing 
discrimination from Arab Muslims as a 
Black person is not all that uncommon. “I 
wouldn’t say it’s direct, but you kind of  get 
those looks,” Ahlam says. “[But what we all 
need to understand is] it’s not tied to any 
specific race, any specific ethnicity. Anyone 
can be Muslim.”

And if  there’s just one thing you take away 
from this piece, let it be this: “What I want 
people to know most about Islam is that 
it is merely another … way of  developing 
a connection with the Divine and being a 
participant in this universe,” Taylor says. 
“There is no need for it to be exoticized 
nor prohibited or feared. Do feel free to 
challenge anti-Muslim policies, interactions, 
and people that you may see or hear about. 
We can’t do this alone, and we damn sure 
should not have to.” s

Taylor Little
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