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Abstract 
 

Recently, American Muslims have gained some national attention as individual American 
Muslims, such as Ibtihaj Muhammad, a fencer for the U.S. national team, and media 
produced by American Muslims, such as the video “Somewhere in America,” are 
featured in mainstream media. At the same time, Islamophobic politicians and media 
pundits have contributed to an increase in anti-Muslim sentiment in the U.S. In the midst 
of these disparate depictions of Muslims in the American media, millennial American 
Muslims are going online to claim their identities, connect with one another, and respond 
to Islamophobia. As young American Muslims become more visible online, groups of 
American Muslims such as IllMuslims are becoming the “face” of American Muslims, 
and the identity performances that they promote have become the most recognizable and 
acceptable ways to be American Muslim. In order to understand how American Muslims 
construct, express, and perform their uniquely American Muslim identities, I perform a 
hybrid ethnographic study that combines a longitudinal study of social media accounts 
run by young American Muslims with individual semi-structured interviews with young 
American Muslims and a participant-observation of an IllMuslims event. I argue that 
young American Muslims perform and inhabit identities that are uniquely American 
Muslim both online and offline. In constructing and performing their identities, American 
Muslim millennials simultaneously cite American culture, Islamic tradition and norms, 
the cultures and norms of their families’ countries of origin, and the increasingly 
recognizable features of American Muslim culture. In this thesis, I illuminate some 
aspects of how young Muslims in the U.S. are coming to understand themselves, their 
faith, and their relationship to and role within broader American society. I also contribute 
to the larger methodological toolkit of religious studies, as well as other disciplines that 
utilize ethnographic methods, by modeling one way that social media can be used to 
perform a virtual participant-observational study as well as supplement traditional, in-
person participant-observation and interviews.  
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Introduction: Being Social in D.C. 

It’s around 10:00 pm one Saturday in late January in Washington D.C., and I’m 

standing in the corner of a fairly small, dimly-lit club-like space, sipping a “mocktail” 

made by the mixologist Abeer Najjar (in this case, it’s alcohol-free sangria). The room is 

full of well-dressed twenty- and thirty-somethings mingling with one another. In this area 

of the room, most people are standing in groups of three or four, chatting. In another area, 

DJ Doubleup is playing a playlist of mostly pop and popular hip-hop songs – throughout 

the night, I hear Drake, Beyoncé, and Justin Bieber. The crowd is more densely packed 

closer to the DJ booth, where most people are dancing. This is the scene of a typical Be 

Social event put on by the group IllMuslims. According to IllMuslims’ Instagram bio, 

these events “focus on building community while promoting creativity” among young 

Muslims in the United States and Canada.1 This vision translates into a reality that some 

have claimed looks a little too much like a club: a DJ playing popular music, room to 

dance, alcohol-free mocktails and appetizers. But the events also include pop-up shops 

selling products made by Muslim-owned small businesses, pop-up galleries featuring 

Muslim artists, a giant Jenga set meant to break the ice, and quieter, less crowded areas 

where people can go to talk.  

Although some people have critiqued the “club-like” vibe of Be Social events and 

argue that the setting is not conducive to real conversation or connection, Rummi Khan, 

the founder of IllMuslims, claims that the beauty of these events is that they provide 

                                                
1 IllMuslims Instagram page, accessed February 22, 2016, instagram.com/IllMuslims.  
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something for everyone. Rummi describes the set-up of the D.C. event and other Be 

Social events like it, saying: 2  

We had a side lounge that wasn’t loud and had seating and it was easy to 
have a conversation. [There was] the popup shop, the Illy graffiti wall, and 
the Jenga…We’re not forcing everyone all in the same space. We’re 
giving each [guest] a range of things that they [can] do with considerable 
comfort....The dance floor is never that big…and then the other rooms are 
not that cramped…because anyone that’s trying to have a conversation 
doesn’t like the idea of being too tightly cramped when trying to do that.3 
 

Although the goal of the Be Social events is partly to connect people who might not 

otherwise meet, many of the attendees seem to have come to the event with a group of 

friends, or have met up with someone they already knew at the event. According to 

Muna,4 a gregarious New Yorker who has attended Be Social events in both D.C. and 

New York, “because we [in New York] are cliquey people, everyone was [at the event] 

with the people that they knew. Which was fine because there were so many people…I 

met a couple of new people, but honestly it’s just like a really big hangout.”5 The general 

consensus among many of the people with whom I spoke seems to be that Be Social 

events are best enjoyed with friends. Nevertheless, I arrive at the Be Social event in D.C. 

on my own, ready to try to make some of the elusive connections IllMuslims promises.  

 When I arrive at the event, the attendance is fairly sparse. There are a few people 

scattered about in small groups, and the music is not yet too loud to prevent conversation. 

I strike up a conversation with Ahmed, who has also arrived solo. He is tall and friendly, 

wearing a dark suit that is slim-cut, well-tailored, and complete with a skinny tie and 

pocket square – overall, it is very fitting with millennial fashion trends. I notice that he 
                                                
2 Quotations from interviews have been edited for clarity.  
3 Leda Zakarison, Personal Interview: Rummi Khan, February 11, 2016. 
4 Names changed to protect the privacy of interview participants unless otherwise noted.  
5 Leda Zakarison, Personal Interview: Muna, January 18, 2016. 
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looks like many of the advertisements I had seen for Be Social events on the IllMuslims 

Instagram page (see Fig. 1). We chat about his recent move to D.C. and his new job 

working for the federal government, my thesis project, and our mutual love of 

Washington state, where he had been stationed during his time in the military. He tells 

me about his car, which he purchased in Germany, had shipped to Seattle, and then 

brought to New York with him when he moved, but which still has Washington state 

license plates. As we talk, the event gets more crowded, and we part ways. Later, I notice 

him talking and laughing with several other event attendees – he even manages to break 

into a larger circle of people. 

 

 Later on during the evening, I meet Farhan. I had stationed myself on a couch 

placed against one wall of the main area to observe, and he came and sat next to me. He 

is bald and quiet, and he wears wire-rimmed glasses, slacks, and a red button-down shirt 

that is more loose-fitting than is the current style. He works in the real estate business and 

has recently moved to Virginia, and we talk about our impressions of D.C. and the major 

snowstorm that recently happened there. We talk about the event going on around us, the 

Fig. 1: Advertisement for 
Be Social L.A., posted on 
IllMuslims’ Instagram 
page, February 17, 2016, 
https://www.instagram.com
/p/BB523W9nKVf/. 
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people that we see – he observes that everyone is very fashionable, and he tells me that he 

felt like he does not totally fit in with this crowd, that perhaps he is “too old,” having 

graduated from college nearly 15 years ago. After I leave our conversation to go check 

out the dessert bar, I notice him talking with a few more individual people, but he also 

seems to be spending more time on the periphery of the crowd. We bump into each other 

a few more times that evening and talk for a few more minutes each time. 

 Initially, Ahmed and Farhan seem remarkably similar. They’re both practicing 

Muslims, and they’re both young enough to be considered millennials, although Farhan 

may be on the older end of this group.6 They both recently moved to D.C. and went to the 

Be Social event in order to meet more young Muslims in the area and expand their social 

network. And yet, once at the event, the two had very different experiences. How do we 

account for these differences in the two men’s experience of the event? Perhaps it can be 

explained simply by the fact that Farhan seems to be more quiet and reserved, while 

Ahmed is more gregarious and good at carrying on small talk. But perhaps this difference 

is also due to the fact that, as Farhan observed, he doesn’t really fit in with the group of 

people at the event, and Ahmed does. 

If Ahmed fit in more easily at the Be Social D.C. event, it is perhaps because his 

lifestyle and dress more closely fit IllMuslims’ target audience. The prototypical member 

of this group is in their mid- to late-twenties or early thirties and dresses in a unique but 

very on-trend, elegant way. They are practicing Muslims, but perhaps don’t agree with 

some of the more conservative strictures of their parents’ generations’ interpretations of 

                                                
6 In 2012, researchers Neil Howe and William Strauss identified millennials as anyone born between 1982 
and 2004 (Philip Bump, “Here Is When Each Generation Begins and Ends, According to Facts,” The 
Atlantic, March 25, 2014, http://www.theatlantic.com/national/archive/2014/03/here-is-when-each-
generation-begins-and-ends-according-to-facts/359589/). 
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Islam. They want a place where they can mix, mingle, and hang out, free from either the 

rigidity and formality of mosque-based events or the potential isolation that can 

accompany the experience of going to a bar with non-Muslim friends and not drinking 

alcohol. The people who fit this description are also part of a growing group of young 

Muslims active on social media who are increasingly defining what it means to be a 

millennial Muslim in America. 

IllMuslims’ events and social media pages have become a meeting place for many 

of these young American Muslims. The group is best-known for its Be Social events and 

other gatherings that it hosts, which take place in major metropolitan areas across the 

U.S. and Canada.7 These events bring together young Muslims regardless of their ethnic 

background or ideological differences. The group is targeted specifically to people in 

their mid-twenties to early thirties, who are, according to Rummi, “professionals that are 

earning well, that are educated, but want to actually have a sense of belonging and 

community.”8 The group maintains an active social media presence, and its central online 

location is Instagram, though it is also active on Facebook and Snapchat. According to 

Rummi, Instagram is the main social media platform used by the people that IllMuslims 

targets.9 Through its Instagram and other social media pages, IllMuslims features Muslim 

artists, musicians, and other “creatives,”10 as well as advertisements for upcoming Be 

Social events and pictures from past events.  

                                                
7 The IllMuslims team has hosted events in Chicago, New York City, Washington, D.C., Houston, Los 
Angeles, San Francisco, and Toronto. 
8 Zakarison, Interview with Rummi Khan. 
9 Ibid. 
10 In this context, a “creative” refers to anyone who is involved in a creative career, including (but not 
limited to): music production, music performance, visual arts, fashion design, styling, creative writing, 
acting, and poetry. Creatives may also own small shops, either online or offline, that sell handmade goods 
such as stationery, jewelry, or clothing. Some creatives may be employed in a non-creative field but also 
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While IllMuslims is best-known for its Be Social events, Rummi claims that the 

goals of the group are much more far-reaching: “Ultimately we’re trying to redefine what 

it means to be Muslim American. You can be both religious and spiritual and adherent to 

your faith and social and progressive and out and mingling with both Muslims and non-

Muslims, you can have friends from different ethnic backgrounds, conservative and 

liberal.”11 IllMuslims’ larger goal is to unite young American Muslims across ethnic or 

ideological lines in the name of community and creativity.  

I began my research by utilizing IllMuslims as an access point to reach the 

growing community of young Muslims who grew up in the U.S. and who are now 

gathering both online and in person based on their shared faith tradition. The majority of 

my research focuses on Instagram pages and Instagram users because IllMuslims and the 

community of which it is a part is most active on Instagram. Instagram is a platform that 

facilitates the sharing of images which the user has (usually) edited by cropping or 

applying filters for aesthetic effect. Rather than a platform like Facebook, which 

encourages users to upload many photos at one time into an “album” which the user’s 

friends can peruse, Instagram promotes the posting of fewer, more artistic or aesthetically 

interesting photos. These photos appear as discrete posts on a user’s page, and most users 

post a few images a week or up to one image a day. Photos can only be posted to 

Instagram via a mobile phone application. Overall, images posted to Instagram seem to 

provide a snapshot of a user’s day because users can post photos almost instantaneously 

with their smartphones. However, these images are highly mediated and considerable 

thought usually goes into deciding what images to post and how to edit and caption them. 

                                                                                                                                            
have a strong interest in creative pursuits. For example, Samira is a teacher but she also runs a small online 
shop selling handmade cards and other goods. 
11 Zakarison, Interview with Rummi Khan. 
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A given user’s Instagram page proposes a carefully constructed, likely idealized version 

of the user’s reality. 

Instagram also facilitates online social interaction through features such as 

following, commenting, tagging, and hashtags. When user A follows user B, the images 

that user B has posted show up on user A’s feed, which is an aggregate of all the images 

posted by all the people user A follows, arranged in chronological order from newest to 

oldest. Users can comment on other users’ posts and tag other people who appear in their 

photos. Additionally, Instagram supports the use of hashtags, which allow users to 

caption their posts with popular hashtags that other users can then “discover” by 

searching a specific hashtag, such as #dog or #breakfast. These hashtags can also be used 

to easily see all the photos posted during a given event, such as #Be SocialDC or 

#SuperBowl50. Finally, certain hashtags have become cultural phenomena, and it is not 

uncommon to see users post photos based on these hashtags. Such hashtags include #tbt, 

or Throwback Thursday, during which users post images of them when they were 

younger, and #blackout, when black Instagram users post pictures of themselves in an 

effort to celebrate black beauty and promote black representation in the media. 

Over the course of about three months beginning in December 2015 and ending in 

February 2016, I contacted Instagram users who follow IllMuslims, or whom IllMuslims 

follows, using Instagram’s direct message function. I also attended IllMuslim’s Be Social 

D.C. event, where I met more people whom I later interviewed, including one of the 

founders of IllMuslims, Rummi Khan. I also contacted event attendees who wrote their 

Instagram handles (usernames which begin with the @ sign, such as @illmuslims or 

@ledazak) on a large piece of butcher paper, called a “graffiti wall,” which was hung up 
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during the Be Social event. In the end, I conducted nine semi-structured interviews which 

ranged in length from 30 minutes to two hours and occurred over FaceTime or Skype.  

My research was further informed by other social media accounts run by Muslims 

living in the United States and Canada whom I was not able to interview. This includes 

over 65 Instagram accounts, about 20 Tumblr blogs, five Facebook groups, and five 

Twitter accounts. In all of these cases, I followed the groups using my own personal 

social media accounts; I did not create new accounts specifically for the purpose of 

conducting this research. Following these accounts became a sort of participant-

observation – I interacted with these accounts on a daily basis in my capacity as a fellow 

millennial, rather than in the more formal role of researcher I assumed when conducting 

interviews. Using social media, I was able to travel virtually into American Muslim 

communities. I checked these accounts every day and posted to my own accounts 

regularly, and so I was able to observe the lives of several American Muslims over a 

period of about six months. I also consulted several websites that featured long-form, 

blog-style posts written by various authors and approved and posted by moderators. 

These websites are all created and moderated by Muslims living in the United States, and 

include muslimgirl.net, comingoffaith.org, and mozzified.com. I considered these posts 

to also constitute primary source materials expressing the opinions of the authors, who 

are all Muslims who fall within IllMuslims’ target demographic. 

Although social media use was an integral part of my research process, this study 

is not about social media itself. Instead, I use social media as a means to access the 

community whom I wish to study. In my study, Instagram, Twitter, Tumblr, and 

Facebook serve as what Hanne Eggen Roislien has termed a “hub-keeper” which 
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provides both access to potential interviewees as well as context and validation for what 

these interviewees report.12 Roiselien argues that:  

[Facebook] represents a peculiar combination of serious and reliable data, 
on the one hand, and jokes and nonsense on the other; it is a place where 
explicit political and controversial messages and campaigns are expressed 
alongside with what appears to be merely shallow engagement…As both a 
reflection and result of the prevailing discourses in the individual profile 
owners’ societies, Facebook’s interactive form can contribute to giving a 
wider and more thorough understanding of both the interviewees and the 
context of the research topic.13  
 

I would argue that this description of Facebook can be extended to other social media 

platforms as well, where a silly meme or photo of one’s brunch can easily be juxtaposed 

with a powerful post about Donald Trump’s comments about Muslims in America or a 

condemnation of Israel’s actions in occupied Palestinian territories. For millennials, 

social media has become an extension of everyday life, an expression of the mundane and 

the profound moments that happen from day-to-day. It also constitutes an integral part of 

millennials’ identity expression and social life. However, social media is also a highly 

constructed space; usually, users put a great deal of thought into the image of themselves 

that they portray online through their Instagram photos, Facebook comments, and blog 

posts. As a primary source, social media posts indicate how posters perceive and 

understand both their world and themselves.  

Although social media posts can be read as indicative of the poster’s beliefs and 

understandings, generally millennials’ online lives do not run in parallel to their offline 

lives. Instead, an individual has one life, one identity, which is expressed, constructed, 

                                                
12 Hanne Eggen Røislien, “Via Facebook to Jerusalem: Social Media as a Toolbox for the Study of 
Religion,” Fieldwork in Religion 6, no. 1 (May 2011): 11. 
13 Ibid., 12. 
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and navigated both online and offline.14 However, individuals generally express 

themselves differently and highlight different aspects of their lives and identities online 

and offline. Thus, it is nearly impossible to gain a full understanding of a person purely 

from their posts on social media. Although social media has become an integral part of 

most millennials’ social lives, it has not become a replacement for face-to-face 

interaction. This is an underlying assumption of the Be Social model, which often serves 

to bring together people who have previously only interacted online. Several people I 

talked with recognize that social media cannot fully capture their thoughts or ideas in the 

way that in-person conversation can. For example, Ali does not engage in contentious 

discussions online. Instead, he tells me, “If you wanna have a conversation with me, let’s 

do something like this, let’s do something over the phone, in person, but I will not do 

something over the Internet.”15 Similarly, Amadou explains that he tends to post Tweets 

which are not wholly understandable when taken on their own: “Thoughts come into my 

mind, I’ll tweet it. And it might not make sense to anybody else in the world reading it, 

but for me it’s kinda like a journal, and it’s so encrypted [that] you really have to sit 

down and have a conversation with me to really figure out what I’m talking about.”16 Just 

as Amadou’s tweets fail to convey the full meaning behind them, social media accounts 

cannot fully express the thoughts and worldviews of the users behind them. Thus, it was 

                                                
14 Many millennials, including those whom I interviewed for this project, will refer to their “real” lives 
when discussing offline, in-person interactions. Some researchers have picked up on this language, and 
contrast internet users’ “real” and “virtual” lives. I find that this terminology discredits the importance of 
online interactions and ignores the significant impact online interactions can have on individuals in their 
offline lives. Online and offline interactions always already inform one another, and millennials’ online and 
offline activities are inseparable parts of their lives. In this thesis, I use “online” to describe any interactions 
or activities that are mediated by a technological device; this can include posting and commenting on social 
media, internet surfing, online messaging, and text messaging. I use “offline” to describe interactions that 
occur face-to-face.  
15 Leda Zakarison, Personal Interview: Ali, February 4, 2016. 
16 Leda Zakarison, Personal Interview: Amadou, February 4, 2016. 
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important for me to use social media as a supplement to personal interviews rather than 

as the basis of my research. In order to conduct this study of millennial American 

Muslims, I combine a longitudinal participant-observation study of IllMuslims’ social 

media pages, as well as the pages of individuals who follow IllMuslims, with one-time, 

in-depth interviews with individual social media users connected to IllMuslims. This 

methodological approach most closely replicates the ways that American millennials 

interact with one another in their daily lives both online and offline. Furthermore, I argue 

that this approach more accurately captures millennials’ lived and performed identities 

than either a longitudinal social media study or a series of in-person interviews would on 

their own. This hybrid approach to ethnographic research which combines information 

gathered through participant-observation and interviews both online and offline may 

prove useful as other researchers conduct further studies of communities of young people 

who are active on social media.17 

In this thesis, I argue that young American Muslims perform and inhabit identities 

that are uniquely American Muslim both online and offline. In constructing and 

performing their identities, American Muslim millennials simultaneously cite American 

culture, Islamic tradition and norms, the cultures and norms of their families’ countries of 

origin, and the increasingly recognizable features of American Muslim culture. Highly 
                                                
17 Because social media is a relatively new tool in the study of religion, as well as other disciplines such as 
anthropology and sociology, some ethical questions about its use in research settings have yet to be 
resolved. Most social media platforms, including Tumblr, Instagram, and Twitter, allow anyone to follow 
any other user without the user’s explicit consent, unless this user has changed their privacy settings. Many 
users whom I followed during my research process likely did not notice when I began following them and 
did not know that I was observing their online activity as part of my research. However, social media posts 
are generally accessible to the public, and many researchers use information available online without the 
explicit consent of the author or poster. Although I obtained approval from Whitman College’s Internal 
Review Board for my interviews and my participant-observation of the IllMuslims event in D.C., I did not 
seek IRB approval of my social media study. As more researchers turn to social media as a source for their 
research, it may be worth exploring when consent is required to use individual social media accounts in 
research and how best to ensure that studies involving social media are ethical and respect the privacy of 
the users who are observed as part of the research.  
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visible groups of American Muslims, and especially groups such as IllMuslims that are 

active on social media, are becoming the “face” of American Muslims. These groups are 

highly visible to both Muslims and non-Muslims, and so the identity performances that 

they promote have become the most recognizable and acceptable ways to be American 

Muslim, both within the American Muslim community and in the United States more 

broadly. As American Muslims navigate the various facets of their identity, they affirm, 

through explicit statements and their lived identity, that they are at once wholly American 

and wholly Muslim. Through this study, I will illuminate some aspects of how young 

Muslims in the U.S. are coming to understand themselves, their faith, and their 

relationship to and role within broader American society. In chapter 1, I will discuss 

some key defining features of IllMuslims and their target audience and explore the 

potential critiques and implications of IllMuslims’ project of representing and bringing 

together young American Muslims. In chapter 2, I explore my participants’ relationship 

to their American identities, their responses to Islamophobia, and how they understand 

the relationship between their nationality and their faith.   
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Chapter 1: Being Ill and Muslim 

According to Rummi Khan, one of the founders of IllMuslims, “ill is the unapologetic 

expression of self.”18 To be ill is to be wholly oneself and to not bend to the critiques of 

others who would tell you that you should model yourself in their image. IllMuslims, 

then, denotes every young Muslim in the United States who expresses their self, their 

identity, in their own unique way. According to Judith Butler’s theory of identity, 

however, identities do not come into existence in a vacuum. Individuals perform their 

identities through citations of previous performances of these identities, and simply 

enacting one’s identity renders this identity “real.”19 Thus, as individual American 

Muslims unapologetically live their lives, they draw upon previous examples of 

performances of Muslim identities, American identities, and American Muslim identities, 

and they bring into being their own American Muslim identity. According to Zainab, 

millennial American Muslims are similar in that “A lot of us are the kids of immigrants, 

we were born and raised in America, I think we’re so integrated into American society 

and a big part of it…You pray five times a day, you fast, you don’t drink, but you like 

love Beyoncé, you go to Drake concerts, things like – like who else would identify with 

that, you know?”20 Essentially, according to Zainab, millennial American Muslims, the 

people to whom IllMuslims appeals, are identifiable because they both consume 

mainstream, non-Muslim American pop culture, such as the music of mega-popular 

musicians like Drake and Beyoncé, and regularly engage in Muslim practices, observe 

                                                
18 Zakarison, Interview with Rummi Khan. 
19 See Judith Butler, “Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay In Phenomenology and 
Feminist Theory,” in Feminist Theory Reader: Local and Global Perspectives, ed. Carole R. McCann and 
Seung-Kyung Kim (New York: Routledge, 2013): 469.  
20 Leda Zakarison, Personal Interview: Zainab, February 16, 2016. 
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Muslim traditions, celebrate Muslim holidays, and adhere to Islamic doctrine. They cite 

both American popular culture and Muslim tradition in their performance of identity, 

seamlessly blending the two into a single, uniquely American Muslim identity. Although 

IllMuslims is made up of many individuals acting ostensibly independently, many people 

who are associated with IllMuslims share certain things in common, aside from simply 

being Muslim, young, and in the United States. The collective image created by 

IllMuslims’ own social media posts, as well as the aggregate of the “social media 

influencers” who are actively involved with IllMuslims, has come to represent one image 

of what it means to be young and Muslim in America.  

 While millennials are active on social media in a variety of ways, there are 

observable patterns in the social media habits of the young American Muslims who 

follow IllMuslims and attend their events. First, this group uses social media largely to 

connect to one another and to build networks. All of the people I interviewed rely on 

social media to keep up with people that they have already met offline, be they close 

friends or recent acquaintances. However, social media also serves as a space to connect 

with people to whom one might not have access offline. Samira, for example, uses social 

media to follow imams and other Islamic teachers and leaders such as Suhaib Webb, a 

popular American imam who maintains a strong social media presence.21 Social media 

                                                
21 When asked whether the internet was a useful source when attempting to answer questions about one’s 
religious tradition or understand an aspect of Islam or Islamic doctrine, participants indicate some 
ambivalence. Although some participants feel that the internet can be a useful source when questioning 
how to interpret certain aspects of their religious tradition, they do not think they have the tools to 
personally answer these questions using information available online. Instead, they regard the internet as a 
point of access to respected scholars and leaders who could help them answer their questions. Some 
participants also use social media as a tool to connect with friends with whom they can discuss questions of 
faith and practice. Some scholars have suggested that Muslims living in Western countries are increasingly 
engaging in “personal ijtihad,” or individual interpretation of Islamic doctrine, rather than turning to 
traditional sources and scholars for guidance on questions of faith and practice. In his book iMuslims, Gary 
Bunt suggests that internet access can facilitate this ijtihad by allowing individual Muslims greater access 
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can also serve as a space to connect with other people who share a user’s interests or who 

are succeeding in a career a user is trying to pursue. Users can use social media to 

discover interesting creatives whose work the users can consume, such as artists, online 

store owners, and musicians; in turn, many creatives rely on social media to disseminate 

their work and grow their audiences. For example, Samira runs an online shop selling 

hand-crafted stationery and other goods, and she relies primarily on Facebook and 

Instagram to advertise her business. Similarly, Raheem, a poet and actor, uses social 

media to stay “relevant”: “I just wanna try to get my hands in every platform as I can…so 

I can get myself noticed, because it’s difficult if you wanna try to get into a field where 

it’s all about how many people know about you and what you can do, rather than just 

having a couple of followers and trying to break into an industry.”22 Social media has 

become a platform for millennials to build networks of people who can both inspire users 

and be useful to them; users both consume and promote one another’s work through 

social media. 

Although most of the people I interviewed have accounts on several large social 

media platforms such as Twitter, Facebook, and Tumblr, they tend to be most active on 

Instagram. Instagram has become a crucial space for promoting artistic endeavors, such 

as visual arts, music, poetry, and boutique fashion lines. According to Rummi, the 

founders of IllMuslims decided to be most active on Instagram because of key 

                                                                                                                                            
to the Qur’an, hadith, and other Islamic texts, translations of these texts, and other interpretive tools. On the 
other hand, Zareena Grewal (Islam is a Foreign Country) points out that increasing numbers of American 
Muslims are travelling to Islamic schools in the Middle East to learn traditions of Islamic religious science 
and jurisprudence rather than relying exclusively on personal, untrained interpretation of Islamic doctrine. 
A study of the ways in which young American Muslims use social media to connect to sources whom they 
understand to be authoritative and to discuss questions and concerns about their faith may prove to be a 
fruitful addition to the conversations around authority and interpretation with which both Bunt and Grewal 
engage. 
22 Leda Zakarison, Personal Interview: Raheem, February 12, 2016. 
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differences in the user base and functions of different popular social media platforms: 

“We didn’t start with Twitter because we don’t really use Twitter like that. If you’re a 

journalist, you use Twitter; if you’re an activist, you’re using Twitter. But if you’re the 

type of people that we’re talking about, that are professionals, that are earning well, that 

are educated, but want to actually have a sense of belonging and community, they’re on 

Instagram.”23 Hafsa also recognizes this difference in the types of interactions occurring 

on different social media platforms; Twitter is useful in communicating current events 

and news updates and fosters opinion sharing, in-depth conversations, and dialogue about 

important issues, while Instagram is primarily a space for sharing photography and other 

creative visual work.24  

  Another defining feature of the people who fall within IllMuslims’ target 

demographic is that they are often involved in creative pursuits, either as a career or as a 

side project. Rummi refers to the people who attend IllMuslims events as “creatives,” and 

this can encompass a wide variety of types of work, from clothing or accessory design 

and styling, to photography or visual art, to small business ownership, to poetry or music 

performance, production, and promotion. In general, these are “nontraditional” career 

paths; IllMuslims do not work 9-5 jobs in cubicles but rather do what they love and 

monetize a passion. And while there is some variety in these career paths, there are a few 

notable absences. While the term “creative” can describe many careers, the larger group 

of “creatives” does not generally encompass journalists or activists, nor does it include 

teachers, financiers, or government workers. However, Rummi also describes IllMuslims 

as a space for “young professionals,” a category which would encompass all these 

                                                
23 Zakarison, Interview with Rummi Khan. 
24 Leda Zakarison, Personal Interview: Hafsa, February 7, 2016. 
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careers. The category of “young professionals” also more accurately describes the variety 

of people I met at or through IllMuslims events; although Amadou and Raheem are 

aspiring poets and artists, Samira is a full-time teacher who runs an Etsy-style shop on the 

side, Hafsa is a full-time journalism student, Ahmed works for the government, and Ali 

works for a start-up consulting company.  

Most of the people who engage with IllMuslims would fall into the broader 

umbrella of what David Infante has termed “yuccie,” an abbreviation for Young Urban 

Creative. According to Infante, yuccies are “intent on being successful like yuppies and 

creative like hipsters.”25 Usually, yuccies have a significant income, but they have earned 

it doing something they love, something that is creative – they don’t work in “boring” 9-5 

jobs. While many listicles have been generated about how yuccies talk, think, and act, 

yuccies are often most easily recognizable by the way they dress. According to Jessica 

Schiffer, a self-identified yuccie, 

Our relationship to fashion highlights our larger hypocrisy: We insist on 
the value of unbridled creativity while putting a huge stake in material 
goods like clothing and accessories…We lust after pieces that render us 
cool simply because we own them, creating a new list of status symbols in 
place of the obvious ones that we’re more likely to deride…The pieces we 
prefer are more subtle than loud, recognized only by the rest of our 
breed.26  
 

Put more bluntly, Joanna Robin describes a typical yuccie man’s outfit: “this button up 

shirt says I work 9-5, this watch says I get paid okay, these sneakers say I have a young 

soul and this moustache says I’m probably a twat.”27 Although the yuccie fashion 

                                                
25 David Infante, “The Hipster Is Dead, and You Might Not like Who Comes Next,” Mashable, June 9, 
2015, http://mashable.com/2015/06/09/post-hipster-yuccie/. 
26 Jessica Schiffer, “The Fashion Status Symbols of the Yuccie,” WhoWhatWear, June 23, 2015, 
http://www.whowhatwear.com/yuccie-fashion. 
27 Joanna Robin, “So Hipsters Are Dead. Here’s Six Ways to Know If You’re a ‘Yuccie’.,” Mamamia, 
February 2, 2016, http://www.mamamia.com.au/lifestyle/what-is-a-yuccie/. 
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sensibility is easily recognized and analyzed, it is more difficult to describe. Yuccie style 

options are circumscribed by certain style parameters, but there is still quite a bit of 

variation in individual yuccies’ fashion choices, which allows for yuccies to creatively 

express themselves through their clothing and style. Some popular elements of yuccie 

outfits might include large, thick-rimmed glasses, such as those made by Warby Parker, 

slim-fitting button-down shirts, cardigans, and dark-washed, slim fit (but not skinny) 

jeans for men and high-heeled booties, bold lipstick, black skinny jeans, and gold or 

silver statement necklaces for women. Understated but high-end watches, minimalist 

sneakers, neutral color pallets, flannel shirts, leather jackets, and fashionable backpacks 

are a must for both genders. Often, pieces are put together in unconventional ways to 

make more of a statement, and outfits often feature many layers of clothing. Many of the 

people who follow IllMuslims, attend their events, or are featured in their Instagram posts 

replicate many of the yuccie style conventions, though some of the women may add a 

headscarf or turban to their outfit (see figures 2 and 3). 

While IllMuslims is a rather new group (its first event happened in 2014), its 

target audience is part of a growing group of young Muslims in the United States, as well 

as the United Kingdom, Canada, and Australia, who are active on social media, have a 

certain yuccie fashion sensibility, consume American pop culture and music, and are 

actively practicing Muslims. As this group grows, however, it has also garnered more 

public attention and more criticism. Criticisms of IllMuslims have been, for the most part, 

rather quiet and overshadowed by praise for the group. However, other similar projects 

by people who fall within IllMuslims’ target demographics have faced more scrutiny and 

more criticisms. Reactions to one such project, the “Somewhere in America” video, 
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might serve as a telling example of what IllMuslims could face in the future, especially as 

the group expands their online presence. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In late November 2013, the film production company Sheikh & Bake, along with 

director Habib Yazdi, released a two and a half minute-long video entitled “Somewhere 

in America #MIPSTERZ.”28 The music video-style clip features women who are part of 

the group Mipsterz (see below for further discussion of this group). In the video, the 

young women – all of whom wear hijab – skateboard, pose on fire escapes, chop wood 

with an axe, ride motorcycles, and goof around, all while looking extremely cool.  The 

women’s outfits and hijabs vary in style and indicate a variety of different interpretations 

of the particulars of dressing modestly; one woman wears a turban-style hijab with a 

leather jacket and skinny jeans, another wears pinstriped skinny slacks, a baseball tee, 

and a loose, voluminous hijab which covers her hair but lets her bangs peek though. A 

third woman wears a loose grey dress with black leggings and a simple bright yellow 

                                                
28 Habib Yazdi, Somewhere in America #MIPSTERZ (Sheikh & Bake Productions, 2014).  

Fig. 2: Photo from Be Social Toronto, posted on 
IllMuslims’ Instagram page, February 17, 2015, 
https://www.instagram.com/p/BB6oCZIHKQX/. 

Fig. 3: Advertisement for Be Social LA, posted on 
IllMuslims’ Instagram page, February 21, 2016, 

https://www.instagram.com/p/BCEO3MTnKXS/. 
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scarf wrapped tightly to reveal no hair, while a fourth wears skinny jeans, an oversized 

grey sweater, and a looped scarf that barely covers her long hair that falls loose over her 

shoulders. The video also features Ibtihaj Muhammad, a member of the U.S. national 

fencing team who also wears hijab and owns a modest clothing line called Louella. Jay-

Z’s song “Made in America” plays in the background. While the video has received some 

of the predictable Islamophobic criticisms from non-Muslims, many critiques of the 

video have come from within the American Muslim community and the Muslim 

community more broadly. Although Mipsterz and IllMuslims are distinct groups formed 

by different people for different purposes, there is significant overlap between the 

demographics of the two groups – one of the women I interviewed is on the Mipsterz 

listserv and self-identifies as a Mipster. Given the similarities between the two groups 

and their goals of representing alternate visions of how American Muslims can look and 

act, the response to the “Somewhere in America” video may serve as a telling example of 

the responses IllMuslims has received or could receive in the future.  

What’s a Mipster? 

The “Somewhere in America” video was produced by and features people who 

are part of the loose network of young Muslims who call themselves Mipsterz. This 

group began as an email listserv and has now expanded to a Facebook page, but the 

Mipster identity is not dependent on group affiliation. According to the Mipsterz 

Facebook page, 

A Mipster is someone at the forefront of the latest music, fashion, art, 
critical thought, food, imagination, creativity, and all forms of obscure 
everything. A Mipster is someone who seeks inspiration from the Islamic 
tradition of divine scriptures, volumes of knowledge, mystical poets, bold 
prophets, inspirational politicians, esoteric Imams, and our fellow human 
beings searching for transcendental states of consciousness…A Mipster 
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has a social mind, and yearning for a more just order, a more inclusive 
community unbounded by stale categories.29  
 

Mipsters, as articulated on their Facebook page, seem remarkably similar to the type of 

people that are IllMuslim’s target demographic: young, fashion-forward, and involved in 

creative pursuits, with a desire to both stay true to Muslim traditions and beliefs and 

break down the barriers that divide the Muslim community. The people I have 

encountered at IllMuslims events and on their Instagram page share similar values and 

traits to the Mipsterz and are equally as active on social media. 

IllMuslims and Mipsterz are also similar in their stated goals, as articulated by 

their founders and participants. Both groups purport to provide a counter narrative about 

what it means to be Muslim in America. Furthermore, they promote this narrative simply 

by existing and creating visibility for young Muslims who are living out their identities in 

ways that run counter to both non-Muslim depictions of what Muslims look and act like 

and more conservative understandings from within the Muslim community of what 

proper comportment for Muslims is. Rummi recognizes that:  

If we don’t start to have any narrative whatsoever, then the only narrative 
being told in our community will be the one that sticks. So it’s not 
necessarily that we need to counter that narrative, but we just need to 
begin telling our own. I don’t think we should engage that narrative just by 
trying to answer what they’re saying about us. It’s more about just being 
yourself and letting that shine, letting that come through.30  
 

The primary goal of IllMuslims is not to mobilize young Muslims to actively engage with 

or directly challenge criticisms they receive. Instead, simply by existing and making that 

existence visible through social media pages and Be Social events, young American 

Muslims will challenge dominant narratives that portray Muslims in a negative light by 

                                                
29 “About,” Mipsterz – Muslim Hipsters Facebook Page. Accessed February 23, 2016, 
https://www.facebook.com/Mipsterz/info/?tab=page_info. 
30 Zakarison, Interview with Rummi Khan. 
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rendering visible the existence of alternatives. Similarly, Abbas Rattani, one of the 

curators of the Mipsterz listserv, has said that while the group’s goal is not to address 

Islamophobia, “‘in a way, we are sort of combating Islamophobia by just being 

ourselves.’”31 This is a different type of activism; IllMuslims and Mipsterz challenge 

Islamophobia to the extent that they assert their users’ right to exist. 

Responses to “Somewhere in America”  

Many of the responses to the “Somewhere in America” video center around 

problems of representation within the Muslim community. Both IllMuslims and Mipsterz 

attempt to combat a lack of representation within their community by showcasing “cool” 

Muslims who express their identities in diverse ways and can appeal to a mainstream 

American, non-Muslim audience. Representing “cool” hijabis has become especially 

crucial as women who choose to wear headscarves face increasing criticism and even 

violence from non-Muslims. Hafsa struggled with this when she began covering the 

summer after she graduated high school: 

I consumed a lot of [Muslim fashion bloggers’] stuff when I started 
wearing hijab and during the years I was really struggling with it. Because 
they made it seem like, hey, you’re still cool and you’re normal, and 
there’s something interesting and fun about us and you just need to tap 
into that. And so that really helped get me through the days when I was 
like, I just don’t know who I am anymore, and I don’t recognize myself. 
And so I appreciated having that presence of Muslims who were willing to 
put themselves out there online.32  
 

The lack of positive representation of Muslims in mainstream media, as well as the 

Islamophobia many Muslims in the United States face on a regular basis, have created a 

critical need for role models and examples for young Muslims, which both Mipsterz and 
                                                
31 Haimy Assefa, “Mipsterz, a Space for Muslim Hipsters,” CNN, June 3, 2015, 
http://www.cnn.com/2015/06/03/living/mipsterz-muslim-hipsters/index.html. 
32 Zakarison, Interview with Hafsa. 
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IllMuslims help to fill. According to Haima Assefy, after the “Somewhere in America” 

video was released, “parents of Muslim children started reaching out to the group…Their 

kids felt foreign at times, the parents said, but after the video went viral, their classmates 

saw that being Muslim could be cool. Some even wanted to be Mipsters themselves.”33 

According to Laila Shaikley, the video’s art director, “‘Mipsterz has created a space 

where young Muslims can have open discussions, share their experiences and not be 

ashamed of who they are.’”34 The young, “ill” Muslims who are unapologetically 

expressing themselves online and who are promoted through platforms like IllMuslims 

and Mipsterz have come to serve as role models and examples within their community. 

They offer young Muslims alternative visions of what Muslims can look like. 

While IllMuslims and Mipsterz set out to provide alternative visions of how 

young Muslims can act and dress, many critics of the “Somewhere in America” video 

feel that the women in the video are not dressed modestly enough. According to these 

criticisms, although the women in the video all wear head coverings, their outfits do not 

adhere to Islamic rules about women’s modesty, of which headscarves are one aspect, as 

these critics understand them. Sana Saeed, a columnist at the Islamic Monthly, writes: 

[The dress and posturing of the women in the video] seem so antithetical 
to what we know and expect, sometimes zealously, as Islamic 
modesty. This isn’t about policing what we wear and how or about casting 
judgment, but about the sort of culture we’re creating for Muslim 
women’s dress that is no different than the images and lifestyles sans 
hijab we criticize. The superficial culture we critique and [which we] 
claim is [the reason] we wear hijab is becoming our hijab.35 
 

                                                
33 Assefa, “Mipsterz, a Space for Muslim Hipsters.” 
34 Ibid. 
35 Sana Saeed, “Somewhere in America, Muslim Women Are ‘Cool,’” The Islamic Monthly, December 2, 
2013, http://theislamicmonthly.com/somewhere-in-america-muslim-women-are-cool/. 
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According to Saeed, the fact that the women in the video are simply posing and modeling 

their outfits invites the viewer to objectify them and focus solely on how they look in the 

clothes. Saeed perceives the purpose of wearing hijab to be to avoid objectification and 

move beyond superficial judgments. She argues that Mipsters’ focus on making their 

hijab fashionable defeats the purpose of wearing hijab because it returns the viewer’s 

focus to the hijabis’ bodies and what is on them. Furthermore, many Muslims who have 

critiqued the video worry that it places too much importance on the image of the women 

in the video to the detriment of the substance of their character. Although the women in 

the video cannot stop others from making judgments about them based on the way they 

look, Saeed argues that Muslims should not encourage these superficial assessments. The 

“Somewhere in America” video could have been a more positive representation of the 

community if it had shown the women at work (one woman in the video, Noor Tagouri, 

is a journalist, while Layla Shaikley, the video’s art director and one of the models, co-

founded TEDxBaghdad and is a start-up founder). Rather than simply posing and looking 

cool, the women would have been positively representing the strong and diverse 

character of Muslim women if they had been shown at work. 

Saeed further worries that the way the women in the “Somewhere in America” 

video dress and posture does little to challenge predominant anti-Muslim sentiments and 

stereotypes held by non-Muslims in the U.S. Mipsterz claims to challenge Islamophobic 

stereotypes by showing trendy and empowered hijabi women, but Saeed argues that: 

The concept of this video…is built on particular mores that we’re 
beginning to accept as ‘normal’ and as useful for ‘breaking stereotypes.’ Is 
this video really going to break any stereotypes? Honestly? Not really…It 
will, however, help create new stereotypes about cool Muslims versus not 
so cool Muslims. It will, most importantly and poignantly, perpetuate 
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existing stereotypes about Muslim women’s dress’ proximity to their 
Americanness and coolness.36  
 

Saeed maintains that rather than fighting stereotypes about Muslims by by claiming space 

for themselves as accomplished Muslim women, the women in the video are trying to 

attain mainstream American acceptance by adhering, perhaps too closely, to non-Muslim 

American social norms and fashion trends. She suggests that these women do nothing to 

challenge stereotypes because they attempt to subvert them by fitting into what is already 

thought of as “cool” in the American mainstream instead of being themselves and 

proving that who they are is not what non-Muslim Americans assume them to be.  What’s 

more, Saeed worries that this focus on Americanness and the “coolness” that comes with 

looking more American is establishing a new norm for how Muslim women should dress 

and act if they want to be seen as cool within the Muslim community.  

 While Saeed feels that the “Somewhere in America” video does not represent 

American Muslim women well, two bloggers defending the video wrote that criticisms 

like Saeed’s prove the importance of the video: 

The Muslim American community does not know how to recognize its 
own women. Diversity celebrated in the video is not diversity allowed in 
the community discourse, so where does that bring us as a community? 
Are we going to continue to silence the voices of those that might not fit 
the stereotypical Muslim American woman? Voices of Muslim American 
women, both those that fit the unspoken mold – and those that seek to 
shatter it. With that, it’s even possible to toe at the fact that the Muslim 
American community cannot handle the truth about who Muslim 
American women are – and how they look.37 
 

Criticisms such as Saeed’s represent what these bloggers see as a narrow interpretation of 

proper Muslim practice and self-expression that groups like IllMuslims are trying to 

                                                
36 Ibid. 
37 Laila Alawa and Wardah Khalid, “‘Somewhere in America,’ You Can’t Handle the Truth,” The 
Huffington Post, December 6, 2013, http://www.huffingtonpost.com/laila-alawa/somewhere-in-america-
video_b_4385715.html. 
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combat. Both Mipsterz and IllMuslims believe they are promoting versions of American 

Muslim identity performance that run counter to dominant understandings of what these 

identities should look like. By showing women who interpret Islamic modesty rules in a 

variety of ways through a variety of styles of hijab and dress, the “Somewhere in 

America” video and the images posted on the IllMuslims’ social media pages indicate 

that all these styles are acceptable. IllMuslims’ advertisements and Instagram posts 

further represent the diversity of Muslim women and their styles of dress by showing 

both hijabi and non-hijabi women (see figures 4-9) on their Instagram and social media 

pages; their social media pages indicate that no matter how you dress or how you 

interpret Islamic doctrine, you are an accepted part of the IllMuslims community.38 

Although Mipsterz purports to be a space that subverts Islamic norms for dress 

and behavior and provides a variety of other ways to be and act Muslim, many critics of 

the “Somewhere in America” video argue that the homogeneity of the women it features 

is, in fact, establishing a new norm for what it means to be American Muslim which is 

not representative of all Muslim women in the U.S. For example, in a post on her Tumblr 

blog, Noor Hassan asserts that “wealth and materialism is normalized in this video,” 

arguing that the women in the video establishes inaccessible norms for American Muslim 

women. According to Hassan, “[The video] dominates the narrative on what a Muslim 

woman in America looks like,” but this narrative is not “every Muslim girl’s narrative.”39 

The women in the video have maintained that they are not attempting to represent 

                                                
38 Of the four women I interviewed, three wear hijab and one does not. Of the women who wear hijab, one 
woman has been covering for three years, one since her freshman year of college, and one began in high 
school. 
39 Hassan’s blog post has since been removed. Selections quoted from Layla Shaikley, “The Surprising 
Lessons of the ‘Muslim Hipsters’ Backlash,” The Atlantic, March 13, 2014, 
http://www.theatlantic.com/entertainment/archive/ 2014/03/the-surprising-lessons-of-the-muslim-hipsters-
backlash/284298/. 
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anybody but themselves and are not claiming that their video represents what every 

American Muslim woman should look like. However, by virtue of publishing and 

promoting this video in a space that suffers from lack of representation of different kinds 

of Muslim women, the version of American Muslimness that the women in the video 

enact becomes a sort of definitive representation of all American Muslim women. There 

are so few other young American Muslim “social media influencers” to provide other 

examples of what an American Muslim woman can look like that the Mipsterz version of 

Muslimness seems to be the only possible version of this identity. Fatima Seem also 

recognizes this, saying in a blog post that “The women in this video have not contracted 

themselves to be representatives of what hijab is and should be...But by stepping on this 

public pedestal, they broadcast a view of what [a] hijabi is, not what hijab is necessarily. 

It may be intentional, it may be not, but the point is, this fluffed up version of hijab is out 

there. It is in our minds. It teaches us and informs us.”40 Despite the intentions of the 

women in the video, when a younger Muslim girl decides she wants to wear hijab and 

starts looking to social media for modest fashion inspiration and hijab styling tips, she 

will likely see women like those in the “Somewhere in America” video and their version 

of hijab first. For women who feel that the Mipsters’ “fluffed up,” Americanized, trendy 

version of hijab is not in compliance with the spirit and intent of Islamic modesty rules, 

the fact that a growing number of young Muslim women may feel that this is the only (or 

best) way to wear hijab is worrisome. Critics see a need for a broader representation of 

types of hijabi women wearing different styles of hijab. 

                                                
40 Fatimah Seem, “This Is Not My Hijab.,” November 30, 2013, 
http://fatimahwaseem.tumblr.com/post/68611006269/this-is-not-my-hijab. 
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The Mipsterz Respond 

Amidst the backlash against the “Somewhere in America” video, several people 

associated with the project, including Layla Shaikley, the video’s art director, and Abbas 

Rattani, the director, chose to respond and defend the video and its goals. At the same 

time, many bloggers have come to the defense of the video, refuting the claims made by 

critics. Most of these responses defend the video by challenging the idea that the women 

in the video represent, or even want to represent, all American Muslim women.  

According to these bloggers, the women in the video are simply unapologetically 

expressing themselves and are making no claim as to how all American Muslim women 

look or should look, act, or dress.  

One blogger points out the larger problem from which the response to 

“Somewhere in America” stems: 

We hear all about how frustrating it is for hijabis to feel like anytime they 
are in public, they are seen not as individuals, but as Representatives Of 
Islam. And that’s something all of us face, hijabi or not – our bodies are 
marked, wherever we go, we hold up our We Come In Peace signs, always 
the emissaries of Our Very Foreign People. It’s an unfair burden.  We 
want to be responsible for repping only our own selves, we reject the idea 
that any of us are responsible for representing Contemporary Islam in 
America. And then a group of women get together in a video to rep 
themselves (show me where the video even attempts to claim that it’s a 
portrayal of contemporary Muslim anything?), only to receive all kinds of 
backlash and fretting over what this means for Muslim American Identity 
As A Whole. Can a hijabi breathe? For real?41 
 

This blogger ties criticisms of the “Somewhere in America” video to a problem that all 

hijabi women, regardless of their position on the video, face. Muslim women who wear 

headscarves are “visibly” Muslim – that is, their scarves serve as a visible marker of their 

                                                
41 Urooj, “Somewhereinamerica,” Khanstitutional Lawls, December 3, 2013, 
https://khanlawls.wordpress.com/2013/12/03/somewhere-in-america/. 
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faith and community. By nature of their visibility, these women are often made to speak 

for all Muslims. However, it is generally non-Muslims who are assumed to be culprits of 

these vast generalizations when they turn to a single Muslim person as their source of 

understanding of Islam as a whole. This blogger implies that Muslims who have critiqued 

the “Somewhere in America” perpetuate this fallacy within their own community by 

critiquing the video based on their assumption that the women in the video try to 

represent all Muslim women in the U.S. and speak on behalf of their entire community. 

Critics of the video interpret it as a statement that American Muslim women should be 

valued and evaluated based on how closely they conform to American fashion norms and 

that it is acceptable to judge them on their appearances rather than their character. 

According to this blogger, in assuming that Mipsterz is making a statement about Muslim 

American identity rather than representing a few American Muslim women, critics of the 

video force the women in the video to speak for all American Muslims when that was 

never their intent. 

 This point has also been stressed by the people involved in making the video. For 

example, Amarra Ghani, who is on the Mipsterz listserv (although she did not participate 

in the video), claims that the video demonstrates that “We are not monolithic in what we 

wear or how we think…[The video] was not meant to represent the entire diversity of 

Muslim women, or even the entire diversity of Muslim women in America. It simply 

shows one story that is happening in this country.”42 The video is meant to represent the 

lives of a few Muslim women, and problems arise only when it is taken to be a 

                                                
42 Amarra Ghani, “Muslim ‘Hipsters’ Turn a Joke into a Serious Conversation,” NPR.org, December 28, 
2013, http://www.npr.org/sections/codeswitch/2013/12/28/250786141/muslim-hipsters-turn-a-joke-into-a-
serious-conversation. 
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representation of the entire American Muslim community, which it was never intended to 

be. 

Despite the support of bloggers responding to the backlash, as the video’s director 

Abbas Rattani observed, “When art enters the public domain, the artist’s intention ceases 

to be relevant.”43 In reflecting on the backlash, Shaikley writes: 

I’d been naïve to think that the video could be a personal celebration. 
Inevitably, people saw it as a representation of our community. Muslim 
Americans are in many cases wounded, marginalized, reactive, and 
defensive, in large part because we’re underrepresented and 
misrepresented in the media. The two and a half minute clip stirred up 
feelings born of years, if not generations, of exclusion and 
marginalization.44  
 

Young Muslims in America exist within a space of limited representation. Although the 

creators of the “Somewhere in America” video assert that they are not trying to speak for 

the Muslim American community as a whole, when the only non-negative, self-produced 

image of Muslims in America is one that smacks of Mipster, it is practically inevitable 

that this image will become the dominant image of American Muslim women, the look to 

which young Muslims aspire. In this setting, Mipsterz have become one of the main 

arbiters of what it means to be a Muslim in America regardless of the intention of the 

filmmakers. Mipsterz began as something of a counterculture movement, an effort to 

provide an alternative view of what a young Muslim person in America could look like; 

criticisms that accuse the women in the video of immodesty indicate that some Muslims 

in the U.S. still hold more conservative notions of how Muslim women should dress and 

act. However, the aesthetic and ethos behind the project and its extensions has become 

                                                
43 Yasmine Hafiz, “‘Mipsterz’ Creator vs. Critics,” The Huffington Post, December 6, 2013, 
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/12/05/mipsterz-creator-abbas-rattani_n_4394578.html. 
44 Shaikley, “The Surprising Lessons of the ‘Muslim Hipsters’ Backlash.” 
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one of the dominant visions for what an American Muslim can, should, and does look 

like within certain communities. 

There are important differences between the “Somewhere in America” video and 

IllMuslims’ project: one is a short, stylized, self-contained video clip while the other is an 

ever growing group made up of thousands of individuals. However, the aggregate of 

IllMuslims’ social media posts and the posts of American Muslim social media 

influencers associated with IllMuslims have become another prominent representation of 

young American Muslims. IllMuslims is also constantly producing more images that 

visually represent American Muslims through its active Instagram account. According to 

Rummi, IllMuslims’ goal is to unite people “regardless of their spectrum of practice of 

religion, so whether you’re Shi’a or Sunni, whether you’re conservative or liberal, 

whether you’re black, white, green or yellow, this is space where you can come together 

on the common function that you support creativity [and community].”45 Although 

Rummi makes it clear that everyone is welcome at IllMuslims events, not everyone feels 

welcome, and not everyone fits the image created by the images on IllMuslims’ 

Instagram page. Although Hafsa looked to hijabi fashion bloggers for inspiration when 

she first began wearing hijab, she no longer follows them as closely. Her feelings about 

these blogs, and about the people that engage with IllMuslims more broadly, are similar 

to Noor Hassan’s feelings about the “Somewhere in America” video: 

Hijab is now cool if you can make it look nice, but if you can’t afford to, if 
you’re not always going out and eating, and you don’t have really cool 
photos with really nice nails, and traveling to cool places, you’re kind of 
irrelevant. You almost have to be like that if you wanna be somewhat 
popular as a Muslim nowadays. And that really bothers me because I’ve 
never been about appearances. I’m a writer, so for me, I want people to 
read what I write and not care about how I look. But…I feel like if you 

                                                
45 Zakarison, Interview with Rummi Khan. 
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wanna be relevant to people, they need to know who you are or feel like 
they understand you.46  
 

For Hafsa, the image- and fashion-focused culture promoted by some Muslim fashion 

bloggers has become so synonymous with being a young Muslim that she feels she can’t 

be “cool” or even be understood by her own community if she doesn’t perform her 

identity in this same way. The sensibilities of American Muslim social media influencers 

such as fashion bloggers, Mispterz, and IllMuslims have come to dominate the 

conversation around what young Muslims look like to such an extent that Hafsa feels 

pigeonholed into replicating this identity in order to be legible as part of the American 

Muslim community. 

Like Hafsa, Amadou, who immigrated to the United States from West Africa at a 

young age, indicates that he doesn’t feel like he belongs at IllMuslims events. He is 

disappointed with a Be Social event that he attended because  

It wasn’t diverse at all. It was just a bunch of Desi people coming together, 
listening to black music; you can enjoy our culture but you won’t include 
us in what it is you’re trying to do. 47 [There were] less than ten black 
people there, myself included. So things like that it kinda discourages you 
from ever wanting to go back…But it’s advertised towards a certain group 
of people, so.48 
 

Though he does not fully articulate what he thinks IllMuslims’ target audience is, 

Amadou recognizes that IllMuslims maintains a specific image and markets itself to a 

certain group of people which does not include every young Muslim in the U.S. Although 

IllMuslims claims to be a space that is open to everyone, a space that welcomes all those 

who unapologetically express their self-identities, Hafsa’s and Amadou’s experiences 

                                                
46 Zakarison, Interview with Hafsa. 
47 “Desi” is a contemporary term that has recently come into popular usage in the U.S. and is used to 
describe people from the Indian Subcontinent, including India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh.  
48 Zakarison, Interview with Amadou. 
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indicate that this is perhaps not the case. Despite its claims of openness, the homogeneity 

Hafsa and Amadou perceive in the group of people who follow IllMuslims and attend 

their events make them feel excluded when they do not perform being an American 

Muslim in the same way as IllMuslims users.  Of course, as many of the defendants of 

the “Somewhere in America” video point out, no group should be tasked with being the 

definitive representation of all young Muslims in America; the diversity of American 

Muslims makes this nearly, if not wholly, impossible. However, IllMuslims, like 

Mipsterz, has come to be one of the definitive voices in the conversation about what it 

means to be young and Muslim in the United States, if only because there are so few 

individuals or groups representing this community to a larger audience. IllMuslims has 

become a platform from which American Muslims can tell their own stories, and so it is 

perhaps important that the group gives voice to a wider variety of stories to allow for a 

more diverse set of representations of what it means to be an American Muslim 

millennial. 
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Figs. 4-9: The many hair and hijab styles of IllMuslim women 
 
 
 

 

 
 

Fig. 6: Advertisement for Be Social L.A., posted 
on IllMuslims’ Instagram page, February 18, 

2016, 
https://www.instagram.com/p/BB8ZcNpnKaq/. 

 

Fig. 5: Advertisement for Be Social SF Bay 
Area, posted on IllMuslims’ Instagram page, 

April 3, 2015, 
https://www.instagram.com/p/1B2FH2nKSE/. 

 

Fig. 7: Advertisement for Be Social Toronto, 
posted on IllMuslims’ Instagram page, 

November 16, 2015, 
https://www.instagram.com/p/-K-sljnKTs/. 

Fig. 4: Advertisement for Be Social L.A., posted 
on IllMuslims’ Instagram page, February 19, 

2016,  
https://www.instagram.com/p/BB_CNKEHKS2/. 

 

Fig. 8: Advertisement for Be Social L.A., 
posted on IllMuslims’ Instagram page, 

November 17, 2015, 
https://www.instagram.com/p/-Ne41dnKev/. 

 

Fig. 9: Advertisement for Be Social L.A., 
posted on IllMuslims’ Instagram page, 

November 15, 2015, 
https://www.instagram.com/p/-HPb3JnKVB/. 

 



35 
 

Chapter 2: Being American and Muslim 

On December 22, 2015 at 12:54 

pm, Twitter user @UmaKompton 

posted a tweet which has since 

become rather infamous in certain 

circles of the internet. The tweet 

reads “I’m not racist but I think 

Muslims should go back to Islam if 

they want to practice Shania law. 

Go back to the dessert [sic]!!”49 This tweet has elicited many critical responses, both 

serious and humorous, such as the image above, which was uploaded to Imgur, an image-

sharing and image hosting website, about a week after @UmaKompton posted the tweet 

(see Fig. 10). This image pulls on many of the more humorously incorrect elements of the 

tweet. In the foreground, a Muslim girl wearing hijab and praying looks up at the tweet, 

which has been photoshopped into the image, while standing next to a tray of pudding 

desserts. To the left, a book labeled “Law” and a gavel are superimposed over an image 

of the singer Shania Twain. In the background is an image of Muslims performing the 

Hajj in front of the Ka’ba in Mecca. A large calligraphic rendering of a du’a, or Muslim 

prayer or supplication, floats over the entire scene. 

While this image is certainly entertaining, it is also a humorous response to 

someone’s rather worrisome understanding of Islam and Muslims in the U.S. The tweet 

                                                
49 Kompton, Uma. Twitter post. December 22, 2015, 12:54 PM. Accessed from 
http://41.media.tumblr.com/c3a65b0c0144acac5b951f98c1358df5/tumblr_o0hhc8iCym1qzan69o1_1280.jp
g, February 28, 2016. Original Tweet has since been deleted.  

Fig. 10: Unknown artist. Shania Law is coming to town, 
January 3, 2016. http://i.imgur.com/YvshISL.jpg. 
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clearly indicates that @UmaKompton believes that Islam is a country from which all 

Muslims have emigrated. In this Twitter user’s mind, this country is also presumably 

vaguely Arab, since she tells Muslims to go back to the desert, an integral part of the 

stereotypical orientalist rendering of Arab, and by extension Muslim, countries, made 

popular through movies like Aladdin and Lawrence of Arabia. This tweet has been picked 

up by numerous news outlets and social media circles. Although many reactions to the 

tweet have been humorous, this tweet is also indicative of a mindset which is worrisome 

and extremely harmful to Muslims in America and other Western, non-Muslim majority 

countries. The idea that Muslims are not, and perhaps cannot be American, that they 

should go back to “their country,” or even that they all must maintain loyalty to another 

country to which they could return, indicates the extent to which Muslims in the United 

States have been otherized by mainstream discourse, especially in the years following the 

attacks on the World Trade Center on September 11, 2001.  

 In a 1993 article in Foreign Affairs, American political scientist Samuel 

Huntington explicitly stated the idea that Islam is fundamentally incompatible with 

American, and more largely Western, values in his theory of the “clash of civilizations.” 

Huntington posits that Western security, democracy, and freedom are irreconcilably in 

opposition to Muslim people, practices, and ideals.50 The status of American Muslims fell 

into further question after the terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001. After the attacks, 

anti-Muslim sentiment in the United States grew as the federal government and mass 

media warned Americans of the potential threat of Muslim “sleeper cells” and “home-

grown” terrorists who could attack Americans at any moment, compromising their safety, 

                                                
50 Samuel Huntington, “The Clash of Civilizations?,” Foreign Affairs, Summer 1993. Cited in Muna Ali, 
“Muslim American/American Muslim Identity: Authoring Self in Post-9/11 America,” Journal of Muslim 
Minority Affairs 31, no. 3 (September 2011): 356.  
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freedom, and the American way of life. This renewed fear of Muslims in America 

prompted President George W. Bush to instate a number of restrictive programs and 

sanctions against Muslims living in the U.S., including the National Security Entry-Exit 

Registration System, also known as the special registration program, on September 11, 

2002. Special registration required “all nonimmigrant males in the US over the age of 16 

who were citizens and nationals from select countries to be interviewed under oath, 

fingerprinted, and photographed by a Department of Justice official.” 51 Of the 25 

countries selected for this process, 24 were Muslim-majority nations.52 In subsequent 

years, many Muslims in the U.S. have faced the threat of deportation if they cannot 

provide proof of their legal residency or entry into the U.S., and Muslim communities 

face the constant danger of mass arrests and deportations based on little to no evidence.53 

The federal government’s suspicion of Muslims in America has been reinforced 

continually through the special registration process, racial profiling and extended 

screening at airports, and the federal government’s “If you see something, say 

something” anti-terrorism policy, which encourages American civilians to report 

“suspicious” activities by neighbors or acquaintances (who are usually also Muslim). 

These policies have contributed to a general popular American sentiment that Muslims 

cannot be truly American. In the popular American imagination, Muslims must be 

foreigners who pose a constant threat to “us,” to our safety and way of life.  

Many scholars have challenged Huntington’s theory of the clash of civilizations 

through analyses of how Muslims who have immigrated to Western countries navigate 

                                                
51 Moustafa Bayoumi, This Muslim American Life: Dispatches from the War on Terror (New York: New 
York University Press, 2015): 53. 
52 Ibid. 
53 Ibid.,131-132. 
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their national and religious identities. For example, Fauzia Ahmed and Hadieh Moghissi 

challenge the idea that Muslim gender norms are incompatible with Western ideals of 

equality by refuting the idea that these supposedly Muslim norms exist in the first place. 

Ahmed studies the archetype of the “good Muslim immigrant woman” who remains true 

to her home country’s culture instead of falling prey to corrupt Western influence.54 She 

argues that this ideal is a nostalgic fabrication created by immigrant men who feel that 

their new setting is unstable and hope to control their wives and daughters more closely; 

it is not an integral part of their cultural or religious identity. Similarly, in her survey of 

Canadian Muslims, Hadieh Moghissi argues that Muslim immigrant men tend to adhere 

to more conservative understandings of proper gender roles and household order when 

they arrive in Canada.55 These men often claim their understandings of gender roles are a 

core element of the culture of their homeland, but Moghissi argues these understandings 

are more likely a reaction to the insecurities and even open hostility Muslim immigrants 

encounter upon arriving in Canada. In her study of the interactions between Iranian 

immigrants and their children, Vida Nassehi-Behnam argues that the process of cultural 

exchange between Iranian and British culture and norms is complex and always 

changing. While many assume that the children of immigrants will be more “assimilated” 

into their host country’s culture than their parents, Nassehi-Behnam identifies a free-

flowing cultural exchange between Iranian immigrants and their children, arguing that 

children teach their parents about the British ways of life, ethics, and ideals, while parents 

                                                
54 Fauzia Erfan Ahmed, “Globalization and Women’s Leadership in the Muslim Diaspora,” in Muslim 
Diaspora in the West, ed. Haideh Moghissi and Halleh Ghorashi, (Farnham, Surrey, UK: Ashgate, 2010): 
23-38. 
55 Haideh Moghissi, “Changing Spousal Relations in Diaspora,” in Moghissi and Ghorashi,  91-105. 
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relate stories, customs, and language from Iran.56 Ahmed, Moghissi, and Nassehi-

Behnam challenge the idea of the “clash of civilizations” by describing how their subjects 

navigate their Muslim identity and their American, British, or Canadian identity. They 

reject the notion that the fundamental incompatibility of Islam and the West would make 

it impossible for a Muslim person to maintain both identities at the same time and instead 

explore how their subjects are able to resolve the tensions between these two identities to 

form their own, cohesive self-image.  

In order to challenge the concept of the “clash of civilizations,” Ahmed, 

Moghissi, and Nassehi-Behnam study the hybrid identities of Muslims living in diaspora 

and analyze how diasporic Muslims navigate between their various identities. By 

contrast, Muna Ali argues that American Muslim identities cannot be understood as a 

hybrid, a combination of two discrete identities. Instead, she understands identity a 

process that draws upon a variety of sources in its expression.57 American Muslims 

possess one identity, but this identity is constantly in flux. Although Ali rejects the model 

of hybrid identities, she relies heavily on the role of her subjects’ home countries in their 

identity formation and often uses the differences that her participants perceive between 

life in their home countries and life in the U.S. as the departure point of her analysis. For 

example, she focuses on the ways that the people she interviews characterize the ways in 

which Islam is practiced in the United States as opposed to how it is practiced in their 

country of origin. Many people that Ali interviews observe that Muslims in the U.S. tend 

to adhere to Islamic practices more strictly than their peers in their families’ countries of 

origin. Reflecting upon this renewed intensity among Muslims in America, one 

                                                
56 Vida Nassehi-Behnam, “Iranians in Britain,” in  Moghissi and Ghorashi, 73-90. 
57 Ali, “Muslim American/American Muslim Identity,” 357-358. 
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participant muses, “Maybe because the religion and culture is not all around them…they 

feel that they have to hang on really tight to what they know and what makes them 

Muslim.”58 The community that Ali profiles seems to regularly refer back to their country 

of origin in order to explain or contextualize their experiences in the U.S., and Ali draws 

many of her conclusions in part from these comparisons. 

Although comparing immigrant Muslims’ experiences in the U.S. to their 

experiences in their home countries can certainly be useful, especially when working 

with people who immigrated to the U.S. as adults, through my interviews I found the 

insistence on this comparison to be entirely unhelpful. Of the nine people I interviewed, 

five were born in the United States to immigrant parents, one was born in the United 

Kingdom and moved to the U.S. at a young age, and the other three immigrated to the 

U.S. before the age of 12. During the course of our conversations, only one person 

mentioned their experiences in their country of origin. Instead, participants focused on 

their American identities and focused on their experience within American culture 

without comparing these experiences to their lives in their family’s country of origin. 

Participants often reaffirmed that they were absolutely and fully American, and the 

importance of their American identity is evident in their responses to a variety of 

questions. When I asked Samira if she would use the term “Muslim American” to 

describe herself, she explained how she understands the relationship between her Muslim 

faith and her American identity, saying:  

You should be independent enough, and you should have a voice of your 
own; you’re a person and a mind of your own, and you can follow your 
faith and do whatever you want to which is legal in your local system, but 
[using] the label as an American Muslim, it’s kind of like saying, “I’m 
gonna have my community, it’s all gonna be Muslims, and we’re gonna 
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live how Muslims live in Saudi Arabia.” I don’t get that concept. So, I’m 
an American, that’s who I am. What is my faith? Yes, I’m a Muslim, I 
follow Islam. But other than that, if anyone asks, I just wanna be 
American.59 
 

According to Samira, excluding Muslims from larger American society is a two-way 

process; she condemns both non-Muslim Americans, such as @UmaKompton, who 

would tell her that she is not part of American society because she is Muslim, as well as 

Muslims who would choose to live in isolation, without integrating (or perhaps 

assimilating) into mainstream American society. While she does say that Muslims can 

and should follow their faith system and speak out about doing so, she also claims that 

being Muslim should be one facet of a person’s life, not an all-encompassing identity that 

separates them from other Americans.  

 Raheem also rejects the label Muslim American, and vehemently insists on his 

Americanness:  

When you’re young, you hear that as a kid, when they feel like [because 
of] the way you look or the way your name is, you’re not from here, and 
[they tell you] why don’t you go back to your country. I was born and 
raised in Brooklyn, and like, in the hood. So if anything I’m as much of an 
American as you are. I love my country, I love my state, I’ve always loved 
Brooklyn.60  
 

Raheem reaffirms on his own American identity by implicating himself in the uniquely 

American experience of growing up in New York City, in “the hood.” He also affirms not 

only that he has lived the American experience, but that he loves the United States, he 

loves his city. He is a passionate and proud American citizen.  

Raheem’s passionate rejection of the term Muslim American also points to the 

damage that can be inflicted upon American Muslims by the implication that because of 
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their ethnic identity or cultural background they aren’t American and don’t belong in the 

U.S. In Raheem’s response, when he discusses being told as a kid that he should “go back 

to [his] country,” one can sense the pathos of someone who grew up being refused the 

identity that he has always claimed for himself. Raheem is wholly American, wholly a 

New Yorker, and does not have another country to which he could go back. And yet, 

from a young age, he has been denied group belonging by other Americans. 

 While Muna Ali, Fauzia Ahmed, Moghissi, and Nassehi-Behnam challenge the 

simple binary between Islam and the West established by Huntington and acknowledge 

the successful movement between the two categories, they still focus on the immigrant 

nature of Muslim communities, the fact that they came to the U.S., Canada, or the U.K. 

from somewhere else. These studies of diasporic communities all focus on the ways in 

which people draw upon or navigate between the worlds and identities of their home 

countries and the West. Ali acknowledges the problematic assumptions that often 

accompany studies of the diaspora, noting:  

[The diaspora’s] defining characteristic has been a collective sense of 
forced displacement from an original homeland and a yearning to return to 
it. Though the myth of return may persist in the first generation of 
immigrants, this feeling gradually disappears with successive generations 
who see their parents’ and their grandparents’ adopted land as their 
homelands. Furthermore, applying such theories to Muslims in Europe or 
America is problematic because it neglects the historical presence of 
Muslims in the West and the fact that significant percentage of these 
Muslims are not of immigrant background. Ignoring this reality 
disenfranchises those millions and reinforces the popular image of Islam 
as foreign and Muslims as the Other.61 
 

Studies that focus too heavily on the displaced nature of diasporic communities and 

understand these communities in constant reference to their countries of origin implicitly 
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reinforce the assumption that Muslim communities are transplants from other nations. In 

focusing on Muslim communities as diasporic, it becomes easy to perpetuate the same 

assumptions that American Muslims are not fully American, that they are not “us”, and 

that they have come from somewhere else. 

It is important to consider the implications of this assumption when studying 

Muslims who were born in America or have lived in America since childhood. Since 

9/11, Muslims living in America, some of whom come from families who have lived in 

the United States for four or even five generations, are under the constant threat of arrest, 

deportation, or at least the jeers of passersby or even schoolmates or work colleagues 

asking, “why don’t you go back to your country,” as Raheem relates. In structuring our 

studies of Muslims in America in terms that relate this experience to Muslims’ countries 

of origin, we are implicitly insisting on the otherness of American Muslims, denying 

them the solidly and wholly American identity that most of them claim. For the people 

whom I interviewed, being American is just as much a part of their identity as being 

Muslim; in constructing and performing their identities both online and offline, they 

continually cite non-Muslim American identities, Muslim identities in their families’ 

country of origin, and other American Muslims in performing their both fully American 

and fully Muslim identities. 

Claiming American Identities 

According to Muna Ali, the Western image of Muslims is one of a monolithic 

Other. She argues that “In this reductionist and dichotomizing discourse, few question the 
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presumption that Islam is the property of the East and has no roots in the West.”62 Young 

Muslims in the United States complicate and outright reject this dichotomy through both 

their explicit rhetoric, which emphasizes the extent to which they are fully American, and 

through their lived identities, media habits, and patterns of consumption, which are the 

result of an often seamless blending of non-Muslim American popular culture and 

Muslim values and practices.  

Many participants stress their American identity by rejecting the dichotomy 

between Islam and the United States they see as constructed by non-Muslims. Zainab 

observes that: 

A lot of people think that you have to pick one or the other, either you’re 
American or you’re Muslim…I was talking to someone a couple weeks 
ago, and she was like, “Is it hard being Muslim American?” And I was 
like, no it’s definitely not hard at all, it’s actually very easy. We have so 
much freedom in this country, we can practice our faith just the way we 
want it without any limitations or restriction, and a lot of us do. I think 
what makes it hard is our environment, especially geo-political issues and 
the media and just people don’t really understand, but they’re always 
posted in mainstream media to just create a lot of hate and resentment for 
other communities.63 
 

Zainab rejects the idea of the “clash of civilizations” that some people assume makes it 

difficult to reconcile Islamic faith and American citizenship. Zainab observes that the 

tension her friend noticed had more to do with ideologies put forth by politicians and the 

media and sustained by non-Muslims’ ignorance than with a fundamental incompatibility 

between Islam and Americanness. Ali also disagrees with the notion that Muslims cannot 

be part of mainstream American society. When asked if he uses the term “Muslim 

American” to describe himself, he responded, “People think that we’re just a separate set 

of American society, we’re kind of out there, people say oh, we need a term to label them 
                                                
62 Ibid., 378. 
63 Ibid. 
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– let’s just label ‘em as Muslim Americans.”64 Here, Ali rejects the term “Muslim 

American” because it implies a fundamental separation between Muslims and other non-

Muslim Americans, a separation which he actively refutes by living as a Muslim fully 

integrated into American society.  

Like Ali, Samira does not use the label “Muslim American” because she feels it 

implicitly marks Muslims as a separate sphere of American society. However, she also 

emphasizes that it is not only the non-Muslim community who insists on the separation 

between Muslim and non-Muslim communities in the United States; Muslim 

communities themselves can sustain this separation. She argues that in claiming the label 

Muslim American, “You’re really secluding yourself, and you’re not supposed to seclude 

yourself…Putting a label as an American Muslim, it’s like saying, I’m gonna have my 

community, it’s all gonna be Muslims, and we’re gonna live how Muslims live in Saudi 

Arabia. You know, I don’t get that concept.” 65According to Samira, Muslims in the 

United States must fully immerse themselves in American culture and fully embrace their 

American identities. Similarly, Rummi explains that “Islam is described as being water. It 

should take the form and color of whatever place it’s in. So Islam in America should look 

American. Islam in China should look Chinese. Islam in Africa should look African. It’s 

not meant to strip those of their culture.”66 According to Rummi, the specific way one 

lives out one’s Muslim faith is context-dependent. American Muslims, then, should 

perform a form of Islam that conforms to mainstream (and by extension non-Muslim) 

American cultural norms and values. 
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65 Zakarison, Interview with Samira. 
66 Zakarison, Interview with Rummi Khan. 
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Young American Muslims’ embrace of American culture is evident through their 

consumption habits as well as their social media usage. As Zainab notes above, young 

American Muslims are active consumers of American pop music. American Muslims’ 

consumption of American pop culture is evident in the “Somewhere in America” video, 

which is set to the song “Made in America” by Jay-Z. This hip-hop track is both 

performed by a non-Muslim American artist and is in a genre which originated in the 

U.S. and is still a distinctly “American” style of music; setting the video to this track 

reaffirms the Mipsters’ enjoyment of American popular culture, places them in an 

American context, and makes the video more legible to non-Muslim viewers. Similarly, 

the fashion-conscious followers of IllMuslims certainly support Muslim-owned clothing 

lines and stores such as 5Pillars, Profound Aesthetic, and Louella, but they are also 

customers at popular non-Muslim stores and remain loyal to non-Muslim owned brands. 

Many young Muslims celebrated when Mariah Idrissi, a hijabi model, was hired by 

H&M, the world’s second largest clothing retailer.67 Fashionable American hijabis, as 

well as other cool young American Muslims, blend Muslim ideals with American fashion 

sensibilities to create looks that simultaneously conform to Islamic modesty standards 

(whatever the individual interprets these to be) and evoke distinctly American trends, 

such as street wear and hipster or “yuccie” styles (see chapter 1 for further discussion of 

yuccies).   

                                                
67 See for example, “Meet the Hijabi H&M Model Everyone Is Talking About,” Coming of Faith, 
September 11, 2015, http://www.comingoffaith.com/2015/09/11/style/lailaalawa/meet-the-hijabi-hm-
model-everyone-is-talking-about/; Monica Sarkar, “H&M’s Latest Look: A Hijab-Wearing Muslim 
Model,” CNN, October 4, 2015, http://www.cnn.com/2015/09/29/europe/hm-hijab-model/index.html. 
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The importance of American traditions to American Muslims is also evident in 

Rummi’s descriptions of the beginning stages of IllMuslims. He remembers talking to his 

business partner around the time of the Super Bowl and thinking, 

We’re all trying to watch the Super Bowl…why don’t we get 35 to 45 
people or 55 people, have a big screen, rent out a space, and make it fun? 
We’re all doing the same thing, and we all have the same restrictions. 
None of us [want] to be at a bar, because none of us drink, but we still 
[want] to have fun, we still wanna wear our jerseys, we still wanna have a 
football cake, and burgers and things like that. So why don’t we have a 
place where we can connect socially around American holidays that we all 
celebrate? Like Fourth of July is such a big celebration for us, we love it. 
Why aren’t we having our own engagements so that every Fourth of July 
party we go to isn’t like, everyone’s shitfaced with a beer in their hand. 
It’s just, not to say that we want to isolate ourselves, but we felt like there 
should be some kind of opportunity to socialize that adheres to our 
lifestyle restrictions.68 
 

Rummi emphasizes his community’s strong attachment to two very American events: 

The Super Bowl, which is the culmination of the distinctly American sport of football, 

and the Fourth of July, American Independence Day. By claiming these two holidays, 

Rummi expresses the extent of his community’s Americanism and national pride (see 

figure 11). However, he also articulates the ways that celebrating these holidays with 

non-Muslim Americans can be uncomfortable and even isolating. But this discomfort is 

not the result of loyalty to another country or some fundamental element of Islam that 

makes celebrating American patriotism and values impossible. Instead, going to a Fourth 

of July party can be awkward, isolating, and generally unenjoyable for Muslims who 

choose not to drink alcohol simply because most other party attendees are drunk. Hosting 

a dry Fourth of July party is a logical choice for American Muslims who want to 

celebrate their country while still honoring their religious mores. 

                                                
68 Zakarison, Interview with Rummi Khan. 
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Fig. 11: Fourth of July Post, Posted to IllMuslims’ Instagram Page, July 5, 2015, 
https://www.instagram.com/p/4xmh5FnKSx/. 

 
 Many other participants to also indicated the possibilities of combining American 

and Muslim cultures, values, and traditions. Samira relies on the traditions of the Prophet 

Muhammad to understand the relationship between her faith identity and her national 

identity:  

[For the Prophet], once [he] went somewhere, he would accommodate his 
lifestyle to what that city or that environment did. Part of growing up in 
America means you can’t be like, “I came from Pakistan, and this is how 
life used to be, and so I’m gonna walk around in salwar kameez every day 
and I’m gonna have a burka.” Part of my faith does say that you should 
cover up, so I’ll cover up. If I wanna wear a scarf, I’ll wear a scarf. But 
other than that, I think you should melt into the environment that you’re 
in.69  
 

                                                
69 Zakarison, Interview with Samira. 
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Samira distinguishes between cultural practices, such as wearing salwar kameez or a 

burka, and the Muslim principles that underlie them, such as modesty. Just as the Islamic 

ideal of modesty might be most appropriately embodied in Pakistan by wearing a burka, 

it can be embodied in the United States by wearing a sweatshirt and a headscarf, as 

Samira was during our interview. For Samira, her faith dictates not exactly what she 

should wear, but the principles of modesty to which she should adhere, and that may 

influence how she decides to dress. 

What Does “Being Muslim” Mean?  

The ways in which my participants understand what it means to be Muslim may 

contribute to their convictions that being American and being Muslim are not at all 

incompatible. When I asked my participants what being Muslim means to them, their 

answers focused largely on belief in one God, following the example of the Prophet 

Muhammad, adhering to general moral principles, and living in right relation with others. 

Overall, for the people whom I interviewed, Islam serves as a set of guiding principles 

and beliefs which structure Muslims’ lives and self-understanding; it is not a set of strict 

strictures which tell a Muslim exactly what to do.  

Many participants underscore the importance of believing in one God when 

describing what being Muslim means to them. For example, Hafsa relates that “For me, 

being Muslim is, at least the basics is still just believing in one God and believing in all 

of the prophets, that’s on the more basic side of it.”70 Similarly, Rummi emphasizes that 

for him, “being Muslim means being in a state of God-consciousness.”71 Although belief 

in one God and the prophets is foundational to what it means for many participants to be 

                                                
70 Zakarison, Interview with Hafsa. 
71 Zakarison, Interview with Rummi Khan. 
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Muslim, according to my participants this belief is not the single defining feature of being 

Muslim. Instead, this belief in and devotion to God manifests in outward actions. For 

example, Ali maintains that:  

For me, being Muslim is living your life in worship of one God. Believing 
in a single, one true God…is basically the foundation of what Islam is all 
about. You’re essentially placed on this earth in a master-slave 
relationship to God. He’s the ultimate master of the universe, and you’re 
his slave. So whatever he provides, or whatever he expects for us to do to 
uphold that relationship is what we’re expected to follow.72  
 

According to Ali, a Muslim must not only believe in, but actively worship one God. Ali’s 

belief in God extends to a belief that God has placed him on this earth for a purpose and 

he must act in accordance with this purpose and with God’s will. Ali emphasizes the 

importance of following God’s commandments and adds, “God’s biggest commandment 

for us is to serve him and worship him by serving his creation. So anything that we can 

do through our time on this planet to help our fellow human beings, in whatever capacity 

that we can, is an act of worship, an act of service to him.”73 By defining service to the 

planet and to other people as a form of worship, Ali implies that respect for and service to 

other humans are key ways Muslims demonstrate and actively live out their devotion to 

God. Several other participants also stress the importance of virtues such as kindness and 

generosity as an expression of their faith. For example, according to Hafsa, being Muslim 

is about believing in God and the prophets, but it is also “a struggle to be a good presence 

in the world, and always looking for fairness and justice and trying to be on the middle 

path of things.”74 Although Ali and Hafsa both emphasize that belief in one God is 

                                                
72 Zakarison, Interview with Ali. 
73 Ibid. 
74 Zakarison, Interview with Hafsa. 
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foundational to being Muslim, they also highlight the ways that Muslims manifest this 

belief in their everyday lives. 

Samira also notes the importance of good character, and she stresses the 

importance of looking to the Prophet Muhammad as an exemplar of these traits. 

According to Samira, being Muslim means following the example of the Prophet 

Muhammad and aspiring to live as he did. Furthermore, she hopes that when people 

observe her, they will understand that:  

She’s Muslim, Muhammad Sallallahu Alaihi Wasallam is her prophet, and 
she really does follow what she says she does. I just wanna be one of those 
people that you can say she has a good character, she’s honest, she comes 
through whenever you need her, you can reach out to her, she’ll always be 
there, have a good attitude about everyday life, and have a purpose.75 
 

In her response, Samira conveys the importance of the outward expression of her faith 

through good character and action. She expresses hope that other people will understand 

that her honesty, reliability, care, and purpose are the result of her faith and an example 

of what practicing Islam looks like. Amadou similarly states that for him, “being a 

Muslim means being an example. Or trying to be an example of that which the Prophet 

Muhammad was, peace be upon him. So it’s trying to emulate his characteristics, his 

being, how he interacted with people…He was sent as an example for all of mankind, as 

far as we believe.”76 Both Samira and Amadou stress the extent to which part of being 

Muslim is focusing on one’s interpersonal relationships and ensuring that they are 

treating others with kindness and respect.  

Zainab further emphasizes the importance of good character, arguing that it is 

perhaps even more important than ritual Islamic practices such as daily prayer: “When I 

                                                
75 Zakarison, Interview with Samira. 
76 Zakarison, Interview with Amadou. 
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was very young, my mom used to say that before you think about if you’ve prayed all 

your prayers, or if you’ve been fasting, you should check yourself and see if you’re a 

good person.”77 Rummi echoes this sentiment, saying that “for me personally, being 

Muslim means just being in a state of God-consciousness. It means respecting humanity, 

respecting life, and respecting good judgment. Being fair, being honest…I don’t focus on 

the ritual elements, because those are just rituals.”78 For both Zainab and Rummi, then, 

good character, respect, and kindness are even more fundamental to Islam than ritual and 

tradition. Being a “good person” and acting morally are more of an expression of being 

Muslim even than prayer or pilgrimage. As Ali emphasizes, kindness, good character, 

and acts of service are the clearest expression of one’s devotion to God.  

When asked what being Muslim means to him, Raheem said that “being Muslim 

is the blueprint of my identity…It’s made me a better man.”79 Overall, the respondents 

articulate an understanding of Islam as a governing moral force in their lives. It shapes 

the way they behave and the way they understand their relationship to the world. Being 

Muslim means being a good person, being moral, being kind, generous, just, and 

purposeful. Islam is not a set of rules that dictate one’s every action or preclude one’s 

participation in American society. Instead, Islam provides a set of guiding principles that 

allow one to be kind and generous, an overall good person, while participating fully in 

American cultural life. 

Fitting In and Standing Out 

One of the major critiques of the “Somewhere in America” video and the 

Mipsterz movement more largely, which also encompasses IllMuslims’ target 
                                                
77 Zakarison, Interview with Zainab. 
78 Zakarison, Interview with Rummi Khan. 
79 Zakarison, Interview with Raheem. 
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demographic to a certain extent (see chapter 1), is that the women in the video have 

become too Americanized and are somehow less Muslim because of this 

Americanization.  Sana Saeed describes some of the Twitter reactions to the video, noting 

“Sahar Ghumkhor opined on Twitter that what struck her the most about the video was 

that there was ‘something depoliticizing about this video in how it reproduces a politics 

of sameness.’ Kaouther Ferjani tweeted ‘promoting ‘palatable’ and cool hijab to show 

we’re not that different screams insecurity & not progress.’”80 According to these critics, 

the Mipsters in the “Somewhere in America” video adhere to American cultural norms to 

such an extent that they erase the elements of their identity that make them Muslim; the 

fact that the women wear hijabs is only acceptable because the rest of their outfits 

conform to normative American ideals of “cool” fashion. However, reporter Hajer Naili, 

one of the women in the video, argues that “‘We do not try to fit into Western society. 

We are women who were born in the West…I don’t try to fit into society, this who I am. 

And besides that, I’m a Muslim woman. So why wouldn’t it be compatible to express this 

double culture; this double identity. We are woman with multifacets [sic], and this is who 

we are.’”81 To a certain extent, Saeed’s and other critics’ arguments subtly reproduce the 

assumption that there is something distinct about Islam that does not allow Muslims to 

fully inhabit a mainstream American identity.  They argue that the women in the video 

attempt to make wearing hijab more “palatable,” more American, because they want to fit 

into American mainstream culture. But these arguments do not allow for the possibility 

that the women in the video are genuinely expressing themselves and their sense of style. 

As Naili points out, American Muslim women who both wear hijab and pay attention to 

                                                
80 Saeed, “Somewhere in America, Muslim Women Are ‘Cool.’” 
81 Quoted in Saeed, “Somewhere in America, Muslim Women Are ‘Cool.’” 
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American fashion trends are not “trying to fit in,” consciously adopting a style of dress 

that is not their own or compromising their Muslim faith in order to seem more 

acceptable to an American audience. Instead, they are simply being themselves, and in 

order to be themselves they cite in part the American mainstream culture in which they 

were raised and which they understand to be their own.  

Although Saeed and others see American Muslim women’s conformity to 

American fashion standards as a distancing from Islamic ideals in order to “fit in” to 

American society, the young Muslims with whom I spoke do not see the need to choose 

Americanness over Islam or vice versa. In fact, Muna Ali claims that “In asserting their 

belonging, American Muslims are challenging dominant discourses that position Islam 

and Muslims as the Other—newcomers to the national scene…Being addressed, they 

seek a common language with which to answer and self-author.”82 The ease with which 

the people I interviewed blend what they see as American ideals and values with Islamic 

values and tradition implicitly refutes the idea that Islam is necessarily Other. The fact 

that non-Muslims follow and admire Muslim social media influencers indicates that 

young Muslims have found a common language with the American mainstream. Young 

Muslims both create and consume American pop culture, and their participation in 

American traditions and culture is in fact an assertion of their belonging in this 

community.83 

                                                
82 Ali, “Muslim American/American Muslim Identity,” 377-378. 
83 Of course, “mainstream America” has historically been understood to comprise white, middle-class, 
Christian Americans only. Under this model, Muslims, who are largely black and brown, are not and 
cannot be fully part of the white, Christian American mainstream. By asserting that they, too, belong to the 
American mainstream, American Muslims are implicitly challenging what the American mainstream looks 
like, expanding it to include other religious groups as well as people of color. The extent to which “cool” 
young American Muslims are contributing to an expansion of the American mainstream imaginary 
warrants further exploration.  
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While the people whom I interviewed fully claim both their Muslim and their 

American identities, their impulse to claim their space within the American mainstream 

can also render the American Muslim community indistinguishable from the rest of 

American society. According to Rummi, part of the “beauty of [IllMuslims]” is that “For 

anyone that walks by, you wouldn’t be able to tell it was a Muslim gathering.”84 The style 

and atmosphere of the IllMuslims events is certainly fun for the Muslims in attendance, 

but it also serves to demonstrate the extent to which Muslims are a normal, even 

indistinguishable, part of American society.  

Although Rummi seems to value the extent to which IllMuslims events are 

indistinguishable from non-Muslim parties, Raheem implies that there is a limit to the 

benefits of fitting into the American mainstream. When discussing the role of American 

Muslim public figures in representing their community, he says that “I don’t feel like [DJ 

Khaled] embraces his religion as much as others.85 I feel like he’s completely American. 

You rarely ever hear him talk about the struggles in Palestine, being a Palestinian. So I 

wouldn’t really use him as a reference. [I’d use] guys like Mos Def, who’s big on Islam 

and talks about it, Lupe Fiasco used to do the same.”86 Although DJ Khaled, a Palestinian 

Muslim, is beloved by many non-Muslim American millennials, Raheem feels that he has 

strayed so far from Muslim values and traditions that he is no longer a good 

representative of the American Muslim community. Furthermore, many millennial 

American Muslims feel that DJ Khaled does not speak out enough about his Muslim 

                                                
84 Zakarison, Interview with Rummi Khan. 
85 DJ Khaled is a Palestinian American DJ and radio personality who is also well-known amongst 
American millennials, both Muslim and non-Muslim, for his large social media presence. He is active on 
Twitter, Vine, and Snapchat, and often posts humorous videos on all three. He is also known for posting 
pictures featuring Ciroc vodka, with whom he has a brand deal, and videos in which he is at parties and 
clubs, often with celebrities like P. Diddy and Rick Ross. 
86 Zakarison, Interview with Raheem. 
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identity or about issues important to the American Muslim community, such as Israeli 

occupation of Palestine. Instead, Raheem proposes Mos Def and Lupe Fiasco, two 

African-American rappers who are also Muslim, as examples of exemplary Muslim 

celebrities. Both Mos Def and Lupe Fiasco discuss their faith in their lyrics and in 

interviews. For example, in a 2014 interview, Katie Couric asked Lupe Fiasco if it was 

difficult being a Muslim rapper. He responded, “‘It just depends on who you put yourself 

around…I’ll see friends who smoke and unfortunately some friends who drink, and some 

other things that we’re not supposed to be seeing or doing.”87 Lupe’s openness about the 

struggles that he faces as a young American Muslim are quite similar to those expressed 

by my participants who do not feel comfortable at Super Bowl parties where everyone is 

drunk. At the same time, he is well-known by non-Muslim American millennials, many 

of whom enjoy his music and respect him as an artist. By speaking out about his faith, 

Lupe acts as both a public figure who can show a different side of American Muslims to 

American mass media and as a role model for other young American Muslims struggling 

to find their place and understand their faith. Through his comparison of DJ Khaled and 

Lupe Fiasco, Raheem indicates that American Muslims, especially those who are in the 

public eye, must strike a balance of performing their Americanness and gaining 

popularity in non-Muslim communities while still actively claiming and citing Islam as 

part of this performance. They cannot simply abandon their faith tradition in an effort to 

become more American. 

Despite their insistence that Islam is fully compatible with mainstream American 

values and traditions, many people I talked to do recognize that they are creating a new 

                                                
87 Latifah Muhammad, “Lupe Fiasco Talks Challenges of Being a Muslim Rapper,” BET, June 11, 2014, 
http://www.bet.com/news/music/2014/06/10/lupe-fiasco-talks-challenges-of-being-a-muslim-rapper.html. 
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sub-culture, a new community that is both distinctly American and distinctly Muslim, 

through their project of living out their American identities while also following the 

strictures of their faith. Muna observes that “The majority of me and my friends have 

immigrant parents that didn’t grow up here, that don’t know what it’s like to go to school 

here, to deal with people of different races. So I think Muslim American just defines this 

generation, because it’s kind of up to us to mold how the rest is gonna follow, which is 

pretty scary but also pretty incredible, because we get to decide.”88 Here, Muna 

acknowledges the uniqueness of her and her friends’ situation: they are of the first 

generation of young Muslims from immigrant families to grow up in the U.S., fully 

immersed in American culture and still devoted to their Muslim faith. Similarly, Hafsa 

recognizes that being both Muslim and American makes both her form of Americanness 

and her form of Islam unique:  

Muslim is the one identity that no matter where I go, I would have it. But 
at the same time, the way I identify with being Muslim has been 
completely shaped by being American. It’s very different to be a Muslim 
in the UK, to be a Muslim in Australia…I guess identifying as American 
Muslim makes sense, because that’s its own culture as well…I have to just 
take that label on and then make it what I want.89 
 

Both Muna and Hafsa recognize that their position is unique, and they also recognize that 

they are part of a larger culture of Muslims who grew up in the U.S. to immigrant 

parents. But they also understand that this culture is new, and they have the power to 

shape or influence their community, its culture, traditions, and values. 

                                                
88 Zakarison, Interview with Muna. 
89 Zakarison, Interview with Hafsa. 
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Responding to Islamophobia  

According to Muna Ali, American Muslim identities are constituted in part by the 

need to respond to the address of the non-Muslim Other.90 In other words, American 

Muslims’ performance of their identities is informed in part by a perceived need to 

respond to anti-Islamic sentiment, expressed through media, scholarship, verbal attacks, 

hostility, and even physical violence.  While responding to Islamophobia did not 

dominate the conversations I had with my participants, all of them at times feel the need 

to respond to Islamophobic remarks or sentiment. But many of them are also hesitant to 

directly challenge someone making Islamophobic comments, especially on the internet; 

instead, they feel that the best way to respond to negative stereotypes of Muslims is by 

acting kindly and helping others within the larger community. Through their actions, they 

provide an example of what a “real” Muslim looks like – they prove by example that 

Muslims are kind and engaged citizens, not violent or removed from society. 

Many of the people whom I interviewed think that anti-Muslim sentiment has 

been growing in the United States in the last five years with the rise of internet culture. 

According to Zainab, for example, “In the last five, six years, the non-Muslim 

community has become ultra Islamophobic...Islamophobia has gotten to this extreme that 

I could not even have imagined several years ago.”91 Samira echoes this, telling me about 

hijabi girls she knows who are afraid to walk home alone for fear of becoming the 

victims of Islamophobic violence. Many people also point to mass media as one of the 

causes for this growth in Islamophobia. For example, Raheem observes that:  

                                                
90 Ali, “Muslim American/American Muslim Identity,” 370-371. 
91 Zakarison, Interview with Zainab. 
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Non-Muslims take just what they see. And they run with it, they don’t 
really wanna know too much about it …People just wanna have the media 
spoon feed them the news, without them actually understanding what’s 
going on.92 

 
According to Raheem, the roots of growing public Islamophobia are twofold. First, a 

growing number of mass media outlets and public figures openly espouse anti-Muslim 

sentiment and unilaterally condemn Islam and Muslims. 93 Secondly, non-Muslims 

consume and uncritically accept these views, which leads to increased ignorance about 

and hatred towards Muslims. Many people I interviewed believe that in order to combat 

Islamophobia, it is important to combat stereotypes about Muslims as dangerous, violent, 

or radical. The individual approaches to combatting stereotypes vary: some people 

directly confront people who make Islamophobic statements and challenge them, while 

others indirectly challenge Islamophobia by acting as an example of what a “real 

Muslim” looks like in their communities.   

While many of the negative anti-Muslim stereotypes that my participants had 

encountered online and offline in conversations and media were left unstated in our 

interviews, both Raheem and Rummi directly addressed the stereotype of Islam being a 

violent religion during their interviews. Their insistence on the theme of non-violence is 

telling of the types of Islamophobic comments to which they must respond. According to 

                                                
92 Zakarison, Interview with Raheem. 
93 Almost half of the people I talked to mentioned Donald Trump’s 2016 bid for the Republican presidential 
nomination as a specific example of publicly acceptable Islamophobia. In one of his most controversial 
proposals, Trump plans to ban all Muslims from entering the U.S. in an effort to combat terrorism. Trump 
defended the plan, saying “I have Muslim friends…and they’re wonderful people. But there’s a tremendous 
section and cross-section of Muslims living in our country who have tremendous animosity…It does not 
apply to people living in the country, except we have to be vigilant” (Diamond 2015). Trump’s remarks and 
proposed actions indicate that he does not understand Muslims to be part of American mainstream society. 
They also implicitly validate the Islamophobia of many non-Muslim Americans and give these people 
license to publically voice, and even act upon, long-held anti-Muslim sentiment where previously they 
might have kept such sentiments to themselves. 
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Rummi, “For me being Muslim means being a positive example in this world, helping 

yourself and helping others find a state of peace in their hearts and minds, so that we can 

respect and love all of God’s creation, not just each other…You can’t be, I don’t believe 

that you can be Muslim and believe in violence. That’s a contradiction.”94 More 

pointedly, in addressing an imaginary non-Muslim person expressing anti-Muslim 

sentiment, Raheem claims: 

I don’t know what you’re thinking my religion does, but this is what it’s 
teaching me…If you actually look into it…the first thing it tells you in the 
Qur’an when they talk about Muslims, is [that] not only doing, but having 
the intention of hurting someone doesn’t make you a Muslim at all. That’s 
not what it is. So [people who go out and say] “Imma kill” and stuff like 
that, these aren’t Muslims, these are murderers. These are a bunch of 
trigger happy thugs. To me, they’re not Muslims. I don’t represent them 
with Muslims.95 
 

In these responses, Rummi and Raheem both challenge Islamophobic stereotypes about 

Islam as a violent religion by reaffirming what, in their views, Islam is and is not. 

However, they both also go further than simply affirming their own values and ideas 

about what it means to be a good Muslim. Instead, they condemn people who commit 

violence in the name of Islam, claiming that these people are not Muslim at all. Rummi 

and Raheem combat this prevalent stereotype of Muslims not only by reaffirming their 

own values but also by distancing themselves from those who would confirm this 

stereotype by committing violent acts and claiming to be Muslim.  

Some of the people whom I interviewed believe that engaging people who express 

Islamophobic notions can lead to productive dialogues if these people are willing to 

engage in conversation. However, the participants indicate some ambivalence about the 

                                                
94 Zakarison, Interview with Rummi Khan. 
95 Zakarison, Interview with Raheem. 
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efficacy of doing so online. For example, Hafsa discusses how she decides when to 

respond to hateful comments on Twitter:  

There’s some people who have honestly really surprised me, that they’re 
not really as aggressive as I thought they were, but they’re still very 
stubborn and they just don’t understand. And so when they do start to 
respond to me, and I start to see their arguments kind of fall apart, and 
they [start to use] the very typical talking points…[After the Paris attacks] 
there was one guy I remember who was just throwing out the very same 
repetitive things like “Well how come I don’t see enough Muslims talking 
about terrorism, and…they don’t appreciate that we try to help, and what 
about the women?” He was just kind of all over the place. And you could 
really tell, this was a person who just struggling to understand Muslims in 
general. And I was like, this is not gonna be solved over a Twitter chat 
like this. If this is really what you’re interested in and you really care 
about this, you’re gonna need to do something else…So I pick and choose 
my battles.96 
 

Hafsa indicates that engaging users making Islamophobic claims online can be effective, 

but perhaps not as effective as having an in-person discussion about the users’ views. On 

the one hand, when Twitter users make Islamophobic remarks based solely on 

stereotypes and information they have gleaned from mass media, Hafsa’s intervention 

may help them realize that their arguments are based on tenuous claims and lead them to 

seek out less-biased information. But, as Hafsa points out, social media may not be the 

optimal platform for these conversations, and if users really want to educate themselves 

about Islam, they will not be able to do so using Twitter alone. Overall, it is unclear if 

these online interventions will have a lasting impact on Islamophobic Twitter users. 

 Many other participants express similar thoughts about the efficacy of directly 

challenging people making anti-Muslim remarks. Overall, they observe that engaging 

with people who make ill-informed Islamophobic comments may work if the person truly 

does not know anything about Islam and makes these remarks based on the inaccurate 

                                                
96 Zakarison, Interview with Hafsa. 
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information they have received through friends and family, social media, and mass 

media. However, if the person is “ranting,” if they are set in their ways or not willing to 

engage in critical discussion, attempting to have a conversation is often fruitless. In the 

face of this fruitlessness, participants note several other techniques they use for 

combatting Islamophobia through direct confrontation, especially online. Ahmed, who is 

a member of the U.S. Army and a veteran of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, chooses to 

downplay his Islamic identity in conversation:  

When I see people put up some things that are inflammatory or against 
certain groups, I engage them sometimes…[but] I never try to change 
anybody’s point of view, because I understand that it’s very difficult and it 
would take a lot of effort and probably wouldn’t even be worth it…I speak 
to them not in a perspective of a Muslim, but I speak to them in the 
perspective of a fellow American. I don’t come at them like, “I’m a 
Muslim here this is why I think you shouldn’t think like this.” No… I’m 
like, “You shouldn’t feel like that, this doesn’t help our country. We 
definitely wanna be safer as a country but we want to integrate everybody 
that comes here and make them feel like they belong so that way they 
don’t want to accept certain things that are bad for us. Because they’re one 
of us. And that’s exactly what they should be.” I just keep it very simple 
like that.97 
 

Rather than challenging people’s stereotypes about Muslims by providing counter 

examples of “good” Muslims, such as himself, who are kind and upright citizens, Ahmed 

chooses to bypass the question of Islamophobic stereotypes and instead construct an 

argument against Islamophobia that invokes a concern for keeping the United States safe. 

According to Ahmed’s argument, if we don’t accept Muslims into mainstream American 

culture, they will be more likely to accept anti-American ideology and perhaps become 

radicalized. Ahmed argues that Islamophobia will, in the long run, endanger the country 

by producing more terrorists who hate the United States. A concern for the wellbeing of 

the U.S. is the basis for his argument.  
                                                
97 Leda Zakarison, Personal Interview: Ahmed, February 6, 2016. 
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While Ahmed does not always tell people online who make Islamophobic 

remarks that he is Muslim when he challenges them, Zainab feels that she can combat 

Islamophobia through being herself and engaging in conversations that challenge non-

Muslims’ ignorance. She relates that:  

I have this friend whose father has never met a Muslim…She would 
jokingly tell me “If my dad ever met you, I think he’d be afraid of you or 
not like you.” And I was like, “Wait, why are you saying that?...I’m five 
feet tall, how can he be afraid of me?” And she was like, “Because he just 
doesn’t know. He’s never left this city in the south, he’s probably met one 
African-American person because only one lives in their small town, and 
he’s just never seen a Muslim, and the only images of Muslims that he’s 
seen is what Fox News shows him.” But now I have all the resources to 
reach out to him and people like him to talk about what a Muslim is, to 
have dialogue and engagement and have conversations about why he 
thinks the things that he does, and then I can tell him what real Muslims 
are about, Muslims in America, how we’re helping society and want to 
build communities for positive change.98 
 

Zainab hopes that through conversation, she can change the mind of her friend’s father by 

providing information about Muslims other than what he has seen and heard on Fox 

News and other Islamophobic media outlets. But she also emphasizes the importance of 

meeting people face to face and talking about the ways that Muslims are improving their 

communities.99 The power of her hypothetical conversation with her friend’s father is not 

just in the words she says, but in the fact that she, a non-threatening, stereotype-defying 

Muslim woman, would deliver them. Zainab hopes to combat ignorance-based 

Islamophobia not only through challenging the notion that Muslims are violent or anti-

American, but also by providing positive examples of what Muslims have already done in 

their communities. 

                                                
98 Zakarison, Interview with Zainab. 
99 According to a 2010 Time magazine poll, 62% of Americans have never met a Muslim person (cited in 
Bayoumi, This Muslim American Life, 143). 
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While many respondents hope that directly responding to Islamophobia may 

reduce some people’s anti-Islamic sentiment, Zainab worries that this is not the most 

effective way of combating Islamophobia:  

I don’t think [responding directly to ignorant comments] is the best way, 
when someone says something wrong, because then there’s just too much 
tension between both sides. And even if you like want to be a good 
Muslim and you want to show them what a real Muslim is, I think 
sometimes a lot of things that people say are very hurtful, and then you 
kind of loose your sense of balance.100 
 

Raheem is also concerned that in challenging people who make ignorant remarks, he 

might come off as angry or violent, which would further confirm stereotypes about 

violent Muslim men rather than challenge them. Thus, many respondents hope to 

proactively interact with non-Muslims so that non-Muslims can learn that their 

stereotypes are unfounded.  

Even among those who think that Muslims must act proactively to disprove 

stereotypes, there are different tactics for doing so. Samira recognizes that it is becoming 

more difficult to be Muslim in the U.S., but she also affirms that Muslims can act in ways 

that combat Islamophobia: 

I honestly don’t think it will get easier [to be Muslim in the U.S.]. But a 
lot of that kind of falls back on our community, [because] we have to 
speak up for ourselves. This is why I say to children that you need to be 
more active in your community, and not just the Muslim community, 
because you sit back and you expect everyone to understand who you are, 
you can’t expect that out of anybody. If you’re not involved, if you don’t 
speak out yourself, then why do you expect anyone to think differently? 
So, yes…if someone’s saying something wrong [online], then yeah you 
fight back, or you say something, but physically you have to be out there, 
be part of a protest, be part of activities that say, “I’m not what internet or 
media plays us out to be.” And that really changes people’s views on 
that…It’s important to go out and talk about it, and to help people [see] 
what we really are about.101 

                                                
100 Zakarison, Interview with Zainab. 
101 Zakarison, Interview with Samira. 
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For Samira, the only way to combat Islamophobia is to be an active participant in society. 

If people only know about Muslims through mass media, they will hold stereotyped and 

one-dimensional views about Muslims and Islam. But if they see Muslims volunteering 

and protesting for causes they care about, if they interact regularly with Muslims who are 

kind and honest, they will grow to understand Muslims in a different light. This new 

perspective will be informed by interactions with real Muslims, rather than by media 

portrayals, and will thus be less ill-informed and more favorable towards Muslims.  

 IllMuslims also hopes to combat Islamophobia through providing examples of 

Muslims who defy negative stereotypes. For example, Rummi said that he welcomes 

non-Muslims at Be Social events:  

People will often bring their non-Muslim friends that are interested in 
knowing more about how Muslim communities interact and what they do 
in social settings. And then we have had folks that have just kind of shown 
up. There’s been people walking past an event, and they’re like ‘Man, this 
looks cool. What is this?’ And we explain what it is and they’re like, ‘Oh, 
okay cool, so do I need a ticket?’ And we’re like, if you wanna check it 
out, for us that’s a greater value…If they were just walking past, I’d rather 
them walk through it and be like wow, and it informs their perspective on 
what our community is.102 
 

Through their events and their social media pages, IllMuslims demonstrates that Muslims 

can be normal and even cool. Young Muslims cannot only be fully part of American 

society; they can serve as style icons for non-Muslims and create music and art that non-

Muslims enjoy consuming just as much as Muslims. Through these events, IllMuslims 

demonstrates that young Muslims in America are not a mysterious and removed sect. 

They are “just like us,” they are fully American, and they know how to throw a great 

party. 

                                                
102 Zakarison, Interview with Rummi Khan. 
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While Samira stresses the importance of Muslim presence in society as a way to 

combat ignorance and Islamophobia and IllMuslims challenges stereotypes by promoting 

alternate images of American Muslims, Zainab argues that Muslims should go out of 

their way to do good works for non-Muslims: 

When I was at Jummah [Friday prayer] a couple weeks ago it started 
snowing, and the person at the mosque said, if you can shovel snow, go do 
it for a non-Muslim. Go shovel their driveway instead of helping your 
other Muslim brothers and sisters unless they need the help. Try to go out 
of your way to shovel a non-Muslim’s driveway. And have a conversation 
with them, and tell them that you’re a Muslim, and try to see if you can 
talk to them and see what they think about Muslims, and if there’s some 
stereotypes that they believe in, try to see if you can like clear the air.103 

 
According to this proposal, doing something kind for a non-Muslim neighbor serves to 

combat Islamophobia in two ways. First, Muslims can demonstrate their good character 

through the act of kindness itself. Second, while the Muslim person is shoveling the non-

Muslim’s sidewalk, or while they are sharing a meal, he or she can further combat 

Islamophobia by talking about Islam with the non-Muslim, answering any questions and 

dispelling any incorrect notions the person had about Islam. Acts of kindness and service 

combat Islamophobia both directly and indirectly by allowing a Muslim person to both 

tell a non-Muslim person that their stereotypes are unfounded and prove their claims by 

showing them how a “real” Muslim acts. 

Social Media and Islamophobia 

Many young American Muslims recognize a relationship between growing 

Islamophobia and the internet. However, among my participants there is some 

ambivalence about the exact nature of this relationship and whether social media has 

impacted the American public’s perception of Islam positively or negatively. According 

                                                
103 Zakarison, Interview with Zainab. 
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to Ahmed, social media has provided an outlet for people to publicly express prejudices 

that they have always held, but Raheem feels that people become more Islamophobic as 

they consume mass media, which is often disseminated online. Ali, Zainab, and Samira 

all think that social media allows people to build connections they might not otherwise 

build and combat Islamophobia and ignorance through online relationships, but Hafsa 

also recognizes that some of the most vitriolic Islamophobia is expressed on social media. 

Samira sums up this ambivalence about social media, saying: 

[On the internet] you can find the right things about Islam, and you can 
find the completely wrong things, and there’s no scholar sitting behind 
every website and every blog and everything to be like, ‘oh actually this is 
not true, actually this is right, ehh well this is kinda like that.’…[Then] 
you have for example Trump, [who is] just kind of terrorizing everything 
about us. And then you have really good people that are supporting 
us…but I think whatever you’re looking for, whatever you want to look 
for, you’ll find it on the internet.104 
 

Social media platforms, and the internet in general, have become the site for 

disseminating extremely misinformed, hateful Islamophobic comments and ideas, but 

they are also a site for people to express their support for Muslims and for Muslims to 

express themselves. According to Zainab, Islamophobic internet users can utilize social 

media to spread hateful messages, but if used well, social media can also be a useful tool 

to combat these messages. 

I think an online space is the best way for Muslims to show non-Muslims 
what a real Muslim is, or what we’re actually about. I think every 
generation has a tool that if they utilize well they can find something 
successful, and for us I think that’s the internet. I think Muslims are super 
active online, and because of that, we can reach out to, like, conservative 
Republicans in the south that have never seen a Muslim, would never 
know what a Muslim looks like, or what a real Muslim is, and we can 
actually reach out to them and talk to them and have dialogue and 
conversation.105 

                                                
104 Zakarison, Interview with Samira. 
105 Zakarison, Interview with Zainab. 
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Social media, then, can be used to both represent Muslim identities that defy stereotypes 

and to directly challenge Islamophobic ideas; it is a useful tool to enact the strategies 

articulated by respondents to combat Islamophobia and ignorance.  

 While social media can serve as a tool that users can use to provide examples of 

Muslims that do not confirm stereotypes, spread correct information about Muslims, and 

directly challenge Islamophobic comments, it can also provide a platform for non-

Muslims to show their support. For example, Ahmed says that  

The one thing that I really have been pleasantly surprised with is that over 
this time as well, I’ve also seen people from different ethnicities and 
backgrounds come out and [both] speak out against any type of hatred and 
then just basically prove them wrong…So I think that within the last 
couple years, I’ve been paying more attention to this, these things going 
on, I think that’s the thing that I really appreciate is just the other end of 
the spectrum, and people stepping out.106 
 

Social media has provided a platform not only for Muslims to speak out and challenge 

Islamophobia; it also allows more voices which are not Islamophobic to be heard and 

creates an aggregate of support for Muslims which serves to combat mass media’s 

negative images of Muslims. 

Creating Community  

Young Muslims in the U.S. choose to come together for a variety of reasons – 

they prefer hanging out in spaces where not everyone is drinking alcohol, they enjoy 

spending time with people who share similar values, and they like to support artists and 

musicians who are also Muslim and build creative and professional networks based on 

these connections. However, several participants also indicate that American Muslim 

communities are coalescing at least in part in response to growing Islamophobic 

                                                
106 Zakarison, Interview with Ahmed. 
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sentiment. For example, Muna notes, “The thing that I love about Instagram is that I feel 

like it’s easier to connect with other Muslims who are around your age group and we’ll 

stick together, almost…I just feel like it’s nice to know that I’m not the only one going 

through something.”107 Social media facilitates community building and helps American 

Muslims across the country to come together to support one another as they endure 

similar forms of hostility and prejudice. Samira also says, “I think as times are getting 

harder, being a Muslim, it’s very nice for any Muslim, at any level – you could be very 

conservative or you could be really liberal, and come together, and you can find new 

friends, you can find whatever you’re looking for.” Spaces like Be Social events allow 

young American Muslims to come together in a space they know will be safe and in 

which they know they will find people with whom they share similar experiences.  

Ahmed also understands the need for American Muslims to form community.  

Although he does not like the term Muslim American and wouldn’t use it for himself if 

he had a choice, 

At this point, there is a need to speak to every Muslim in America because 
of what’s been going on in the news, these attacks or whatever, plus the 
backlash that’s been going on. So I think as a need to speak to every 
Muslim in this country, you have to address them as a Muslim American, 
because it does talk about everybody, you if you were Muslim, and me, 
and an Arab person. It would speak to all of us.108 
 

Many participants pointed out that one rarely hears talk of the “Christian American 

community.” Christianity, as the dominant religion in the United States, is an assumed 

default, an unmarked category. Many participants hope that someday, Islam will function 

more like Christianity within American society: it will be an identity that you can claim 

and that will shape your behavior and outlook, but it will not be the defining factor of 
                                                
107 Zakarison, Interview with Muna. 
108 Zakarison, Interview with Ahmed. 
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who you are. But Ahmed recognizes that in the face of growing Islamophobia and even 

violence against American Muslims, it is important to be able to discuss the American 

Muslim community because Muslims living in the United States all share a similar and 

unique struggle. When American Muslims come together, their community is formed 

both by a set of common interests and values and a desire to support one another in the 

face of a common threat. 
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Conclusion 

IllMuslims is best-known to most millennial American Muslims for their popular Be 

Social events, but according to Rummi Khan, one of the founders of IllMuslims, the 

organization’s goals are much larger. By promoting American Muslim creatives, such as 

musicians, artists, and designers, on their social media pages and featuring them at their 

events, IllMuslims hopes to foster a network of like-minded young American Muslims 

and foster creativity among young Muslims. In addition, through social media campaigns 

featuring cool-looking, fashionably-dressed young Muslims, the organization combats 

anti-Muslim stereotypes by providing positive examples of young American Muslims, 

alternative visions of what it means to be a young Muslim person in the United States. 

Although IllMuslims is only one group, it is also part of a growing network of American 

Muslim social media influencers and creatives who are active online. These influencers, 

and the individual American Muslims who follow them, are part of a growing group of 

young American Muslims active on social media who are increasingly defining what it 

means to be a millennial Muslim in America.  

 As this group of millennial American Muslims grows, so to does criticism of the 

group, their fashion choices, their interpretations of Islam, and their relationship to 

American mass culture. The nature of these criticisms is especially evident in the 

reactions to “Somewhere in America,” a video produced by members of the similar group 

Mipsterz. Some critics claim that the video, which features women wearing hijab paired 

with trendy clothes fitting with American fashion norms, undermines the values that 

underlie hijab. Aside from concerns about the women’s interpretation of Islamic modesty 

rules, critics argue that the video objectifies the women by focusing exclusively on what 
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they wear and not on their character or the positive impact they have in the world. Other 

critics worry that the women in the video have become too Americanized and perhaps are 

intentionally straying from Islamic norms in order to “fit in” to non-Muslim America. 

These critics feel that the video does nothing to fight anti-Muslim stereotypes because it 

shows women who conform to American standards of beauty and dress, rather than claim 

space and acceptance for Muslim women as they are. On the other had, many other 

Muslim women have lauded the video, saying that it provides young Muslim women with 

examples of a diverse array of American Muslim women, all of whom conform to 

modesty standards as they understand them while still showing off their personal style. In 

a society in which most popular representations of Muslims are negative, supporters of 

the video claim that it provides an alternate, wholly positive example of Muslims in the 

U.S.  

 Islamophobia and anti-Muslim rhetoric are a pressing problem and a daily reality 

for most millennial American Muslims, and these sentiments demand, both implicitly and 

explicitly, a response from Muslims who wish to challenge Islamophobia and defend 

themselves, their community, and their faith. While some American Muslims do choose 

to directly engage with people who make anti-Muslim comments, many others feel that it 

is more effective to combat Islamophobia by simply being themselves, embodying 

principles of kindness, generosity, and good character that they feel are foundational to 

Islam. According to Rummi, IllMuslims is, in part, a “public relations campaign” for 

American Muslims.109 By featuring artists, musicians, designers, and generally cool-

looking young Muslim people on its Instagram page, and hosting events that are so fun 

that even non-Muslims want to attend, IllMuslims communicates that American Muslims 
                                                
109 Zakarison, Interview with Rummi Khan. 
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are cool and fully part of mainstream American society.   American Muslims who are 

active on social media provide counter examples that challenge anti-Muslim stereotypes 

simply by being themselves. 

 While this public relations campaign put on by IllMuslims may help to challenge 

some anti-Muslim stereotypes, IllMuslims, Mipsterz, and other groups that publically 

represent American Muslims occupy a difficult role. Because American media is so 

starved of positive representations of Muslims and there are so few publically-known 

American Muslims who can serve as role models and examples for younger generations 

of American Muslims, any public representation of an American Muslim becomes 

representative of the larger community. As Layla Shaikley, the art director for the 

“Somewhere in America” video and a member of Mipsterz, says of the backlash the 

video received, “I’d been naïve to think that the video could be a personal 

celebration…Muslim Americans are in many cases wounded, marginalized, reactive, and 

defensive, in large part because we’re underrepresented and misrepresented in the media. 

[The video] stirred up feelings born of years, if not generations, of exclusion and 

marginalization.”110 An image of a single American Muslim, or even a group of 

American Muslims, cannot adequately convey the breadth of diversity embodied by 

Muslims living in the U.S., but because of the lack of visibility of American Muslims in 

popular media, there are not enough different images of American Muslims to 

sufficiently depict the entire community. However, when an American Muslim sees an 

image that they take to represent all American Muslims, but they do not see themselves 

reflected in this image, it evokes negative feelings associated with years of 

misrepresentation in media. Somehow, groups like IllMuslims must strike a balance 
                                                
110 Shaikley, “The Surprising Lessons of the ‘Muslim Hipsters’ Backlash.” 
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between representing their target demographic – young, creative, more well-off 

millennial American Muslims who are active on social media – and presenting an overall 

image of young American Muslims that reflects the diversity of this group. 

 Any attempt to represent the entire American Muslim community assumes that 

there is a definable and cohesive American Muslim community. However, the people 

whom I interviewed express some ambivalence about the concept of this community and 

the label of “American Muslim” that accompanies it. They worry that being Muslim has 

become the defining element of their identity. According to Hafsa, she would not 

describe herself as Muslim American, but instead she is “Muslim, period. American, 

period.”111 While no participant denies being Muslim, or downplays the importance of 

their faith, they do not feel they should be seen as separate from other Americans because 

of their faith. They do not see any conflict between being Muslim and being American, 

and they wish to be seen simply as Americans who also happen to be Muslim. At the 

same time, though, many recognize that in the context of the contemporary United States, 

where Muslims regularly face hate, discrimination, and violence because of their faith, it 

is necessary to refer to the American Muslim community as a whole. As Muna notes, it is 

comforting to have a community of people who are facing the same struggles and 

prejudices as you, who share your experiences.  

According to Muna, in some ways it is exciting to be a young American Muslim 

because her community is so new, and her generation gets to decide what their 

community will look like.112 As this group grows and changes, American Muslims must 

navigate between their desires to both come together as a community and fully embrace 

                                                
111 Zakarison, Interview with Hafsa. 
112 Zakarison, Interview with Muna. 
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their Muslim identities, while at the same time become fully integrated into American 

society. They will have to decide when it is beneficial to come together in solidarity as 

one American Muslim community, and at what point this label becomes unhelpful and 

isolating. In a way, IllMuslims stands directly in the middle of this conversation. The 

founders recognize that they have a specific target demographic to whom they cater, and 

yet when young American Muslims, such as Amadou, Hafsa, and even Farhan, feel that 

they do not fully fit in at IllMuslims events or in the IllMuslims social media networks, 

they are upset. IllMuslims, Mipsterz, and other groups of young American Muslims 

active on social media are asked to represent the entire American Muslim community, but 

this community is so complex and diverse that no single representation can reflect every 

single American Muslim. But as American Muslims’ presence on social media grows, so 

too will their opportunities to represent the wide range of people who are both American 

and Muslim. IllMuslims, and other groups that bring together young American Muslims, 

will certainly continue to grow and change in response to pressures both from within and 

outside of the American Muslim community. It remains to be seen, however, what new 

forms such groups will take in the future. 
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