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 This is the phrase Rap artist Mos Def 
whispers to open his solo album “Black on Both Sides.” His invocation 
of this Qur

 

’a

 

nic verse follows an Islamic tradition that encourages 
Muslims to recite this phrase in order to purify their intentions and actions. 
While some may hold notions of ‘Islam’ and ‘hip hop’ that position the two 
phenomena as polar opposites, Mos Def ’s recitation is not an anomaly in hip 
hop music and culture, but rather an example of a rapper drawing on an 
Islamic tradition in the reciprocal relationship between American Muslims and 
hip hop. In this article I examine one side of this relationship: the growing 
number of American Muslims who look to hip hop as a source for situating 
personal and community identity.

American Islamic hip hop artists see their work as serving two particular 
ends: to preserve the Islamic identity of Muslim youth and to educate non-
Muslims about Islam and Muslims. Through an examination of these ends, I 
will show that American Islamic hip hop is embedded in the larger project of 
developing an authentic American Muslim culture.
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 This ongoing project is 
comprised of organized and informal discourse and practices through which 
American Muslims negotiate between competing definitions of American 
Muslim identity and culture. Thus, American Islamic hip hop artists promote 
discourse and representations of whom they believe Muslims are, as well as 
who they should and can be.

My conclusions regarding American Islamic hip hop are based on a series 
of qualitative interviews with nine American Muslims: five rap artists, an 
Islamic hip hop promoter, a video and filmmaker, a music producer and 
an imam (religious leader). One of these conclusions involved a change in 
terminology, from referring to the type of hip hop addressed in this article as 
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American 

 

Muslim

 

 hip hop to American 

 

Islamic

 

 hip hop. I use the term Islamic 
rather than Muslim to distinguish a genre of hip hop music and culture created 
by American Muslims that seeks to comply with Islamic religious standards and 
practices and whose current and primary audience is Muslims. For example, 
Islamic hip hop may restrict the types of musical instruments used, generally 
does not employ expletives and frequently refers to issues of doctrinal import. 
By foregrounding religious identity in these ways, Islamic hip hop artists are 
distinct from other American Muslim hip hop artists who are more integrated 
in the music industry, whether they are mainstream or underground artists. Yet, 
in order to fully appreciate Islamic hip hop, it is important to first consider its 
historical context.

 

Historical Context

 

Since hip hop’s beginnings in New York City’s South Bronx, Islamicate 
theologies, such as the Five Percent Nation and the Nation of Islam, have 
contributed to shaping its current form.
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 Thus, from artists who are more 
well-known for secular pursuits, such as the Notorious B.I.G. to a religiously 
observant Muslim like Mos Def, rappers commonly integrate Islamicate 
terminology or ideologies in their rhymes.
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 For example, phrases like 
“dropping science” and addressing women as “earth” and men as “son” 
and “god” are examples of references from Five Percenter theology that are 
replete in hip hop music and vernacular.
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 Additionally, many in the hip hop 
community such as members of the well-known group Public Enemy are 
members of the Nation of Islam and incorporate NOI teachings as well as 
praise for Minister Louis Farrakhan in their songs.
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Yet while both the Five Percenters and the NOI have arguably been the 
most prominent movements related to Islam in hip hop, Sunni Islam also 
serves as a source of musical and cultural inspiration in the hip hop 
community. For one, Sunni Islam is part of the reserve from which these other 
movements emerged. Additionally, music, images and symbols from the 
Muslim world are also integrated throughout hip hop music and culture. 
Moreover, similar to Mos Def, a number of influential hip hop artists are Sunni 
Muslims, such including Q-tip and Ali Shaheed Muhammad from A Tribe 
Called Quest, Freeway, Everlast, and Jorge “Fabel” Pabon, a founding member 
of the Rock Steady Crew.
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Despite the aforementioned examples that illustrate the influence of 
Islamicate theologies, many remain surprised to find that Muslims and Islam 
have played such an important role in the development of hip hop music and 
culture.
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 Yet as these examples illustrate, because of the dialogue between 
American Islam and hip hop, Muslim communities in the U.S. are a part of 
and simultaneously impacted by hip hop.
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Muslim Emcee?

 

A lot of these guys in the [rap] group, you would think that they’re like 
super liberal, but they’re actually pretty traditional in their lifestyles . . . 
but music is something they’ve always done, it’s something they are 
talented in, something that they’re inclined towards, so it’s something 
they feel like it’s from Allah and they can’t shut it down, you know, and 
there is no need to shut it down because they are using it to do 
something positive.”
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Critics, both inside and outside of the hip hop community, criticize what 
they see as a heavy emphasis on “

 

bling bling

 

” (materialism) and “

 

bagging 
honies

 

” (sexual relations with beautiful women) in hip hop music and culture, 
as hip hop’s concern with other topics, such as social justice, fades to the 
background in the multimillion dollar music industry, which both sets and 
responds to trends. Therefore, it may seem absurd to pair any religious 
tradition with hip hop, especially the Islamic tradition, where the religious 
permissibility of music remains a contested issue. Nonetheless, Muslim emcees 
(microphone checkers/rappers) join the ranks of hip hop artists who offer 
an alternative to the unfettered consumption and misogyny that dominates 
contemporary commercial hip hop.
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In addition to a serious commitment to hip hop music and culture, the 
Islamic hip hop artists I interviewed also share an even more serious 
commitment to their religious beliefs and practices. As a result, these Islamic 
hip hop artists are concerned with the compliance of their chosen art form 
with their chosen form of spirituality. Many of my informants struggled with 
this issue of compliance precisely because in the current hip hop environment, 
professional success is derived from content that contradicts Islamic mores. 
Ultimately, Muslim emcees arrive at a conception of Islamic hip hop as the 
convergence of natural talent and the personal choice to practice Islam. As the 
artist Tyson remarked, “[you] have this ability, you want to do something with 
it, now, for the right reasons, you know, to teach people about Allah and his 
Messenger . . .”
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 For these Muslim emcees, rapping is natural; the natural 
result of what they see as a God-given aptitude for rapping and the natural 
result of growing up in the urban environments where hip hop was born and 
fostered. Some of these artists were born into Muslim families and others are 
converts to Islam, yet all have chosen Islamic practice as a way to reach God 
and their best selves.

Tyson’s remark is illustrative of a particular consciousness exhibited by my 
informants; whether an artist or a promoter of Islamic hip hop, their work in 
hip hop is driven by a number of goals which are framed within their spiritual 
orientations

 

.

 

 As artists, they realize a sense of personal fulfillment by engaging 
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their creative energies through the craft of Islamic hip hop. Through Islamic 
hip hop, they are also able to provide positive alternatives to the negative 
elements in hip hop. Additionally, Islamic hip hop artists are driven by a 
commitment to a vision of Islamic hip hop as an 

 

authentic

 

 manifestation of 
American Muslim culture. Ultimately, as artists of faith, choosing to articulate 
a style of hip hop tied to a religious tradition is designed to invoke the pleasure 
of God, thereby ensuring a positive hereafter. However, despite the intuitive 
sense that rapping as a Muslim is religiously valid, the choice to be a Muslim 
rapper is still marked by tough practical questions, the most fundamental of 
which: 

 

is music 

 

h

 

al

 

a

 

l

 

 (permissible)?

 

Music: Ambivalence and Certainty

 

Perhaps the most compelling issue that faces Muslim hip hop artists, 
indeed all Muslim musicians, is the matter of the religious permissibility of 
music. Based on a well-known legal ruling that prohibits the use of a number 
of musical instruments, many Muslims consider all forms of music 

 

haram

 

 or 
prohibited.
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 Contrasting viewpoints not only point to alternative scriptural 
sources but to the historic role of music in Muslim communities. For example, 
Remarkable Current founder Anas Canon cites the relationship between 
Qawwali music, Sufi orders, and Islam in the Indian Subcontinent as evidence 
of the religious permissibility of music. Indeed, religious and secular music are 
both produced in Muslim-majority nations, where music from around the 
world is also popular. This practice seems to imply that despite this particular 
legal opinion, Muslims create and enjoy music. Nevertheless, Muslims who 
listen to music and, more significantly, those who create and perform it, have 
to contend in some way with this well-known legal opinion. In my 
conversations with informants, I found that some artists address this issue with 
ambivalence, while others do so with principled conviction.

The Maryland-based rap trio Native Deen adheres to the aforementioned 
legal ruling by using percussion instruments only, and is among the minority 
of Islamic hip hop artists who do so. Notably, their adherence is not especially 
tied to a strong conviction regarding the ruling, but rather to their own goals 
in rapping.
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 The paramount goal for Native Deen is having the message of 
Islamic piety in their music reach as many Muslims, particularly youths, as 
possible. Therefore, by abiding by the limitation to use only percussion 
instruments, they attract, in their estimation, a larger audience: 

 

both

 

 Muslims 
who listen to all music and those who adhere to the more stringent opinion. 
Incidentally, the major critique of Native Deen’s sound, which even the group 
acknowledges, is that by restricting the type of instrumentation they use, the 
quality of their music falls short of mainstream music, thereby having the 
actual effect of reducing the size of Native Deen’s audience. The argument 
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(which I support as fairly reasonable) follows that most Muslim youth listen to 
mainstream music and this sets the standard that Islamic hip hop must reach 
in order to attract and maintain their interest.

Other artists complement their rhymes with all types of music, and yet 
remain fairly ambivalent regarding the prohibition. For example, one artist, 
MissUndastood, felt that rather than musical instruments, it is 

 

lyrical content

 

 
that determines the permissibility of music. MissUndastood did not offer a 
specific legal opinion to support this particular argument; however, she did 
cite another legal ruling that gives dispensation to those who may be engaged 
in disapproved activities if required by their livelihood. Although on the face 
of it, this ruling does not necessarily relate to hip hop, the 

 

act

 

 of citing this 
legal ruling serves two related ends. First, it continues to situate her discourse 
on Muslim hip hop 

 

within

 

 the Islamic tradition. Second, it legitimates rapping 
as a religiously valid professional choice, even in the event that hip hop music 
is ultimately evaluated as religiously undesirable.
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 Luqman, an Islamic hip hop 
promoter, relies on the legal opinions of contemporary and pre-modern 
Islamic scholarship, which specifically validates the use of music, while also 
citing the social labor music can perform: “. . . we have the best intentions, you 
know [what] I mean, we check with our scholars. But, you know what I mean, 
we have to come through and right. And if you’re mixing some music or some 
element that’s not, that’s dubious, you [know] what I mean, you’ll be purified 
because your intention is, is to bring people to this deen (Islam).”
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 Luqman, 
like MissUndastood, evaluates the permissibility of music with respect to 
available religious texts and opinions, 

 

as well as

 

 the needs of the Muslim 
community.

Luqman’s position illustrates the opinions of Islamic scholars that endorse 
music, on which Muslim hip hop artists can rely. However, it is important to 
note that even many of these opinions are not a wholesale endorsement of 
music. For example, certain legal opinions would prohibit musical 
performances by women or advise that song lyrics refer only to strictly 
religious topics. Yet the needs of the community, whether an individual’s 
economic survival or, as is more generally held, a stronger Muslim community, 
also serve as a religious proof that validates music and subsumes any 
remaining doubts on whether the permissibility of music can be derived 
directly from religious texts. For the ambivalent, the ends justify the means; 
uncertainty regarding the permissibility of music is outweighed by the ways 
Islamic hip hop is believed to benefit the Muslim community.

In contrast, those who hold a strong conviction that music is in line with 
Islamic law begin by questioning the blanket prohibition of all music. Imam 
Talib Abdur-Rashid of the Mosque of Islamic Brotherhood in New York City 
also known as the “Hip Hop Imam” cites 

 

h

 

ad

 

i

 

th

 

 (traditions) in which Prophet 
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Muhammad voiced no objection to the performance of music as proof of the 
permissibility of music. Further, Imam Talib demands that Islamic scholars treat 
music like any other social issue that Islamic law must address, and use the 
range of Islamic determinations when evaluating music. Rather than write-off 
all music, he argues that the religious validity of music must be judged in light 
of musical form and content. Accordingly, there would be haram music and 
music that is makhruh, mubah, halal, and mustahab.17

Prior to receiving a legal ruling endorsing the permissibility of music by a 
religious scholar in Yemen, Canon considered going to a Muslim-majority 
country in order to pursue Islamic studies. He was advised by a prominent 
African-American Islamic scholar to return to the United States in order to 
produce music. Canon does not claim that this advice comes from a strong 
conviction on the part of this scholar to endorse music, but rather it is precisely 
because this scholar recognizes the social and cultural necessity of music 
created by American Muslims for American Muslims. For this scholar, and 
many others, music in general and hip hop in particular are seen as a resource 
from which American Muslims can draw in order to firmly position a religious 
identity which embraces cultural narratives and practices. Accordingly, 
concern about the permissibility of music is also counterbalanced by reference 
to a historical role Muslim rappers are seen to fulfill in the Islamic community 
and in the context of the racial politics of Islam in America.

Many American Muslims who favor the religious sanctioning of hip 
hop draw analogies between hip hop and poetry within the Islamic 
tradition. Rhetorical eloquence was an index of prestige and a powerful 
tool in pre-Islamic Arabia. In fact, the Qur’an is generally considered 
textually compelling because of the level of Arabic eloquence it exhibits. 
Further, Prophet Muhammad was known to enjoy poetry and commission 
Muslim poets to respond to the verbal challenges to Islam of non-Muslim 
poets. Imam Talib cites Hassan Ibn Thabit, a companion of the Prophet 
Muhammad and a poet who was so eloquent that it is reported that Prophet 
Muhammad had an additional pulpit constructed for him, from which he 
lauded Islam.

As it is described, poetry has historically been used to refute attacks against 
Islam and Muslims and to incite firmer belief and practice among Muslims 
themselves. Poetry also performed the role of dawah or inviting non-Muslims 
to accept Islam. Muslim emcees are thus seen as inheritors of the legacy and 
responsibility of these poetic forbearers. California rapper Napoleon explains 
that God sends prophets as messengers equipped with the tools most 
appropriate to their audiences: “Moses was sent with magic, Jesus with 
medicine, and Muhammad with poetry.”18 Accordingly, hip hop speaks to 
people today and, therefore, one should use hip hop if she wants to share 



T R  R  A I H H

131

Islam with a contemporary audience; she should speak to them in a language 
that they understand.

A number of respondents also emphasized the cultural significance of 
hip hop and music in general to African-American and Latino cultures.19 They 
believe that Islam is not designed to strip a community of its native culture but 
rather, as Imam Talib describes, Islam acts as a sieve distinguishing positive 
elements of culture from negative. Moreover, the re-introduction of Islam in 
America, in their opinion, was tainted by the political agendas and racial 
prejudices of immigrant Muslims and the governments of Muslim-majority 
countries.20 These agendas and prejudices held that the cultural mores and 
practices of immigrant Muslims were authentically Islamic, whereas those 
of blacks and Latinos were necessarily un-Islamic. As a result, in order to be 
Muslim, black and Latino, Muslims would have to reject their own inherited 
cultural norms and practices and adopt those of what Sherman Jackson terms 
“Immigrant Islam.”21

In response to the hegemonic assault of Immigrant Islam, Canon argues, 
for example, that “Islam was not born in India” but rather that when Islam 
arrived in India, the new Muslim community had to sift their culture through 
the sieve of Islamic doctrine, and through that process developed an “Indian 
Islamic identity.”22 Canon believes that African-American and Latino Muslims 
who have been practicing Islam consistently for only a few generations 
deserve the same opportunity.23 Canon makes this powerful point in response 
to the discrimination and marginalization many African-American and Latino 
Muslims (as well as a number of white American Muslims) experience 
through the actions of the immigrant Muslim community. However, it is 
important to note that although their relationship to the Islamic tradition is 
different than that of African-American and Latino Muslims, immigrant 
Muslims are in the process of forming an identity that emerges from their 
American experience as well.

Yet for these artists, the majority of whom are African-American, the 
conviction around creating and promoting Islamic hip hop is inextricably 
linked to the necessity to practice an Islam that that not only has doctrinal 
veracity but is also culturally relevant and viable. Therefore, when 
Luqman cites the poetry of the 19th century Shehu Uthman Dan Fodio 
and his daughter Nana Asma’u as additional examples of the historic role 
of poetry in the Islamic community, this citation does the social labor of 
connecting Islamic hip hop practice to overlapping Islamic and Afro-diasporic 
identities.24

However, the permissibility of music is not the only challenge Islamic hip 
hop artists face; another tough practical question artists must answer is: Who 
can be a Muslim emcee?
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A Woman’s Perspective
It’s harder [to be a female Muslim emcee] because people don’t think 
that I should be so vocal . . . I had one brother tell me it is not becoming 
of a Muslimah (Muslim woman) to do this. And I was just like ‘What?!’ 
Even though I am the voice of Muslimahs?!25

While the number of male Muslim emcees is significant, the number of 
female Muslim rappers is quite small. Thus far in my research I have only come 
across the work of MissUndastood, a New York based lyricist whose gritty 
rapping style is similar to that of rap artists Eve and Foxy Brown, but whose 
content is strikingly different. In her music she urges her listeners to be more 
reflective about “why are they getting married, why they choose to have 
children at such a young age or relationships among people . . . I make people 
question their actions . . .”26 MissUndastood rhymes about the struggles of faith, 
local and international politics, and urban life. She calls herself a feminist and 
hopes her music encourages women to have self-confidence, protect 
themselves from male subjugation and to work in fellowship with other 
women. Her lyrics are also designed to incite self-love and pride among 
Muslim women.

[It’s] Obligatory we styles in our khimars (headscarves)
And we
Walk with pride with our long jean skirts
Obligatory
We stays in our hijab (headscarves)
With a nice jilbab (long dress) and a matching bag 27

Despite opposition from certain segments of the American Muslim 
community, my informants feel that the majority of American Muslims are 
supportive and excited about their work. They acknowledge challenges, 
including: the marketing of their music, how to build a fan base, the skepticism 
of American Muslim parents only familiar with commercial hip hop, and 
religious challenges about the permissibility of their music. MissUndastood 
faces an additional challenge, that of being both a Muslim rapper and a 
woman.

While women play a pivotal role in the growth the American Muslim 
community, for many Muslim men and women, the ideal Muslim woman is 
much more reserved and conservative than her real-world counterpart. 
The major objection to both the production and performance of 
MissUndastood’s music is based on how it contrasts with this ideal Muslim 
woman. MissUndastood further comments that at times her music is 
deemed acceptable, when it is accompanied by the expectation that her 
music is only for women. While the “ideal Muslim woman” is not vocal in 
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the public sphere, MissUndastood intends her message and music for women 
and men.

MissUndastood also asserts that male jealousy plays a significant role in 
the challenges she faces. She sees herself as doing what men do, better, if 
not just as well. Envisioning her work as threatening to patriarchy, she believes 
that her male counterparts and by extension other males are threatened by her 
work and try to curb its popularity. It is important to note that her challenge 
to patriarchy is not exactly equivalent to the dominant form of feminism. While 
in certain arenas like hip hop, MissUndastood argues that women and men 
must have access to the same roles; in other arenas, like family life, she would 
retain gender-distinct social roles that some feminists would describe as 
promoting gender inequality.28 Nevertheless, wearing her hijab and Fendi bag, 
MissUndastood remains undaunted by naysayers. MissUndastood sees herself 
as a trailblazer, and hopes other Muslim women will also begin to take their 
turn at the microphone and participate in the provision of a necessary 
alternative to commercial hip hop for American Muslim youth.

Providing an Alternative, Performing/Promoting 
Identity

So what’s the meaning of Deening?
Yo, let’s dwell on this meaning
Is it obeying Allah
When shaitan (satan) be scheming?
Is it doing what’s right?
And forbidding what’s wrong?
Waking up for fajr (pre-dawn prayer) prayer in the early morn
Being mindful of you actions cause Allah sees it
Making sure the gear you rock is always loose fit
And cover up your Awra (private parts)
Being mindful of the Hour
When all mankind will bare witness to His power
For all of who ain’t catching this mind expansion
It’s the point in time when faith
Turns into action
Doing it all for Allah’s satisfaction
So in the next life we’ll be maxing and relaxing
I’m sending this out to the muslimaat and muslimeen (female and male 
Muslims)
Let’s pull it all together and respect this Deen (religion)
And start
Deening, Deening
Yo I said we’re Deening
Deening
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That’s right son we’re Deening
I said we’re Deening
WHAT 29

Unanimously, my respondents, both artists and their supporters, agree that 
one of the primary consequences and goals of creating Islamic-themed hip 
hop is providing an alternative to the messages of commercial hip hop music 
and culture. While the message in the music of these Muslim hip hop artists 
may also appeal to non-Muslims, there is deliberate effort to offer this musical 
alternative to Muslim youth. San Francisco Bay area-based AMAN member 
Amaar states:

You’ve got to understand . . . Muslims, we have nobody in mainstream 
America. Right, like all the little Muslim kids, they’re looking up to 50 
Cent . . . if they don’t relate to rappers they’re looking at rockers, sports 
players . . . now, you think about someone like Tupac, you know how 
much love Pac had right? If he was Muslim you know how much pride 
all the Muslims would have? Like Yo, Yeah, I’m Muslim. Yeah, excuse me 
I’ma go pray like Pac does. You know, like they’d have more confidence. 
Right now we got no role models; we got no one to look at.30

To a certain extent, American Muslim youth, like all young people, look to 
popular culture as a resource to help them define a vision of themselves and 
who they would like to be. Yet, unlike most American minority youth, 
American Muslim youth do not often see themselves or their communities 
portrayed on television and the big screen. Moreover, with regard to Islam and 
Muslims, as evidenced by the controversies around movies like The Siege and 
television programs such as 24, the few portrayals that are provided are 
dominated by negative representations. This, for many American Muslim 
youth, makes the choice to practice Islam and publicly identify as Muslim 
difficult. Islamic hip hop artists respond by infusing their music with Islamic 
beliefs and ideals while simultaneously speaking to the everyday experience 
of American Muslims. Songs such as Deening (above) are examples of this 
response. Deening charges Muslim youth to take their religious practice 
seriously and to embrace their religious identity with pride. Rhetorical devices 
such as the term deening, describing paradise in terms of “maxing and 
relaxing” and Islamic attire as “loose gear” shifts Islamic practice from 
something alien and difficult, and attempts to position it within the reality 
of American Muslim youth as desirable and engaging.31

Islamic hip hop artists believe they create music that Muslim youth 
can relate to and that helps them positively identify as Muslims. However, 
combating the barrage of negative associations with the Muslim label is 
not solely the issue of Muslim youth. A prominent thread within the global 



T R  R  A I H H

135

discourse on Islam argues that as a whole, Muslims are facing an identity 
crisis. This crisis is framed within a Muslim/Modern dichotomy and engenders 
a Muslim inferiority complex vis-à-vis the “West” that is purported to be 
pervasive among Muslims communities in the U.S. and abroad. This thread 
falls neatly within the age-old “us vs. them” pattern that takes its current form 
as “Islam vs. the West.” While I am among many who find the assumptions 
and arguments behind this rhetoric erroneous, it is clear that the political 
and financial powers behind this rhetoric create a narrative of identity with 
which American Muslims must contend, whether they resist, ignore or even 
internalize its claims.

This problem of identity tells a narrative that presupposes an incongruity 
between American and Muslim identities; if American is representative of 
modern, progressive and democratic, Muslim is code for traditional, backward 
and illiberal. Thus, the story goes that American Muslims are afflicted with 
living a life of struggling between two sets of conflicting values and ways of 
living. Thus, by performing against perception, by performing an identity that 
is fully American and Muslim, Islamic hip hop artists assert a cultural identity 
that serves to combat the negative images of Islam and Muslims. The artists 
believe that through the proliferation and popularity of Islamically-themed hip 
hop, non-Muslims will begin to learn that Muslims are not the dangerous 
“other”; rather, that Muslims are people who share many of the same 
aspirations and fears as non-Muslims, particularly other Americans. Although I 
found that my informants placed greater emphasis on the use of Islamic hip 
hop within the Muslim community, they were also attentive to the possible 
work Islamic hip hop can perform outside of the Muslim community. Indeed, 
the hope of Islamic hip hop is its ability to further ground an American Muslim 
identity and simultaneously perform this lived American Muslim experience to 
a non-Muslim audience that is encouraged to be skeptical of Islam and 
Muslims in a post-9/11 world.

Accordingly, they are not interested in promoting a positive Muslim 
identity that eschews any identification with America. Rather, using Imam 
Talib’s metaphor, they see Islam as the sieve through which the positive 
elements of their American identity are retained. Similarly, I argue that they 
also use their American experience as a sieve through which cultural norms 
imported from the Muslim world can be evaluated. For example, whether she 
is ever realized or completely imaginary, the figure of the ideal Muslim woman 
described earlier is popular in many Muslim-majority nations, yet is a figure 
that American Muslim women like MissUndastood vehemently contest. Yet, 
Islamic hip hop should not only be seen as a conceptual claim to an American 
Muslim identity but, through the production of music, vernacular, and fashion, 
it is also a tangible piece of American Muslim culture.
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Creating Culture
Analytically, the definition and parameters of culture are not set in stone 

but rather are hotly debated, illustrating the subject’s importance in society. 
With reference to Islamic hip hop, culture’s significance lies in its role as a 
means of self-definition; community and individual identities are manifest 
in the traditions, customs, lifestyle patterns and values that define a culture. 
Although cultural boundaries are porous, culture is also a tool a community 
uses to distinguish itself in relation to other communities, as well as affecting 
how community members relate to each other. Individuals also define 
themselves in terms of culture — in its acceptance, rejection, modification 
and/or creation. In this sense, the significance of culture and the work it 
performs is highly regarded among Islamic hip hop artists and supporters, as 
Tyson remarks, “without having some type of Islamic culture, and expressions 
of culture are art, music . . . spoken word poetry . . . without having something 
like that we suffer.”32 According to Tyson, the American Muslim community 
will suffer as long as it fails to produce expressions of art that emerge from 
within itself. I interpret this as a psychic suffering as the community as a whole 
and the individuals within it struggle for self-definition — evaluating 
competing claims for an American Muslim identity, always within the context 
of a power dynamic that advances particular claims over others. Thus, the 
cultural expression found in Islamic hip hop attempts to answer fundamental 
questions of identity: How do we define ourselves as Muslims? What does our 
(American Muslim) Islamic practice look like? How are we the same and how 
are we different from other Americans and from other Muslims? How do we 
live an Islam that is authentically Islamic and American?

Imam Talib uses a historical trajectory as a trope to describe the 
development of the American Muslim community. According to his 
assessment, this community has yet to reach “the apex of a curve of cultural 
development,” rather, American Muslims are involved in the early moments of 
cultural creation.33 Imam Talib believes, along with Islamic hip hop artists, that 
Islamic hip hop is the cultural articulation of an authentically American 
Islamic identity. In order to begin to unpack what it means to be authentically 
American and Muslim, we should return to the earlier discussion on the 
hegemony of immigrant Islam and the racial politics within the American 
Muslim community.

Earlier in this article, Canon reminds us that the Islamic tradition is not 
born in the Indian Subcontinent but arrives with Muslim expansion, and the 
fact that the Islamic tradition has had a well-established home in the 
Subcontinent for some time now is because the Muslims of that region have 
had the time to develop an “Indian Islamic identity” within the context of their 
own scholarship and culture.34 Canon asserts that American Muslims deserve 
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the same opportunity and that “it’s not for some foreigner to come in and tell 
us how to do it. They don’t understand our culture.”35 At this point we might 
ask who are us (American Muslims) and who are they (foreigners)? Canon 
finishes by referring to the importance of music in African-American culture, 
and that without an explicit religious prohibition (which he believes there is 
not), there is no reason for black American Muslims to reject music. His 
comment is illustrative of the multipurpose nature of Islamic hip hop and the 
overlap and contradictions implicit in questions of authenticity.

Islamic hip hop is seen as authentically American because it is not imposed 
or imported but emerges from within an American experience. Yet, as we have 
seen from Canon’s comment, this is a racialized American experience, thus 
there appears to be a conflation between black (and almost as frequently 
Latino) and American. It could be argued that Islamic hip hop is seen as 
authentically American because it emerges and reflects a black and Latino 
American Muslim experience. However, it is important that the exclusions 
implicit in the previous description are not taken too far. Neither Canon nor 
my other black American Muslim respondents would deny non-black or Latino 
American Muslims the ability to create or perform Islamic hip hop or, more 
importantly, a role in the conversation about what it means to be an American 
Muslim. Indeed, like hip hop generally, while the majority of Islamic hip hop 
artists are black and Latino, their audiences are both multiethnic as well as 
Muslim and non-Muslim.

Yet, as mentioned earlier, in addition to serving the cultural needs of the 
general Muslim community, Islamic hip hop also, perhaps particularly from the 
perspective of the artist, is about asserting a religious identity that continues to 
acknowledge their ethnic culture. Thus, I find that many of my informants are 
fiercely adamant that the discourse of Islamic hip hop does not become 
dominated by the experience of immigrant Muslims. I therefore find that in 
addition to performing to promote a positive Islamic identity for Muslim youth, 
and a positive representation of Muslims for non-Muslims, they are also 
performing against the dominant narrative of the immigrant Muslim, the 
problematic image of the immigrant or their child and their experience in 
“becoming American,” whereas as African-Americans and Latinos, these artists 
see themselves as already American and demand that their experience is 
acknowledged in the discourse on Islam in America.

Conclusion: The Future of American Islamic Hip 
Hop?

When hip hop first began it was commonly described as a fad, with its 
demise quickly predicted. The thirty-plus years of hip hop music and culture 
have proved those early skeptics, as we say in the hip hop community, dead 
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wrong. However, it is useful to pose the same question to Islamic hip hop: is 
Islamic hip hop simply a passing fad within the American Muslim community 
or is it a religious musical form with staying power? My informants offered a 
few possible futures for Islamic hip hop. According to some, as Islamic hip 
hop matures and improves the quality of its sound and content, it will cross 
over into mainstream hip hop. Once it crosses over, it may become a genre of 
hip hop, similar to “conscious” hip hop, or, as some hope, it will become the 
mainstream of mainstream hip hop.36 Others predict that while some Islamic 
hip hop artists may cross over into mainstream hip hop music, the majority will 
continue to produce for and retain a predominately Muslim audience. Another 
possible future is somewhere in between these options, which reflects the 
differing goals of the artists I interviewed. AMAN, for example, has had their 
music featured in the feature film Scary Movie 3 and hopes to find success 
within the mainstream hip hop market. In comparison, Native Deen’s 
aspirations remain grounded solely within the Muslim community, within the 
U.S. and abroad.37

Another factor that will affect the life-span of Islamic hip hop is Muslim 
hip hop practice outside the U.S. Although this article has focused on Muslim 
artists in the U.S., there are many Muslims from the UK to Morocco, South 
Africa, Palestine and beyond who also embrace hip hop, forming what has 
been called the transglobal hip hop umma.38 Performing not only Islamic hip 
hop, these Muslims engage hip hop as a means of self-expression, social 
critique, organizing political resistance and having a good time. These artists’ 
interactions with each other, in-person and online, discovering their similarities 
and differences, will undoubtedly affect the possibilities that are imagined for 
Islamic hip hop.

Endnotes
1. “Rep that Islam” is a term coined by California-based Islamic hip hop artist Kumasi.
2. This phrase is most commonly translated as: In the Name of God, Most Gracious, 

Most Merciful.
3. I will address the issue of authenticity later in the paper.
4. Here I am using Marshall Hodgson’s term Islamicate to describe things related to 

Islam in a more holistic sense rather than simply tied to strict doctrine.
5. The Notorious B.I.G., also known as Biggie Smalls, was a talented and infamous 

Brooklyn-based rapper associated with the music mogul Sean “Puffy” Combs. Mos Def is 
also a talented Brooklyn-based rapper who is highly respected in the hip hop community 
and is an actor who has worked on Broadway and in a number of feature films.

6. Five Percenters, also known as the Nation of Gods and Earths, teach that black 
men are divine, each is God manifested on earth. This fundamental belief, as preached by 
Five Percenter founder and former NOI member Clarence X, distinguishes the Five 
Percenter community from orthodox Islam as well as its predecessor, the Nation of Islam. 
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For more information on the Nation of Gods and Earths see: www.allahsnation.net and Ted 
Swedenburg, “Islam in the Mix: Lessons of the Five Percent,” paper presented at 
Anthropology Colloquium, University of Arkansas, February: 1997.

7. The Nation of Islam, founded by Elijah Muhammad, is infamous for its Black 
Nationalist beliefs but is also well-known in black American communities for its promotion 
of moral behavior, economic development and the empowerment of black Americans. In 
the year 2000, NOI leader Louis Farrakhan announced the renunciation of non-traditional 
Islamic beliefs.

8. The artists mentioned here are all Muslims who are hip hop pioneers and/or have 
significant commercial success in hip hop.

9. For more information on the role of Islam within hip hop see: Ted Swedenburg, 
“Islam in the Mix: Lessons of the Five Percent,” paper presented at Anthropology 
Colloquium, University of Arkansas, February: 1997 and Juan Floyd-Thomas, Noise in the 
Spirit: The Religious and Spiritual Sensibilities of Rap Music, ed. Anthony B. Pinn (New 
York: New York University Press, 2003), 49–70.

10. Hana Siddiqi, Interview by Suad Abdul-Khabeer, September 2004, Chicago, 
Illinois. Ms. Siddiqi is the videographer for Remarkable Current. Remarkable Current is a 
northern California-based music label whose Muslim artists represent a variety of genres 
from hip hop to Gnawa.

11. My use of the term commercial here is not meant to distinguish one type of hip 
hop that circulates as a commodity from other types of hip hop that are unrelated to 
commerce. Hip hop has as always functioned as a thing with value, including market value. 
Rather I use the term commercial hip hop in this article in recognition of music industry 
decisions that promote a homogenization of hip hop music and culture such that only a 
short list of artists and a shorter list of themes are allowed access to the major avenues of 
production, marketing and distribution.

12. Tyson, Interview by Suad Abdul Khabeer, September 2004, Chicago, Illinois. 
Tyson is rap artist with the Remarkable Current label.

13. The ruling that music is haram is fairly well-known among Muslims while the 
particular details of the legal opinion may not be so commonly known. Those details 
include a tradition in which Prophet Muhammad is reported to have said, “From among my 
followers there will be some people who will consider illegal sexual intercourse, the 
wearing of silk (clothes), the drinking of alcoholic drinks and the use of musical 
instruments, as lawful”. This tradition along with ancillary texts, is used to verify the 
prohibition of all forms of music, except percussion instruments. Islamic scholars debate the 
veracity of this tradition.

14. One member of the group felt particularly strongly about aligning their music 
according to the limitations of the Islamic legal prohibitions regarding music, however, the 
other group members did not express themselves as strongly tied to that issue.

15. It should be noted that the artist also mentioned that it is generally interpreted that 
this dispensation is designed to be temporary. Ideally, a Muslim would only continue to 
engage in a disliked occupation until she could find another way to secure income.

16. Luqman, Interview by Suad Abdul Khabeer, September 2004, Chicago, Illinois.
17. Islamic law designates five categories for human activity: Mustahab (encouraged), 

Halal (allowed), Mubah (neutral), Makhrooh (disliked) and Haram (prohibited).
18. Napoleon, Interview by Suad Abdul Khabeer, September 2004, Chicago Illinois.
19. In this essay African-American is used to describe US citizens who are 

descendents of Africans enslaved in the western hemisphere, and who self-identify as such. 
There is an ongoing to debate regarding what term, Latino or Hispanic, should be used to 
describe US citizens from Latin America and Caribbean countries, where the official 
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language is Spanish or Portuguese. Since its inclusion as a census category in the 1970s, 
Hispanic has become the term most commonly used by the United States government. It is 
precisely for this reason that Hispanic is often seen as a term forced upon Latinos. This, 
along with the opinion that the term Hispanic privileges Spanish heritage over other origins 
of Latino identity, specifically African and Amerindian, is why many Latinos, the author 
included, object to the term Hispanic. Although the two terms are sometimes used 
interchangeably, Latino will only be used in this paper.

20. The term ‘immigrant’ used in this paper, unless otherwise indicated, will refer to 
Muslims who have immigrated in the post-1965 wave of immigration from Muslim-majority 
nations and their children, as per the conventional discourse in the American Muslim 
community. Within the American Muslim community the term ‘indigenous’ is used to 
describe Muslims whose ancestors were enslaved in the Americas, i.e., African-Americans 
and Latinos as well as Native American Muslims and Muslims whose ancestors were 
Europeans and are not recent immigrants, i.e., white Americans. The distinction between 
‘indigenous’ and ‘immigrant’ is not nuanced to describe, for example, the Arab-American 
Muslim family that has resided in the US since the 19th century (admittedly a small segment 
of the American Muslim community). This community would fall into the immigrant 
distinction whereas the Jamaican Muslim family who arrived in the United States in the 
1960’s would be considered indigenous. Thus, the distinction is connected perhaps to a 
particular relationship to the United States, a historic relationship which African-American 
(both US, Caribbean and Latin American descent), Latino, white American and Native 
American Muslims share that American Muslims of other descent do not. I recognize that 
the term lacks nuance, yet find it a useful trope to describe the relationships between these 
two communities, ‘indigenous’ and ‘immigrant,’ as I have seen it in the field. Therefore, the 
terms immigrant and indigenous, when used according to these definitions, will be italicized 
in the paper.

21. Jackson states: “[Immigrant Islam] enshrines the historically informed expressions 
of Islam in the modern Muslim world as the standard of normativeness for Muslims 
everywhere . . . and in this process, Immigrant Islam’s interpretations are effectively placed 
beyond critique via the tacit denial that they are in fact interpretations. In short, Immigrant 
Islam does not interpret; it merely transfers ‘true’ Islam from one location to the next.” in 
Islam and the Blackamerican: Looking toward the Third Resurrection (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2005), 12.

22. Anas Canon, Interview by Suad Abdul Khabeer, September 2004 Chicago Illinois.
23. Anas Canon, Interview by Suad Abdul Khabeer, September 2004, Chicago, Illinois. 

I do not believe that Canon believes that all African-American, Latino and white American 
Muslims have the same culture but rather I interpret his statement to imply a unity in the 
experience of these groups in comparison to the immigrant Muslim community.

24. Uthman Dan Fodio is a well-known Islamic revivalist in 18th century Nigeria. His 
daughter Nana Asma’u is also well known as an Islamic scholar and revivalist. See Beverly 
Mack and Jean Boyd, One Woman’s Jihad: Nana Asma”u, Scholar & Scribe. (Indiana: 
Indiana University Press, 2000.)

25. MissUndastood, Interview by Suad Abdul Khabeer, September 2004, Queens, New 
York.

26. MissUndastood, Interview by Suad Abdul Khabeer, September 2004, Queens, New 
York.

27. Stylin” in Khimars by MissUndastood.
28. For example, it is traditionally held that the Muslim male is primarily responsible 

for the financial welfare of the Muslim family, thus men and women do not have the same 
roles or equal shares of responsibility in family life. I believe that MissUndastood, like many 
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other African-American Muslim women, would not reject this gender distinction. For many 
African-American Muslim women, patriarchic practices such as these are a welcome change 
for a community of women (black women) whose social reality has often meant bearing the 
total burden of the responsibilities of family life.

29. Deening by Native Deen.
30. Amaar, Interview by Suad Abdul Khabeer, September 2004, Chicago Illinois.
31. Deening is a play on the Arabic term, deen, which means religion or way of life, 

so to “be deening” is to practice Islam. I have heard the term used by Muslim youth, thought 
it remains unclear to me if the use preceded or was inducted by the Native Deen song.

32. Tyson, Interview by Suad Abdul Khabeer, September 2004, Chicago, Illinois.
33. Imam Talib Abdur-Rashid, Interview by Suad Abdul Khabeer, November 2004 

New York, New York.
34. Anas Canon, Interview by Suad Abdul Khabeer, September 2004 Chicago, Illinois.
35. Anas Canon, Interveiw by Suad Abdul Khabeer, September 2004, Chicago, Illinois.
36. “Conscious” is the term often used to describe hip hop music that reflects an 

anti-materialist and, depending on the artist, an anti-misogynist consciousness.
37. I do not mention it in this paper but Native Deen, MissUndastood, Tyson and 

other artists have performed to Muslim audiences in different parts of the world.
38. H. Samy Alim, A New Research Agenda: Exploring the Transglobal Hip Hop 

Umma in Muslim Networks from Hajj to Hip Hop ed. Miriam Cooke & Bruce Lawrence 
(Chapel Hill University of North Carolina Press 2005).


