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Essay

Performing the Muslim: Method and Risk for
the Public
Su’ad Abdul Khabeer
Purdue University

INTRODUCTION

Scene: Dr. Su’ad
[The top of Lupe Fiasco’s (2006) song, “Ghetto Story (Steady
Mobbin)” plays. In a hip hop, singsong fashion, a male voice
croons: “Seein’ with my ghetto eyes/I walked with my ghetto
feet/ I talked with my ghetto speech/I’m copasetic, I won’t
let it bring me down/bring me down.” Music fades. I cross
to center stage and recite the following]

The World is a Ghetto!
I’ve seen ’hoods in a city

where the lakes don’t end,
With snowy summers

and deep-dish nostalgia,
Where histories splintered race-ways

make an iron loop
from Cardinal side

and back.
Where

hip hop and the soul drop a dope track
with the

BOOM BAP
BOOM
BOOM

BAP

hip hop and the soul drop a dope track
with the

BOOM BAP
BOOM
BOOM

BAP
Mira! Yo, he vistos BASTANTE barrios!

en la isla llena de
playas y sol,

ritmos y culturas,
raı́ces y historias
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y poder.
Es rodeada de
azul del mar,

Y el rojo y blanco y azul de imperialismo.
Y aquı́,

Ya tu sabes . . .
hip hop and the soul drop a dope track

With the
BOOM BAP

BOOM
BOOM

BAP
Yo, son!

I come from a ’hood
in a city where you

“grab someting and wave!”
can cop bean pies from the bodega,

but be damned
if darkness finds your dark self with the boys in dark blue after dark.

In the County of Kings
hip hop and the soul STAY
droppin’ the dopest track

with the
BOOM

BAP
BOOM
BOOM

BAP
Can you hear it?

Can you hear our creative genius in desperation?
The Diaspora’s babies are on FIRE!

in more ways than one.
I know you’ve heard those mythical places

Where, I’m so “HOOD”
is the rally cry of gold-toothed pain.

But you’ve got to listen for those real spaces
bigger than

the sum of our parts
that is

magnified
then,

squeezed
into your

19 . . . 42 . . . 60 inch
Can you hear how

the beat drops
through
pomp

circumstance
makes you take an inward glance

hits the deepest part of you
so your soul rides the beat

into its birthplace
that is beyond rhyme

only that divine meeting
in that in-between place

that is beyond time.
the beat drops . . .

[The instrumental break of The Roots’ (1999) song, “Love of My Life,”
plays.]

and it’s so beautiful
the nafs (self) dies.

it so beautiful
it’s . . .

Can you hear it?
Can you hear it?
Can you feel it?

I know you feel it.

I know you feel it.
Cause it’s real . . .

[Music fades]

End Scene

This is the concluding scene of my performance ethnography,
Sampled: Beats of Muslim Life. In the poem, I offer reflexive
snapshots of the different locations where I ethnographically
explored the roots and routes of hip hop: Chicago, Illinois
(a city with snowy summers and deep-dish nostalgia);
Marrakech, Morocco (a city that is red like the swoosh on
a Nike bought and sold in Djemaa El-Fna); and Puerto Rico
(an island surrounded by the blue of the sea and the red,
white, and blue of imperialism). I also offer a snapshot of my
hometown, Brooklyn, New York, a place so central to hip
hop culture that it is known, in hip hop circles, as “Medina.”8

This new name—taken from the city of the Prophet
Muhammad, Medina, Saudi Arabia—is an index of a
longstanding relationship between Islam and hip hop.
This relationship is a dialogue: hip hop is shaped by black
Muslim priorities of self-knowledge and self-determination,
and Muslims use hip hop to articulate a religious identity
that reflects those priorities (Aidi 2009; Floyd-Thomas
2003; Khabeer 2016). The refrain, “hip hop and the soul
drop (release) a dope (excellent) track (song),” follows
each snapshot to identify that, alongside its very local
instantiations, hip hop culture transcends borders—the
borders of nation-states and the borders of the body and
soul, as well as the limits of deformed, one-dimensional, and
highly profitable characterizations of young urban black life.

Inspired by the play The Colored Museum by George C.
Wolfe (1987) and the choreopoem For Colored Girls Who
Have Considered Suicide When the Rainbow Is Enuf by Ntozake
Shange (1989), Sampled is composed of a series of theatrical
vignettes. These vignettes explore, represent, and theorize
key themes of race, religion, and popular culture that are
central to my larger project on “Muslim Cool”—a way of
thinking and being a US American Muslim that embodies
the dialogue between Islam and hip hop.9 I developed this
concept by drawing on my extensive ethnographic research
with young black, Arab, and South Asian US American
Muslims for whom establishing connections to specific no-
tions of blackness were important techniques in configuring
a US Muslim identity. Using dance, theater, and poetry,
through these scenes I examine intimacies between spiritual
practice and popular culture, grapple with intergenerational
tensions and interracial religious conflict, and open up the
complexities that lie at the intersection of race, gender, class,
religion, and citizenship in the contemporary United States.

Each time I perform this poem, I feel a mix of relief and
apprehension. Relief that almost 40 minutes of solo perfor-
mance is nearly complete and apprehension in anticipation
of the audience’s response—did they get it? I use perfor-
mance ethnography as form of ethnographic representation
designed to disrupt hegemonic narratives about US Muslims
as being pathological and perpetually foreign. Therefore,
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I am always concerned that the complex stories of US
Muslims I strive to embody are narrated effectively—was
it successful? I also use performance ethnography as an
ethnographic method that facilitates the intersubjective
production and dissemination of knowledge. Accordingly,
I also question whether my engagement with performance
is intellectually generative or merely an exercise in ethno-
graphic delusion. Furthermore, I am apprehensive because
of the ways in which performance is primarily figured within
anthropology—is it anthropological (enough)? At the end of
each performance, the answers to these questions range,
yet whatever the answers, the questions linger because of
the risks I engage as a scholar performing the Muslim.

In what follows, I describe my experience constructing
and performing Sampled as a way to examine the possibilities
for anthropology generated by performance ethnography.
I examine performance ethnography as a method grounded
in the anthropological tradition of embodied knowledge.
I trace my own process in relation to this tradition and the
collaborations yielded and intellectual challenges wielded by
the intersubjective and embodied practice of performance
ethnography. I also examine performance ethnography as
risk—risks of embodying the field that bring risks to the
anthropologist’s body. Ultimately, I argue that performance
ethnography is powerful as an affective anthropological
intervention and interaction with the public.

PERFORMANCE IN ANTHROPOLOGY
Writing and staging Sampled proved to be a critical first step
in the analysis and synthesis of my ethnographic research,
although I was initially driven by a personal desire to be
creative. At that point, in 2008, I had spent four years in
graduate school, which encouraged my intellectual develop-
ment but often at the expense of my creative growth—which
is ironic, as it was Zora Neale Hurston’s work that first
attracted me to anthropology. By the time that I began to
write Sampled, I was near the end of 20 months in the field
working with young Muslims who were deeply engaged
in hip hop cultural production, which made my own lack
of creative output particularly acute. Subsequently, when
I began to explore what I wanted to create I immediately
turned to my field research.10 Turning to my data forced
me to begin my analysis: What do these notes say? What do
these videos [I recorded] show? What do these transcripts
teach? Accordingly, my synthesis of fieldwork data began by
trying to bring the field to life through performance. Sampled
is based on this and subsequent ethnographic research, and
through Sampled I locate myself as an anthropologist at the
juncture of performance and ethnography.11

In anthropology, performance is most frequently a
subject of study—as ritual, theater, and self-presentation
in everyday life (Cox 2014; Jackson 2003; Kapchan 1995;
Kondo 1997; Turner 1975, 1987). For anthropologists,
cultural performances span everything from religious initi-
ations to Sunday night football. This study of performance
by anthropologists centers on “the relations between the

discourses and material practices that compose everyday
life and the more stylized and self-reflexive enactments that
comment on and transform the same” (Kapchan 1995:481).
These “stylized enactments” are conceived as distinct from
the routines of everyday life yet are seen as productive sites
at which to understand social relationships, social stability,
and social change.

Moving from the social to the individual and back (and
between disciplines), Erving Goffman (1959) theorized
performance’s intersubjectivity by arguing that everyday
performances are demarcated by the socially validated
cultural roles, behaviors, and norms through which
individuals perform the self. Therefore, the ethnographic
focus is on not only stylized enactments but also everyday
performances. These everyday performances are “stylized
acts of repetition” that shape how individuals and com-
munities “do” identity by conforming to and subverting
hegemonic norms (Butler 2004).

At the juncture of the anthropological study of perfor-
mance and the doing of ethnography is performance ethnog-
raphy. Soyini D. Madison (2005:172) defines performance
ethnography as “staged, cultural performances . . . based
on ethnographic data from the specific spheres of (a) the
subjects, whose lives and words are being performed; (b) the
audience, who witnesses the performance; and (c) the
performers, who embody and enact the data.” Perfor-
mance ethnography, also termed “anthro-performance”
(Harrison 1990) and “ethnographic theater” (Vidali 2015),
multiplies the ways in which anthropologists can engage
performance—not only as a subject of inquiry but as a
method, a means to generate theory, and a medium of
representation.

The elements of performance ethnography are often
identical to what leads to written ethnographic work:
participant-observation in the field, ethics, archival re-
search, data collection, and analysis, as well as thinking with
and without theory. However, performance ethnography
is distinct from written work because as a medium it
communicates “a sense of immediacy as well as the breadth
and complexity” of the field (Batiste 2005). Performance
ethnography relies on a range of “communication modal-
ities,” from spoken words and video to lighting, that go
beyond the purview of the written manuscript, which
enables different forms of audience engagement (Vidali
2015:114). In terms of audience, performance ethnography
explicitly aims to be accessible both within and outside
the academy and intends to invoke “a response(ability)”
within audiences—a response and a sense of responsibility
to critical issues (Madison 2010:12).

Performance ethnography is designed to interrupt
the flow of hegemonic narratives, and it is through this
productive contestation that audiences are challenged
“to transform, reframe, call into question and critically
engage with the past and present” (Roberts 2014). This
is a challenge, for the performer and the audience, that
is not only intellectual but also visceral—it hits you in
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your core—in the moment and in the flesh, what Thomas
DeFrantz and Anita Gonzalez (2014:6) describe as “subjec-
tivity occasioned by action born of breath.” Critically, as an
embodied epistemology, this challenge comes through the
flesh as well—through the interaction of “real, living human
bodies” from the fieldsite to the stage (Vidali 2015:114).

The title, Sampled, is a reference to citation practices
found in hip hop and the academy.12 Sampling in hip hop
is “a process of cultural literacy and intertextual reference”
(Rose 1994:89) and a practice of tradition (Schloss 2004)
similar to that of citation in academic writing. Academics
are also expected to “sample” the thoughts and ideas of other
scholars when making their own original contributions.
Although concerns of plagiarism require that academic
citations always be explicit, academic sampling can also be
discreet, displaying an author’s intellectual positioning and
knowledge of the field. My subtitle, Beats of Muslim Life,
references hip hop and the broader Afrodiasporic musical
tradition that privileges “the beat” or percussion as “the basis
of rhythm and rhythm as the central musical force” (Rose
1994) to mark the centrality of race and blackness to the con-
cept of Muslim Cool. Furthermore, as beats of Muslim life,
this performance ethnography represents a range of Muslim
experiences across race, generation, gender, and class.

Like a DJ sampling James Brown or an anthropologist
citing Clifford Geertz, my performance ethnography also
employs sampling; its stories are excerpts and examples of
multiple stories I encountered in the field. For one vignette,
“Ameen,” which is a critique of government surveillance of
Muslims, these excerpts are directly extracted from official
press releases and official documents leaked to journalists
or released via the Freedom of Information Act. However,
for all other scenes, the narratives I embody are not direct
reenactments of my interlocutors’ actions nor are the words
I recite verbatim quotations. Yet I drew on these actions
and words as well as on my field observations to reconstruct
the social dynamics of the field on stage. This is important
because performance ethnography does not work from the
presumption that the anthropologist can “exclusively give
voice to the silenced” or possesses “unequivocal knowledge
and skills” (Madison 2005:178). Indeed, my interlocutors
can and do speak for themselves. Rather, my aim is to invoke
a response(ability) through performance ethnography.

PERFORMANCE AS ANTHROPOLOGICAL METHOD
AND ANALYSIS
Although performance is more often an object to
study in anthropology, performance ethnography ex-
tends anthropology’s tradition of embodied knowledge.
The tradition and practice of embodied knowledge resists
the logocentrism and mind–body dualism that dominate
the Euro-American intellectual tradition (Gilroy 1993) by
identifying the body as a site of knowing and communicative
power (Cox 2014). Centered in one of the discipline’s key
methods, participant-observation, embodied knowledge
begins with “the research process” as “an embodied

endeavor, one in which lived and felt experience through
all the senses, is integral to both the data collection process
and the knowledge produced” (Ulysse 2008:128–129).

To “do” participant-observation, you have to “be
there” in time and space with your interlocutors even
when technology confounds these categories. This “being
there” is not disembodied but requires the anthropologist
to participate—to speak, dance, eat, Facebook, and so
on—with the interlocutor. Anthropologists do things with
interlocutors and feel things with them as well (Hage 2009),
creating shared experience on multiple levels. Importantly,
this “doing and feeling” is not about losing oneself in
otherness as way to get the authenticated “native’s point of
view.” Rather, the attention to shared experience identifies
the ways embodiment enables different access points for
ethnographic engagement and ethical action.

This anthropological tradition was trailblazed by Zora
Neale Hurston (2008a[1935], 2008b[1938]) and Katherine
Dunham (1983, 1994). Drawing on ethnographic fieldwork
in the US South and Caribbean, Hurston wrote anthropo-
logically and, most famously, in literary form. Hurston’s
work bridged art and academe to affirm the value of black
vernacular traditions and challenge popular and scholarly
anti-blackness. Moreover, well before the celebrated
reflexive turn in anthropology (Clifford and Marcus 1986),
Hurston consistently recorded the complexities of her own
position in the field, despite being seen as an uncomplicated
“native” by her white benefactors and advisors.

Dunham’s contributions come from her research-to-
performance methodology that begins with ethnographic
fieldwork and leads to pedagogy and, ultimately, public
performance (Roberts 2014). Dunham conducted fieldwork
in Haiti and Martinique and, like Hurston, asserted the
value of black vernacular traditions (Chin 2010). In
the development of her world-renowned dance technique
that drew on her anthropological fieldwork, Dunham
unpacked distinctions between Euro-American and African-
inspired dance. She argued that these distinctions were re-
flective of social histories and cultural values (Aschenbrenner
1999). Importantly, the distinctions Dunham uncovered did
not invest in a binary opposition of rigid structure (Euro-
American dance) over “natural” sensuality (African dance).
Rather, Dunham’s critical intervention was to illustrate
that African-derived dances had social significance and
required just as much physical and intellectual discipline.

Dunham’s research-to-performance methodology re-
lied on strategic embodiment—that is, using the body
in specific ways to convey specific representations of the
field (Roberts 2014), which required meticulous embod-
ied ethnographic learning and training (Chin 2014). This
meticulous learning and training resonates with my own
engagement with research-to-performance. Sampled is
approximately 40 minutes long, and in preparation for a
performance I will spend, on average, about 12 hours in re-
hearsal with the director with whom I collaborate and about
as much time rehearsing on my own. Rehearsal requires the
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FIGURE 1. Sara and the Hijab Models (artistic rendition). (Photo by Eve Rivera)

painstaking preparation of my body. Each vignette in Sampled
features a different representation and a different story from
my field research. Therefore, in order to effectively perform,
I train myself to move, shape my limbs, and travel through
space with my body in different ways. It even requires learn-
ing to breathe differently in order to reach the senses—at
least the ears and eyes, if not the guts—of the audience.

Yet while the anthropologist-performer’s body and
senses are key, in constructing Sampled my learning also
came through collaborating with the bodies, sensibilities,
and experiences of others. I recruited four young women
from my field site to play roles in a scene called “Sara.” In this
satirical vignette, I narrate the story of a young non-black US
American Muslim woman named Sara, who has just decided
to start wearing a headscarf and is choosing her hijab style.
My interlocutor-performers play Sara and three models
in different styles of dress (Figure 1). The first model,
“traditional,” wears a long black abaya (dress), black designer
shades, and a black headscarf that is worn in a way that only
exposes the model’s face. The second model, “hijabi-lite,”
wears loose-fitting pants and a knee-length tunic and color-
coordinated scarf that also covers her hair and neck. The final
model wears a headscarf that is tied at the nape of the neck
in a bun along with various pieces of urban street wear, such
as jeans, sneakers, large earrings, a hoodie, and headphones.

I had written the script and initially named the final
model “hip hop hijabi.” However, Noreen, who played
the final model, suggested I rename the style “’hoodjabi.”
Noreen explained that her white internship supervisor had
once said to her, “You are so ’hood, I am going to call you
’hoodjabi,” instead of hijabi, which is more customarily
used among many US Muslims, including Noreen. I
asked Noreen what she thought made her “so ’hood” to
this supervisor, because Noreen is an upper-middle-class
Pakistani US American from the Chicago suburbs. Noreen
figured it was because she wore her scarf tied in a bun

and used language such as “bounce” (leave) and “peace out”
(goodbye) that her supervisor associated with “the ’hood.”

I found Noreen’s story compelling and immediately
changed the name for the final model. The term she
introduced me to, taken from her lived, embodied expe-
rience, dynamically signified the overlapping complexities
around race and religion I encountered in the field—much
more effectively than the term I had initially constructed.
Further, Noreen brought that embodied knowledge to her
performance of the ’hoodjabi and, using only her body, she
brings to life all of the contradictory meanings embedded
in that term. Likewise, so did the other models. I gave
these young women general instructions on how act out my
narration but left a lot of room for interpretation. I use a
recording of their performance when I perform, and based
on audience response, Sara is one of the more memorable
vignettes. Audiences definitely “get it,” and the efficacy of
Sara comes from my collaboration with interlocutors.

There were other moments of collaboration. I wrote a
rap song for the scene “Black Boy a.k.a. Raheem” in which I
play a young black US American Muslim male who rhymes
about the black Muslim experience in Chicago. The stories
he narrates reflect the different intergenerational black US
American Muslims I interviewed and spent time with in
the field. This was my first attempt at writing a rap, and
so I enlisted the help of a local hip hop artist-activist who
helped me refine the rhyme. I also collaborated with one
of my key interlocutors, a Pakistani US American Muslim
male DJ, to create Sampled’s soundscape. For example, he
recorded me reciting a Qur’anic verse and created a sample
from the song “Act Too (Love of My Life)” by The Roots
(1999). These audio samples accompany the opening scene,
“Fatima.” This same DJ and an accomplished Muslim B-girl
(hip hop dancer) also helped choreograph the first and
second iteration, respectively, of the breakdancing routine
I perform during “Fatima.”
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FIGURE 2. Sara trying out the ’hoodjabi. (artistic rendition) (Photo by Eve Rivera)

These kinds of collaborations underscore the inter-
subjective quality of performance ethnography and the
ways in which such forms of exchange are generative for
analysis. When I brought performance ethnography into
the methodological mix, it led to embodied collaborations
with my interlocutors that shaped how I represented, but
also theorized, the field. For example, my introduction to
the term ’hoodjabi by Noreen and subsequent interviews
I conducted with her were fundamental to my ability to
understand the ’hoodjab as a religious, raced, gendered, and
classed signifier. Through the ’hoodjab, I came to theorize
the ways in which religious identities are refracted through
race and other social categories.13

When drawing on Hurston and Dunham, it is worth not-
ing that their anthropological practice developed at a time
when anthropological research primarily served to erect
the hierarchy of “Man” and other imperial pursuits (Batiste
2007). The relationship between imperialism and anthropol-
ogy is also a backdrop to my own work. Although anthropol-
ogy is not nearly as embedded in current US imperial projects
as it was in its colonial past, the broader intellectual and polit-
ical context in which the United States pursues empire relies
on older anthropologically inspired, orientalist narratives of
Islam and Muslims (Said 1979). Today, Muslim women are
framed as victims of culture and in need of “saving” (Abu-
Lughod 2013; Cooke 2007). This is an imperial narrative
that draws on the orientalist interpretation of the “East” as
culturally backward. In this context, Muslim women stand
as proxy for the nation; thus, by extension, it is the “Muslim
World” that needs saving by the “West” (Moallem 2005).
This “White (Wo)Man’s Burden” often takes form symbol-
ically in debates over forms of female Muslim modesty,
specifically the hijab (Bowen 2008; Fernando 2014).

This discourse made the hijab iconic—it is read as
“Muslim” and as a signpost for imperial conquest. I take on
this topic with the character of Sara; however, my focus

on the headscarf is not meant to reproduce this iconicity
but to interrupt imperial discourse. For one, that Sara is
choosing between different scarf styles is a direct challenge
to a static, monolithic image of Muslim women—what Jack
Shaheen has called “bundles in black” (Earp and Jhally 2006;
see Figure 2). Furthermore, the narration of Sara’s choice
reflects back on the ways that deciding to cover herself is
not governed by purely “religious” considerations. At the
conclusion of the vignette, Sara chooses the ’hoodjabi style
because she “so desperately wants to be cool.”

Narrator
The newest edition to the hijab choices is edgier and grimier than the rest

and comes with street cred—that no longer needs to be earned!

’Hoodjabi
[Throws her hands in the air into a B-girl stance and does break dancing

moves through the narration]

Sara
[Struggles to follow ’Hoodjabi’s dance moves]

Narrator
Great choice if she wants all the coolness of blackness and ’hoodness without
all the struggle. Now, she’ll have to bear with the “partial hijab” comments,
and everybody’s fear that she’s becoming like those shiftless negros. But the
’hoodjab style is cooooooool! Colorful scarf-to-the-back and “’hood” gear.
And she so desperately wants to be cool . . . Don’t we all? And just cause

she comes from the suburbs don’t mean she’s out of touch.

Sara
[throws a fist in the air]

Narrator
She’s learned that slavery was really bad and some of those Africans were
Muslim . . . and she’s going to do something about all this injustice! So it

doesn’t matter if she’s never been south of Roosevelt [street in Chicago]; at
the end of the day, aren’t we all being screwed over anyway? At least that’s

what she’s heard somewhere.

Sara and ’Hoodjabi
[Smile at each other and stand with backs to each other in a B-girl stance]

Narrator
Yeah, ’Hoodjabi could work.
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The network of young Muslims with whom I spent time
in the field embodied Muslim Cool. Black and non-black US
Americans, blackness was key to their practice of Muslim
identity. For example, it guided their work in hip hop–based
activism–that is, they worked in the ’hood, and it also
influenced their style. One of my Pakistani US American
Muslim interlocutors chose the ’hoodjab because of the
way she felt it connected her to blackness, which to her
meant being connected to a “larger movement” for justice
(although it took her while to take on the style because she
was sensitive to issues of cultural appropriation). Yet she
also noted, “I am pretty sure I saw it on Erykah Badu, too,
and I was just like, ‘Oh cool!’”

In creating this scene, I intentionally paired the
’hoodjabi model with other scarf styles to underscore their
“unmarkedness” in popular and many academic treatments
of hijab. This lack of attention to stylistic detail, I argue,
reifies the trope of Muslim woman as victim. In this vignette,
I seek to punctuate the contrast between that phantasm
and my Muslim female interlocutors. These young women
chose to cover themselves and were not solely guided by
questions of gender liberation or the lack thereof; rather,
they drew on a multiplicity of factors, including questions
of pleasure and status as well as tensions of race and class.

PERFORMANCE AS RISK
During the postperformance Q&A session at a university, an
audience member commented that when delivering a paper
you “expect a certain set of responses— you know your
range—but you don’t know your range in the embodied
form, there is a volatility to the sort of reactions” (conver-
sation with author, October 7, 2013). The volatility this
woman identified as inherent to performance is tied to the
way performance ethnography activates “multiple sensorial
channels to different degrees at different moments [which]
creates complex affective experiences” (Vidali 2015:114).
She wanted to know how I had handled this volatility, and
she was neither first nor last audience member to ask a ques-
tion along these lines, which was typically framed around
my colleagues (“How do other academics respond?”) or
my fellow religious practitioners (“What do other Muslims
think?”). These questions are posed in tone that presumes
reactions by colleagues and other Muslims may be volatile
and that there is a certain danger involved in performance
ethnography. This question of risk has been part and parcel
of my experience with performance ethnography.

In 2014, I performed at the American Anthropological
Association (AAA) annual meeting. The audience at the
AAA performance filled up the small community space,
Bloom Bars, which was located a few miles from the main
conference venue. The AAA’s intention for holding offsite
programming is to bring anthropology to broader audiences.
This goal was met at my performance; the crowd was mixed
racially and ethnically, as well as by age, profession, and reli-
gion. Nevertheless, because the event was affiliated with the
AAA, I was acutely aware that I would be an anthropologist

also performing for anthropological peers. This made the
performance precarious for me because, despite constant
and continuous use by anthropologists, embodied episte-
mologies are considered on the intellectual margins in the
discipline (Chin 2014; Vidali 2015). The risk in performing
as an anthropologist and not just “merely” an artist was also
heightened for me because as a black Latina Muslim woman
in the academy, I represent a marginalized perspective; this is
a reality that has not shifted greatly since the days of Hurston
and Dunham (McClaurin 2001; Navarro et al. 2013).

One of the anthropologists in the audience, who worked
in an applied context, told me she appreciated the perfor-
mance because her field experience taught her that “story-
telling and sharing and so on, this is the kind of stuff that gets
people, not just going in terms of the story, but in terms
of moving things forward, on different levels” (conversation
with author, December 6, 2014). She also loved the per-
formance because of her own commitments to “sticking it
to academia.” I was struck by her commentary because, on
the one hand, she affirmed the importance of performance
ethnography because of how it moves audiences to a re-
sponse(ability), yet, on the other hand, she affirmed the peril
of doing performance ethnography because its anthropolog-
ical status remains unresolved. I found that this uncertainty
framed responses from others in anthropology, such as a
student who found the performance “incredible” and “really
amazing just watching you do something artistic with ethnog-
raphy, [this was] completely new to me” (conversation with
author, April 1, 2016). Again, this type of response is both an
affirmation of the significance of performance ethnography
and a signpost of how marginal it is in the discipline.

As in the academy, my perspective as black person
is marginalized in the US Muslim community. This is
because Arab and South Asian ancestry is privileged as more
authentic and authoritatively Muslim in this national com-
munity, leaving black Muslims, in particular, in a position
where they are frequently called upon to authenticate their
religious practice. Gender is also critical to my reception in
this community. There is a contested horizon of sanctioned
bodily practice for women in mixed-gendered spaces. A
preference or requirement (depending on who you ask) for
gender-segregated spaces can reframe a range of activities
in which a Muslim woman might engage, from jogging to
dancing to grocery shopping, as potentially immodest. Thus,
the risk was whether my performance was Muslim enough.

This challenge came most squarely in the opening
scene, entitled “Fatima,” previously mentioned in this essay.
This vignette seeks to represent a seamless movement
between prayer and dance as an illustration of the ways in
which Islam and hip hop are one and the same for my young
Muslim interlocutors. This scene highlights links between
blackness, the arts, and Muslim piety as they powerfully
played out at my field site as a challenge to dominant
Muslim cultural norms. I begin this vignette seated on my
knees with my hands raised in supplication as a recording of
me reading a Qur’anic verse plays (Figure 3). As the verse
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FIGURE 3. Fatima in prayer. (Photo by Mina Carson)

FIGURE 4. Fatima in dance. (Photo by Mina Carson)

ends, The Roots’ song begins. To that musical sample, I
dance (Figure 4) and then return to my initial stance in
silence.

In 2010, I was invited to give a paper and a performance
as part of an academic workshop on Islamic soundscapes
in Amsterdam. The performance was held at a local
immigrant youth center. The audience was a mix of
workshop participants and locals, many of whom were
Dutch Muslims of a variety of ethnic backgrounds. After the
performance and Q&A session, a young Moroccan Dutch
Muslim woman approached me privately to express her
concerns with “Fatima.” This young woman let me know
kindly, but in no uncertain terms, that I was not allowed to
“dance to the Qur’an.” In model anthropologist behavior,
I responded by respectfully disagreeing while noting her

concern. Technically, I do not dance to the Qur’an; I am
seated, silent and still, while the Qur’an is playing. This is a
choice I made intentionally when crafting this scene because
I am very aware of the varied sensitivities around music
in the global Muslim community and the various gender
quagmires as well. However, in this instance, despite all
my deliberation, this audience member did not “get it,” at
least not in the way I intended. What I tried to express as
spiritual, she saw as “sensual” and thus inappropriate.

In 2016, another woman, this time a white US American
Muslim woman convert, told me that while watching my
performance she found herself questioning, “Is it okay for
her to move like that [as a Muslim woman]?” (conversation
with author, March 31, 2016). She was self-critical about
her discomfort. She explained the vignette challenged the
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norms of Muslim piety to which she had been introduced
and that she had struggled to accept when she first became
a Muslim. This challenge made her critically engage that
past and her present—in which she has come to recognize
multiple ways to be a pious Muslim. Therefore, in this
instance she did “get it.”

Despite these concerns, the work has generally
resonated with audiences. My very first performance
of Sampled took place in while I was still in the field. I
performed at an event held by the Inner-City Muslim Action
Network (IMAN), a Muslim-run nonprofit that was key site
for my research. I chose this venue as my first performance
site in order to share my findings with my interlocutors
and provide an opportunity for “the field” to talk back to
me. Testing my interpretations of my interlocutors’ social
worlds, while still in the field, involved a very real level
of risk. If they hated the performance or were offended by
it in any way, I might very well have been on my way to
anthropological hell on a road paved by my good intentions.

To my relief, the response was very positive, and this
seemed to have a lot to do with how they saw themselves
in Sampled. This has been a recurring theme with Muslim
audience members. For example, also during the Q&A
referenced earlier, a young Arab American student who
was originally from Chicago (but unknown to me) said she
saw her “own life” in the scene entitled “Aunty Iffat.”14

Likewise, a 30-something-year-old black US American man
from Baltimore related to the scene “Ameen” because he
grew up with government informants in his community.

This kind of identification is not necessarily the express
intent of anthropological research, which is generally driven
toward disidentification to upend expectations (Marcus
and Fischer 1986). Yet identification results from this
anthropological impulse in Sampled because representations
that demonstrate the complexity of Muslim life challenge
the dominant mediascape about Muslims. When Muslim
audience members relate to the piece, it is because they
see the challenges they face and the contexts in which
they live. Sampled has proven to be profoundly relevant to
Muslims because they are not accustomed to seeing their
own complex images in the media (Alsultany 2012).

Yet the boon of this audience identification is accompa-
nied by the dangers associated with representing a vulnerable
population. First, it potentially opens Muslims up to greater
scrutiny. Muslims are already under constant state surveil-
lance (Aaronson 2011; Khera 2010) driven by the rhetoric
of counterterrorism, which locates the impulse to com-
mit terrorism in Muslim cultures that have yet to embrace
the universal (Western) value for freedom (Mamdani 2005;
Mahmood 2006).15 Accordingly, Bad Muslims (i.e., terror-
ists) are targeted, and even Good Muslims are kept under
watchful eye. By giving audiences access to Muslim expe-
rience, I risk subjecting Muslims to more scrutiny but also
more consumption, what bell hooks (1992) has called “eating
the other.” There is always the risk that Sampled is consumed
as a feel-good multicultural moment in the “war on terror”

and reifies tropes, such as the hijab, because the legibility of
performance depends to a certain extent on shared frames
of reference. I also risk enacting what Dwight Conquergood
(2013) decried as “The Curator’s Exhibitionism”—setting
up interlocutors to be viewed like museum objects or curiosi-
ties in a world’s fair rather than as subjects with their own
stories and agency. These risks cannot be eliminated, but
they can be mediated, which I attempt to do by taking some
of the inspection onto my own person as opposed to directing
it solely toward the persons or figures of my interlocutors.

PERFORMANCE ETHNOGRAPHY,
ANTHROPOLOGY, AND THE FIERCE
URGENCY OF NOW
With a somewhat alarming predictability, pundits and
politicians rail against humanistic research, in general,
and anthropology, in particular, because such work
presumably does not lead to measurable and tangible (in the
material sense) outcomes or to the financial prosperity that
matters to the public. In contrast, STEM fields (science,
technology, engineering, and mathematics) are seen as
directly responding to these needs and concerns. According
to this logic, the knowledge deemed most relevant to the
public is technical—new skills that lead to more jobs or new
processes for more efficient energy delivery, for example.
Yet my work on what many see as a major public concern—
Islam and Muslims—suggests that reaching and responding
to the public requires more than new technical solutions.

Instead, performance ethnography works at the level of
ideas and affect, which continue to be central to how publics
are formed and motivated. By performing the Muslim in
complex and risky ways, I offer an alternative medium
that encourages the public to interrogate and investigate.
I furthermore bring intersubjective and collaboratively
derived knowledge to the public in a way that is visceral—in
the moment and in the flesh—reflecting the urgency of the
issues at hand.

At one of my most recent performances, the first
comment of the postshow Q&A came from a white US
American man who appeared to be in his late 60s, who said:

I hardly know anything about Islam and Islamic culture. And I’m
surprised that more people don’t do something to educate me.
[Laughs.] And maybe I should learn how to walk and talk and look,
so this was a gracious, entertaining, warm and wonderful introduc-
tion. Thank you a lot. [Conversation with author, April 1, 2016]

By contrast, the last comment of the night came during a
one-on-one conversation with a young Black US American
woman in her teens. She spoke to me with tears in her eyes,
sharing that Sampled made her feel for the first time in a
long time like she could “fit in” as a Muslim. These two
quite different people both connected to the performance
but did so in different yet equally profound ways. The next
day on the event’s Facebook page, a mother commented that
the performance “really was amazing, and sparked a great
conversation with my son afterwards!” (Facebook post, April
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2, 2016). Her comment demonstrates how the “moment” for
transformative possibilities that performance ethnography
provides is not bound to the performance event—audiences
may reengage the work even after the curtain has closed and
the anthropologist-performer has returned to the field and
classroom. Likewise, these possibilities also extend to the
anthropologist. Postshow conversations create a feedback
loop that informs my subsequent work on the stage and
on the page. Through embodied knowledge, collaboration,
and audience engagement, performance ethnography is a
powerful demonstration of what becomes possible when
anthropologists engage in and through the body, making it
an anthropological method and analytic primed for the fierce
urgency of now.

NOTES
Acknowledgments. I would like to thank the editors and
anonymous reviewers for all of their constructive feedback. In
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this work, I would especially like to acknowledge the anthropology
graduate students at Purdue University who engaged this article in
its earlier stages.

1. This name was given to the borough by the Five Percent
Nation of Gods and Earths, a US-based religious group whose
belief system is linked to iterations of Islam in black US
American communities. The term was popularized through the
promulgation of Five Percent teachings in hip hop music.

2. I use the term “US American” to refer to residents of the United
States.

3. The field research I draw upon includes the aforementioned
20 months of fieldwork in Chicago (from early 2007 to late
2008) and subsequent participant-observation research and
interviews in Chicago, New York City, the California Bay Area,
and the United Kingdom (2010–2015). Direct references to my
interlocutors in this article, who have been given pseudonyms,
occurred within this time frame. I provide pseudonyms and avoid
citing my conversations with my interlocutors more specifically,
in terms of months and days, in order to preserve anonymity.

4. For this reason, some of the data discussed in this article also
appears in Khabeer 2016.

5. As a musical genre, hip hop is distinguished by its innovations
with sampling technology. In composing their own music, hip
hop DJ producers “sample,” or take excerpts from, earlier songs,
representing the range of musical genres.

6. I discuss this in more detail in Khabeer 2016.
7. In this scene, I play a Kashmiri immigrant mother who struggles

with her daughter’s interest in hip hop music. For this mother,
such music is a metaphor for the loss of culture and tradition.

8. As I depict in “Ameen,” this surveillance predates 9/11 with
COINTELPRO. The Counter Intelligence Program was a Federal
Bureau of Investigation program led by J. Edgar Hoover from the
mid-1950s through the early 1970s. Using a wide range of covert
actions, COINTELPRO was explicitly designed to destabilize
domestic groups deemed a threat to the state. Targets of COIN-

TELPRO included the Nation of Islam, the Communist Party of
the United States, and Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. See Clegg 1997.
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