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Sierra Cowan
interviewed Rice
senior and
OpenStax intern,
Yasmine
Rahmat.
Yasmine is
originally from
Tusla, OK and of
Indonesian
descent. The full
transcript of their

conversation can be found here. 

What are the biggest influences on your decision to not wear a
Hijab?
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I would say probably the biggest one is my mom because she didn’t
start wearing a Hijab until maybe five years ago, and then she’s always
said it is going to be my choice. Like she wants me to want to wear it
rather than have her force me to wear things. And also, just kind of the
culture I grew up in. So, I grew up in Oklahoma where we didn’t really
have a huge Muslim community there and everyone was really
Christian. So, it was kind of like of a weird thing. I never really was
drawn to it because it was like if I wear it, I will be super different. And
even now, it’s just like that feeling of like being different if I wear it still
follows me. I don’t have any desire to wear it because I didn’t grow up
feeling like I wanted to wear it, and now even though I’m not as
sensitive to the social stuff that comes with wearing a Hijab, I just like
don’t really want to.

Have you experienced discrimination based on your decision to
not cover?

Yeah. I think in America, it’s very subtle and unspoken. I never feel like
outright discrimination like, “Oh, you should wear a Hijab because that
makes you a better Muslim.”  But definitely from my family in
Indonesia. Like I visited two summers ago and it’s always like, “Do you
not wear the Hijab because you live in America?” Like it’s something
I’m supposed to do, but because I live in America and other people
don’t that America is stopping me from wearing it. If if I don’t cover they
won’t say anything like, “Oh, you’re a bad Muslim,” but it’s very implied.

Is there anything that would make you change your decision to
not cover?

I think the only thing that would change it if if I was like personally, I
think it’s time for me to cover, like where I am now in my religious
journey. But I don’t think anything from the outside, like any other
person or the culture around me could force me to cover. Like even
when I was in Indonesia, for example, I was there for like two months
and I considered that maybe this was a good time to wear the Hijab
just for two months because everyone else would be doing it. But
because I have always kind of grown up not wearing it, it’s so
ingrained in me and the only thing that could make me change that
was me personally wanting to wear it not like anything else.
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So how do you view other Muslim women who cover versus
Muslim women who don’t?

My instinct is to say that I don’t really see them any differently, but I
guess I do. I kind of associate [women who cover] as having more
knowledge, so if I ever like wanted to talk about my religion or had a
question I feel like, implicitly, I would be more willing to go to someone
who wore that instead of someone who didn’t because I would say,
“Oh, because they wear it they must know a lot since they represent
the religion.” Which is maybe wrong of me, but I do do that because I
kind of associate them with knowing more.

Many people suggest that Muslim and American identity are
incompatible. What do you think of that? 

There’s so many definitions of like American identity and Muslim
identity, that I can’t say they’re mutually exclusive.
I just think that whole divide is part of the problem. Like the people who
live in the Middle East who live a very strict, Islamic life are saying,
“Well, you can’t mix the two because they’re very opposite.” And then
they kind of blame America as the problem, but then that thinking that
Islam can’t conform itself to any kind of identity is part of the problem
itself. And then on the other side, hearing people say that Muslims are
part of the problem, I feel like it’s all just putting up a divide between a
religion and a nationality. It’s comparing two different things and
there’s always going to be a problem with that. I just feel like it’s very
simplistic too. Like what do you mean by American? What do you
mean by Muslim? You can’t put either category into a specific box.
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Anu Dwarumpudi
corresponded with Cedya
Kural over email. Cedya is a
20 year old student and Sunni
Muslim from Houston, Texas.
A full transcript of their
conversation can be found
here. 

Can you talk a bit about
your relationship to Islam?

I went to Islamic school from
elementary- middle school
and we had Quran classes
everyday- we learned how to
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read it as well as memorize
important passages and their meanings. Now in college I read during
prayers and primarily in Ramadan. ... My parents are stricter in some
areas than others, and I'd say compared to them I'm pretty relaxed, but
I know other Muslims who think I'm strict too so I believe its all
subjective.

How does culture influence your religious practices and
understanding of Islam?

My dad's Turkish and my mom's Colombian.My mom's family is
Catholic, they don't really understand Islam that much but my mom
explained as best she could. My dad's mom is very religious, but she
doesn't impose her beliefs on anyone. Everybody else on that side is
pretty relaxed too, I'd say my dad is the most strict out of his
siblings. Growing up in a primarily Muslim community, wearing hijab
was the normal, although a lot of my friends chose not to wear it. I
think it was more familial, because my mom wears it. I started wearing
it pretty early (age 12) so I wasn't aware of all the Islamophobia and
anti-hijab sentiments.

What are the biggest influencers of your decision to cover?

I was 12 when I started to wear it, so I didn't know about or really
consider the potential discrimination. I was pretty well guarded at my
Islamic School and community, so I was not aware of being potentially
being discriminated against.  My mom and aunts from my dad's side
cover so its familial influence for sure.  My community didn't really care
if the girls were covered in public or not, as long as we covered at the
mosque out of respect?

Have you experienced discrimination based on your choice to
cover or not?  Could you describe such discrimination?

Thankfully, I have actually never really experienced discrimination due
to my hijab. I have gotten several "random searches" at airports, but
it’s only about 50% of the time. I notice some people kind of stare at
me, and some look at me a little strangely, but I don't necessarily pay
too much attention to it. But outright attacks, verbal or physical or other
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types of discrimination, no. Most people are actually very polite
towards me.

Does seeing violent hate crimes against hijabi women have any
impact on your decision?  How do you adjust your choices based
on witnessing hate crimes?

Sometimes I feel a little bit scared and I consider taking it off. After the
election last year, I told myself that if things get bad, I will take it off.
However, I have since decided to be stronger than that. I will not allow
bigots to affect my life or scare me into submitting into what they
believe is normal or socially acceptable. I totally support any woman
who decides not to cover or to stop covering, but I personally don't
think I will stop covering, unless under life or death circumstances.

 Is there anything that would make you change your decision to
cover or not cover?

Immediate life or death circumstances will probably change my
decision at a certain moment, but long term, no. I intend on covering
for life.

How do you view other Muslim women who cover? How do you
view Muslim women who don’t cover?

I see both covering and non covering Muslim woman as the same.
Whether they choose to cover or not is not indicative of what type of
person they are or how much they practice the religion. I have met
covering women who don't pray or fast or read quran, and I have met
non covering women who follow all the Islamic practices expecting
wearing the hijab. Honestly what really matters to me is if they are kind
and accepting people.

How do you feel when you hear people say that covering is a sign
of oppression?  What is your perspective of countries or
mosques that do require a woman to cover?

My first response is an eye roll- but in all seriousness I understand why
people may think its oppressive due to the media's portrayal of hijab,
especially when portraying the countries where it is required by law. I
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think the best way to explain to misinformed or uninformed people is
that hijab allows women to take control of their own sexuality, which is
by far one of the least oppressive things I can think of. I think the
enforcing of the hijab is a horrible idea, because the government of
these areas (usually men) take control of the women's sexuality and
impose their own rules- which is not what hijab is supposed to be
about. They're completely missing the point. It also pushes women
away from Islam as a whole, I think, because if you are surrounded by
an strict and unforgiving "Islamic society", once you leave the
country/community, you are going to think that all of Islam is that strict
and unforgiving. Its a pity, because Islam can be a beautiful and calm
thing in one's life if interpreted correctly and applied to one's own life in
which ever way they choose.

Do you feel the need to defend Islam when mainstream media
attacks it?  If so, how?

Always, yes. I often have to resist the urge to respond to Islamophobic
critics on social media in a snarky or insulting way. I try to avoid
responding to or commenting on rude, hateful tweets or instagram
posts in general because I don't want to give them the gratification of
knowing that they're insulting or hurting me as a Muslim.

Many people suggest that Muslim and American identity are
incompatible. What do you think of that?

Muslims are followers of Islam, just as Americans are people who live
in America, and if you want to extend that a bit more than the literal
definition, Americans are people who identify as Americans. There are
many ways of being a Muslim just as there are many ways of being
American. Saying that they are incompatible not only generalizes both
identities but so shows that society has construed an inaccurate
description of these identities and portrays them as polar opposites.
Most if not all Islamic ideals are the same ideals we hold in Western
Society. Even if people do suggest this, I don't really care what they
think: I am just as Muslim as I am American and I am here, I exist and I
am confident and sure of my identity. Everything else is irrelevant.
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Thresa Skeslien-Jenkins
interviewed 21 year old
Accenture Strategy Analyst
Anisah Khan. Anisah is originally
from New York but has lived in
Houston for ten years. The full
transcript could be found here.

My first question is can you
talk a little bit about your
relationship to Islam, just
generally?

I was born into a Muslim family who has been practicing Islam for
generations.  Growing up I went to Sunday School and my parents
gave me an Islamic upbringing but, really during my time in high school
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and middle school I started going to Islamic conventions on my own
with my cousins and uncles to learn more about Islam and what it
means to me. I think ever since high school it’s a conscious decision
I’ve made to be a Muslim, to wear hijab, to be a practicing Muslim. It’s
not something I follow because it’s been a tradition in my family but it’s
something that I follow because I truly believe in the teachings and
how it tells us to be as a person and how to treat others.  Those are
things that I truly believe in and that’s why I choose to be a Muslim
everyday. 

How does culture influence your religious practices and
understanding of Islam?

Islam is void of any culture.  Islam is a practice and a religion but the
way we do practice it changes based upon the context we grew up in
and our upbringing, all those things.  I don’t think it’s correct to say that
Islam changes by your culture: that’s not true.  Islam is the same for all
cultures, it’s how we end up practicing it.  How I practice it is somewhat
more American, it’s not the same way my parents practice it because a
lot of how they practice it is very cultural-they’ll have a mix of Bengali
traditions that they’ll sometimes unintentionally mesh with the religion.
 How I try to practice it is that I know this is American culture and I
know that not all I do as an American will fit into the Islamic teachings
and stuff but I try my best to follow Islam to the cores as much as
possible but obviously not everything that our culture promotes always
translates perfectly to Islam and the Quran so finding that balance of
what is modest dressing?, what is halal food?, finding that within Islam
but also as an American.  It’s hard to explain because I’m also trying to
figure out how to practice the best way possible in this changing,
growing world and environment so it’s a learning process for me too as
I’m growing up.   

What are the biggest influencers of your decision to cover each
day and have you ever struggled with I don’t want to cover today
or in this situation?

Yeah, absolutely so I started wearing hijab in the seventh grade and I
made that decision because like I mentioned I started going to Islamic
conventions to socialize with other Muslims and learn more about my
own faith.  I was really inspired by a specific lecture about the hijab
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and modesty and how it can empower you as a Muslim and so,
initially, that’s how I started wearing it, as a way to remind myself that
I’m Muslim so I can reflect those teachings because sometimes you
get wrapped up in your day to day life and you forget your faith so in
that way it’s a reminder for myself.  How I pray, to conduct myself in a
manner that I would be proud of so those are the reasons that I keep
wearing it but definitely I have struggled with keeping it on because I
feel like by wearing it you’re making a statement and you are visibly a
Muslim and so if you end up doing anything...I guess how I’ve
struggled with it is say I say a bad word or I’m accidentally rude
because I’m having a bad day because I’m wearing a hijab it translates
more to Islam and not to me having a bad day.  It looks like “oh
Muslims are rude” and it kind of makes it easier for people to
stereotype because I’m so visibly Muslim and so that’s I guess why
I’ve struggled with it but at the end of the day I remind myself I wear it
because it’s a good reminder for myself and it helps me become that
better person.  Even though it’s a struggle sometimes and on a vain
level sometimes you just want to look cute at school or work or
something but I’m able to overcome those distractions because it is so
important to me.

As you mentioned women are often victims of hate crimes for
their decision to cover.  Does seeing hijabi women being victims
have any impact on your decision?

...there are lots of motivating factors as to why these atrocities are
conducted so I can see why Muslim women are targeted because of
the way the media and the way that society sometimes presents the
Islamic faith and Muslims and after the Paris attacks my mom kind of
warned me and said “Are you sure you still want to wear hijab because
you are so visibly Muslim you are more likely to fall victim to these
discriminatory acts or hate crimes or what not?” but for me I want to
keep wearing it so that if someone does come talk to me or even if
they’re mistreating me...I’ve never faced a hate crime so it’s really hard
to say what I would do or how my perspective on that would change
because I have never personally faced it.  Even though I know that
other Muslim women have been attacked I decide to keep wearing it
but I think that if I ever was to be targeted specifically with actual
abuse I may reevaluate it at that point in time but I haven’t actually
faced a tragic incident like that.  This is from my point of view at this
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moment.

How do you view other Muslim women who don’t cover and the
discrimination they might face for this?

My perception is that just as I choose to wear the hijab there are other
people who choose not to wear it and that is because their choice and
their views on the truest form of the religion may not be the same and
that’s totally fine.  Everyone has the right to practice as they wish as
long as it’s not harming other people and putting another person’s life
at risk and so in that regard I don’t even blink an eye.  You’re just
talking to another person.  Everyone in the faith and even outside of
the faith is just like my brother and sister so for me to treat them badly
for a decision they’re not making it makes me hypocritical and so I’m
not here to judge anyone or be a hypocrite I try to practice my faith as
much as I can and I try to learn more about it and that’s my personal
journey and I have no right to judge anyone else’s.  Definitely if you go
to more conservative cultures-that’s the main key it’s not so much the
religion but the culture that you’re brought up with.  We’re brought up
with such a broad mindset and so, yeah, there may be some
judgement from those types of individuals but I think they’re judgement
comes from a place of not having a broader understanding and having
a very specific upbringing.  Yeah it sucks that there are such
judgemental people but for most of them it’s not their fault so it’s not
our responsibility but if you want to see change you have to have
dialogues with those people and try to explain to them how you choose
to follow Islam and how your interpretation might not always match
theirs and you have to be ready to accept the fact that just because
you have that dialogue doesn’t necessarily mean that they’ll agree with
you or that it will change their minds but at least you know that you’re
doing something to advocate for something that you believe and for
me that’s practicing Islam to the best of your abilities and not judging
others on how they practice their faith because at the end of the day
it’s a relationship between me and God not a relationship between you,
me and God.  There’s no third person in that relationship unless you're
interacting with people and as long as you’re not throwing faith at them
it should be okay.    

One of the themes in class is that the “Muslim World” is seen to
be oppressive of women.  How do you feel when you hear people
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say that Islam or covering is a sign of oppression?

When I hear that it makes a lot of sense because honestly that’s
what’s portrayed in the media.  You believe what you hear the most
often so it doesn’t surprise me.  It makes me a little sad but it doesn’t
upset me... And yes, there’s cultures that treat woman as second class
citizens and I wouldn’t be too far from saying that the U.S. is one of
them.  You could say that the U.S. is oppressive or they treat women
like second class citizens in many different aspects like unequal pay or
different areas whether it’s in politics or economics or X, Y, Z.  So it
makes sense that they focus on a certain culture and try to project that
as a complete religion but I think that’s an absurd idea because billions
of Muslims-and in our generation there’s millions of us- who are not
“oppressed,” we make conscious decisions and to say that woman in
our generation in the U.S. are subjected to oppression is actually an
insult.  We grew up here, we went through the same education system
we fully understand our rights and we have a mind of our own and so
everything we do is our own choice.  But it doesn’t surprise me that
other people think we’re oppressed because either they haven’t
spoken to other Muslim woman and men growing up in our generation
in the U.S. or even older generations who have been here.  They just
follow whatever the mainstream media throws at them which is usually
not accurate but we all know that.

Do you have a perspective on countries that do require women to
cover?  How about mosques in the U.S. that require that?

So from how I practice and from what I believe-this is all my opinion so
there’s no 100% truth or accuracy to it it’s just what I interpret and
believe the faith to be- so when we pray usually there’s, from what I
believe, you’re covered from head to your ankle and so it makes sense
that during that act you’re covered and so I guess when most people
go they go for the purpose of praying and so they are usually covered
but I will say that mosques are run by an older generation who kind of
carry their cultural and conservative mindsets into the way they run the
mosques so I guess that’s why they force woman to cover but honestly
I haven’t really seen that.  In my scope-which is limited to all of my
interactions- all the mosques I go to the women do take off their hijab
in the woman’s section because they are there to listen to lecture and
no one is really governing them telling them to put the hijab back on.  If
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you’re older, like an older conservative woman might give you a dirty
stare maybe and that’s like a stretch but I guess that is why it is kind of
mandated-the prayer aspect of it but in my opinion if you’re not praying
and you don’t wear it on a regular basis because you choose not to,
there should be no reason why you’d have to cover in the mosque
because that’s a communal place where everyone goes to learn about
the faith and has spiritual connection so it really shouldn’t bother
anyone else.  If you’re there to focus on your own faith you should go
and do that you should go and judge someone while they’re trying to
connect with their faith because that may end up pushing them away
from the faith altogether so that’s my view on it.

Do you feel the need to defend Islam when the mainstream media
attacks it?  When you do defend it how?  Are you ever
apprehensive to do so?

The thing is that I defend it to the certain extent that when I leave the
house everyday I try to be a good example of what I think a good
Muslim is so that’s how I try to defend my faith-by my actions.  I’m
personally not one to...and that’s just my personality, it has nothing to
do with not being a defender of the faith I just don’t like to go on social
media and draw attention to myself and that’s not anything to do with
faith just personally that’s not who I am.  I don’t think  just because
you’re Muslim you’re automatically an agent to represent that “Islam is
good, oh look at all of us we practice it so peacefully.”  I don’t think that
has to fall on individuals because that’s a lot of pressure.  If you think
these bad actors are making such a big, portraying such a bad
example of us on mainstream media to have that pressure to go on
and disprove that is a LOT so I think the individuals who do are doing a
great job of trying to push forward that message that Muslims are
peaceful and moderate Islam is a new term that’s approached on
social media platforms and what not but it does change people’s minds
to a certain extent but for me at an individual basis I think the biggest
impact I can make is just by having conversations with people who are
unfamiliar with the faith or have misconstrued conceptions of it like at
the workplace, at school, at the grocery store when I’m conducting
myself to the best of my ability and not only is that a good
representation of my faith but a good representation of my culture and
that also shows that as Americans we’re very open minded, we’re
trying to reflect a lot more than our faith, you’re also trying to represent
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yourself as an American and what our country stands for: that’s
acceptance, that’s being able to pursue your dreams and practice your
faith openly without any apprehension or facing any fear of
discrimination. Your question was whether I defend it or not and it’s a
long way from it but I’m American, I’m Bengali, I’m Muslim-  I try to
conduct myself so that all of those attributes are represented in a good
light.  By wearing it and by being the best I can be is the best way I
know to defend it and that’s just because my personality doesn’t push
me to have a larger platform

A lot of people believe that the words Muslim and American are
binaries.  When you think of your two identities how do you see
them go together or do you ever see them as incompatible?

Being a Muslim and an American has never really contradicted itself
because what does it mean to be an American?  That’s very subjective
as well.  For me, to be an American, as I mentioned earlier, is being
able to work hard, it’s being able to make a living, it’s everything that
normal individuals peg with being an American-whether it’s going out
or the party culture.  There’s a certain persona that’s given to
Americans and that’s not what I believe to be an American for me it’s
never been an issue but if you associate being an American with doing
certain activities then yeah, you’re going to have conflicting values or
teachings because you’re definition and your view on what an
American is is very specific. For me it’s not very specific. I am living
and breathing as an American and so I’ve never faced a contradicting
issue it’s more about how you define it and trying to fit into that specific
mold that you face conflicting issues.

One last thing: everything that I said now it’s because of my
experiences and it obviously doesn’t reflect anyone else’s experience
it’s very specific to me and one thing is, as a disclaimer, everyone is
growing and changing every day so tomorrow I may wake up and my
circumstances in life may be completely different so everything that I
just said may completely change.  That’s something to always
remember, one person’s point of view at a certain point in time might
not be constant throughout and it’s important to remember that I think.

There are 1.6 billion Muslims in the world and 3.3 million Muslims in
the United States. Every Muslim has a different personality, different
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Leave a Reply.

upbringing, different life circumstance, and different religious
philosophy. To peg the actions of a handful of irrational individuals
onto 1.6 billion people is absurd to the nth degree. The media pushes
for this type portrayal because their sponsors and corporate partners
profit from it. Stereotyping is a double edged sword. If we stereotype
all Muslims as “terrorists” or “oppressed”, then you can only image
what other nations think of Americans based on our leader Donald
Trump and bad actors like Stephen Paddock (Las Vegas Shooter).
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Alec Tobin and
Anu Dwarumpudi
interviewed
Amani Ramiz
over email.
Amani is a 20
year old student
from Houston,
Texas. A full
transcript of their
correspondence
can be found
here. 

Can you talk a
bit about your
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relationship to
Islam?

I grew up in a Muslim household, I would attend Sunday school for 4
hours at the local masjid/mosque. My parents are Muslims, but grew
more conservative and religious as I grew up in high school and
college, when I was growing less religious and more spiritual.

What are the biggest influencers of your decision to cover or
[not cover]?

So, growing up I struggled about covering or not. Around middle
school, I considered covering but I realized that I didn’t really desire
to do so. I realized that covering doesn’t influence how I view my
faith, so I should do it for myself and not for others. I can still be a
Muslim, even without wearing a hijab. 

Have you experienced discrimination based on your choice to
cover or not?  Could you describe 
such discrimination?

I don’t think I’ve ever faced any discrimination based on it, since
many people cannot even tell I’m Muslim.

Does seeing violent hate crimes against hijabi women have any
impact on your decision?  How do you adjust your choices
based on witnessing hate crimes?

I think it further reinforced my decision not to wear hijab, because I
do not want to be targeted and viewed negatively. I worry about how
people, especially in Texas, will view Muslims and the negative
comments they will experience. My mom, who doesn’t cover, was
once told to go back to her country. Hence, if I covered, with recent
hate crimes, I would worry about the harassment I would receive. 

Is there anything that would make you change your decision to
cover or not cover?

No, I don’t think anything would change unless I grew more
religious. 
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How do you view other Muslim women who cover? How do you
view Muslim women who don’t cover?

I view them equally, I view all Muslim as equal because I think
everyone is open to interpret their faith differently. I don’t think
covering has any effect on how I view Muslims, but there is a general
stereotype that people who cover are more religious. 

How do you feel when you hear people say that covering is a
sign of oppression?  What is your perspective of countries or
mosques that do require a woman to cover?

I do not think covering is a sign of oppression, and I think many of
these people are misinformed and do not have a great understanding
of Islam. Covering should still be someone’s choice, especially in
most modern countries like America. Covering doesn’t symbolize
oppression, but certain countries oppress their women. These are
two different things. I do not think countries or mosques should
require their women to cover as it hinders the women from their
independence and choice. I think this is based on culture and not the
religion as many people interpret Islam as male-dominant, but these
are the people who follow strict interpretations and do not take into
account how culture has changed.

Do you feel the need to defend Islam when mainstream media
attacks it?  If so, how?

Yes, I feel the need to defend Islam by being an observant, yet
relaxed Muslim. I wish the whole religion wouldn’t be tainted by the
action of horrible individuals, but it is hard to do so. I try to defend
Islam and show how the teachings don’t dictate aggressive and
violent behavior. Islam is about peace and understanding, promoting
kindness and support against peers. Many Muslims, however,
interpret Islam through the lens of culture which results in negative,
violent actions.

Many people suggest that Muslim and American identity are
incompatible. What do you think of that?

I don’t think they are incompatible, I think people view these two
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identities as extremes but it is a spectrum. We all align differently on
how we view these identities, but they are equally valid and
compatible.
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Sierra Cowan interviewed Zulfa
Quadri, a senior at Rice
University. Zulfa was born in India
but grew up in Houston her entire
life. She is a Sunni Muslim who's
father is an imam at her mosque.
You can read the full transcript of
her interview here. 

So how does culture influence
your religious practices and
understanding of Islam?

So this is kind of difficult because I
have to kind of mish-mash both
my Indian and my [Muslim] culture
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and make it fit with the Western
culture that I live in. And so, a lot of the things that are strictly
prohibited in, I don’t take part in. So for example, I don’t drink alcohol,
but I still to go parties. And you know, that isn’t necessarily a huge part
of Indian culture or Muslim culture, to go out and party or whatever,
and so that is kind of a mish-mash. I do a lot of that. And then Muslim
culture tends to be a little bit more conservative, but that doesn’t
necessarily mean that it’s void of any kind of conversation about
difficult topics. So, for example, something that I encounter a lot is
talking about sex and feminism. Those are very hot button issues. And
I understand if some Muslim cultures don’t wanna talk about that, but
I’m apart of one that does, if that makes sense.

So have you ever experienced discrimination based on your
choice to cover, and can you describe such?

It’s like microaggressions. Nothing super blatant like that has
happened to me, but there’s definitely been points where it’s like some
people aren’t willing to approach me. Or they automatically think that
I’m not as educated or that I don’t know how to speak English. That
happens a lot when we go to the airport. It’s hilarious because I’m
speaking with a full American accent and yet you still don’t think I can
understand what you’re saying.

Wait, even after you talk, they still treat you like you don’t get it?

Yeah! They’re like, “Do you understand that word?” And I’m like, “Yes!
100%. I’ve been educated here my whole life.” You know, so stuff like
that. 

Does seeing violent hate crimes against Hijabi women have any
impact on your decision? 

Yeah, it definitely makes me angry. I kind of just want to wear it even
more in their face. Yeah, I am afraid, but at the same time it’s kind of
burned a fire in my belly to do more activisty things and advocate for
Muslim women who wear the Hijab and don’t have the ability to
advocate for themselves. And so that’s really important to me.
Especially right after the election, I think I was really afraid to go out
and I talked a lot about it with my friends, and my mom was like, “Oh
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you’re just being stupid, like don’t let them win,” you know. And I
understand that it was kind of silly, but at the same time it was a
legitimate concern. But it’s very important for me to still be myself and
I’m not going to change. 

And how do you feel about countries or mosques that do require
women to cover?

It should definitely be 100% her choice. Whether you wear it or not, no
matter how you dress, whether you dress modestly or not, doesn’t
reflect how good of a Muslim you are. And countries who do,
unfortunately, force women to veil themselves are not doing the right
thing, honestly. They’re taking the product of the cultural, because
there’s Islam the religion and Islam the culture, and they’re taking that
product of the culture and then they’re just broadening it. And that’s
when that’s oppression. If you’re not giving the Muslim woman a
choice, then that’s oppression.

Do you feel the need to defend Islam when mainstream media
attacks it? 

I don’t think I necessarily have to defend Islam, but I do have to defend
Muslims and their right to exist, and their right to go about their lives
just being normal.
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PROJECT BACKGROUND
This research project was conducted during the fall semester of 2017 at Rice University in Dr. Craig
Considine's SOCI 364 Class: Muslims in American Society. The research question "What does it mean for
Muslim Women to Cover in America?" was explored through a methodology of online research paired with
the collection of narratives of Muslim women through one-on-one interviews. 

Our initial research and literature review explored the influence of religious texts and cultural traditions on
women's decision to cover. In addition, we researched the confluence of agency and oppression in the so
called ‘Muslim world,’ as well as the varying levels of prejudice that exist in the professional and academic
environment in the United States, and the existence of hate crimes against women who cover. With these
themes in mind, we created questions to ask Muslim women both on the Rice campus and beyond in the
Houston area. The interview data we gathered can be found on the interviews tab. We also created a
Facebook page to highlight these interviews and reach a larger audience. 
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Interview with Miriam Cole
11/7/2017 0 Comments

 

Anu Dwarumpudi
interviewed Miriam Cole, a
interior designer from New
Jersey who is currently
residing in Houston.
Miriam's family is Puerto-
Rican and Christian, and
she converted to Islam
based on her own research.
You can read their full
conversation here.   

What are your biggest
influences and your
decision to cover? 
When I first researched

WHAT DOES IT MEAN FOR MUSLIM
WOMEN TO COVER IN AMERICA?

    HOME ABOUT THIS PROJECT BACKGROUND RESEARCH INTERVIEWS MAIN FINDINGS

PROJECT REFLECTION

https://www.facebook.com/mwohouston/


WHAT DOES IT MEAN FOR MUSLIM WOMEN TO COVER IN AMERICA? - INTERVIEWS

http://coveringinamerica.weebly.com/interviews[2/19/2018 8:43:13 PM]

Islam, I looked into women's
rights because I'm a strong character. So I felt like oppression is not
right. Some of the things that I've read about or that the media
portrayed to be of the Islamic religion, I realize we're actually not.
These things were perhaps the cultural baggage that those people
came with. Just like I have cultural baggage maybe those people also
brought it to the end because they identify themselves as Muslims. 

Read More

0 Comments

Interview with "Daliah"
11/6/2017 0 Comments

 

Alec Tobin interviewed a 43 year old professional counselor who is
studying towards her medical license, who we will call Daliah. Daliah
was born in Cairo Egypt, but has lived in the United States for the past
22 years and currently resides in Houston. You can read the full
transcript of their conversation here. 

Do you cover today? Have you in the past? What would you say
are the biggest influences on your decision regarding that?

So I started to wear the way I believe abides by the Islamic dress code
when I was maybe 13 and a half. It was my decision completely. My
parents, I remember especially my mom, would say "Oh you're too
young, why are you doing this now? How about you take it gradually,"
but I insisted at that time. My father was okay either way, he wasn't
pushing in any direction, and I remember having fights, actually, at
home, because I wanted to follow the dress code strictly. My mom was
thinking "Oh you are too young, why are you doing this?" It took me a
few battles at home to do what I think was right. I haven't taken it off
since then, which means I cover in front of strangers. Some people
don't understand how this practically works. Muslim ladies take of the
hijab, we call it the hijab. We wear normal clothes at home, or at
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women's parties or whatever. The whole point is covering in front of
stranger men. So I of course cover according to the Islamic dress code
now. But I feel that growing up, it became more of - I mean the position
grew stronger as I grew up because I felt like it's not just a religious
obligation. For me, definitely number one is it's between me and God
and I feel this is something that pleases God and I'm gonna do it and
that' enough reason for me. 

Read More
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Interview with "Sobia"
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Thresa Skeslien-Jenkins interviewed a Medical Student, Houstonian,
and Sunni Muslim who we will call Sobia. Sobia does not cover. You
can read their full transcript here.

How does culture influence your religious practices and
understanding of Islam? (Country of origin, View of family
members)

My parents are immigrants from Pakistan, which is obviously a Muslim-
majority country. I do think religion and culture become intertwined and
difficult to separate when you’re from an area that is predominantly
Muslim. I did have to do some of my own research or have discussions
with my non-Pakistani Muslim friends when I wasn’t certain if some
practices or beliefs were grounded in religion or culture. I’m specifically
thinking of attitudes towards women. Pakistan has ways to go in terms
of gender equality, and I think some people try to justify the current
disparities in education or work with Islam. But based on what I know
of Islam, that’s really unfair. Islam encourages everyone - regardless of
gender - to seek knowledge. I think these attitudes about gender
differences and disparities are really based on history and culture. 
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Read More
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Interview with Saadia Faruqi
11/6/2017 0 Comments

 

Anu Dwarumpudi and Sierra
Cowan interviewed Saadia
Faruqi, an Ahmadiyya Muslim,
author, speaker, and interfaith
activist originally from Karachi,
Pakistan. You can read the full
transcript of their
conversation here. 

How does your culture and
family members influence
your religious practices and
understanding of Islam?

My whole family isn’t practicing
and everyone in the family has different levels. Like my mom would
call herself practicing. She is good in somethings and not in others.
She doesn’t wear a hijab for example. One of my sisters doesn’t even
consider herself Muslim. It is very much across a wide spectrum. I
think definitely this is a struggle that most Muslims have, including
myself. Culture and religion become so closely connected or
intertwined with each other and a lot of times we aren’t able to really
distinguish it.

Read More
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Interview with Cedya Kural
11/6/2017 0 Comments

 

Anu Dwarumpudi
corresponded with Cedya
Kural over email. Cedya is a
20 year old student and Sunni
Muslim from Houston, Texas.
A full transcript of their
conversation can be found
here. 

Can you talk a bit about
your relationship to Islam?

I went to Islamic school from
elementary- middle school
and we had Quran classes
everyday- we learned how to
read it as well as memorize

important passages and their meanings. Now in college I read during
prayers and primarily in Ramadan. ... My parents are stricter in some
areas than others, and I'd say compared to them I'm pretty relaxed, but
I know other Muslims who think I'm strict too so I believe its all
subjective.

Read More
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11/5/2017 0 Comments

Like 0



WHAT DOES IT MEAN FOR MUSLIM WOMEN TO COVER IN AMERICA? - INTERVIEWS

http://coveringinamerica.weebly.com/interviews[2/19/2018 8:43:13 PM]

 

Alec Tobin and
Anu Dwarumpudi
interviewed
Amani Ramiz
over email.
Amani is a 20
year old student
from Houston,
Texas. A full
transcript of their
correspondence
can be found
here. 

Can you talk a
bit about your
relationship to

Islam?

I grew up in a Muslim household, I would attend Sunday school for 4
hours at the local masjid/mosque. My parents are Muslims, but grew
more conservative and religious as I grew up in high school and
college, when I was growing less religious and more spiritual.

Read More
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Interview with Noor (Monica)
Morales

11/5/2017 0 Comments

 

Monica Morales goes
by "Noor" her Muslim
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name, which means
“light from God.” Her
family is from Mexico, but
she was born and raised
in Houston. Noor is a
insurance agent and
caregiver for her son.
She was interviewed by
Thresa Skeslien-Jenkins.
A full transcript of their
conversation can be
found here. 

Okay, could you talk a
little bit about your
relationship to Islam,
and just how you
interpret it today? 

I was raised as a
Catholic but there were a
lot of things I would not
agree with and I was kind

of confused so I was in search for something to fulfill my soul and my
understanding of my relationship with the higher power, with the
creator. So, I used to study different types of religions and I used to be
very mystical, very spiritual and I found Islam at an insurance company
where I was working. A lady who came into my office, was wearing the
hijab which is a scarf.

Read More
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"Nadine" is a 19 year old student
who was interviewed by Alec
Tobin. She asked that we use a
pseudonym. A full transcript of
their conversation can be found
here.

AT: Ok. Can you talk a little bit
about your choice to cover or
not cover and what influences
that?

N: My choice to not cover for
now is just my family. They
didn't cover when they were
young, but they usually cover

when they're older. It's usually a personal choice and it's never
something that should be forced in our opinion, or maybe in the
Lebanese culture. Just because in Lebanese culture there are many
religions and we are, I would say, more liberal in terms of Islam.

Read More
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Interview with Yasmine Rahmat
11/1/2017 0 Comments

 

Sierra Cowan
interviewed Rice
senior and
OpenStax intern,
Yasmine
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Rahmat.
Yasmine is
originally from
Tusla, OK and of
Indonesian
descent. The full
transcript of their

conversation can be found here. 

What are the biggest influences on your decision to not wear a
Hijab?

I would say probably the biggest one is my mom because she didn’t
start wearing a Hijab until maybe five years ago, and then she’s always
said it is going to be my choice. Like she wants me to want to wear it
rather than have her force me to wear things. And also, just kind of the
culture I grew up in. So, I grew up in Oklahoma where we didn’t really
have a huge Muslim community there and everyone was really
Christian. So, it was kind of like of a weird thing. I never really was
drawn to it because it was like if I wear it, I will be super different. And
even now, it’s just like that feeling of like being different if I wear it still
follows me. I don’t have any desire to wear it because I didn’t grow up
feeling like I wanted to wear it, and now even though I’m not as
sensitive to the social stuff that comes with wearing a Hijab, I just like
don’t really want to.

Read More
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Like 0



WHAT DOES IT MEAN FOR MUSLIM WOMEN TO COVER IN AMERICA? - INTERVIEWS

http://coveringinamerica.weebly.com/interviews[2/19/2018 8:43:13 PM]

11/1/2017 0 Comments

 

Jaime Fletcher was born in
Columbia but was raised in
Houston, Texas since age 8.  He
converted to Islam and adopted
the name Mujahid in his young
adulthood as a way to recenter his
life.  He is a founder of Centro
Islamico and Islam In Spanish

(https://www.islaminspanish.org/leadership-1) where he uses his
experience and education in media to spread information about Islam
to the Spanish Speaking world. After touring Centro Islamico, Thresa
and Anu (researchers) were intrigued by the way he spoke about his
wife’s conversion and remembering that his grandma had covered in
church.  After the tour, we were able to interview Jaime so he could
elaborate further. A full transcript can be found here. 

Could you please elaborate on your understanding of covering
historically in Catholicism, your first religion, and how you
understood covering when you and your girlfriend first converted
to Islam?

From the Latino culture many of our grandmothers will remember that
they used to cover their head whenever they went to mass. They don't
necessarily know where it came from, but they were possibly at the
very edge of the generation where they stopped covering. But even
when you look at nuns, for example, they cover as well. So, when the
Muslim women cover, unfortunately there is an element of
misconception that they're doing so because they're being forced or
because they're being treated as a second class citizen or being forced
to do it by their husbands. It couldn't be further from the truth, in fact if
you look at a nun who wears a headscarf, no one would think she was
being oppressed so the issue is not about who covers and who
doesn't, it's about the connotation that the Muslim Woman has been
put under. Unfortunately for many of us who become Muslim we don't
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even know these things, so as I was learning Islam when I first
became Muslim, my girlfriend became Muslim a week after I became
Muslim, and right away, as soon as she accepted Islam, she wore the
headscarf. Now she had been studying Islam from a woman's
perspective. So I was one week old in Islam, and I didn't even know
why she covered, but some of her family members were blaming me
for forcing her as to why she was covering, and I didn't even know why
she was covering. So a lot of miscommunication was taking place, but
she covered because she realized that for her to send the message to
any other man, other than the one that she was going to marry, they
needed to deal with her as a person who has respect for herself,
confidence, and that she was not to be dealt with as an object.

She just did it because she understood the benefits of it, it's respecting
one's self and having a sense of dignity and of confidence and a sense
of confidence and respect in herself and that's what we benefit from
now as a family. I have three daughters, my wife, they looked up to her
and that's why they wanted to follow the example of how their mom
carried herself with dignity and respect and that's what we hope
women value, whether their Muslim or non-Muslim, and that's the way
we see women and we see a high level of value for it. 
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Sierra Cowan interviewed Zulfa
Quadri, a senior at Rice
University. Zulfa was born in India
but grew up in Houston her entire
life. She is a Sunni Muslim who's
father is an imam at her mosque.
You can read the full transcript of
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her interview here. 

So how does culture influence
your religious practices and
understanding of Islam?

So this is kind of difficult because I
have to kind of mish-mash both
my Indian and my [Muslim] culture
and make it fit with the Western

culture that I live in. And so, a lot of the things that are strictly
prohibited in, I don’t take part in. So for example, I don’t drink alcohol,
but I still to go parties. And you know, that isn’t necessarily a huge part
of Indian culture or Muslim culture, to go out and party or whatever,
and so that is kind of a mish-mash. I do a lot of that. And then Muslim
culture tends to be a little bit more conservative, but that doesn’t
necessarily mean that it’s void of any kind of conversation about
difficult topics. So, for example, something that I encounter a lot is
talking about sex and feminism. Those are very hot button issues. And
I understand if some Muslim cultures don’t wanna talk about that, but
I’m apart of one that does, if that makes sense.

Read More
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Thresa Skeslien-
Jenkins interviewed
Zohra Baig a 21 year
old student and Sunni
Muslim from Houston,
Texas. The full
transcript of their
interview can be found
here. 

How do you interpret
the Quran?  How
strictly do you follow
the teachings of the
Quran?

I’ve definitely
interpreted it in a way
that I can apply it to my
everyday life so I think
I’ve taken the main
things and main
teachings which I think
are to treat others like
a brother or sister and,
you know, don’t like

cheat and the things that I know are strictly immoral for me but I take
those teachings with me everyday.  Maybe the little, minute things [in
the Quran] that I don’t think are as important to me being a good
person, I don’t emphasize as much.

What are your biggest influencers of your decision not to cover?

I think it was just my family life.  I had two older brothers and then I had
my mother to look at.  My mother didn’t cover. I also grew up very
boyish so I never really saw a difference between me and my brothers
and that was not, it was very much encouraged for me to be my own
person and I had no limits and boundaries on who I had to be. 
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Thresa Skeslien-Jenkins
interviewed 21 year old
Accenture Strategy Analyst
Anisah Khan. Anisah is originally
from New York but has lived in
Houston for ten years. The full
transcript could be found here.

My first question is can you
talk a little bit about your
relationship to Islam, just
generally?

I was born into a Muslim family who has been practicing Islam for
generations.  Growing up I went to Sunday School and my parents
gave me an Islamic upbringing but, really during my time in high school
and middle school I started going to Islamic conventions on my own
with my cousins and uncles to learn more about Islam and what it
means to me. I think ever since high school it’s a conscious decision
I’ve made to be a Muslim, to wear hijab, to be a practicing Muslim. It’s
not something I follow because it’s been a tradition in my family but it’s
something that I follow because I truly believe in the teachings and
how it tells us to be as a person and how to treat others.  Those are
things that I truly believe in and that’s why I choose to be a Muslim
everyday. 
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Guilt for not covering (in relation to hate crimes)
Women that do not cover emphasized the guilt that they feel when they hear of other Muslim women being
the targets of hate crimes.  They know that they hold a privilege because they are not visibly Muslim and
therefore have great sympathy for the women that do bravely wear hijab when these kinds of attacks are so
common. 

Discrimination from Non-Muslims
For Muslim women that cover, before they are able to say a word, many people can use well known but false
stereotypes to make assumptions regarding women.  Many women who cover must be ready for
microaggressions each day and, rarely, may face hate crimes or acts of violence.  Even for Muslim women
generally, whether because of their “foreign sounding” name or dark skin tone, they are subject to hatred
based on uninformed stereotypes.  

Discrimination in the Muslim Community 
Many women described examples of times when they felt left out of the Muslim community or criticized by
members of the community.  This was concerning for the Latinas who converted to Islam yet attended
mosques where they were the only person of their race.  Additionally, women that do not cover described
their frustration with others in the community that expected them to cover, or criticized them for having an
improper covering, despite the fact that they were in the mosque to focus on their own spirituality. 

Main Findings
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Choice 
Of course, much that is known about Muslim women emphasizes the lack of choice they have both in their
decision to cover and to pursue their interests to the fullest extent.  This, however, was largely untrue,
according to the women we interviewed, as they emphasized choice as being incredible important in whether
or not women covered, practiced or lived up to the expectations of Islam. 

Brothers and Sisters
Many women we interviewed emphasized that a large portion of their faith was treating others, both Muslim
and not, as if they were as close as brothers and sisters.  This was seen as a solution to stopping
Islamophobia, bringing together the Muslim and American identities and was also described as one way to
practice their faith.  

Family Influence on Covering
We found that there was no one trend on family influence on covering, but rather it was a spectrum from
family having no influence to being very important to the decision. Our interviews found that some women
were empowered and/or strongly influenced by the Muslim women in their family in their decision of whether
or not to cover. However, other women strayed from their families’ interpretations of Islam and chose
alternatively whether to cover or not. Additionally, one of our interviewees converted to Islam in adulthood, so
her family had no influence on her choice to wear the Hijab.

American and Muslim Identities are Compatible
Every woman we interviewed combated the idea of a binary between Muslim and American identities. This is
indirect contradiction of the message of the Islamophobia industry that the identities are not compatible. The
woman spoke to the fact that their very existence as individuals who are American and Muslim disproves the
binary, and they did not feel they had to compromise one aspect of their identity for another. 

Meaning of Covering
Hijab is an often misunderstood religious and cultural symbol and custom. While often associated with just the
physical scarf and head covering, the hijab represents modesty not only in appearance but also in attitudes
and actions. Women we interviewed utilize the hijab as a source of empowerment to create individual spaces
for their intellect and independence. The hijab removes societal conceptions of beauty and allows women to
be viewed for their intelligence.  Overall, the women we spoke to highlighted the fact that covering went
beyond a physical scarf, and was a representative of their life choices as Muslims, as well as a representation
of their identity. 
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Project Reflection

Thresa Skeslien-Jenkins
Being able to sit down with four Muslim women
from very different backgrounds helped me to
better understand the diversity within the Muslim
community-not only diversity in backgrounds but
also diversity in practices, interpretation,
emphasis and solidarity.  As someone that
comes from the dominant society (having
parents born and raised in America, being white,
raised Christian), I was worried that I would be
unable to connect to women who struggled far
more in an American society that seems to
exclude them.  However, I was inspired by the
women’s persistence and willingness to continue
to be their most authentic self despite criticism.
 Additionally, I was able to break down many
stereotypes regarding Muslim women as I was
able to hear first hand their journey of autonomy
in Islam as well as hearing that not every woman
is targeted or undermined in American society as
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Anu Dwarumpudi

we might assume from media portrayals.  This
class, and project specifically, helped me to
reinforce the importance of breaking down
binaries, look beyond the simplistic image of
communities that is represented in the media
and step out of my shell to meet and discuss
important issues with those that are different
from me.

Thank you Dr. Considine and all of the women
willing to participate in our project as we have
been incredibly enlightened and are excited to
continue learning and fighting unfair stereotypes.

This course has provided me an opportunity to
understand Islam and the lives of different
women from various backgrounds. I came into
this course knowing very little about Islam and
the daily practices of a Muslim. As a non-Muslim
women, my lack of knowledge of the religion
became apparent as I interviewed these women
and learned their perspectives. I realized that
some of my perceptions of Islam and Muslim
women were shaped by the media and society.
Through the interviews that I conducted, I was
able to break down my own preconceived
notions about covering and Muslim women. I
previously considered the hijab to be just a
religious act. I never realized the deeper
meaning of modesty, lifestyle and female
empowerment that is attached to the hijab. 

One aspect of my research that struck me was
how much Muslim women compensate to make
other people feel welcome to reduce the target
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on their backs. Muslim women we talked to have
stated that they will often smile more or be very
hospitable in public settings to be less of a target
because of their religion. As a non-Muslim, I
never felt the need to portray a welcoming
attitude just to avoid hate crimes and
discrimination. 

One of the most powerful moments I
encountered in my research is the strength
Muslim women have in their choice to cover
especially in this political climate. For example,
Noor decided to cover around the election
season to stand up for her faith and fight against
the islamophobia industry. Most of the Muslim
women we talked to are so confident and
comfortable in their faith and are not afraid to
stand up for their faith and tear down prejudices. 

Islam is the first religion that I ever explored
outside my own. When I decided to visit Centro
Islamico, I was very nervous and curious to step
inside a mosque. My Centro Islamico visit was
one of the biggest learning experiences I had
and opened my eyes into the diversity and
openness of Islam. I look forward to
understanding Islam better and reducing the
Islamophobia present in society.  

I thought I had a lot of experience with
interviews. In high school, I conducted various
formal interviews with people of different
backgrounds and opinions. Because of the
limited depth of the interviews and the topics we
discussed, however, I never felt like I learned
anything new from the people I spoke with. It
wasn’t until this experience, in which my
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interviewees genuinely surprised me with their
passion and unique perspective, that I realized
how incredibly valuable a good interview can be.
I am excited that our interviews offer
perspectives that many people at Rice and
elsewhere would otherwise be unable to learn
from. 

We achieved this because we spent time
developing well-researched and provocative
questions. We asked our interviewees about
important things: religion and their relation to a
hostile world. Through these questions, I had the
opportunity to talk to women from completely
different cultures about their strongest
convictions and most powerful experiences,
which I am very grateful for.

The biggest challenge has been handling the
passionate and nuanced words of our
interviewees with proper care and respect. While
the interviews speak for themselves to some
extent, the curators of the website have to make
important decisions about how to present people
and their stories. In our presentation as well, we
make decisions that affect the representation of
our interviewees. While one goal of this project is
to give a voice to these people, I wonder if my
voice ever overpowered that of our interviewees.

Growing up in West Texas in an extremely
Christian household, I never met a Muslim before
coming to college; and honestly, a lot of my
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family buys into the Islamophobia industry. I
signed up for Dr. Considine’s course hoping to
learn more about the Muslim community and
combat the various stereotypes that had been
seemingly brainwashed into me since I can
remember. However, conducting this study and
hearing the narratives of these Muslim women
has done so much more than merely educate
me. Their individuality, passion, strength,
independence and resilience truly inspired me.
Researching data and narratives on hate crimes
for the literature review and then meeting these
amazing women who are victims to such activity
moved me. Interviewing women who are
courageous enough to openly wear a Hijab
and/or speak up about their faith to a complete
stranger empowers me to not just be content
with the slice of education on Islam offered to me
in this course, but also to serve as an ally for
them going forward and remain open to learning
from such powerful women. 

It disheartens me that I used to ambivalently
scroll past the constant influx of Islamophobic
articles and comments on my Facebook timeline,
and that I used to stay quiet at family gatherings
when the topic arose. However, now I have not
just knowledge, but also physical people to think
of the next time any of these events occur, and I
am challenging myself to have the courage to
advocate for these women and the Muslim
community. I know that I will do so, because I
understand that it’s crucial to changing the
attitudes towards Muslims in this country.
America is supposed to be a place where people
from all walks of life are welcome and free, and
partaking in Dr. Considine’s class and this study
motivates me to do anything and everything that
I can in making that statement true for the
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Muslim community moving forward.

I cannot express enough gratitude and praise
towards these women. Thank all of you for being
who you are and constantly fighting for your right
to be that person. I am honored to have heard
your stories and to join all of you as an ally for
the Muslim community.

I learned an immense amount about Muslim
Women and the motivations behind their
decisions in this project. The background
research I did was very enlightening into setting
the stage as to the institutional and widespread
problems faced by Muslim Women in America,
and then it was so interesting to see the
interviews that highlighted the individual impacts
of these systematic issues. I am glad we pursued
an interview based format, because hearing
directly from local Muslim Women was the
richest way to develop these ideas. Though I did
not complete any interviews myself, as the
website took a considerable amount of time, I
helped transcribe the interviews and determine
their highlights for features on our interview tab
and the Facebook. 

Through the process of this project, compiling
the interviews, and personally painstakingly
creating the website and Facebook page I was
exposed to a variety of voices and experiences. I
am glad to have been able to work to create the
best platform I could to showcase these voices,
and I hope I did an adequate job. 
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"Nadine" is a 19 year old student
who was interviewed by Alec
Tobin. She asked that we use a
pseudonym. A full transcript of
their conversation can be found
here.

AT: Ok. Can you talk a little bit
about your choice to cover or
not cover and what influences
that?

N: My choice to not cover for
now is just my family. They
didn't cover when they were
young, but they usually cover
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when they're older. It's usually a personal choice and it's never
something that should be forced in our opinion, or maybe in the
Lebanese culture. Just because in Lebanese culture there are many
religions and we are, I would say, more liberal in terms of Islam.

So for now, I don't have to or necessarily want to cover. Just because
I'm here in America and I don't want to and I don't see the need as
much. But maybe later on in my life when I start to feel like "Ok, yeah, I
want to cover." But I don't think I would be living in America if I do that.
It would be later in my life. 

Do you come into contact a lot with stories of people who face
hate crimes or discrimination because they cover, and does that
change anything about your choice to cover in the future?

I have heard a lot but I don't think that would affect me in the future. It's
my choice whether or not I want to cover and I don't care what other
people do or say about it.

Is there anything else that would make you change your decision,
maybe make you decide not to in the future?

Nope. It's 100% - it's basically just about when I feel that I'm ready. But
no, I don't see any factors really changing that. The only thing is just
depending on where I live, but that's like the only factor

How do you feel when you hear people say that covering is a sign
of oppression? And what is your perspective of countries or
mosques that require women to cover?

I think it's stupid because it's a woman's choice and the whole point of
feminism is about letting women choose. So it's not oppression
because number one, the woman is choosing to cover herself. I mean
sometimes that's not the case, which I personally don't think that's
right.

This is the last question. Many people suggest that Muslim and
American identity are incompatible...

I mean here I am. I think it's compatible. Like it's fine, it's not easy, but
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it can be done. So it just depends on whether or not you want to try to
make it work, but it's definitely not easy. Like 100% it would be a lot
easier if I was living in a Middle Eastern country, it would make
practicing a lot easier. But it's fine, it works. There are a lot of Muslims
in America, so...
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Anu Dwarumpudi and Sierra
Cowan interviewed Saadia
Faruqi, an Ahmadiyya Muslim,
author, speaker, and interfaith
activist originally from Karachi,
Pakistan. You can read the full
transcript of their
conversation here. 

How does your culture and
family members influence
your religious practices and
understanding of Islam?

My whole family isn’t practicing
and everyone in the family has different levels. Like my mom would
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call herself practicing. She is good in somethings and not in others.
She doesn’t wear a hijab for example. One of my sisters doesn’t even
consider herself Muslim. It is very much across a wide spectrum. I
think definitely this is a struggle that most Muslims have, including
myself. Culture and religion become so closely connected or
intertwined with each other and a lot of times we aren’t able to really
distinguish it.

What are the biggest influencers of your decision to cover?

I don't know. The story that I have written in the book Mirror on the Veil
and I tell this story a lot. I was here and I was working somewhere and
one day my boss asked me this. Why don't you wear a hijab like other
muslim women i see on TV? I couldn't answer her. Thats a good
question. Why don't i do this? I was already practicing my faith in other
ways and then i thought about it and it was a moment that I had to stop
and say I don't know the answer. Why I am not doing something that I
feel I should be doing? The answer I gave her was that my faith isn't
strong enough. It takes a long of courage especially if you are living in
a society where most people don't wear certain things. And it was a
kind of a moment where I decided...The hijab is not just a dress, it is
the whole attitude of how you interact with other people. I take some
offense to how some people use it. If you are wearing a hijab but then
you are going out for drinks at a bar with guys giggling and laughing.
That’s not really hijab. What does it matter whether your hair is
showing or not. It is the whole way that you interact with people
especially if you are a women with men. So being in a workplace was
something that was holding me back because I knew that people were
already judging me because she is from another country, and now she
is also dressing differently. It took a lot of steps. I left my job. I started
working from home, started my own business. I felt a lot more
comfortable because I wasn't out all the time. I could choose who I
interacted with much more.

Have you experienced discrimination based on your choice to
cover?  Could you describe such discrimination?

I am very lucky that I live in Houston. Houston is so open. The worst i
ever had was one time I was at the beach and this guy was walking by
and he calls out "Aren't you feeling hot in there?" 
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Well, it's none of your business. I don't know you. You can ignore
things like that. 

Does seeing hate crimes against women who cover had any
impact on your decision?

Recently since the election, I have been really thinking about it. I don't
think that I would ever actually take it off. There are times though... For
example, hearing things in the news about how women are treated and
recently there have been a lot of hate crimes. It kind of worries me. We
went to Europe with my family in the summer. A lot of the European
airports do a lot of security and here too. For a long time, I thought to
myself maybe I won't wear my scarf. But then I couldn't do it. You
know, I have worn it for so long and I felt like if you do it for people
then just take it off right now anyways. What does it matter? If you are
doing it for God, then God is going to be there with you in that airport
too. It’s a choice.

How do you view Muslim women who don’t cover?

I have grown in that respect... If you are born into anything, you
become so rigid you know. You are thinking everyone else is going to
hell. That is whole point of the hijab and of covering. That you are not
attracting attention to your physical self. And then your personality and
your intellect can be the only thing that attracts people and not
something that you are wearing... I would have been wearing buttons. I
had a time in my life when I did judge very harshly women who not
only did cover but also didn't cover correctly according to my standards
and thankfully I am so over that judgmental phase. I have kind of
mellowed. I think that's a journey that everyone goes in their faith when
you are just very strong in your own and you are very rigid and that's
the way that you can sustain it. I think that especially since nobody in
my family covers so I kind of have to give them the flexibility that this is
how you practice your faith. It has been a interesting journey on how i
let go of those judgements but i feel that a lot of muslim women who
don't cover have this complaint where they feel very harshly judged by
women who do cover. it is considered as if you are not following islam
properly if you are not covering yourself. I don't know. Obviously if I am
covering it is because I feel that this is something that I should be
doing. So how do you deal with people who think that this is not
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something we should be doing not just hijab but anything. If you are
christian, how do you deal with people who don't accept Christ? 

I was just curious. How has living in Pakistan influenced your
view of Islam especially now that you are living in America since
the cultures are so different?

Yeah the cultures are different. I mean...it's totally different. It's... And
being Ahmadi Muslim in Pakistan was very difficult because we had to
hide our identity. It's actually a crime over there. It's in the Constitution
that an Ahmadi person cannot call themselves Muslim. And so you had
to pretend to be something else. I mean I never ever told anybody
what sect I belong to until I came to America. The amount of freedom
that I have to practice my faith here is just tremendous. It's something
that I never had over there. It is not just for Ahmadi Muslims. Anybody
who is not the right kind of Muslim is just bad. It's a very harsh
environment for a lot of people. I was not happy there which is why I
moved so... It is definitely very positive. It has opened up my mind to
see how different people live and I was not able to see that among the
Muslims over there. It is a bit difficult to actually practice the day-to-day
things of your faith there. That is a struggle. Even though you have the
freedom like if you have to pray 5 times a day then where do you pray
and how do you pray and where do you go. Those are the things that I
never even had to think about because if it is praying time then
everyone is praying. You are not weird or unusual. You don't have to
tell people that you have to take a break. Here, you have to make a
conscious effort to practice your own faith which i ultimately feel is a
good thing. You have to know that these are the things that are
important to you so you have to make time for them even if nobody
else around you is doing that. 

How do you feel when you hear people say that covering is a sign
of oppression?

I think I laugh a lot of the times. Do I look oppressed to you? It is so
funny. Where does that even come from?

For example, most Muslim countries in the world have had over the
last hundred years more than one female president or prime minister.
In the U.S, we still have yet to elect a woman as a president. I am from
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Pakistan. When I was in high school, we elected Benazir Bhutto who
was the first woman head of state in the entire Muslim world and she
was elected twice. Bangladesh has had a female Muslim president and
prime minister for most of its history. Iran has. Many African countries
have. Indonesia has. So how can women be oppressed when women
are leading Muslim countries? I feel like women are more oppressed
here than in many Muslim countries. We have cultures not
religion....People who say that women are oppressed they are not
bothering to get information. They are not talking to Muslim women.
Muslim women have been Nobel Prize Winners and they are doing
everything. They are in sports, medicine and technology. We just don't
hear about it because our media does not cover it. I guess the only
thing that I can do is share some of those examples. 

Do you feel the need to defend Islam when mainstream media
attacks it? If so, how?

 I don't know why I feel the need. I know many people who are just
able to walk away from it. I am not. The way i do it.... I am always
writing about it. If I see something on the news, I will immediately write
an article and send it to Huffington Post or somebody else and get it
published. I feel that it is my duty as a Muslim. If somebody is attacking
my faith, I have to stand up for it. Why would you believe in something
if you couldn't even stand up and fight for it. I do feel strongly. I do feel
that need. I try to have constructive ways of doing it. I have community
colleges where I teach classes every semester. 

Many people suggest a Muslim and American identity are not
always compatible. What is your opinion on that issue? 

How do you define that? How do you define American? That is a
question that my kids have actually. They are growing up as first
generation American but their parents are not what they consider
American. Everything they say "well you are not really American".  I
say "but no really I am really American". I was not born here but I am
just as American as you. What does that even mean. The other day
my daughter... we were going somewhere and she took her scarf out
but she didn't put it on her head. She wore it around her neck and
down. She said" today I am going to wear my scarf like an American". I
just looked at her and said "Honey what do you mean? I am American
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but I don't wear it like that." She got a bit shocked. She said" You know
what i mean" I said," no please explain to me what you meant by that."
I knew what she was saying. She was probably trying to say maybe a
white person, Christian. What she was trying to say is 'not Muslim' but
then she used the word American which is so not correct. I think it is
just so many people equate wrongly American with Christian. When
you do that, when you think those two words are the same then yeah
you will say that Islam is not compatible because it is a different
religion. But if you take American to mean freedom and equality, then
Islam also stands for freedom and equality just like every other faith. 
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Thresa Skeslien-
Jenkins interviewed
Zohra Baig a 21 year
old student and Sunni
Muslim from Houston,
Texas. The full
transcript of their
interview can be found
here. 

How do you interpret
the Quran?  How
strictly do you follow
the teachings of the
Quran?
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I’ve definitely
interpreted it in a way
that I can apply it to my
everyday life so I think
I’ve taken the main
things and main
teachings which I think
are to treat others like
a brother or sister and,
you know, don’t like

cheat and the things that I know are strictly immoral for me but I take
those teachings with me everyday.  Maybe the little, minute things [in
the Quran] that I don’t think are as important to me being a good
person, I don’t emphasize as much.

What are your biggest influencers of your decision not to cover?

I think it was just my family life.  I had two older brothers and then I had
my mother to look at.  My mother didn’t cover. I also grew up very
boyish so I never really saw a difference between me and my brothers
and that was not, it was very much encouraged for me to be my own
person and I had no limits and boundaries on who I had to be. 

And so my parents never pressured me to be more girly or wear hijab
or be more religious and so I would wear basketball shorts playing with
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my brothers but then as, I got older, I decided I’d dress more modestly
so I wouldn’t wear shorts but I would wear capri pants. So I think I
started interpreting in my own terms what modesty means to me but
yeah it ended up becoming my own decision which I think is what my
interpretation of Islam is. 

Have you ever faced specific discrimination, like in a mosque, for
not covering?

Yeah so I think from any religions you see extreme situations where
people might be a lot more passionate about certain things.  I do
remember being in a mosque when I was really young and my scarf
didn’t cover my hair because it was too long and when I tied it I thought
I tied it well but it was still showing and after someone came up to me
and told me “hey, your hair’s not covered, you need to cover your hair”
and my mom said “don’t worry about that” my mom was very, always,
she wanted me to like my religion and wanted me to just interpret it in
my own way and not feel the need to hate it just because someone
might be a little more hostile towards different scenarios. So she
definitely brushed it off and didn’t like the fact that the lady came up to
me but said that it’s the thought that counts and God still knows I was
praying, God knows that so it’s not like a big deal.  For my parents they
didn’t emphasize that.

Is there anything that would make you change your decision to
cover?

I don’t know I mean I guess it would just have to be something in life
that happens to where...At the end of the day my decision to cover is
like my relationship with God and my relationship with religion so it
would never be something like I want to show that I’m Muslim.  If you
ask me my religion, I’m not going to shy away from it- I will tell you that
I’m Muslim.  My decision to wear hijab has just always been my
interpretation of what the Quran is and I think that God is happy with
me being modest and dressed the way I am.  It’s okay that I don’t wear
hijab.  It would be a drastic change for me to do that and I think...I don’t
see my interpretation changing so much that suddenly I would do that
but who knows, maybe, I don’t see that happening?
 
How do you feel when you hear people saying that Muslim
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women are oppressed generally or that covering specifically is a
sign of oppression?

So covering is already a choice which is the opposite of oppression
because covering is a choice that we make.  Obviously there may be
cases in the Middle East, extreme cases, where it’s not a choice for
them but for the most part, especially in America or there could be
pressures if you come from a specific family, but I don’t think the hijab
implies oppression at all-it’s a connection to your faith.  And then just
women being...I think I mentioned it earlier too my parents were very, I
mentioned it specifically because I think women in Islam get this rep
that we don’t have as much freedom as men in Islam.  I have two
brothers but my parents treated me the exact same. They always
pushed us to have the same opportunities, I had the same
opportunities and could do whatever I wanted and my brothers treated
me that way too and I think I even got more...I think we value women a
lot in Islam. I forget what my dad says, but he says a lot about women
being a blessing or daughters being a blessing, and to the point where
like if I do something stupid to forgive me quickly and are more
forgiving than if my brothers were to do the same. So I got an
advantage there and I think it’s sad that we get that reputation because
I’ve always felt that my religion values me so much as a female.  It’s
weird to think otherwise but yeah other people aren’t going to see that
and they aren’t going to see the great things written about women.  My
dad’s into history and stuff so he’ll talk about how in the Quran women
had rights to land before other women of other faiths did, like if a
husband divorced or something the woman would get the rights to that
man’s land automatically vs. other religions at the time hadn’t gotten
there.  There’s just a lot written in the Quran about women having even
to a point an advantage over men or should be treated better and I
always felt treated a little better so I always thought growing up..it’s
unfortunate that it’s literally seen as the opposite in the media.

Do you feel the need to defend Islam whenever the mainstream
media attacks?

Okay if I did that that would be very tiring! Every time? No. I think if I
hear something that I think is wrong I’ll say something but there’s
stupidity in the media all the time it’s not really something I could do
much about as a student, just sitting here.  I know a lot of people are
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trying to fight Islamophobia and are doing a lot for that cause and I
applaud them, some of them for dedicating their lives to help that but
it’s really hard sitting from my standpoint to be moved to do much
when there’s not a lot I can do to change the media’s perspective.  I
can change my friends or like someone in front of me.  I don’t let
myself get impacted by that.  It can be more hurtful during bad times
when things...when bad things happen, which have been happening a
lot, it can be a bit more hurtful because it’s in the media all the time
and you’re seeing it all the time but I try to not let that impact me.  I just
try to be there for my friends who might be impacted more o by things
that are being said or what not, or hate crimes or the other way around
when there’s a Muslim terrorist and all the bad things that could
happen.  I know it affects others maybe more so than I, so I definitely
try to be there but I try to stay away from it and not be impacted by it
too much.

Muslim identity and American identity are seen to be binaries,
especially post 9-11.  When people say these identities are
incompatible, how do you respond?

I mean I wouldn’t say they’re incompatible.  I can be a Muslim
American just fine.  I’ve been able to do it for twenty one years.  I don’t
know who, I just find it funny that people would even think that.  There
are people that are Jewish-American, Christian-Americans like why
wouldn’t there be Muslim Americans.  I think they think of the extreme
versions and different interpretations of Islam are hard to practice here.
 Maybe if you do wear completely covered it would be maybe difficult
getting a job, going to the store, you might get a lot of looks at you-
things like that.  But I think hopefully we’re getting to a point that
people who wear hijab can be respected to the same point as I’m
respected so even if you can’t immediately tell I’m Muslim you can tell
she is.  I think the problem is not enough people have friends that are
Muslim because a lot of my friends growing up were white, black,
Hispanic and they knew me and they knew that I was Muslim because
they’d come over to my house and see, yeah, I was Muslim, we are all
Muslim, my family is Muslim-it’s part of our culture, it’s part of our
everyday.  And when you have a friend that’s Muslim you realize that
they’re just normal people and I think that’s what’s being lost here-
people don’t realize we’re just normal just like y’all.  We have families,
we celebrate holidays, we enjoy our lives...so I think going back to your
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question, being Muslim American is just being an American and being
a Muslim as well.  I don’t think if people were to see that we’re just
normal people they would still have such extreme views on things like
“women are oppressed” or “you can’t be Muslim and American”
because if they saw a friend that was Muslim they would realize that
we do it just fine.  

Are there any other thoughts you would like to add? 

Muslims should get outside of our circle and community and reach out
to people that aren’t of our faith and befriend others and show people
that are of other religions and faiths that we’re normal people too. And
so they can learn to love a Muslim and care about a Muslim and when
they see hate, they want to speak up for it just like I would so I think
that’s a call for other Muslims. But if you aren’t Muslim, reach out to
someone you might think is different than you, they might not even be
Muslim-if they are awesome- but put yourself around others, you’ll find
out we’re just normal and it’s always good to learn about others and
their faith so I think that’s just the best way to combat it. Friendships.
 We all want the same thing-to be around cool people and have
friends, we’re all the same so when it gets down to that and we value
that hopefully we can combat all the hate and the fear that’s
surrounding this issue.

Also, I think it’s great for you to have your kids grow to have a
community and learn their morals growing up but at the end of the day
you’re going to come to a point where you’re an adult and those are
your choices and you can interpret things the way you want to and you
can make religion a part of your daily life the way you want it to be.  So
I think it was a great tool for me growing up to keep with me and
impact me and because you’re a Muslim-because you’re whatever
religion- it’s going to impact your decisions every day no matter what
and it does and I take all those things with me but I interpret them in
the way I feel is fit to my beliefs now.  I think my parents instilled that in
me, too.  They said “take these, these are our teachings, these are our
beliefs but it’s your decision to take with it what you want, what you
think.”  I always took with it to be a good person first and to always
consider everyone a brother and a sister and we emphasize that.  I
think the stupidity comes from...I think all religions preaches the same
thing so it’s funny that other religions are being isolated...they preach
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the exact same thing just in different ways and so they always said
befriend your brother and your sister, everyone’s a brother and a
sister, not just Muslims.  I just take that with me and whatever my
religion taught me growing up I’m going to take that with me everyday
but it’s still my choice to what I think to emphasize and what I think is
important.
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Jaime Fletcher was born in
Columbia but was raised in
Houston, Texas since age 8.  He
converted to Islam and adopted
the name Mujahid in his young
adulthood as a way to recenter his
life.  He is a founder of Centro
Islamico and Islam In Spanish

(https://www.islaminspanish.org/leadership-1) where he uses his
experience and education in media to spread information about Islam
to the Spanish Speaking world. After touring Centro Islamico, Thresa
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and Anu (researchers) were intrigued by the way he spoke about his
wife’s conversion and remembering that his grandma had covered in
church.  After the tour, we were able to interview Jaime so he could
elaborate further. A full transcript can be found here. 

Could you please elaborate on your understanding of covering
historically in Catholicism, your first religion, and how you
understood covering when you and your girlfriend first converted
to Islam?

From the Latino culture many of our grandmothers will remember that
they used to cover their head whenever they went to mass. They don't
necessarily know where it came from, but they were possibly at the
very edge of the generation where they stopped covering. But even
when you look at nuns, for example, they cover as well. So, when the
Muslim women cover, unfortunately there is an element of
misconception that they're doing so because they're being forced or
because they're being treated as a second class citizen or being forced
to do it by their husbands. It couldn't be further from the truth, in fact if
you look at a nun who wears a headscarf, no one would think she was
being oppressed so the issue is not about who covers and who
doesn't, it's about the connotation that the Muslim Woman has been
put under. Unfortunately for many of us who become Muslim we don't
even know these things, so as I was learning Islam when I first
became Muslim, my girlfriend became Muslim a week after I became
Muslim, and right away, as soon as she accepted Islam, she wore the
headscarf. Now she had been studying Islam from a woman's
perspective. So I was one week old in Islam, and I didn't even know
why she covered, but some of her family members were blaming me
for forcing her as to why she was covering, and I didn't even know why
she was covering. So a lot of miscommunication was taking place, but
she covered because she realized that for her to send the message to
any other man, other than the one that she was going to marry, they
needed to deal with her as a person who has respect for herself,
confidence, and that she was not to be dealt with as an object.

She just did it because she understood the benefits of it, it's respecting
one's self and having a sense of dignity and of confidence and a sense
of confidence and respect in herself and that's what we benefit from
now as a family. I have three daughters, my wife, they looked up to her
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and that's why they wanted to follow the example of how their mom
carried herself with dignity and respect and that's what we hope
women value, whether their Muslim or non-Muslim, and that's the way
we see women and we see a high level of value for it. 
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Monica Morales goes
by "Noor" her Muslim
name, which means
“light from God.” Her
family is from Mexico, but
she was born and raised
in Houston. Noor is a
insurance agent and
caregiver for her son.
She was interviewed by
Thresa Skeslien-Jenkins.
A full transcript of their
conversation can be
found here. 
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Okay, could you talk a
little bit about your
relationship to Islam,
and just how you
interpret it today? 

I was raised as a
Catholic but there were a
lot of things I would not
agree with and I was kind

of confused so I was in search for something to fulfill my soul and my
understanding of my relationship with the higher power, with the
creator. So, I used to study different types of religions and I used to be
very mystical, very spiritual and I found Islam at an insurance company
where I was working. A lady who came into my office, was wearing the
hijab which is a scarf.

She was from Guatemala, so when she started talking to me in
Spanish and I was like wow how did you learn Spanish, so she's like
“I'm from Guatemala” and I'm like oh wow, like, at the same time she
was like glowing so I was really attracted to the appearance so I asked
her questions and she told me “I'm a Muslim, my religion is Islam,” and
she started talking to me about prophets that I had already known
about growing up. So I was really curious, so we started a, like, a
friendship at that time, she gave me her number and a few days later I
met another man who ended up being my teacher in insurance policy,



Interview with Noor (Monica) Morales - WHAT DOES IT MEAN FOR MUSLIM WOMEN TO COVER IN AMERICA?

http://coveringinamerica.weebly.com/interviews/interview-with-noor-monica-morales[2/19/2018 8:57:32 PM]

and he asked if I had heard of Islam and have I ever come across a
Quran, and I told him no so he was the first person to bring me a
Quran...I studied Islam for a year and half before I took you know,
before I said this is what is for me. One of the things, one of the
reasons why I took so long was because of the scarves, there's certain
people that’s like once you take your shahada like that’s it, you know,
you cover because this is part of our religion and I wasn't ready for
that, that transformation appearance wise. But I was so, like, agreeing
with everything, with the teachings of Islam and how we view God as
one, and the angels, the hereafter, the day of judgement, like
everything just made so much sense but I personally wasn't ready for
this [points to hijab]. So until like a year and a half later, I met a lady
from Palestine and she was like you know what, this [hijab] comes in
time, no one can force you to put on anything, if you're not ready for it,
then that's not what God is going to judge you based on. He judges
based on, he knows the heart, the intentions of us, this will come on
your own. Which it did.

Okay and, I guess, you talked about how you decided to cover,
but I guess like how do you interpret the Quran and how closely
do you follow it?

I interpret the Quran as the way of life, at least how I should, like a
manual...before when I was non-Muslim I didn't have any regulation,
structure or regulation, because I grew up in a really tough time, you
know the early, late 80s early 90s here in Houston it was nothing but
gangs and all this and I was in that environment when I was a kid so I
never really had any structure, any regulation, or anyone telling me
what to do. So I kind of lived my life in a rebel kind of way, so finding
Islam for me it gave me structure, it gave me like principles, how to live
and act in certain ways. 

How does your specific Hispanic culture impact your religious
practices and I guess how you understand Islam day to day? 

We don't mix culture and religion, but I do find a lot of words in Arabic,
we have same certain words in Spanish, and I guess that's because
Islam...Muslims ruled Spain for 800 and something years back...I'm
really a proud Mexican-American Muslim. I wear my scarf for my
identity. For me, it also helps me, as a person, to kind of keep me in a
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check in this crazy world...Just a reminder, like my shield even against
myself if that makes any sense. 

Yeah, the only other thought I want to add, is are there any other
women in your family who are Muslim or do cover?

No, no just me.

Was that difficult interacting with family members who don't
understand?

When I first became Muslim in 2001, my mom was upset with me at
first. She was devastated. She was going up and down the house
crying like “oh my God, what's wrong with you? You're not Indian,
you’re not Arab, you're Mexican!” She didn't understand this whole
thing. I think after time she started to understand, I told her our beliefs,
and then she met more Latina Muslims that were my friends and she
like “okay, wow, well as long as you believe in God I'm going to be
happy for you.” And now how she sees me because I'm a single
mother, and she told me not long ago, she told me like “you know one
thing I feel, I don't feel scared about you too much because I feel like in
a sense you protect yourself when you go out there, you cover, you
don't have…,” the danger is less for me is what she said. And I said
“okay, that's nice.” I'm good with my family. 

There was a time where I went through a tough time in my life and I
made the decision to take my scarf off...So during that time my life
became really depressed and it was a really dark time so when I
started coming back to the community and I felt that connection again
with our Creator I started feeling like “wow this is the reason I've been
so lost is because I disconnected myself” so for me as soon as I came
back like a month later it just happened to be Election Day and you
know how Trump, he campaigned, having a sense of hatred against
Muslims, for me that was the time to put my scarf back on, it was more
like kind of like I'm Muslim, I'm right here, come at me, and then tell me
something, you know maybe because I have that personality, no one’s
gonna come and punk me around, you know, like in a sense it was like
this pride thing, you know, and I started putting on my scarf but at the
same time it gave me a sense of protection and confidence of
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myself...I'm a Muslim so I gotta behave like a Muslim.

How do you feel when you hear people say covering is a sign of
oppression?

I'm kind of person that I don't allow no-one to tell me what to do,
especially if I don't want to do it, so, I guess that's just me being born
and raised in Houston, but I don't know how other cultures are. There
could be some women that from other countries where it’s like kind of
embedded in their culture in a sense, so they just feel like they have to,
or somebody like their father says they have to, but me personally, you
know, it's no oppression for me, or even for people that I've been
around, we're American Muslims you know- we're not forced to do
anything so that's a blessing that we have. 

I was also curious as to your perspective of um, men and women
being separated, because this worship area is a lot more open in
allowing men and women to be in the same room, but I guess
how do you feel about that separation or not allowing women to
lead prayer?

I have no comment about a woman leading prayer because I've never
seen that, I'm just used to the man leading the prayer, but you know
we do stand behind the man when we pray, and I think it would make
sense because of how you've seen us praying, if you can imagine
you're feeling like “oh my gosh there's a guy back there looking at me,
prostrate is very uncomfortable,” so I think our setup is wonderful and
the time of a prophet they didn't have a divider, or like a woman behind
a wall.  So for me, personally, I have my son who's about to be 21
years old he has, he's a person with disabilities, so for me, having him
get bigger, when I would go to musjeds that did have the separation, I
would have some differences with people who were like “you can't
have your son here”, and I'm like-  “have common sense- he's special-
what do you want me to do?- I'm a single mother- you want me to ask
just any random person to watch my son for me to make you feel
better?”- like for that reason I also was kind of like away- wherever I go
I bring my son- but here I don't have to worry about it, for me, it's a big
blessing for me-- something that during my dark times I would pray for,
like Oh God, first that was an excuse for why I'm not around but once I
came here it’s like oh, that worry no longer exists, because I no longer



Interview with Noor (Monica) Morales - WHAT DOES IT MEAN FOR MUSLIM WOMEN TO COVER IN AMERICA?

http://coveringinamerica.weebly.com/interviews/interview-with-noor-monica-morales[2/19/2018 8:57:32 PM]

have to ask someone to watch my son for me while I pray, I can watch
my son praying in front of- which is something I never had- I didn't
have before. So that part is really emotional for me because it makes a
big difference in my life to bring my son in this journey with me instead
of leaving him behind at a babysitters for example....the community,
the setup, is what I had always wished for, and now I'm so blessed and
grateful and thankful to our Creator that we finally have it, and for it to
be Spanish Muslim that's even better, we feel empowered, we feel like
we have our own community, you know, which is, we no longer have to
try to fit in somewhere we are who we are.  It makes me more
confident about my identity. I'm a Muslim but I'm a Latina too, I'm a
Houstonian, with roots of Mexican, Mexican American.

And even before I was Muslim, we believed in the Virgin Mary, and the
Virgin Mary she has her own chapter in the Quran, and for me it's like
“wow, God, gives her as an example of a woman, she's covered,? you
know so- now I don't see it as a foreign thing I see it as something
respectful. Like you know, you respect yourself and you try to be
modest and humble. 

So when people say that like being Muslim and being American
don't go together, or being Muslim in Hispanic don't go together,
or even being Mexican and American don't go together, I guess
how do you respond?

I really don't respond too much because I know that's just a lack of
their knowledge. Like they don't know about Islam and how Islam is for
everyone, I went to China before and I seen a lot of China Muslims,
and same thing, even us as Muslims, when I first became Muslim I
thought the majority was Arab, and it's not, it's Indonesians, they're the
majority and it's just, like, whenever you have lack of knowledge you
just don't know- I was there at one time, I didn't know Islam was for
everyone at one point, so everything is like I have no response, God
give knowledge to those who seek...hopefully God will put somebody
that they will be open to, let's say like a Muslim person that they can
know and be open to, asking questions, and hopefully they will be
curious to read and I just hope based on what the media tells you what
Islam is about and Muslims are about but they kind of have their own
sense of education of who we are we are Muslims could be from any
part of the world, even being Latino Muslim we could have a
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Columbian, we could have a Mexican, we could a Salvadorian, you
know from all parts of Latin America, you know, we're all a little
different, in the end what makes us the same is we are all Muslims, we
believe in one God, we pray the same way we pray the same time, like
that's just what brings us together is our shahada which is declaration
of faith.

Did you ever face difficulty growing up being a Mexican
American, a minority, did you face difficulty and did it affect your
journey?

I guess maybe in the beginning, when I first took my shahada, it was
on a Tuesday night, and Friday came and I was so excited to go to
jummah prayer- our Friday prayer- and I was nervous and scared to go
to my first thing, and I ended up going to a musjed close to me and I
remember walking in and I remember I was excited, nervous, and I
said Saalam Alaikum to them and they just turned around and they
didn't answer me, they just looked at me up and down, and I felt so
odd and and weird, I felt like an outcast. What was different about me
and them is they were Pakistani and they could tell that I'm not, so I
think that's the only time I felt a sense of like, bad, I guess, you know,
trying to fit in somewhere and I don't belong but after that I started
meeting more Latino-American-Muslims so I was okay, it didn't affect
me.

That was just sad for your first time going, you were so excited!

Yeah it really was, they bust my bubble, but it's okay, now that I know
more about different cultures, because I'm around a lot of different
people now I'm like, that's just their culture. They're not too opened
minded about other people and that's their loss, not mine, because I’m
going to know about their culture, and the Arab culture, and the
Indonesian culture, because I have my open mind and I'm going to
embrace anyone and maybe try the food, I like to know different
cultures, it's a beautiful thing, and if they can't be open then that's their
lost.

When the mainstream media attacks Islam, do you feel then need
to defend it, and if so, how do you defend it? 
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Now in my older time in my life I don't like to get into much in politics
because that's one thing- when somebody has their mind made up it's
really hard to change it, until they have their experience of actually
reading or getting information from the right source instead of being
allowed to be brainwashed, so it's hard to kind of convince someone,
so I try to stay away from it, because I know myself, I don't want to
cave into that argumentative type of approach with anyone, or even
allow anyone to make my blood boil to that point of getting upset... I
just show in an indirect way, maybe post a video about Islam, for
example. If they see it let it marinate in their brains however they want,
but I don't try to convince anyone overall in my social media world. 

You said you became a Muslim in 2001- was that before or after
9/11?

Before, March 27, 2001.

I just remember the beginning of 2002, the U.S. had already gone to
war with Afghanistan and it was the beginning of all that craziness, I
remember driving down Beltway 8 and there was this man trying to run
me off and I stood my ground. I've always been a rebel, I've never
really been afraid of anyone. Now I'm afraid only of God, that's it, so it
was kind of like he was trying to get me to be scared but because I'm
not a scared person. So as this is happening, I could tell he was trying
to intimidate me and I saw a cop coming up so I pulled over and I said
“hey this guy tried to run me out, the truck,” I told him the information
and the cop -Boom- zoomed over and pulled that truck over and I
honked "haha" but that was the only time where I had something
happen to me personally. 
MM: I laugh about this but I'm really thankful like God doesn't give us
anything we can't handle. If someone is to come at me like this,
disrespectful, we're supposed to be humble, at the end it's the deeds
we are collecting. I don't want someone to push my button in the wrong
way that's going to make me get a bad deed because of this person.
I'm just so thankful that I haven't had these bad experiences with
people, I've had good experiences, but I know there are people out
there who don't have it so good maybe depending on the geographic
area where they live. There could be people that's less tolerant but
here living in Houston I've always seen it that it's a very friendly city. 
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Anu Dwarumpudi
interviewed Miriam Cole, a
interior designer from New
Jersey who is currently
residing in Houston.
Miriam's family is Puerto-
Rican and Christian, and
she converted to Islam
based on her own research.
You can read their full
conversation here.   

What are your biggest
influences and your
decision to cover? 
When I first researched

WHAT DOES IT MEAN FOR MUSLIM
WOMEN TO COVER IN AMERICA?

    HOME ABOUT THIS PROJECT BACKGROUND RESEARCH INTERVIEWS MAIN FINDINGS

PROJECT REFLECTION

https://www.facebook.com/mwohouston/


Interview with Miriam Cole - WHAT DOES IT MEAN FOR MUSLIM WOMEN TO COVER IN AMERICA?

http://coveringinamerica.weebly.com/interviews/interview-with-miriam-cole[2/19/2018 8:58:14 PM]

Islam, I looked into women's
rights because I'm a strong character. So I felt like oppression is not
right. Some of the things that I've read about or that the media
portrayed to be of the Islamic religion, I realize we're actually not.
These things were perhaps the cultural baggage that those people
came with. Just like I have cultural baggage maybe those people also
brought it to the end because they identify themselves as Muslims. 

So when I realized that when the Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon
him, came to the people, he came not just with the Revelation and
guidance but he also came to bring rights to people. So he freed
slaves. He gave rights to women that they didn't have when it comes
down to like the rights of a husband and a wife the rights of a mother
the rights of a sister the rights of a neighbor and the rights of
inheritance. All of these things were not put in place before Islam. So
the first wife of the Prophet Mohammad Khadija. She was a business
woman. She hired him to work for her. And when you learn about
these stories and you realize What oppression? What oppression! We
look up to this sister the first wife of the prophet as an example for us.
We learn about her life and how she was and how she treated the
prophet. Why? Because we want to use them as example...I must say
I don't see myself without Islam. Nobody is perfect but I love my life as
a Muslim. I'm proud of it. I speak Spanish everywhere. I want to make
a point. I drive around with the Puerto Rican flag hanging from my
rearview mirror because I want to make a point. It's about time people
start to recognize that not all Muslims are Arabs or South Asians.
There are Muslims all around the world. Islam is a religion for
everyone. 

How does culture influence your religious practices and
understanding of Islam such as country of origin or your family
members? 
As I mentioned, I'm Puerto Rican. Puerto Rican is diverse in itself
because Puerto Ricans have a mixture of cultures...I was brought up
with a diverse palette of different cultural aspects...My culture is
something that as a Puerto Rican I can't help but to be proud of
course. And then when I became Muslim, I realized there were certain
things that I could no longer partake in or certain things that were not
pleasing to my board and that was my ultimate goal as a Muslim was
to please my lord. ...Today i embrace those good aspects. And when I
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Leave a Reply.

say good, I mean in accordance to Islam. When I cook, I cook like a
Puerto Rican. I omit the pork- that's important. I can't eat pork
anymore. If any one of those dishes include an ingredient that has pork
in it, I substitute it or I leave it out. It's just basically leaving what's not
permissible in Islam out of my life. 

How do you view other Muslim women who choose not to cover?
There are many sisters I know personally that don't cover. Yes. Maybe
they'll dress modest though, wear a cardigan or maybe not. I can't
judge them because Islam has taught me to look at what's in
someone's heart and we can't go around judging people based on their
appearance because there might be something really good about that
person that's better to me with all of this clothes on. Being modest is
more than just clothes. It's more than just fabric. It's what's in the heart.
It's how you carry yourself and your values. There's a lot of Muslim
women that don't cover. The question is do they worship? You know
that's what we should be looking at if they worship God and whatever
actions they do.Then that's between them and God. I can't judge. I
can't discriminate. I'm not perfect. I can easily fall off. And to think that.
That's not something possible for me would be ignorant in itself. I don't
want to be arrogant and try and protect myself from thinking I'm better
than anybody because I'm not. 
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Name: Yasmin Rahmat
Age: 21
Occupation: Senior at Rice, Intern at OpenStax
Hometown: Tulsa, OK

SC: Can you talk a little bit about your relationship to Islam? Like your sect, personal connection to the Quran,
and choices based on culture or theology?

YR: Yeah. So I don’t like particularly.. I mean I guess I follow like Sunni Muslims, but I don’t make that
separation because I’ve kind of grown up with Islam. So, my parents just taught me like how to pray and how
to do everything, and then I went to the mosque every Sunday and I like learned how to read the Quran and
stuff like that. So I follow everything, but I haven’t always known what it was, like the specific sects or where
it’s come from. But yeah, so I have just kind of grown up with it and then at Rice, I am part of the Muslim
Student Association [MSA]. I’m still practicing and stuff, but I haven’t like gotten more specific or religious
since I’ve gotten to college. But now it’s more like my personal choice because my parents aren’t here to like
make me go to church every sunday and they don’t like make me be apart of the MSA and stuff, so it’s more
of a personal choice now. 

SC: Awesome. So how does culture influence your religious practices and understanding of Islam? Like in
relation to your country of origin or view of your family members?

YR: Yeah, so I’m from Indonesia, which is actually the country with the most Muslims in it. But also it’s not
really associated with like Islam. I feel like when people say Islam it’s like somewhere in the Middle East or
something like that. So, we have like very specific cultural things like the kinds of things we wear are very
different from what people assume a Muslim woman would wear, or something like that, cause we don’t wear
like the full covers and our Hijabs are done in a very specific style and stuff like that. So, even from the
outside we look very different so it’s very distinct from a lot of the other Muslims that I’ve been surrounded
with both in high school in Oklahoma and now at Rice. And then, also, even like little things like how we read
the Quran, like we read a different style of lettering so it’s more like suited to the Indonesian language than
regular Arabic Qurans where they’re like kind of very more traditional. 
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SC: What are the biggest influences on your decision to not wear a Hijab?

YR: I would say probably the biggest one is my mom because she didn’t start wearing a Hijab until maybe five
years ago, and then she’s always said it is going to be my choice. Like she wants me to want to wear it rather
than have her force me to wear things. And also, just kind of the culture I grew up in. So, I grew up in
Oklahoma where we didn’t really have a huge Muslim community there and everyone was really Christian.
So, it was kind of like of a weird thing. I think I only remember like one girl or maybe two in all four years of
high school that wore the Hijab, so it was kind of a weird thing to do. I never really was drawn to it because it
was like if I wear it, I will be super different. And even now, it’s just like that feeling of like being different if I
wear it still follows me. I don’t have any desire to wear it because I didn’t grow up feeling like I wanted to wear
it, and now even though I’m not as sensitive to the social stuff that comes with wearing a Hijab, I just like don’t
really want to. 

SC: That makes sense. Have you ever worn one? Like do you wear them to special occasions or the
mosque?

YR: Yeah so I wear it when I go to the mosque, for sure. And now when I go to the mosque for Eid, or stuff
like that, I will wear one. And another thing too is that I feel like when I wear it, I have to represent a certain
standard and I don’t always wanna have that responsibility. Sometimes I just wanna do what I wanna do. Or
sometimes I don’t feel very religious that day and there will be some months where I just don’t feel very
connected to Islam, and I wouldn’t wanna wear it because I feel like it would be somewhat of a burden.

SC: Have you experienced discrimination based on your decision to not cover?

YR: Yeah. I think in America, it’s very subtle and unspoken. I never feel like outright discrimination like, “Oh,
you should wear a Hijab because that makes you a better Muslim.” But there have definitely been comments,
like sometimes from other girls growing up in the mosque they would say like, “Oh, I started wearing the
Hijab,” and it’s just kind of like an unsaid thing that they expect me to also. But definitely from my family in
Indonesia. Like I visited two summers ago and it’s always like, “Do you not wear the Hijab because you live in
America?” Like it’s something I’m supposed to do, but because I live in America and other people don’t that
America is stopping me from wearing it. So, mostly from my family at home.

SC: Do most of them cover?

YR: Yes, and if I don’t cover they won’t say anything like, “Oh, you’re a bad Muslim,” but it’s very implied.

SC: Does seeing violent hate crimes against hijabi women have any impact on your decision to not cover? 

YR: Yes and no. It does impact my decision to not cover in that it makes me in a way, not glad that I don’t
cover, but it makes me feel safer because I can’t be easily identified as a Muslim woman. But also, it doesn’t
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impact it because it doesn’t make me change anything, but it does make me realize how my choice not to
cover makes me a little bit safer and makes me a little bit different. It also makes me a little bit more sensitive
to events like this because sometimes when I hear about this, I want to talk about it, but then people will say,
“Oh I didn’t even know you were Muslim. You don’t dress like one, you don’t look like one. I’ve never heard
you talk about religion.” Because I don’t talk about religion very often unless I’m comfortable with somebody.
So, a lot of people don’t know that I am Muslim and so it’s kind of like when these events happen, and
because I don’t cover, sometimes it makes me feel like I have to be delicate in how i bring it up. Because if I
start talking about it now people will be like, “Well, you’re only talking about it now because it’s like a hot topic
and not because you care. Because you don’t cover, I’ve never heard you talk about religion before, and all of
that stuff.” It’s a little bit trickier. 

SC: Is there anything that would make you change your decision to not cover?

YR: I think the only thing that would change it if if I was like personally, I think it’s time for me to cover, like
where I am now in my religious journey. But I don’t think anything from the outside, like any other person or
the culture around me could force me to cover. Like even when I was in Indonesia, for example, I was there
for like two months and I considered that maybe this was a good time to wear the Hijab just for two months
because everyone else would be doing it. But because I have always kind of grown up not wearing it, it’s so
ingrained in me and the only thing that could make me change that was me personally wanting to wear it not
like anything else.

SC: So you didn’t wear it in your two months in Indonesia?

YR: No.

SC: So how do you view other Muslim women who cover versus Muslim women who don’t?

YR: I don’t think I have ever really thought of that, so that’s an interesting question. My instinct is to say that I
don’t really see them any differently, but I guess I do. I kind of associate [women who cover] as having more
knowledge, so if I ever like wanted to talk about my religion or had a question I feel like, implicitly, I would be
more willing to go to someone who wore that instead of someone who didn’t because I would say, “Oh,
because they wear it they must know a lot since they represent the religion.” Which is maybe wrong of me,
but I do do that because I kind of associate them with knowing more.

SC: That makes sense. So how do you feel when you hear people say that covering is a sign of oppression?
 What is your perspective of countries or mosques that do require a woman to cover?

YR: I think that when I hear people say that I always feel like they’re being very judgmental and quick to judge
because it’s something they’re uncomfortable with. Like people who say that have never been asked to cover,
so they just don’t know and it makes them feel weird. And then with countries and mosques that make you
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cover, I get it. I think that I would feel weird if I went to a mosque without a Hijab on because I would feel like
that was disrespectful. I feel like the mosque is a place to do that and so it does make sense to require it. But
then like countries where you have to wear it like outside of the mosque maybe, I just feel like that laws like
that can easily be misconstrued and it can just snowball from there. Like it’s more things. They have to cover
up and then they have to do all of these other things. I don’t think there’s ever just a law where women have
to wear the Hijab, there’s always like so many things that come with it. So, I feel like that’s a lot trickier than
being forced to wear one in the mosque, which I think is appropriate because it’s the place of worship and
where you should wear it. 

SC: Makes sense. Do you feel the need to defend Islam when mainstream media attacks it?  If so, how?

YR: I feel like I used to before I went to Rice, but now that I’m here Rice is a more open campus and people
talk more openly about religion I don’t feel that anymore because I know that my community around me is
really respectful. But I feel like if I had always stayed in Oklahoma or in an area where people didn’t talk about
religion as much, or like religion was a taboo topic, I feel like I would still feel defensive, but I’m fortunate to be
at Rice where I don’t feel like I have to defend it in any way. 

SC: That’s awesome. Many people suggest that Muslim and American identity are incompatible. What do you
think of that? 

YR: That question itself kind of confuses me because there’s so many definitions of like American identity and
Muslim identity, that I can’t say they’re mutually exclusive. But I can see why some people with however they
chose to live their Muslim life, and however they see their American identity, I can see how that would be
difficult. 

SC: I think the question more means people of both sides of the extreme coin. Like people who live in the
Middle East, who think the American way of life completely contradicts their values. And then people who live
in America, who think Islam in un-American. More like the two extremes. 

YR: I just think that whole divide is part of the problem. Like the people who live in the Middle East who live a
very strict, Islamic life are saying, “Well, you can’t mix the two because they’re very opposite.” And then they
kind of blame America as the problem, but then that thinking that Islam can’t conform itself to any kind of
identity is part of the problem itself. And then on the other side, hearing people say that Muslims are part of
the problem, I feel like it’s all just putting up a divide between a religion and a nationality. It’s comparing two
different things and there’s always going to be a problem with that. I just feel like it’s very simplistic too. Like
what do you mean by American? What do you mean by Muslim? You can’t put either category into a specific
box.
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Name: Ceyda Kural
Age:  20
Occupation: Student
Hometown: Houston TX

1. Can you talk a bit about your relationship to Islam?

Sect? I am Sunni.

Personal connection to Quran?  I went to Islamic school from elementary- middle school and we had
quran classes everyday- we learned how to read it as well as memorize important passages and their
meanings. Now in college I read during prayers and primarily in Ramadan.

Choices based on culture or theology? Culture was never a big deal in my family growing up, so I'd
say theology.

Strictness of religious tradition? My parents are stricter in some areas than others, and I'd say
compared to them I'm pretty relaxed, but I know other Muslims who think I'm strict too so I believe its
all subjective.

2. How does culture influence your religious practices and understanding of Islam?

Country of origin? My dad's Turkish and my mom's Colombian.

View of family members? My mom's family is Catholic, they don't really understand Islam that much
but my mom explained as best she could. My dad's mom is very religious, but she doesn't impose her
beliefs on anyone. Everybody else on that side is pretty relaxed too, I'd say my dad is the most strict
out of his siblings.

Regional and national American culture influencing choice to cover: Growing up in a primarily Muslim
community, wearing hijab was the normal, although a lot of my friends chose not to wear it. I think it
was more familial, because my mom wears it. I started wearing it pretty early (age 12) so I wasn't
aware of all the Islamophobia and anti-hijab sentiments.

3. What are the biggest influencers of your decision to cover or [not cover]?

Potential Discrimination? I was 12 when I started to wear it, so I didn't know about or really consider
the potential discrimination. I was pretty well guarded at my Islamic School and community, so I was
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not aware of being potentially being discriminated against.

Family practices? My mom and aunts from my dad's side cover so its familial influence for sure.

Age? I started wearing it before puberty, but if I had not, I would definitely start wearing it after.

Islamic texts? not really

Societal pressures? My community didn't really care if the girls were covered in public or not, as long
as we covered at the mosque out of respect.

4. Have you experienced discrimination based on your choice to cover or not?  Could you describe such
discrimination?
Thankfully, I have actually never really experienced discrimination due to my hijab. I have gotten several
"random searches" at airports, but it’s only about 50% of the time. I notice some people kind of stare at me,
and some look at me a little strangely, but I don't necessarily pay too much attention to it. But outright attacks,
verbal or physical or other types of discrimination, no. Most people are actually very polite towards me.

5. Does seeing violent hate crimes against hijabi women have any impact on your decision?  How do you
adjust your choices based on witnessing hate crimes?
Sometimes I feel a little bit scared and I consider taking it off. After the election last year, I told myself that if
things get bad, I will take it off. However, I have since decided to be stronger than that. I will not allow bigots
to affect my life or scare me into submitting into what they believe is normal or socially acceptable. I totally
support any woman who decides not to cover or to stop covering, but I personally don't think I will stop
covering, unless under life or death circumstances.

6. Is there anything that would make you change your decision to cover or not cover?
Immediate life or death circumstances will probably change my decision at a certain moment, but long term,
no. I intend on covering for life.

7. How do you view other Muslim women who cover? How do you view Muslim women who don’t cover?
I see both covering and non covering Muslim woman as the same. Whether they choose to cover or not is not
indicative of what type of person they are or how much they practice the religion. I have met covering women
who don't pray or fast or read quran, and I have met non covering women who follow all the Islamic practices
expecting wearing the hijab. Honestly what really matters to me is if they are kind and accepting people.

8.  How do you feel when you hear people say that covering is a sign of oppression?  What is your
perspective of countries or mosques that do require a woman to cover?
My first response is an eye roll- but in all seriousness I understand why people may think its oppressive due
to the media's portrayal of hijab, especially when portraying the countries where it is required by law. I think
the best way to explain to misinformed or uninformed people is that hijab allows women to take control of their
own sexuality, which is by far one of the least oppressive things I can think of. I think the enforcing of the hijab
is a horrible idea, because the government of these areas (usually men) take control of the women's sexuality
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and impose their own rules- which is not what hijab is supposed to be about. They're completely missing the
point. It also pushes women away from Islam as a whole, I think, because if you are surrounded by an strict
and unforgiving "Islamic society", once you leave the country/community, you are going to think that all of
Islam is that strict and unforgiving. Its a pity, because Islam can be a beautiful and calm thing in one's life if
interpreted correctly and applied to one's own life in which ever way they choose.

9.  Do you feel the need to defend Islam when mainstream media attacks it?  If so, how?
Always, yes. I often have to resist the urge to respond to Islamophobic critics on social media in a snarky or
insulting way. I try to avoid responding to or commenting on rude, hateful tweets or instagram posts in general
because I don't want to give them the gratification of knowing that they're insulting or hurting me as a Muslim.

10. Many people suggest that Muslim and American identity are incompatible. What do you think of that?
Muslims are followers of Islam, just as Americans are people who live in America, and if you want to extend
that a bit more than the literal definition, Americans are people who identify as Americans. There are many
ways of being a Muslim just as there are many ways of being American. Saying that they are incompatible not
only generalizes both identities but so shows that society has construed an inaccurate description of these
identities and portrays them as polar opposites. Most if not all Islamic ideals are the same ideals we hold in
Western Society. Even if people do suggest this, I don't really care what they think: I am just as Muslim as I
am American and I am here, I exist and I am confident and sure of my identity. Everything else is irrelevant.
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TSJ: Can you say your name, age, occupation and hometown?

AK: Yes, so my name is Anisah Khan.  I’m 21 years old.  I’m currently working at Accenture as a Strategy
Analyst and I was born in New York but I’ve been living in Houston for ten years now.

TSJ: My first question is can you talk a little bit about your relationship to Islam, just generally?

AK: I was born into a Muslim family who has been practicing Islam for generations.  Growing up I went to
Sunday School and my parents gave me an Islamic upbringing but, really during my time in high school and
middle school I started going to Islamic conventions on my own with my cousins and uncles to learn more
about Islam and what it means to me. I think ever since high school it’s a conscious decision I’ve made to be
a Muslim, to wear hijab, to be a practicing Muslim. It’s not something I follow because it’s been a tradition in
my family but it’s something that I follow because I truly believe in the teachings and how it tells us to be as a
person and how to treat others.  Those are things that I truly believe in and that’s why I choose to be a Muslim
everyday. 

TSJ: What specific sect are you in?

AK: I’m Sunni Muslim.

TSJ: And then in terms of the Q’uran, do you follow it word for word?  What is your interpretation of the
Q’uran?

AK: For me, the Quran is one of the fundamental parts of Islam but the basis of it is the five pillars.  The
Quran and the teachings of the Prophet are both really important guides and supplements to the way of life
and the philosophy but I do have to say that there are different interpretations of the Quran and by your
gender, by your background, your interpretation of it changes because it’s all your perspective.  How I choose
to follow the Quran is by putting into context in terms of: here is a story and this is what happened in it but the
teachings behind it doesn’t have to be...If the Quran is telling you you can have four wives--that’s a common
thing that you hear people bring up--it has to be placed into context so in my opinion that practice isn’t very
applicable in today’s day and age so I take everything in terms of how it can be reflected today in our context
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in our society.

TSJ: How does culture influence your religious practices and understanding of Islam?

AK: Islam is void of any culture.  Islam is a practice and a religion but the way we do practice it changes
based upon the context we grew up in and our upbringing, all those things.  I don’t think it’s correct to say that
Islam changes by your culture: that’s not true.  Islam is the same for all cultures, it’s how we end up practicing
it.  How I practice it is somewhat more American, it’s not the same way my parents practice it because a lot of
how they practice it is very cultural-they’ll have a mix of Bengali traditions that they’ll sometimes
unintentionally mesh with the religion.  How I try to practice it is that I know this is American culture and I
know that not all I do as an American will fit into the Islamic teachings and stuff but I try my best to follow
Islam to the cores as much as possible but obviously not everything that our culture promotes always
translates perfectly to Islam and the Quran so finding that balance of what is modest dressing?, what is halal
food?, finding that within Islam but also as an American.  It’s hard to explain because I’m also trying to figure
out how to practice the best way possible in this changing, growing world and environment so it’s a learning
process for me too as I’m growing up.   

TSJ: What are the biggest influencers of your decision to cover each day and have you ever struggled with I
don’t want to cover today or in this situation?

AK: Yeah, absolutely so I started wearing hijab in the seventh grade and I made that decision because like I
mentioned I started going to Islamic conventions to socialize with other Muslims and learn more about my
own faith.  I was really inspired by a specific lecture about the hijab and modesty and how it can empower you
as a Muslim and so, initially, that’s how I started wearing it, as a way to remind myself that I’m Muslim so I
can reflect those teachings because sometimes you get wrapped up in your day to day life and you forget
your faith so in that way it’s a reminder for myself.  How I pray, to conduct myself in a manner that I would be
proud of so those are the reasons that I keep wearing it but definitely I have struggled with keeping it on
because I feel like by wearing it you’re making a statement and you are visibly a Muslim and so if you end up
doing anything...I guess how I’ve struggled with it is say I say a bad word or I’m accidentally rude because I’m
having a bad day because I’m wearing a hijab it translates more to Islam and not to me having a bad day.  It
looks like “oh Muslims are rude” and it kind of makes it easier for people to stereotype because I’m so visibly
Muslim and so that’s I guess why I’ve struggled with it but at the end of the day I remind myself I wear it
because it’s a good reminder for myself and it helps me become that better person.  Even though it’s a
struggle sometimes and on a vain level sometimes you just want to look cute at school or work or something
but I’m able to overcome those distractions because it is so important to me.

TSJ: Is there anybody in your family who doesn’t cover?

AK: Hijab is a choice, right?  No one pressures you...at least I was lucky enough not to be pressured into
wearing it and so yeah my family is huge and everyone is at a different level of faith, everyone interprets
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Islam differently.  Just because we’re from the same family doesn’t mean we are all practicing the same way.
 So yeah I definitely have cousins, aunts, my mom doesn’t cover all the time so that’s a choice.  It doesn’t
mean that they’re not practicing Islam properly it’s just however they interpret it.  It doesn’t mean that they
don’t dress modestly, it’s just their personal choice and you can definitely see that in my family and friend
circle.  There are people that don’t cover.

TSJ: One big thing we’re studying in class is Islamophobia and discrimination and we were curious as to
whether you have ever faced discrimination based on your choice to cover and, if so, could you describe
that?

AK: Yeah, honestly though, I think there was one time I went shopping at the outlet mall and we got some bad
treatment at one of those fancier stores but I never know what to peg it to.  I don’t see bad treatment towards
me as a reflection of “oh, I’m Muslim that’s why they’re treating me badly” personally. Maybe they’re having a
bad day, maybe in the past they haven’t had good interaction with other individuals who’ve decided to cover.
 Honestly, I don’t take it to heart if I do get treated badly because there could be many reasons.  I personally
haven’t been targeted specifically because of hijab and that’s why I’m able to say that I attribute it to other
things.  If I am treated badly and if something does happen like that I try my best to be kind to them just so
that maybe the next time they run into someone that’s covered or even the next person they interact with
they’re able to change their mind set or have a more positive attitude as they’re moving forward in their day.  I
don’t think Islamophobia or bad treatment should ever be reciprocated with bad treatment.  Sometimes it’s
easier said than done and sometimes the level of bad treatment or specific discrimination against you
because of whatever reason may be stronger and the actions look different but personally I’ve never had to
deal with it to a great extent where I had to take some sort of conscious action to like resolve it or even
confront that interaction if that makes sense.

TSJ:  As you mentioned women are often victims of hate crimes for their decision to cover.  Does seeing
hijabi women being victims have any impact on your decision?

AK: Recently there has been a lot of terrorist activities which I try-the people that do commit these
atrocities...honestly I don’t believe are practicing Islam to the truest form of it, a lot of the things that are
carried out are politically driven and personally...there are lots of motivating factors as to why these atrocities
are conducted so I can see why Muslim women are targeted because of the way the media and the way that
society sometimes presents the Islamic faith and Muslims and after the Paris attacks my mom kind of warned
me and said “Are you sure you still want to wear hijab because you are so visibly Muslim you are more likely
to fall victim to these discriminatory acts or hate crimes or what not?” but for me I want to keep wearing it so
that if someone does come talk to me or even if they’re mistreating me...I’ve never faced a hate crime so it’s
really hard to say what I would do or how my perspective on that would change because I have never
personally faced it.  Even though I know that other Muslim women have been attacked I decide to keep
wearing it but I think that if I ever was to be targeted specifically with actual abuse I may reevaluate it at that
point in time but I haven’t actually faced a tragic incident like that.  This is from my point of view at this
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moment.

TSJ: How do you view other Muslim women who don’t cover and the discrimination they might face for this?

AK: My perception is that just as I choose to wear the hijab there are other people who choose not to wear it
and that is because their choice and their views on the truest form of the religion may not be the same and
that’s totally fine.  Everyone has the right to practice as they wish as long as it’s not harming other people and
putting another person’s life at risk and so in that regard I don’t even blink an eye.  You’re just talking to
another person.  Everyone in the faith and even outside of the faith is just like my brother and sister so for me
to treat them badly for a decision they’re not making it makes me hypocritical and so I’m not here to judge
anyone or be a hypocrite I try to practice my faith as much as I can and I try to learn more about it and that’s
my personal journey and I have no right to judge anyone else’s.  Definitely if you go to more conservative
cultures-that’s the main key it’s not so much the religion but the culture that you’re brought up with.  We’re
brought up with such a broad mindset and so, yeah, there may be some judgement from those types of
individuals but I think they’re judgement comes from a place of not having a broader understanding and
having a very specific upbringing.  Yeah it sucks that there are such judgemental people but for most of them
it’s not their fault so it’s not our responsibility but if you want to see change you have to have dialogues with
those people and try to explain to them how you choose to follow Islam and how your interpretation might not
always match theirs and you have to be ready to accept the fact that just because you have that dialogue
doesn’t necessarily mean that they’ll agree with you or that it will change their minds but at least you know
that you’re doing something to advocate for something that you believe and for me that’s practicing Islam to
the best of your abilities and not judging others on how they practice their faith because at the end of the day
it’s a relationship between me and God not a relationship between you, me and God.  There’s no third person
in that relationship unless you're interacting with people and as long as you’re not throwing faith at them it
should be okay.    

TSJ: One of the themes in class is that the “Muslim World” is seen to be oppressive of women.  How do you
feel when you hear people say that Islam or covering is a sign of oppression?

AK: When I hear that it makes a lot of sense because honestly that’s what’s portrayed in the media.  You
believe what you hear the most often so it doesn’t surprise me.  It makes me a little sad but it doesn’t upset
me.  I think how you change that is by not trying to change their minds but talking to them and explaining to
them how the choices that you make as a Muslim, like wearing hijab, praying, those are...I also don’t want to
generalize and make a holistic statement but, for me, this[covering] is something that I choose to do.  For a lot
of my peers growing up in the U.S. like in New York and Houston anything we do isn’t really forced upon us.
 It’s a decision that we’ve made because we researched about the religion, the teachings resonated with us,
those are the reasons that we choose to follow it.  In my opinion, a lot of the people in our generation...that’s
why they choose to follow it but the media misconstrues certain cultures and I’m emphasizing cultures
because that’s completely different from religion. And yes, there’s cultures that treat woman as second class
citizens and I wouldn’t be too far from saying that the U.S. is one of them.  You could say that the U.S. is
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oppressive or they treat women like second class citizens in many different aspects like unequal pay or
different areas whether it’s in politics or economics or X, Y, Z.  So it makes sense that they focus on a certain
culture and try to project that as a complete religion but I think that’s an absurd idea because billions of
Muslims-and in our generation there’s millions of us- who are not “oppressed,” we make conscious decisions
and to say that woman in our generation in the U.S. are subjected to oppression is actually an insult.  We
grew up here, we went through the same education system we fully understand our rights and we have a
mind of our own and so everything we do is our own choice.  But it doesn’t surprise me that other people think
we’re oppressed because either they haven’t spoken to other Muslim woman and men growing up in our
generation in the U.S. or even older generations who have been here.  They just follow whatever the
mainstream media throws at them which is usually not accurate but we all know that.

TSJ: Do you have a perspective on countries that do require women to cover?  How about mosques in the
U.S. that require that?

AK: Like I said, a lot of the countries and societies that mandate covering, I think that’s because their culture
and society in general is very patriarchal.  It impacts the way that they practice their religion, they moreso
reflect their culture on the religion than having the religion impact their culture so that’s why you see all these
oppressive mandates on woman and I feel like I’m lucky and every person in the U.S. is lucky because, to a
certain extent, we can practice our religion without having our culture or political system impact the way that
we cover, practice, whatever the religion entails...we are able to do it freely for the most part but unfortunately
those other countries have more of a political agenda and more of a cultural push that they inflict upon the
entire nation and the woman that are citizens of there.  So from how I practice and from what I believe-this is
all my opinion so there’s no 100% truth or accuracy to it it’s just what I interpret and believe the faith to be- so
when we pray usually there’s, from what I believe, you’re covered from head to your ankle and so it makes
sense that during that act you’re covered and so I guess when most people go they go for the purpose of
praying and so they are usually covered but I will say that mosques are run by an older generation who kind
of carry their cultural and conservative mindsets into the way they run the mosques so I guess that’s why they
force woman to cover but honestly I haven’t really seen that.  In my scope-which is limited to all of my
interactions- all the mosques I go to the women do take off their hijab in the woman’s section because they
are there to listen to lecture and no one is really governing them telling them to put the hijab back on.  If
you’re older, like an older conservative woman might give you a dirty stare maybe and that’s like a stretch but
I guess that is why it is kind of mandated-the prayer aspect of it but in my opinion if you’re not praying and
you don’t wear it on a regular basis because you choose not to, there should be no reason why you’d have to
cover in the mosque because that’s a communal place where everyone goes to learn about the faith and has
spiritual connection so it really shouldn’t bother anyone else.  If you’re there to focus on your own faith you
should go and do that you should go and judge someone while they’re trying to connect with their faith
because that may end up pushing them away from the faith altogether so that’s my view on it.

TSJ: Do you feel the need to defend Islam when the mainstream media attacks it?  When you do defend it
how?  Are you ever apprehensive to do so?
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AK:  Generally, you can’t...mainstream media is mainstream media it has such a wide reach that it’s very
difficult to defend it unless you have a large platform to do so.  I know that the online media platform has
grown quite a bit and there are people that go on Youtube and Facebook and lots of social media platforms to
defend Islam or just try to prove that that’s not the majority there’s just a few bad actors within society.  I don’t
even want to say our religion because what they do is far from what our faith teaches us.  The thing is that I
defend it to the certain extent that when I leave the house everyday I try to be a good example of what I think
a good Muslim is so that’s how I try to defend my faith-by my actions.  I’m personally not one to...and that’s
just my personality, it has nothing to do with not being a defender of the faith I just don’t like to go on social
media and draw attention to myself and that’s not anything to do with faith just personally that’s not who I am.
 I don’t think  just because you’re Muslim you’re automatically an agent to represent that “Islam is good, oh
look at all of us we practice it so peacefully.”  I don’t think that has to fall on individuals because that’s a lot of
pressure.  If you think these bad actors are making such a big, portraying such a bad example of us on
mainstream media to have that pressure to go on and disprove that is a LOT so I think the individuals who do
are doing a great job of trying to push forward that message that Muslims are peaceful and moderate Islam is
a new term that’s approached on social media platforms and what not but it does change people’s minds to a
certain extent but for me at an individual basis I think the biggest impact I can make is just by having
conversations with people who are unfamiliar with the faith or have misconstrued conceptions of it like at the
workplace, at school, at the grocery store when I’m conducting myself to the best of my ability and not only is
that a good representation of my faith but a good representation of my culture and that also shows that as
Americans we’re very open minded, we’re trying to reflect a lot more than our faith, you’re also trying to
represent yourself as an American and what our country stands for: that’s acceptance, that’s being able to
pursue your dreams and practice your faith openly without any apprehension or facing any fear of
discrimination.  Your question was whether I defend it or not and it’s a long way from it but I’m American, I’m
Bengali, I’m Muslim-  I try to conduct myself so that all of those attributes are represented in a good light.  By
wearing it and by being the best I can be is the best way I know to defend it and that’s just because my
personality doesn’t push me to have a larger platform

TSJ: A lot of people believe that the words Muslim and American are binaries.  When you think of your two
identities how do you see them go together or do you ever see them as incompatible?

AK: Yeah so with that question I have another component because I’m Bengali, like that’s what my parents
are so there’s three identities that I hold more than just two and so a lot of, not the restrictions but a lot of the
more conservative and the more nurturing-basically if I had any restrictions it was from my parents who grew
up in Bangladesh and have a certain cultural definition of how to raise kids so that was where a lot of my
‘restrictions’ came from but as an American I don’t think that I’ve ever really had an issue trying to bring my
two perspectives.  Being a Muslim and an American has never really contradicted itself because what does it
mean to be an American?  That’s very subjective as well.  For me, to be an American, as I mentioned earlier,
is being able to work hard, it’s being able to make a living, it’s everything that normal individuals peg with
being an American-whether it’s going out or the party culture.  There’s a certain persona that’s given to
Americans and that’s not what I believe to be an American for me it’s never been an issue but if you associate
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being an American with doing certain activities then yeah, you’re going to have conflicting values or teachings
because you’re definition and your view on what an American is is very specific. For me it’s not very specific. I
am living and breathing as an American and so I’ve never faced a contradicting issue it’s more about how you
define it and trying to fit into that specific mold that you face conflicting issues.

TSJ: Has anything changed from being on a campus like Rice to going into the real world.  Could you
describe your life at Rice and then your transition out of campus life?

AK: I think whether you wear hijab or not that transition is going to be different for everyone whether you’re
covered or not, whether you’re a boy or a girl, moving out from college life is an adjustment and it’s definitely
different and so just like everyone’s Rice experience is different your experience going into the real world is
so very different. I’ve interned in corporate professional environments since my freshman year and I’ve never
really felt the difference in the way people treated me at Rice vs. in the workplace and that’s because a lot of
the demographics that you’re surrounded with are essentially the same.  Houston is a very diverse
community. If you were to intern in a less diverse area then yeah you’re probably going to have a slightly
different experience but because most of my internships have been in Houston and Rice is in Houston you
don’t really feel the difference.  For me it wasn’t really a huge adjustment because I’m used to conducting
myself in a professional environment and asking different questions or maneuvering my faith and being an
American in the workplace.  I’ve done that for the past four years so, for me, it wasn’t a big deal but I will say
that where you’re located has a lot to do with your experience. So my experiences have been pretty similar
because I’ve been in a very similar demographic, the people I interact with are very diverse in terms of their
socioeconomic background and I feel like, regardless of faith, I fit in more with the work force than I did at
Rice.  This doesn’t have anything to do with my faith but more so because I jive better, am able to relate more
to the people in the workforce than I did at Rice and I think that just goes to show you that it doesn’t...an
individual is more than just their faith so where you connect and where you’re able to shine the most really
depends on your personality and wherever you’re most comfortable more so than it does have to do with how
you practice your religion.  Life is just as good outside of Rice or even better because Rice is very specific in
the types of people that you’re surrounded with.  Even if you think about it, yes, Rice is very diverse but in a
sense it’s very similar in the types of personalities you have on campus so sometimes you have a few
personalities that don’t blend into the Rice community as much and I felt that was me and so when you go to
the workforce you’re able to find people who have similar interests as you and that’s going beyond just your
faith. 

TSJ: Has the choice to party or drink have an effect on you differently from Rice or consulting?

AK: At the end of the day you surround yourself with people you’re comfortable with so for me a lot of my
friends didn’t really party that much and they did drink.  We’d have alcohol in my suite and they’d drink around
me for movie nights and stuff but when you surround yourself with people who are just as open and
understanding as you are they don’t pressure you, they’re really understanding of where you come from and
they even try to accommodate your needs. So they’ll buy me juice or soda or whatever: same thing in the
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workforce.  If you surround yourself with people who are understanding and open-and even if they’re not as
understanding and open-if you explain to them your situation I don’t think that anybody pressures you into
doing anything that you’re not comfortable with.  Personally, I’ve never felt pressure to do any of those things
but, yeah, I have been to parties. That’s not because that was like a contradiction to my faith I was just
interested in going and seeing and enjoying that Rice experience and I never did anything at those parties
where I felt would contradict with my faith.  I participated and I will continue participating in activities just as
much as everyone else but I also know my personal boundaries and my limits so if you make that clear to the
people you’re with usually (I’ve never faced any issues and most people I’ve spoken to haven’t really faced
issues but I’m sure that you can) but that’s also your personality type some people can be pressured and feel
the need to do certain things to impress others but that’s not even to do with that’s just you being a people
pleaser. 

AK: One last thing: everything that I said now it’s because of my experiences and it obviously doesn’t reflect
anyone else’s experience it’s very specific to me and one thing is, as a disclaimer, everyone is growing and
changing every day so tomorrow I may wake up and my circumstances in life may be completely different so
everything that I just said may completely change.  That’s something to always remember, one person’s point
of view at a certain point in time might not be constant throughout and it’s important to remember that I think.

TSJ: Can you think of anything specific that would make you reconsider how you practice?

AK: I think if I ever did anything in the name  of my faith that ended up hurting someone or inflicting pain on
someone, whether physically or emotionally, and I would find out later that whatever I did made that happen
to someone I would reconsider because obviously the faith doesn’t condone any of that but if I inadvertently
practice my faith and it lead to a very negative consequence then, yeah, I would reevaluate my faith and what
that specific action and then I would reevaluate how I had interpreted that specific action but besides that I’m
not sure like I said earlier it’s really up to consequences and what happens in the future but that is definitely
one thing that would make me reevaluate how I practice my faith.

AK: There are 1.6 billion Muslims in the world and 3.3 million Muslims in the United States. Every Muslim has
a different personality, different upbringing, different life circumstance, and different religious philosophy. To
peg the actions of a handful of irrational individuals onto 1.6 billion people is absurd to the nth degree. The
media pushes for this type portrayal because their sponsors and corporate partners profit from it.
Stereotyping is a double edged sword. If we stereotype all Muslims as “terrorists” or “oppressed”, then you
can only image what other nations think of Americans based on our leader Donald Trump and bad actors like
Stephen Paddock (Las Vegas Shooter).
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For the purposes of our research, we will need a transcript of this interview to use later on.  Are you
comfortable with us recording this conversation?
Sure

In addition to presenting to class, we will be publishing our findings on a website and Facebook page. When
we present your quotations do you give us approval to use your name?
If not, we will use a pseudonym.

Don’t use my name if about my family or anything that is personal

We would like to publish interviews with photos.  Are you okay with having your photo published on our
website and Facebook page?  If so, is it okay if we take a photo today or would you prefer to send one to us?
Photo is okay depending on the quote

Name: Amani
Age: 20
Occupation: Undergraduate Students
Hometown: Houston, TX

1. Can you talk a bit about your relationship to Islam?
Grew up in a Muslim household, I would attend Sunday school for 4 hours at the local
masjid/mosque. My parents are Muslims, but grew more conservative and religious as I grew up in
high school and college, when I was growing less religious and more spiritual.

3. What are the biggest influencers of your decision to cover or [not cover]?
So, growing up I struggled about covering or not. Around middle school, I considered covering but I
realized that I didn’t really desire to do so. I realized that covering doesn’t influence how I view my
faith, so I should do it for myself and not for others. I can still be a Muslim, even without wearing a
hijab. 
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4. Have you experienced discrimination based on your choice to cover or not?  Could you describe 
such discrimination?
I don’t think I’ve ever faced any discrimination based on it, since many people cannot even tell I’m
Muslim.
5. Does seeing violent hate crimes against hijabi women have any impact on your decision?  How do you
adjust your choices based on witnessing hate crimes?
I think it further reinforced my decision not to wear hijab, because I do not want to be targeted and
viewed negatively. I worry about how people, especially in Texas, will view Muslims and the negative
comments they will experience. My mom, who doesn’t cover, was once told to go back to her country.
Hence, if I covered, with recent hate crimes, I would worry about the harassment I would receive. 

6. Is there anything that would make you change your decision to cover or not cover?
No, I don’t think anything would change unless I grew more religious. 
7. How do you view other Muslim women who cover? How do you view Muslim women who don’t cover?
I view them equally, I view all Muslim as equal because I think everyone is open to interpret their faith
differently. I don’t think covering has any effect on how I view Muslims, but there is a general
stereotype that people who cover are more religious. 

8.  How do you feel when you hear people say that covering is a sign of oppression?  What is your
perspective of countries or mosques that do require a woman to cover?

I do not think covering is a sign of oppression, and I think many of these people are misinformed and
do not have a great understanding of Islam. Covering should still be someone’s choice, especially in
most modern countries like America. Covering doesn’t symbolize oppression, but certain countries
oppress their women. These are two different things. I do not think countries or mosques should
require their women to cover as it hinders the women from their independence and choice. I think this
is based on culture and not the religion as many people interpret Islam as male-dominant, but these
are the people who follow strict interpretations and do not take into account how culture has
changed.

9.  Do you feel the need to defend Islam when mainstream media attacks it?  If so, how?
Yes, I feel the need to defend Islam by being an observant, yet relaxed Muslim. I wish the whole
religion wouldn’t be tainted by the action of horrible individuals, but it is hard to do so. I try to defend
Islam and show how the teachings don’t dictate aggressive and violent behavior. Islam is about peace
and understanding, promoting kindness and support against peers. Many Muslims, however, interpret
Islam through the lens of culture which results in negative, violent actions.

10. Many people suggest that Muslim and American identity are incompatible. What do you think of that?

I don’t think they are incompatible, I think people view these two identities as extremes but it is a
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spectrum. We all align differently on how we view these identities, but they are equally valid and
compatible. 
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SC: How old are you?

ZQ: 21

SC: And you’re a senior?

ZQ: Senior, yes.

SC: Where are you from?

ZQ: I’m from Houston, Texas

SC: So can you talk a little bit about your relationship to Islam, like what sect you are, personal connections to
the Quran, culture, theology, things like that?

ZQ: Yeah, so I grew up Sunni. My entire family from my mother’s and my father’s side are a part of the Sunni
sect. And religion has always been a huge part because my father and both my mother have degrees in
Arabic language and literature and a lot of my dad’s work revolves around being an Islamic scholar. And he’s
also an Imam (or a priest) at our mosque so growing up, especially in Houston which has a huge Muslim
community, I’ve always been especially tied to the mosque in particular and I think thats helped me a lot with
my religiosity and the friends I made growing up once we moved to America when I was 1 or 2.

SC: Where were you born?

ZQ: I was born in India, but I’m from Houston because I’ve lived here my whole life. And growing up, all of my
friends were Muslim and so that influenced me a lot in how the Qaran and especially the cultural aspects of it
have raised me.

SC: So how does culture influence your religious practices and understanding of Islam?

ZQ: So this is kind of difficult because I have to kind of mish-mash both my Indian and my [Muslim] culture
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and sort of make it fit with the Western culture that I live in. And so, a lot of the things that are strictly
prohibited, I don’t take part in. So for example, I don’t drink alcohol, but I still like to go to parties. And you
know, that isn’t necessarily a huge part of Indian culture or Muslim culture, to go out and party or whatever,
and so that is kind of a mish-mash. I do a lot of that. The culture in India is very communal, and so I like that a
lot and I like to have a close-knit group of people that I talk to and I like to share my culture that I practice.
And then here it’s a lot of individualism and a lot of self-making and kind of doing everything yourself, and I
still do that too, so it’s a little merge. And then Muslim culture tends to be a little bit more conservative, but
that doesn’t necessarily mean that it’s void of any kind of conversation about difficult topics. So, for example,
something that I encounter a lot is talking about sex and talking about feminism. Those are very hot button
issues. And I understand if some Muslim cultures don’t wanna talk about that, but I’m apart of one that does,
if that makes sense.

SC: Yeah, of course. So did your parents kind of foster that growing up?

ZQ: Yeah! So, my parents and I weren’t very vocal about talking about sex, that was still whatever but they
did encourage me a lot to openly discuss my ideas and always learn, and that’s something I think that can be
found here too.

SC: Awesome. So what are the biggest influences in your decision to cover?

ZQ: I think my mom, probably, because she fully covers so she wears the burka.

SC: Does everyone in your family?

ZQ: My sister, who is a senior in high school so she’s 18, she wears it fully. And then my youngest sister, who
is like 14/15, wears it on and off. But nobody in my family wears a complete burka unless we are going to the
mosque to pray. My mom is the only one who fully covers all the time when she is going out. I think that
influenced me a lot because I saw her, and she was the first Hijabi that I knew, you know, and it helped me
become more comfortable with exploring that. I think just the fact that as I was growing up, more and more
people in my friend group, especially at Sunday School, started covering and so I was like maybe do I want
to? Do I not? I kind of hesitated, and then I think it was middle school, like 7th or 8th grade, in which I decided
to cover. So people influenced me here and there, but I think most of it was just me thinking or contemplating
about whether I wanted to do it or not. 

SC: So you didn’t do it when you were a little kid?

ZQ: No, and my sisters didn’t either. They came to me to talk about it saying like, “Hey, I think I want to
cover.” And I was always like, “That’s great! But make sure you have a sound reason for it, not because
someone is telling you to or because you’re like peer pressured.” 
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SC: For sure. So have you ever experienced discrimination based on your choice to cover, and can you
describe such?”

ZQ: Yeah. I think the main one that really stands out to me was when I went to some sort of theme park, I
don’t remember where, and I went to use the bathroom and when I was washing my hands, there was a
woman who came out and she saw me and then she just had a shocked face and then she just walked out
without washing her hands because she didn’t want to stand next to me. I was like completely shaken. I was
like, “What?” And it’s you’re only doing yourself worse, you’re being germy now. You’re not washing your
hands so you’re just going to have dirty hands all day. That was probably the most apparent. There’s not one
other experience I can tell you because it’s more of a day- not that it happens everyday, but kind of a day-to-
day thing. It’s microaggressions. Nothing super blatant like that has happened to me, but there’s definitely
been points where it’s like some people aren’t willing to approach me. Or they automatically think that I’m not
as educated or that I don’t know how to speak English. That happens a lot when we go to the airport. It’s
hilarious because I’m speaking with a full American accent and yet you still don’t think I can understand what
you’re saying.

SC: Wait, even after you talk, they still treat you like you don’t get it?

ZQ: Yeah! They’re like, “Do you understand that word?” And I’m like, “Yes! 100%. I’ve been educated here
my whole life.” You know, so stuff like that. 

And I will tell you that last year, first semester, I was kind of contemplating why I wore the Hijab and so I took
it off, and it was incredible the difference that that made. Like just taking it off. People approached me more.
They thought I was a lot more liberal, even though I was the same person. 

SC: Even people who knew you before?

ZQ: Well people who really, really knew me understood. But yeah, people who knew me before would be a lot
more engaging and stuff. Like guys would hit on me more. People assume that I was also more sexual and
more prone to doing stuff like that even though everything stayed the same about me except the Hijab. So
that was really interesting. 

SC: That is interesting. So why did you decide not to do it last semester?

ZQ: I was feeling like I didn’t really have a sound reason. When people would ask me, “Oh when did you start
wearing the Hijab?” I used to say, “Well, I’ve always kind of been wearing it.” And then I asked myself one
day, why do I really wear it? And I didn’t really know. And I was kind of having a bout of conflict and confusion
with my faith, and so I thought maybe I should just take it off. Because a lot of my friends, especially in the
MSA [Muslim Student Association] decided to cover where they were in high school, so they had made a
sound decision. And I was about like twelve? And they were 16-17 when they started wearing it, so they had
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a better understanding of who they were. I kind of wanted that. And yeah, after taking it off I definitely went
back to it with a better idea of my faith and who I was as a Hijabi. 

SC: That’s awesome. Does seeing violent hate crimes against Hijabi women have any impact on your
decision? 

ZQ: Yeah, it definitely makes me angry. I kind of just want to wear it even more, like in their face. Yeah, I am
afraid, but at the same time it’s kind of burned a fire in my belly to do more activisty things and advocate for
Muslim women who wear the Hijab and don’t have the ability to advocate for themselves. And so that’s really
important to me. Especially right after the election, I think I was really afraid to go out and I talked a lot about it
with my friends, and my mom was like, “Oh you’re just being stupid, like don’t let them win,” you know. But I
understand that it was kind of silly, but at the same time it was a legitimate concern. But it’s very important for
me to still be myself and I’m not going to change. Like I’m not going to go out and, you know, put myself in a
dangerous situation. But at the same time, I understand that I still need to go about my day and if a
dangerous situation happens, then unfortunately it happens and I will deal with it at the time.

SC: Is there anything that would make you change your decision to cover?

ZQ: Nothing outside of.. Nothing external. So I think that if my decision to uncover again was because I felt
another bout of confusion or I was struggling with my faith, then I would, but it would never be something
external like, you know, the election or whatever.

SC: How do you view other Muslim women who do and don’t cover?

ZQ: I view them both equally. I think that the initial impulse is to judge a Muslim woman who’s not covering
and say like, “Oh she’s not being as religious.” But that’s wrong. I think that’s a completely false assumption. I
think I feel a little bit more cautious around women who do cover because I understand what they’re been
through. Mmmmm. Hm, what am I trying to say?

SC: What do you mean by more cautious exactly?

ZQ: Like in terms of treating them differently, of course I give both of them equal respect. But in terms of
Muslim women who might cover, that kind of signals more religious practices so I wouldn’t hand them alcohol
or, you know what I mean, stuff like that. So that’s what I mean by cautious. But, for example, a Muslim
woman who doesn’t cover might be just as religious. But again, those are still presumptions and I still wanna
handle that line. For the most part, treating them equally has worked really well and most people appreciate
that. 

SC: How do you feel when you hear people say that covering is a sign of oppression? And how do you feel
about countries or mosques that do require women to cover?
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ZQ: Well, it’s not a religious thing to force.. There’s nothing in the religious text that forces a Muslim woman to
cover. All it says is that, both men and women equally, should be more modest and how you take that is your
own. I think that the Hijab itself is a very cultural product of that and to say that a Muslim woman must cover is
wrong. It should definitely be 100% her choice. Whether you wear it or not, no matter how you dress, whether
you dress modestly or not, doesn’t reflect how good of a Muslim you are. And countries who do,
unfortunately, force women to veil themselves are not doing the right thing, honestly. They’re taking the
product of the cultural, because there’s Islam the religion and Islam the culture, and they’re taking that
product of the culture and then they’re just broadening it. And that’s when that’s oppression. If you’re not
giving the Muslim woman a choice, then that’s oppression. And I would really hope that something happens in
the law that stops that from happening, the forcing of women to wear it.

SC: What do you think of people who say that covering at all is a form of oppression?

ZQ: Well, I would say that their idea of feminism is very Western. And I would say that feminism is more about
free will and free choice rather than either, or. And yeah, I have encountered people in the past who say like,
“Isn’t that an oppressive symbol?” And I say, “Well, not really to me. And not really to thousands of other
Hijabi women who have chosen to cover and are happy. You know, it’s only oppressive to you because your
idea of freedom is to not cover and openly embrace your sexuality, which is totally okay.” But I think that the
opposite should equally be accepted and appreciated.

SC: Do you feel the need to defend Islam when mainstream media attacks it? And if so, how?

ZQ: No because I don’t think.. I think, um what’s his name, the CNN News anchor who said something about,
“Islam is neither this, nor that, it just is. It’s just a religion and it’s open to interpretation.” And I would agree
with that. I don’t think I necessarily have to defend Islam, but I do have to defend Muslims and their right to
exist, and their right to go about their lives just being normal. You know, and I think that when mainstream
media brings out, you know, “Oh there was this terrorist attack,” like you know there was the guy in Orlando
who was Muslim. I would say Islam is a religion that has a lot of people and not everyone is going to agree
with each other. Not everybody in Christianity or Judaism agrees with each other. Just because you’re Muslim
doesn’t mean you can’t do something that’s bad, but again, I’m still going to support the Muslims who are
good, and the majority of Muslims are. It’s not just Islam says this or Islam says that, it’s what you chose to
interpret. 

SC: Definitely. Many people suggest that Muslim and American identities are incompatible. What do you think
of that?

ZQ: I definitely think it’s difficult because you’re taking a religion that’s very… more prone to traditionalism
than a lot of other religions. Like I definitely think Christianity has had more time to evolve, and so has
Judaism because it’s a lot older. And so in that way it’s difficult, but I don’t think it’s impossible. Of course
you’re going to struggle with, “Oh, how modest should I be? Or should I try alcohol?” Because alcohol is such
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a huge part of our culture here. And so it definitely is difficult, and but I also think a lot of the sound ideas, like
our ideas about morality and goodness and how to be a good person, is very much the same. And you know,
I think that’s the core tenets of Islam.

SC: So that’s all the questions that I have. If you wanna talk about anything else, totally feel free. 

ZQ: Yeah, the question about how you treat non-Hijabi and Hijabi women, I didn’t mean to assume that Hijabi
women are more religious. I just mean that if someone choses to cover and choses to show people their
religiosity, I kind of am like maybe they might not want to drink alcohol or shake hands with men or, you know,
maybe I shouldn’t openly talk about sex with them because that might make them uncomfortable. But if they
actively engage in that, then I just take their pointers and it’ll be okay. 
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What is your name and profession? 
My name is Miriam colon and I am 38 years of age. 
I am a interior designer by profession. I work for one of the top builders services here in Texas and I design
custom requests that come in from homeowners or different builders on a full time basis. 
What is your home town? 
My home town is Passaic, New Jersey is where I was born and raised. 
Could you talk a little more about your relationship with Islam and your personal connections to the
Quran. 
So…  I'm Puerto Rican so that's my cultural upbringing. I accepted Islam after doing some research. I studied
the fundamental principles and knew what it meant to be a Muslim. I had several encounters with Muslims
and the religion itself. Through my time as a youth, I was looking for my purpose in my life. My journey
basically from elementary school to college, there was always that urge for what is my purpose, for knowing
or just trying to have a better understanding of why am I here. My Catholic family, well they call themselves
Catholic but they're not like devout Catholics or Christians. Some of them are Christians. Some of them
consider themselves Baptist Christian. Some of them may be Pentecostal Christians. I remember going to the
Roman Catholic Church on several occasions throughout the year. But as I mentioned it wasn't something
that I knew too much about as as far as explanations went and details involved. My questions were not
always answered fully. I was never able to grasp a good level of understanding growing up. So I guess that's
where the the curiosity kept growing and wanting to know. So when I was in college I basically experienced
the disaster of 9/11. And that's my mother's birthday by the way so it was devastating. It was a time that was
very sad and the media put the Muslims out there with so many misconceptions and I just didn't understand.
How can people such faith do such a thing? It was devastating just experiencing the atmosphere afterwards.
The aftermath. The sadness in people's face. There were something different in the air. That just didn't feel
right. It wasn't right. So it led me to do more research especially because I sensed myself becoming a little bit
Islamophobic due to them those misconceptions on the media and maybe just my ignorance. It wasn't until I
started doing my own research. I took a comparative religion class. I started reading more. I meet a Muslim
friend. And through that I was able to get a better understanding about what Islam is. Who Muslims are and
what they believe. I realized “wow you know I think a Muslim.” I just didn't know I am. I didn't know I would
have this inclination to wanting to be Muslim but through my studies it led me there.Eventually I accepted
Islam. I had that conviction in my heart and I thought I was ready. I accepted Islam and it came to a point
where I understood my role in society. 
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I understood the commandments of God. Coming from a Catholic family, I never particularly considered
myself a Catholic or Christian. Honestly, I was never baptized. 
My upbringing wasn't religious but coming from a Catholic background I had to memorize the Ten
Commandments. Once I realized that Islam also taught the same aspect of not transgressing the boundaries
that God has set for us. I started to become very involved with what are those boundaries. I don't want to
transgress them. I don't want to disobey. I want to be on the good side, on the safe side. So how do I do that?
I learned what my responsibility as a Muslim female were and one of those responsibilities was wearing
modest clothing not just wearing it but acting the part. While I was going about my life I had to keep this in
mind especially being outdoors and interacting with society. I sort of had to put that in perspective and tone it
down a little bit maybe. Be a little bit more conscious of my actions and there was more purpose in my life. At
that point I was looking at what benefit is this to myself. The way that I'm going about my life, is a benefit to
myself or is it a benefit to others. I started to think about what I was doing and why. I became self aware of my
purpose and my surroundings. One of the things I wanted to dedicate myself to was appearing as a Muslim.
Identifying myself as a Muslim. Through my way of dress, I've basically transitioned who I was or how people
knew me into “oh she's a Muslim now and she's doing things different”. In my life it was like it's time to
dedicate myself. I was determined. I made a commitment. And I started to transition my wardrobe. So that
was a process and it wasn't always easy. I had a lot of jeans that were fitted like skinny jeans. Pretty much
clothes that appeal to the opposite sex, very modern and fashionable. My sense of style before was
complementing to my figures so much so that I was getting unwanted attention. At that time before my
studying of Islam and what modesty meant in Islam, I didn't necessarily understand that I was attracting that
attention. Because in my mind that wasn't my intention. So I went through the transition in identifying myself
as a Muslim. I wanted that respect. I wanted people to look at me for who I am, not what I look like. No what
people were attracted to as far as beauty or whatnot. So I'm not saying that that can't be the case now
because people can definitely still be attracted but at first glance. I started to feel a level of respect that
people would give me at first glance. And and I still feel that way until today. So transitioning my wardrobe
began with wearing…. I went to my gypsy phase. I was wearing skirts and then long neck sleeves. 
I realized that I wasn't wearing a scarf. I did have long curly locks and people would be attracted to that.
Although I was dressing a little bit more modest, I was still getting the unwanted attention. There were
different levels of that wanted attention even to the point of disrespect in some cases unfortunately. I had to
learn to deal with that. At that point, I was learning how to pray and I wanted to make the commitment to
perform my five daily prayers. To pray, I have to cover my hair. Then, I was finding myself having to carry a
scarf with me everywhere. That became a little bit cumbersome. It was just easier for me to make that
commitment, fully make that commitment and eventually I just kept it on. There was a point I remember
putting on this scarf to pray. I felt uncomfortable with something in my heart like just telling me there was
something wrong with what I was doing. When do I take it off? When is the right time and I would find myself
hiding. Like maybe if I was in my car, I try to hide I don't want nobody to see me and think “Oh my God they're
going to say what are they going to say about that Muslim lady who taking off her scarf or”. 
I don't want to give a bad name to the Muslim women and I don't want God to ask me about this on the day of
judgment. What is the right thing to do? When is the right time to do it? Later on I realized that I should be a
little bit more easy. With time comes the commitment. And it did it, just naturally did. It was an organic.
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process that I didn't even realize happened and I am finding myself thinking back to it and explaining it to you
now is actually like whoa you know that's sort of in the sequence but there's a little bit more behind it. It's
deep in a sense. Once I establish this identity or sense of self awareness then who I am. I'm now amongst
them I have responsibilities. I became more aware of my surroundings.
How does culture influence your religious practices and understanding of Islam such as country of
origin or your family members? 
As I mentioned, I'm Puerto Rican. Puerto Rican is diverse in itself because Puerto Ricans have a mixture of
cultures involved with what. We do as a culture who we are. As a group. So. There's a little bit of you know
African roots. There's a little bit of Spaniard roots just a little bit of indigenous roots. So all of that. Combined.
Brought to America. Living in America. And being influenced by the American Society or the mainstream
norm so to speak. I was brought up with a diverse palette of different cultural aspects. So when you ask me.
What is your culture and how does that tie into you as a Muslim or how does that you know affect your Islam
or or whatnot. It's pretty interesting because it's not just Puerto Rican it's American. OK. So. Well here I am
living in the U.S. with Puerto Rican parents. I went to Puerto Rico every summer to learn the culture and to
learn the language. I stayed with my grandmother and my cousins because our parents wanted to keep that
imbedded in us. They did strive to keep us involved culturally and they did that by sending us to live with our
grandparents for the summer while we were not in school. I have really fond memories and I go to Puerto
Rico every year at least once or twice. My parents live there right now. My culture is something that as a
Puerto Rican I can't help but to be proud of course. And then when I became Muslim, I realized there were
certain things that I could no longer partake in or certain things that were not pleasing to my board and that
was my ultimate goal as a Muslim was to please my lord. So I had to put my priorities where they should
should have been and should be and sort of put my character my personality all of those attributes sort of
poured into a filter and leave what's bad for me and whatever remains is that good part of my culture that I
need to continue to embrace as a Muslim. So. Today i embrace those good aspects. And when I say good, I
mean in accordance to Islam. When I cook, I cook like a Puerto Rican. I omit the pork that's important. I can't
eat pork anymore. If any one of those dishes include an ingredient that has pork in it, I substitute it or I leave it
out. It's just basically leaving what's not permissible in Islam out of my life. The way I go about my life in every
aspect. And. But of course I have my baggage that I come with. You know I have to deal with a lot of things
that I came to Islam with. So it's like it's a struggle. But my jihad is dealing with. The different aspects of
character. And you know as a Muslim as a Muslim woman toning it down a bit and just knowing what my role
is and how to play it. 

What are your biggest influences and your decision to cover? 

I made the commitment and I knew that. You know I was ready and I went ahead 
I had the conviction in my head. And I said to myself you know so. Is that time. That. You know was. That
time was just going to come and it's here. Embrace it. Go full force and don't let anybody stop you. You want
to do this to please your Lord not the people and you understand the reasons behind it. You have that
understanding. And if you really believe that you're not going to allow anything to stop you. And I think with
that frame of thought. I just went full force forward. I had adversities and things that I had to deal with from
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family members. Some of them disappeared after I became Muslim and I would say they were replaced by
better friends. And then I had those friends that. Maybe they disappeared for a while. But then when they
realized what I was doing and that it wasn't a phase and that I'm still a Muslim and that they respected me for
it because I spoke up and I stood my ground. And it didn't matter to me what anybody else thought about it. It
didn't matter to me what my family members would say. Maybe it mattered to my family now that they have to
walk around with someone who was dressed like a Muslim. But I would constantly remind them that the
mother of Jesus also wore a veil and even the Catholic nuns. 
It depends on who I was dealing with at the time maybe you know after awhile I there was no need for me to
mention these things. It was a matter of them getting used to. You know it was like. You know well she's a
Muslim now. 
It's weird walking around with her looking like this because I'm not used to her like I'm used to her hair being
out I'm used to her dressing a certain way looking a certain way. My male cousins are like well I can't play
with your hair anymore or you know. I can't give you a hug because now there's that aspect of boundaries. I
had to set those boundaries and stand firm by them. And once I did that, a lot of my family members had a
hard time with it. It wasn't until years later that they began to support me in it. You know there was a lot of
controversy. There was a lot of comments and hurtful things that were said and things I had to deal with. But.
By the grace of God, I believe that made me stronger and it made me who I am today. 16,17 years later, my
family supports me. They recognize me as a Muslim. They even sometimes praise the things that Muslims
do.It feels good. So those things that were difficult back then have been replaced by a sense of ease. Well
they're starting to get it get it. Finally they're starting to come to their senses and understand what it is that I'm
doing. But had I not kept my conviction and had I not been as strong as I was they wouldn't have understood
it. They would have called it a phase but because I am still a Muslim and because I am sincere. It shows and
they respect me for that. So. I would say. It's taken a turn for for the better so I'm happy being Muslim. I don't
let any misconceptions or gender role affect who I am. 
You had mentioned oppression earlier. Oppression is a misconception. When I learned and it was one of the
things that I studied. Because before I accepted Islam as my own faith. Quite honestly the only way I can put
it to be blunt about it is. I was looking. For that one thing that I didn't agree with so I can say you know this
religion is not for me. Why? Because change is difficult. When you start to think about all of the changes and
all of the ways that you have to become better, it's a lot of pressure for anyone. Yeah. It's not easy. The
easier thing to do is reject it and go back and go about your life. So I was looking for that thing in Islam that I
did not agree with. So I looked into women's rights. When I first researched Islam, I looked into women's
rights because I'm a strong character. So I felt like oppression is not right. Some of the things that I've read
about or that the media portrayed to be of the Islamic religion, I realize we're actually not. These things were
perhaps the cultural baggage that those people came with. Just like I have cultural baggage maybe those
people also brought it to the end because they identify themselves as Muslims. So when I realized that when
the Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, came to the people, he came not just with the Revelation and
guidance but he also came to bring rights to people. So he freed slaves. He gave rights to women that they
didn't have when it comes down to like the rights of a husband and a wife the rights of a mother the rights of a
sister the rights of a neighbor and the rights of inheritance. All of these things were not put in place before
Islam. So the first wife of the Prophet Mohammad Khadija. She was a business woman. She hired him to
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work for her. And when you learn about these stories and you realize What oppression? What oppression!
We look up to this sister the first wife of the prophet as an example for us. We learn about her life and how
she was and how she treated the prophet. Why? Because we want to use them as examples.They're the
people that we look up to that we want to be like. So. When I realized. That. She asked to marry him.
It was like oh she had a voice. She asked to hire him because he was known as the trustworthy one right.
And because. She was interested in him. So all of these aspects. Of. You know the voice. The rise of the
voice of the women and business. The right the the rights that she had to own her own business to manage
her own money. The rights that she had to. Contribute if she wanted to you know reaping the blessings that it
came with. I mean. The writers she was given as a wife. Is it goes on and on and on. She had the right. For
her husband to provide a safe roof over her head. Food clothing all of the necessities. And. It's not a 50/50
type. I think that's a myth. Yeah. You know and it's fun you have your role. He has his role. So as a female.
The wife the mother in the family you have your role. And he has his role. And then you have your role
together. So when I understood. What those rules meant. I realized. That just makes. It just like it's so logical
is such a logical religion. I mean I just couldn't I couldn't ignore it. And in my heart everything I learned my
heart accepted it. And. I must say I don't see myself without Islam. Nobody is perfect but I love my life as a
Muslim. I'm proud of it. I speak spanish everywhere. I want to make a point. I drive around with the Puerto
Rican flag hanging from my rearview mirror because I want to make a point. It's about time people start to
recognize that not all Muslims are Arabs or South Asians. There are Muslims all around the world. Islam is a
religion for everyone. 
How you experience discrimination based on race to cover? And if you are comfortable describing
that?
But quite honestly I have I experienced discrimination. Well.
Not really. And if I did. If I did. I can tell you that I didn't notice it much. I mean. Trying to think back there was
maybe this one time where. I walked into a grocery store to make a purchase. And the lady behind the
counter was talking to me as if I didn't speak English. Putting emphasis on words and slowing down a little bit
but I thought maybe that's how she communicates. I didn't take it personal. But when we walked out of the
store, I had a friend who pointed it out and said “Do you realize what just happened?”

I'm like no what she was talking to you as if you didn't speak English. And I said Well. Maybe she didn't speak
English but that's the only I. I promise you that is the only experience and that's nothing. That's nothing. And
you know if I I've gotten books you know I've gotten books but that doesn't really. Affect me. It's like you know
I smile if I can I'll smile. You know I think that. Even if they don't smile back. You know there's a lot of people.
That I've. Come across. That Could have been a little bit nicer. I don't let it affect me just like I had to move in
my you know it is not my issue.I don't take it personal. You know we all have things we need to work on. 
In the media like you see violent hate crimes committed against like people like Muslim women. Has
that made an impact on your decision to cover. how would you adjust your choice based on
witnessing those crimes like this. 
Yes there has been. Quite a few things. That. Have come about like you know shootings here and here we
have reported on a couple in California who apparently you know went on a rampage with the terror attack.
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There has been. Some reports of you know. People maybe attacking a sister or trying to pull somebody's
scarf off. I don't think that. I don't think that I am. You know. 100 percent Protected from any of that. It could
happen to me. You never know I guess it's a matter of. You know if it's meant to be I might be at the wrong
place at the wrong time and around the wrong person there's a lot of hate today in this day and age. A lot of
misconceptions and just. To. Put myself in the mindset that I might become a victim of a hate crime.And allow
that to stop me from who I am will not be freedom. It would be the definition of oppression. And as a Muslim. I
refuse to be oppressed. In any way As a person. You know. As a Puerto Rican as a female, oppression is not
something that I can tolerate. Therefore. I will allow myself to be enslaved in my own mind. The thing that. If I
dressed like this or if I look like this. And I go out into society that I'm putting myself in danger. If I do that. I'll
limit myself. I won't be free.
Is there anything that would make you change your decison?
No.

No of course. 

How do you view other Muslim women who choose not to cover?
There are many sisters I know personally that don't cover. Yes. Maybe they'll dress modest though, wear a
cardigan or maybe not. I can't judge them because Islam has taught me to look at what's in someone's heart
and we can't go around judging people based on their appearance because there might be something really
good about that person that's better to me with all of this clothes on. Being modest is more than just clothes.
It's more than just fabric. It's what's in the heart. It's how you carry yourself and your values. There's a lot of
Muslim women that don't cover. The question is do they worship? You know that's what we should be looking
at if they worship God and whatever actions they do.Then that's between them and God. I can't judge. I can't
discriminate. I'm not perfect. I can easily fall off. And to think that. That's not something possible for me would
be ignorant in itself. I don't want to be arrogant and try and protect myself from thinking I'm better than
anybody because I'm not. 
There's a lot of Muslim sisters that don't cover because that is their choice. Now if you ask me. Is he Jabo
chewies. Or is it mandatory. It i will. I will then change my answer around. And I'll tell you.

It's a commandment from God after the age of puberty. But because we have free will. We have that ability to
choose whether or not we want to follow this commandment. But even though we're not following this
particular commandment doesn't mean we're not Muslim. This Muslim sister that doesn't cover could be
following all of the other commandments from God for all I know. We can't judge. It's what's in the heart and
only God knows that.  I don't view them as being disobedient or shameful or anything like that.

How do you feel when you hear people say the covering is a sign of repression and what is your
perspective of countries that do require women to cover.
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OK. So. I definitely don't think it's a sign of oppression. Let me speak for myself for when I started covering
up. It became more of a liberation. Because I was taking myself away from the social norm of modern fashion
or what modern media puts you know these beautiful. Celebrities out there. Displaying really nice. Samples
of. What Modern fashion is. And. I'm not saying that I don't. Think that some of those outfits are hot. They are.
I just you know know when to wear them.I'm not going to go out in public with it. I'm not going to display. My
beauty in a certain way because. Everyone else is doing it. So. When I. Took myself. Out of that and said.
I want to do something different.I want to do something a little bit different. I have a culture. I want to take
what's good from it and leave what's not. So how do I do that when it comes to fashion and dressing modest?
So. As you can see today I'm wearing. A SKIRT. I mean you can get is that actually where did I get it. Forever
21. My shirt is from Express.
But how do I change it up? I'm not buying tight fitting clothes.
My shirt is an extra large.

It might not look like it. Maybe it's made up. It's. One size or two bigger than what. Modern.

Fashion would say my size is. You get it. So to make it fit less revealing. I sort of use these these tricks. You
know still be you know attending to my fashion sense to my identity as an American Puerto Rican Muslim. But
not compromising my faith and my religious beliefs. So that's what I. You know. I try to go for when I'm
shopping for clothing items. And you know. I've actually been able to transition my wardrobe throughout the
years to accommodate this sense of fashion. It's a new me. It's let's bring modesty back. That's you know
bring that sense of respect.
I shouldn't have to be look at that and imagined or thought of in any sexual way you know feel like you know
it's wrong. You know I'm not an object. You know. So. It keeps me away from being objectified it keeps me
away from. You know being disrespected or put in that realm of you know sexuality. And it feels good to be
outside.And if somebody does so that's between them and God. I'm not going to be held responsible for it
because I'm doing my part as best as I could. God knows what my intention is. God knows what my intention
was when I left this morning before I left the house while I was getting dressed. And putting my outfit together.
My frame of thought was fine and something modest.

And I look at the transparency of the fabric. I look at the way at least I look at the length and color really
doesn't. Mean anything in particular. In some countries women mostly wear black.

If you if you go to like Middle East like Saudi Arabia but not everyone does. I was just in Medina. I was also in
Mecca at the beginning of the year and they have different styles. You know Indonesian Muslims dress
different you know Chinese Muslims. American must we you know like I had a button down shirt loose fit long
shirt.
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It's actually a stress. I call it a dress because your dress and I use it as a shirt.

Why do I take a dress that's meant to be you know like a dress to be worn with tights and I use it as a reg'lar
shirt. Yeah. You know so I play around with what is available. I wore that shirt to Saudi Arabia which is not the
norm and I stood out. I know I did but I was OK with that. You know it was still modest and I was OK with that.
I'm not a Saudi you know. You know  I have some outfits that are Middle Eastern and Pakistani or you know
Indian inspired so I don't discriminate. Yes. You know I get creative with it. It's definitely not seen in my in my
eyes as a form of oppression. Now you have some countries that require that you cover in public with the
exception of some Of the American embassy compounds. You don't have to cover within those compounds.
But I can't really speak too much on the political side. You know just recently. Women were given the right to
drive. With a bunch of regulations attached to it but they can drive now whereas before they were not. So a lot
of these laws are politically established or implemented. Some of the have a basis in Islam and some of them
don't.

Like for instance in Saudi Arabia. They control what is shown on the television to a certain extent. What is
broadcasted on the radio. But then there's ways around that people have. Is it's I guess to preserve a sense
of dignity within the society. I am being brought up in America and have seen how loose we are here. And the
language that we use sometimes all you hear. Are. You. Using or the music the words and the music. The
movies that are shown. We are exposed to so much more than those of growing up in a Middle Eastern
society. We're exposed to it and it affects us in a way that we might not even realize.

So I can see the benefit of it. I don't knock it completely. You know. I'm not... I'm not against it. I understand
the wisdom behind it. And there may be some things that are a little bit much like when I went to Saudi Arabia
and we went to a restaurant.

We Wanted to order some food. We're really hungry after prayer. We were like let's go get something to eat.
So we go get some tea and then the guy comes to the window and did not want to serve us because we were
on the wrong side.
So he tries to explain this to us in Arabic. I said I understand a little. My friends we're all American.
There was one Pakistani but she's like recent convert as well because she just started practicing her religion.
She didn't have an Islamic upbringing. The other one was a Mexican/Puerto Rican Muslim who also
converted to Islam. We're all fluent in English. One and all do as a second language. The other one is
Spanish as a second language as well as myself. I speak a little bit and understand more than I could speak
of Arabic. Yeah.Right.
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So we're at this counter and we want food. We're hungry. We're all hungry.

And we want a place in order. And the guys telling us that we have to go. He's signaling that we have to go
around to the sisters section. To order from the sisters section. So that was an experience that was different.
So.
We were just like what just happened? I'm like he's trying to go somewhere else. I don't know where he
seemed to go but I think he's telling us to go to the sister section. So.

When we go around, we see the same restaurant I like oh let's order from here this must be the sister section.
So we go up to the counter and there's nobody at the counter. We go up to the counter. And wait! The same
guy from the other side. 
Mind you, we had to go around. It was like a block. It was like a street corner like Peninsula almost like it was.
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Alec Tobin interviewed a 43 year old professional counselor who is
studying towards her medical license, who we will call Daliah. Daliah
was born in Cairo Egypt, but has lived in the United States for the past
22 years and currently resides in Houston. You can read the full
transcript of their conversation here. 

Do you cover today? Have you in the past? What would you say
are the biggest influences on your decision regarding that?

So I started to wear the way I believe abides by the Islamic dress code
when I was maybe 13 and a half. It was my decision completely. My
parents, I remember especially my mom, would say "Oh you're too
young, why are you doing this now? How about you take it gradually,"
but I insisted at that time. My father was okay either way, he wasn't
pushing in any direction, and I remember having fights, actually, at
home, because I wanted to follow the dress code strictly. My mom was
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thinking "Oh you are too young, why are you doing this?" It took me a
few battles at home to do what I think was right. I haven't taken it off
since then, which means I cover in front of strangers. Some people
don't understand how this practically works. Muslim ladies take of the
hijab, we call it the hijab. We wear normal clothes at home, or at
women's parties or whatever. The whole point is covering in front of
stranger men. So I of course cover according to the Islamic dress code
now. But I feel that growing up, it became more of - I mean the position
grew stronger as I grew up because I felt like it's not just a religious
obligation. For me, definitely number one is it's between me and God
and I feel this is something that pleases God and I'm gonna do it and
that' enough reason for me. 

The other aspect is I feel it's a very strong statement of - I don't want to
say feminism but - it's a statement that says, tells the others, the
people dealing with me that I will decide what to show and what not to
show and you will respect me as I am. You will respect my intelligence,
you will respect me as a person, not as a pretty thing. You will not
dictate on me how much skin I should show in order to be accepted.
What my hair should look like in order to be accepted. So I feel like I'm
making a statement on the secular level, not just the religious level. I
feel like - I can't remember the name because I'm not very good with
actors and singers, but I follow someone, one of them, who decided to
go for some time without makeup. That was a very strong statement in
my view because again, I feel that women are mistreated in this
country because of the pressure of society on them to look a certain
way, to behave a certain way. I feel Islam has liberated me from that.
So the way I dress is telling people that this is me, this is my character.
If you accept it that's fine if you don't, that's fine too. It doesn't matter
but that's me and that's how I'm going to dress. It has nothing to do
with the misconception that it has to do with the father or the husband
or whatever. I know people who would reach divorce if the husband
asked them to take off the hijab, I have seen it before. The husband
would request that his wife would take it off and just dress in normal
clothes, if you wish to say 'normal,' and she would reach the point of
divorce because this was something so precious to her, so dear to her
heart, that no one should really interfere between her and her God.  

Have any of your experiences, or discrimination against other
women that you've seen, impacted your decision to cover or
made you rethink anything? 
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It's made me, if anything, think about my intention of "why am I doing
this?" And made me remind myself and my friends to remember why
we are doing this. We are doing it ultimately to please God. So if
anyone was to, God forbid, be attacked for that reason, they would
have a good reason, a good intention. It's made me worry about my
children, my daughters. It's not my decision. My decision, on the
contrary, I feel more attached to. I do fear, especially when bad things
happen and the criminal is a Muslim, I do fear and worry when I go out.
And when my daughter goes out I fear even more. I remember after
9/11 I stayed at home for a whole month not even buying groceries. I
didn't go out at all. Same thing after Orlando, but it was just for 3 days.
So whenever things like that happen, it shakes me and it's just double
the pain for Muslims because we're hurting for our country, we're
hurting for the death of innocent people, and then we're being accused
and attacked for it and we have nothing to do with it. People expect
that we apologize for something that we have nothing to do with. So it's
not a good place to be in, but it doesn't affect my way of thinking of my
religion or my hijab, the dress code, or whatever. It's just painful. 

How do you view Muslim women who do not cover?

What I tell my daughters, because my daughters ask about that
sometimes - my kids generally, not just daughters - is that everything is
a choice, and we all have our shortcomings. Some people decide to do
this and other people decide not to do it. But I make it clear that this is
in my understanding of my religion and it's a clear religious obligation.
Again, for my older daughter, I explain my view of why I love it even
away from religion. I explain my view of the hijab even away from it
being a religious obligation. I love the idea of covering up in order to
protect myself and kind of make a statement, again. So the way I see
Muslim women who are not covering is just like me: I'm not doing this
good thing or that good thing. It's a shortcoming, it's something that - it
is again an obligation, but they could be better than me in many other
ways. What I want to teach my children is that we're not here to judge
people. We try to do the best we can, but we don't know. Maybe this
person is doing way, way more than you can think that are good
things. Maybe his life or her life will end up to be way better than yours
at the end. We don't know. We're not in the business of judging
people, and that's a relief. We leave that to God. We just focus on
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ourselves, focus on what we do and focus on our choices. I mean, I
have a lot of friends who are not covering. We work together, we do
volunteer work together. My mosque, actually, the board of my
mosque has a wonderful lady who chose not to cover so far. She's a
Muslim, she's a wonderful person, she's a close friend. I lover her
dearly, and many others. That's just one of the brightest examples of
my friends who do not cover. So that's again just one thing that people
are not doing. But maybe, again, they're doing a whole lot more.
Maybe their heart is way purer than mine. Maybe I'm doing more
covert sins than they are.

What is your perspective on countries or mosques that require
women to cover and the perception by some Americans that this
is oppressive?

In the Prophet's time - again, I try to go back to the original text and the
stories of the Prophet himself because this is the clearest
understanding of Islam. He never forced anyone to do such things. He
would give the guidance, he would clarify the ruling, but he wouldn't
force anyone to do any of that. People would choose to do it. There
are numerous stories, but I remember someone who was drinking
alcohol. We missed him the mosque, he hadn't been coming to the
mosque. So he asked his friends, "Where is this person?" And they
told him "Oh he is totally drunk, he is totally wasted. He doesn't come
anymore." He told them "Why are you leaving him to reach this point?
You need to help him rather than just letting him fall." Drinking in Islam
is a serious sin. Drinking alcohol is a serious sin. So are many other
things like fornication or adultery. The Prophet had many more stories
that can tell you that he is not there to force people to do anything. He
is mostly a moral guide, and that's how we should be too. So you
mentioned the countries who obligate women to do that, like Saudi. I
lived there for a couple years with my family. And then I would go visit
my Mom who was a professor there for a few years. I personally cover,
and I like it, and I actually enjoyed being there and covering my face
temporarily there. I wouldn't do it on my own, but there it is very odd if
a women doesn't cover her face. I thought it was cool, I didn't mind.
However, to live there and be obligated and disrespected, honestly, if
you did not abide by their standards. Not necessarily Islamic belief,
truly Islamic, by the way, because covering the face is not really
obligatory at all in many scholars' views. Honestly, I would never
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choose to live there - I would always advise my friends not to live there
or try to raise their kids there. I'm sure there are awesome Saudi
people and awesome Muslims and awesome, great people there, but
as a country system I totally disagree with this. This is not Islamic. How
would you force someone to do that, because you cannot force the
belief on someone, even if you force a practice. But that doesn't mean
that they believe in what you believe in. That doesn't help in the end.
So I totally disagree with that approach. 

Do you feel the need to defend Islam when mainstream media
attacks it? How does the whole media environment surrounding
Islam make you feel? 

We kind of have to do that unfortunately, given the current situation
and with the rise of ISIS and Al Qaeda. With these things popping up,
because they are loud and the media magnifies everything that takes
place as well, it puts us mainstream Muslims in a very difficult
situation. We're being lumped up with a few criminals, in most cases
just pure criminals. Our Imams in the mosques are actually on their
hitlist. Like our local Imam here is in some - a few of them in Dallas are
as well - they put them on wanted lists for ISIS. They wrote an article
about it. It's again double the trouble because we're being lumped with
this group. At the same time you have the burden of explaining
yourself to the American society at large and also trying to help you
community understand the pure Islamic teachings, the right Islamic
teachings. On my end, what I try to do, along with a lot of other
volunteers. We thought about the best way to counteract this media or
whatever takes place on the ground. We could not deny that 9/11 took
place, or the thing that happened in Fort Worth and Dallas. I guess it
was a psychiatrist person who killed people in a military base or
something. We cannot deny that these things actually happened. We
have no proof that they didn't, so we have to face it. However, the way
we on my level - I mean, other people reach the media and they try to -
maybe they have a different approach because their context is
different and their circle of influence is different - for me, I am a person,
I try in my locality. We, for example, do different projects where we
reach out for our fellow American citizens in general, like just any
American. We reach out for churches. We did something called Know
Your Muslim Neighbor. We did it like 4 times so far, which is a program
that introduces people. We hold it in public libraries, and it got covered
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by a few local newspapers and chronicles. It was positive, and it
attracted a total of maybe, in all four of them, maybe 700 or 800
people. It was nice. So what we do is we try to educate and inform.
And give the people a chance to interact with a normal Muslim, not the
kind of Muslim that is being put in Hollywood movies or the media.
Because Muslims unfortunately don't pop up except when there is a
disaster happening. We live here in Houston with no less than 15%
maybe doctors who are Muslims. In our circle, almost our entire friend
circle, are doctors and Muslims. That's huge, that we have a lot of
friends. We have clinics that are free for people who are uninsured,
Muslims and non-Muslims. ISDH, which is the biggest umbrella for
mosques in Houston, helped tremendously with the efforts after the
hurricane. So the Muslims in the community are contributing. I guess
we just need to be more visible and give the people a chance to
interact with a real life Muslim instead of through TV. It's hard and the
influence isn't as wide as the reach of the media, but what else can we
do? I guess we need to develop our strategies and do a better job with
the media, but I don't know. As far as a normal person like me with a
family and a career, that's what I try to do. Just in my little circle try to
do these projects here and there. We go to churches, we talk to
people, we help with one of those things in the space center. So we
just try, and that's all we really can do I guess. 

So we touched on this a little bit earlier, but our last question is
"Many people suggest that Muslim and American identity are
incompatible. What do you think of that?"

Well I come from the background of a psychologist so I - what is the
American identity? How do you define it? What are the features of the
American identity. Because every aspect can be argued. For example,
is nudity an American value? It's not. I don't think it is. There are six
American values that I have no problem at all. Like for example:
punctuality, honesty, confidence, being kind. All these things, I have no
[problem with]. I remember in one of my classes was a group therapy
class and I got to be very close with everyone in the group. We talked
about deep issues and this issue came up because I was obviously the
only Muslim in the group then. I remember my program director at one
time said "I see no difference between us all, we are all the same.
Except that you have [thick skin]." Which is true. But as a human being
I don't feel that there is absolutely anything - I would never choose to
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live in Egypt with this kind of situation. I would never choose to live in
Saudi with its situation. I feel very comfortable in this country. I love
this country as far as people, as far as wanting to make it a better
place for everyone. I disagree with a lot of successive administrations,
not just this one. And this probably applies to so many other
Americans. But I see no problem at all and no contradiction at all
between my religion and whatever you call the values of this country of
the American culture.
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Thresa Skeslien-Jenkins interviewed a Medical Student, Houstonian,
and Sunni Muslim who we will call Sobia. Sobia does not cover. You
can read their full transcript here.

How does culture influence your religious practices and
understanding of Islam? (Country of origin, View of family
members)

My parents are immigrants from Pakistan, which is obviously a Muslim-
majority country. I do think religion and culture become intertwined and
difficult to separate when you’re from an area that is predominantly
Muslim. I did have to do some of my own research or have discussions
with my non-Pakistani Muslim friends when I wasn’t certain if some
practices or beliefs were grounded in religion or culture. I’m specifically
thinking of attitudes towards women. Pakistan has ways to go in terms
of gender equality, and I think some people try to justify the current
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disparities in education or work with Islam. But based on what I know
of Islam, that’s really unfair. Islam encourages everyone - regardless of
gender - to seek knowledge. I think these attitudes about gender
differences and disparities are really based on history and culture. 

What are the biggest influencers of your decision to cover or [not
cover]?

I grew up learning about Islam from women who did and did not cover.
My mom did not wear hijab until two years ago. Some of my aunts and
cousins do, some don’t. Some of my Quran teachers growing up did,
some didn’t. For me, wearing a hijab or not wearing a hijab has never
been a large determinant of my faith. I feel like my relationship with
Islam is more determined by what I feel internally and how I act. I pray
and I fast and I recognize God in different aspects of my life, and I
think that those are really spiritual experiences that strengthen my
deen (faith). Personally, I’ve never truly viewed wearing a hijab as one
of those things. I know that a lot of women do, and I completely
understand and respect that, but I guess it’s never been that way for
me. 
To my understanding, the Quran tells both men and women to “wear a
veil of modesty,” but I never interpreted this as the Quran asking
women to literally cover their hair. I don’t wear hijab, but I dress
modestly and I try to behave modestly. To me, that is my “veil of
modesty.” I see wearing a hijab as a choice, and I know for some of
my hijabi Muslim sisters, it is a choice that brings them closer to their
faith and to other Muslims. I think that’s great for them, but for me, the
choice has never carried that kind of weight or appeal.

Have you experienced discrimination based on your choice to
cover or not?  Could you describe such discrimination?

Though the majority of my experiences have been overwhelmingly
positive, I can recall small instances where I felt a bit belittled for not
wearing hijab. It’s kind of difficult to put into words, but I can remember
a few comments by hijabi sisters that made me feel like my experience
of Islam was not as important or meaningful as theirs. These moments
were tricky because I do see Islam as a very important part of my life.
At the same time, though, I completely recognize that I’m not carrying
the burden that my hijabi sisters are. Because they are visibly Muslim,
there’s sometimes expectations from Muslims and non-Muslims that
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they represent Islam, and this adds a lot of everyday pressure.

How do you feel when you hear people say that covering is a sign
of oppression?  What is your perspective of countries or
mosques that do require a woman to cover?

I think it’s wrong for countries or cultures or families to require women
to cover. When the choice is stripped away, that is oppression. But the
way the majority of people practice Islam, hijab is certainly not
oppression.  I think the beauty of hijab actually stems from the fact that
it is a choice. I know my hijabi friends and family members definitely
don’t see their hijabs as oppressive. They see their hijabs as bringing
them closer to their faith and their communities. Overall, I don’t really
see hijabi women as different from non-hijabi women - or non-Muslim
women for that matter. 

Do you feel the need to defend Islam when mainstream media
attacks it?  If so, how?

I do feel the need to defend Islam amidst these attacks, but I’m really
trying to question and challenge that need. Muslims should not feel
responsible for defending themselves or their religion based on the
actions of a few extremists or rogue attackers. Attacking Islam for their
actions is unfair. In a way, Muslims rushing to defend Islam in these
instances kind of gives validity to these attacks.

How do you feel your Muslim identity has been accepted or
rejected (whether in childhood, at Rice, in med school, in
professional settings)?  Have you had difficulty aligning your
social life to your culture?

I’ve been fortunate to always be in diverse settings. I grew up in Sugar
Land, which is in one of the nation’s most diverse counties. Both Rice
and Baylor College of Medicine are also very diverse. My peers in
these settings were definitely primed to interact with and learn from
people of different backgrounds. People have been overall really
accepting of my Muslim identity. Like I said earlier, since I don’t wear
hijab, I’m not recognizably Muslim - except maybe by my name. So in
professional settings, it often does not even come up. And my friends
don’t see my Muslim identity as something that makes me “other.”
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They often just use it as an opportunity to ask questions about Islam
that stem from genuine curiosity. I might not eat with them during
Ramadan and I’ll turn down alcoholic drinks when we go out, but other
than that, being Muslim has not really affected my social life. I think my
non-Muslim friends and I have a lot more in common than not. We we
laugh at the same jokes, we stress over the same things, and we
experience the same emotions. In college and especially in medical
school, we share these experiences that transcend individual
identities. I don’t think being Muslim or non-Muslim really changes that.
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Age: 23
Occupation: Medical Student
Hometown: Sugar Land/Houston, TX 

1. Can you talk a bit about your relationship to Islam? (background, understanding of Quran,
strictness of practices)
 
Religion was always important to my family growing up. My parents have done a lot to teach me and my brother about
Islam. We grew up hearing Hadith and stories of the prophets. We took weekly Quran classes starting around third grade
to learn to read Arabic and eventually the Quran. Islam and its teachings are a common topic of discussion with my
family and extended family. 
 
Through my family’s influence and through my own exploration of Islam as I got older, I would say I’m a fairly
practicing Muslim. I pray 5 times a day, fast during Ramadan, try to be generous and charitable, and do my best to abide
by other guidelines Islam sets for behavior. I can’t say I delve into Quran and translations as frequently or deeply as I’d
like to, but I do see it as both a comfort and a guide. 

2. How does culture influence your religious practices and understanding of Islam? (Country of
origin, View of family members)
 
My parents are immigrants from Pakistan, which is obviously a Muslim-majority country. I do think religion and culture
become intertwined and difficult to separate when you’re from an area that is predominantly Muslim. I did have to do
some of my own research or have discussions with my non-Pakistani Muslim friends when I wasn’t certain if some
practices or beliefs were grounded in religion or culture. I’m specifically thinking of attitudes towards women. Pakistan
has ways to go in terms of gender equality, and I think some people try to justify the current disparities in education or
work with Islam. But based on what I know of Islam, that’s really unfair. Islam encourages everyone - regardless of
gender - to seek knowledge. I think these attitudes about gender differences and disparities are really based on history
and culture. 

WHAT DOES IT MEAN FOR MUSLIM
WOMEN TO COVER IN AMERICA?

    HOME ABOUT THIS PROJECT BACKGROUND RESEARCH INTERVIEWS MAIN FINDINGS

PROJECT REFLECTION



Full Interview Sobia - WHAT DOES IT MEAN FOR MUSLIM WOMEN TO COVER IN AMERICA?

http://coveringinamerica.weebly.com/full-interview-sobia.html[2/19/2018 9:00:24 PM]

 
3. What are the biggest influencers of your decision to cover or [not cover]?
 
I grew up learning about Islam from women who did and did not cover. My mom did not wear hijab until two years ago.
Some of my aunts and cousins do, some don’t. Some of my Quran teachers growing up did, some didn’t. For me,
wearing a hijab or not wearing a hijab has never been a large determinant of my faith. I feel like my relationship with
Islam is more determined by what I feel internally and how I act. I pray and I fast and I recognize God in different
aspects of my life, and I think that those are really spiritual experiences that strengthen my deen (faith). Personally, I’ve
never truly viewed wearing a hijab as one of those things. I know that a lot of women do, and I completely understand
and respect that, but I guess it’s never been that way for me. 
 
To my understanding, the Quran tells both men and women to “wear a veil of modesty,” but I never interpreted this as
the Quran asking women to literally cover their hair. I don’t wear hijab, but I dress modestly and I try to behave
modestly. To me, that is my “veil of modesty.” I see wearing a hijab as a choice, and I know for some of my hijabi
Muslim sisters, it is a choice that brings them closer to their faith and to other Muslims. I think that’s great for them, but
for me, the choice has never carried that kind of weight or appeal. 

4. Have you experienced discrimination based on your choice to cover or not?  Could you describe
such discrimination?
 
I’ve overall been fortunate in that I have not experienced much discrimination. At Rice, some of my best friends came
from the Muslim Student Association. It was a pretty even split amongst the girls in terms of who wore hijab and who
didn’t. For the most part, our group was truly open to learning about Islam and life from each other. My hijabi friends
did not view the non-hijabi girls as “less Muslim” or less qualified to speak about Islam. 
 
Though the majority of my experiences have been overwhelmingly positive, I can recall small instances where I felt a bit
belittled for not wearing hijab. It’s kind of difficult to put into words, but I can remember a few comments by hijabi
sisters that made me feel like my experience of Islam was not as important or meaningful as theirs. These moments were
tricky because I do see Islam as a very important part of my life. At the same time, though, I completely recognize that
I’m not carrying the burden that my hijabi sisters are. Because they are visibly Muslim, there’s sometimes expectations
from Muslims and non-Muslims that they represent Islam, and this adds a lot of everyday pressure. 

5. Does seeing violent hate crimes against hijabi women have any impact on your decision?  How do
you adjust your choices based on witnessing hate crimes?  How do you feel when you hear Muslim
women were targeted for wearing hijab?

Hearing about hate crimes against hijabis makes me feel sick to my stomach. The initial pain is for the women
themselves. Nobody deserves to experience violence. Nobody deserves to be discriminated against for their identity and
stereotypes that they are obviously not responsible for. The next thing I feel is fear for my family and friends who do
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wear hijab. I know that these crimes could have been targeted towards them, and even the thought is too much to bear. 
 
When I hear about these hate crimes, I feel  guilt for not being visibly Muslim. I’m not living with constant fear of being
attacked for my identity. Through conversations with my hijabi friends and family members, I know they don’t have this
luxury. In our time of rising Islamophobia, wearing a hijab carries a new weight. 
 
I don’t think hearing about hate crimes consciously shapes my decision, but it does give me a strange mix of relief and
guilt about my choice not to wear hijab. 
 
6. Is there anything that would make you change your decision to cover or not cover?

At the moment, I can’t really think of anything. 

7. How do you view other Muslim women who cover? How do you view Muslim women who don’t
cover?
 
I think that I - like a lot of people - have an internalized initial tendency to view hijabi women as more pious than non-
hijabi women. But my experiences have taught me that there isn’t really a strong correlation. I have had many
conversations about faith with my hijabi and non-hijabi friends, and we all go through similar things. We all have
questions, and each of us struggles with different aspects of faith. Hijabi women are not necessarily more informed about
Islam. Some of my most pious friends don’t wear hijab. I think it’s unfair to make assumptions on either end. 

8.  How do you feel when you hear people say that covering is a sign of oppression?  What is your
perspective of countries or mosques that do require a woman to cover?
 
I think it’s wrong for countries or cultures or families to require women to cover. When the choice is stripped away, that
is oppression. But the way the majority of people practice Islam, hijab is certainly not oppression.  I think the beauty of
hijab actually stems from the fact that it is a choice. I know my hijabi friends and family members definitely don’t see
their hijabs as oppressive. They see their hijabs as bringing them closer to their faith and their communities. Overall, I
don’t really see hijabi women as different from non-hijabi women - or non-Muslim women for that matter. 

9.  Do you feel the need to defend Islam when mainstream media attacks it?  If so, how?
 
I do feel the need to defend Islam amidst these attacks, but I’m really trying to question and challenge that need.
Muslims should not feel responsible for defending themselves or their religion based on the actions of a few extremists
or rogue attackers. Attacking Islam for their actions is unfair. In a way, Muslims rushing to defend Islam in these
instances kind of gives validity to these attacks. 

10. Many people suggest that Muslim and American identity are incompatible. What do you think of
that?
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I strongly disagree. To me, the American identity is an extremely heterogenous one. Though mainstream media didn’t
show us this when I was growing up, I think a lot of people are coming to recognize this. I don’t think being Muslim
makes me any less American. I love this country and the opportunities it has afforded me. And I love it enough to be
passionate about social reform through the democratic process. I also don’t think being American makes me less
Muslim. This country has a robust and diverse Muslim population, and it is among this population that I am learning
what it means to be Muslim. 
 
11. How do you feel your Muslim identity has been accepted or rejected (whether in childhood, at
Rice, in med school, in professional settings)?  Have you had difficulty aligning your social life to
your culture?
 
I’ve been fortunate to always be in diverse settings. I grew up in Sugar Land, which is in one of the nation’s most diverse
counties. Both Rice and Baylor College of Medicine are also very diverse. My peers in these settings were definitely
primed to interact with and learn from people of different backgrounds. People have been overall really accepting of my
Muslim identity. Like I said earlier, since I don’t wear hijab, I’m not recognizably Muslim - except maybe by my name.
So in professional settings, it often does not even come up. And my friends don’t see my Muslim identity as something
that makes me “other.” They often just use it as an opportunity to ask questions about Islam that stem from genuine
curiosity. I might not eat with them during Ramadan and I’ll turn down alcoholic drinks when we go out, but other than
that, being Muslim has not really affected my social life. I think my non-Muslim friends and I have a lot more in
common than not. We we laugh at the same jokes, we stress over the same things, and we experience the same emotions.
In college and especially in medical school, we share these experiences that transcend individual identities. I don’t think
being Muslim or non-Muslim really changes that.   

What sect of Islam do you and your family practice?
Sunni Islam

In response to is there anything that would make you change your decision to cover, could you maybe shed light on your
mom's decision to cover recently (if that's too personal that's totally fine, just creates more nuance)?

My mom had been considering starting to wear hijab for a few years. She waited because she just wanted to be sure
about the decision. She didn't want to start wearing it and then change her mind - I think both because it would be
confusing for her and also for what others might say. I actually don't think her wearing hijab makes me any more or less
likely to change my mind. 

Have you ever been to mosques in the United States that require covering and, if so, how is that experience?

You always cover when you pray, so I do cover when I go to the mosque. I don't know if it's like a technical
"requirement" set by the mosques but when people go to the mosque, they are going to pray, so they do cover. I guess I
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don't think too much of it because you're going for a spiritual experience - not so much a social one. 
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Name: Saadia Faruqi
Occupation: Author, speaker and interfaith activist
Hometown: Karachi, Pakistan
Sect: Ahmadiyya 

Anu: How does your culture and family members influence your religious practices and understanding of
Islam?

Saadia: My whole family isn’t practicing and everyone in the family has different levels. Like my mom would
call herself practicing. She is good in somethings and not in others. She doesn’t wear a hijab for example.
One of my sisters doesn’t even consider herself Muslim. It is very much across a wide spectrum. I think
definitely this is a struggle that most Muslims have, including myself. Culture and religion become so closely
connected or intertwined with each other and a lot of times we aren’t able to really distinguish it. It has been
good for me because I am living in a different culture that what I grew up with and I am raising my kids in a
culture that this is their culture and a lot of things that I'm doing they check me and say "but that's not... Are
you sure you are not just saying or doing that because you used to do in Pakistan.” I would have to think
about and take it out of the equation. Yes we will do these things and not these things because they are not
religious. You have to be aware of it a lot. I see that with South Asian culture in how women are treated and
certain things are only done in the house which you would think is just religious but it really is not. You have to
have knowledge of your religion to say 'wait a minute I don't agree with this’. I would give you the example
that in South Asian culture women are supposed to really serve their husbands and be very respectful and
take care of them and there is this understanding that God is happy with you because you are doing this thing
and giving your husband this importance and all of that. It is not an islamic concept at all. We have to stop. As
a wife, if your husband is expecting certain things of you. You can say “no this is just a cultural thing that we
got because of the Hindus and the Muslims and everybody living together”. For example, Prophet
Muhammed never expected that of his wife. Women did so many more things in Islamic Arabia. You have to
know that and research your faith to be able to see which is which. I feel like I have and I feel grateful to have
the opportunity of not just following a religious tradition that my family was doing. I got the opportunity to look
it up and read about it and learn from a practical perspective. 

Anu: What are the biggest influencers of your decision to cover?
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Saadia: I don't know. The story that I have written in the book Mirror on the Veil and I tell this story a lot. I was
here and I was working somewhere and one day my boss asked me this. Why don't you wear a hijab like
other muslim women i see on TV? 

I couldn't answer her. Thats a good question. Why don't i do this? I was already practicing my faith in other
ways and then i thought about it and it was a moment that I had to stop and say I don't know the answer. Why
I am not doing something that I feel I should be doing? The answer I gave her was that my faith isn't strong
enough. It takes a long of courage especially if you are living in a society where most people don't wear
certain things. And it was a kind of a moment where I decided. just going against society's norms of what
appropriate dress is like. It is really difficult for women. Women like to be like everybody else. I was not ready
to make that commitment earlier. I don't know. When I analyzed it, I realized that I made a commitment by
doing everything else that my religion requires to the best of my ability. What is the thing that is stopping me?
One of the things was also the workplace and it is hard to wear if you are going out. 
The hijab is not just a dress, it is the whole attitude of how you interact with other people. I take some offense
to how some people use it. If you are wearing a hijab but then you are going out for drinks at a bar with guys
giggling and laughing. That’s not really hijab. What does it matter whether your hair is showing or not. It is the
whole way that you interact with people especially if you are a women with men. So being in a workplace was
something that was holding me back because I knew that people were already judging me because she is
from another country, and now she is also dressing differently. It took a lot of steps. I left my job. I started
working from home, started my own business. I felt a lot more comfortable because I wasn't out all the time. I
could choose who I interacted with much more.

Anu: Have you experienced discrimination based on your choice to cover?  Could you describe such
discrimination?

I am very lucky that I live in Houston. Houston is so open. The worst i ever had was one time I was at the
beach and this guy was walking by and he calls out "Aren't you feeling hot in there?" 
Well, it's none of your business. I don't know you. You can ignore things like that. I have clients. I go and
interview with clients and they decide if they want to hire me or not. I could say that someone didn't hire me
because of my hijab but how do you know? I think a lot of us get paranoid about it and you don't know. You
feel that you are being treated differently because in your mind you are different. I am very lucky. I haven't
had any instances. I had friends who had bad incidents. Sometimes, my friends had bad incidents repeatedly
and I wonder why that is. Thankfully none of this happened to me because I was wearing the hijab. I think it’s
about attitude. I am very outgoing and I make it a point to smile at people or make them feel comfortable so if
someone sees you wearing something different they don't feel immediately like oh my god who is she? It
depends on how you present yourself.

Anu: Does seeing hate crimes against women who cover had any impact on your decision?

Recently since the election, I have been really thinking about it. I don't think that I would ever actually take it
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off. There are times though... For example, hearing things in the news about how women are treated and
recently there have been a lot of hate crimes. It kind of worries me. We went to europe with my family in the
summer. A lot of the European airports do a lot of security and here too. For a long time, I thought to myself
maybe I won't wear my scarf. But then I couldn't do it. You know, I have worn it for so long and I felt like if you
do it for people then just take it off right now anyways. What does it matter? If you are doing it for God, then
God is going to be there with you in that airport too. It’s a choice. I think I try to be flexible and I got one of
those really loose scarfs like the ones I buy for my daughter because she is too young right now. It's one of
those scarfs from Target or the one of those ones that are have a circle, flimsy and doesn't stay on your head.
I got of a couple of those instead of my regular ones that literally stays on my head. I will have that so if i see
someone treating me wrong or I feel like there is a guy who will be mean. I will let it slip off and we will see
how it happens. I didn't actually have any bad incidents. I am very happy about that. I think I was worrying too
much. I had a lot of conversations about that with people feeling that now it’s a lot of more open. Before
people would have just stared at you but now people are actually saying something. Nobody wants to be in
that position especially if you have kids about. They just feel so scared if someone is doing something to their
mom. It’s just very terrifying.

Sierra: Do you influence your daughter to cover or are you going to let that be her own choice when she gets
older?

She is too young right now. She is 8. We talk about it. I actually know a lot of my friends who grow up wearing
the scarf. They would probably expect their daughter to do that. I wouldn't because I did not have that
experience. I feel very strongly about choosing to wear this. When I really started wearing the hijab as a full
time practice was probably in my late 20s, early 30s and so it was something. It means something to me
because I decided to do this in my adulthood. If you are wearing it as a teenager, you are not really... it
doesn't mean anything to you. It is just part of your dress or something that you do to please your parents.
Even if you are a faithful person, you are too young to really have strong faith. There is an age after which
you really come to understand God. I don't think that 14 is that age. I wouldn't do that. Like I said, hijab isn't
only this. My daughter has rules that she has to follow in my house. My daughter, she is not allowed to show
her legs for example. She likes wearing skirts so the rule is that if you want to wear a skirt you have to wear
leggings under  no matter what temperature is outside. She used to wear short sleeves but now that she is
eight since last year I don't let her wear sleeveless dresses. So if you have to have a dress, it has to have at
least a tiny bit of sleeve if not the whole sleeve. It is degrees of hijab. Hijab means modesty. It is not only the
hair. When she goes to sunday school, she is expected to wear it. It is a part of the uniform for the girls. We
pray 5 times a day and every time you pray, you have to wear it. She is used to it and she doesn't hate it or
like it. It is just this thing she has to do at certain time. I will not be the one to say no you are 12. You have to
choose to wear it. I would encourage her. I would hope that she would follow in my footsteps but then I also
believe that she is not really going to have that relationship about it if she does it because of me. she has to
do it because of God. Who know what her future is going to be. 
Anu: How do you view Muslim women who don’t cover?
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Saadia: I have grown in that respect.

Anu: Oh okay. Yeah. 

Saadia: If you are born into anything, you become so rigid you know. You are thinking everyone else is going
to hell.
It is not different and I mean honestly in my beginning probably several years i was like that. even with the
covering. I mean this is pink right now so I wear not only my scarf but also a coat over my clothes. 10 years
ago, this to me would be totally wrong. Oh my god it’s pink. 

Sierra: Wait Why? 

Saadia: Because I would consider like if you wear a hijab to be like a very plain color, something that doesn't
attract any attention and pink is more you know.
That is whole point of the hijab and of covering. That you are not attracting attention to your physical self. And
then your personality and your intellect can be the only thing that attracts people and not something that you
are wearing. Right now, this coat is not even closed from the top and front. I would have been wearing
buttons. I had a time in my life when I did judge very harshly women who not only did cover but also didn't
cover correctly according to my standards and thankfully I am so over that judgmental phase. I have kind of
mellowed. I think that's a journey that everyone goes in their faith when you are just very strong in your own
and you are very rigid and that's the way that you can sustain it. I think that especially since nobody in my
family covers so I kind of have to give them the flexibility that this is how you practice your faith. It has been a
interesting journey on how i let go of those judgements but i feel that a lot of muslim women who don't cover
have this complaint where they feel very harshly judged by women who do cover. it is considered as if you
are not following islam properly if you are not covering yourself. I don't know. Obviously if I am covering it is
because I feel that this is something that I should be doing. So how do you deal with people who think that
this is not something we should be doing not just hijab but anything. If you are christian, how do you deal with
people who don't accept Christ? In your heart, you may judge them then you are not going to be really... it's
not a good idea to have that out in the open. I don't know it's very interesting.

Anu: I was just curious. How has living in Pakistan influenced your view of Islam especially now that you are
living in America since the cultures are so different?

Yeah the cultures are different. I mean...it's totally different. It's... And being Ahmadi Muslim in Pakistan was
very difficult because we had to hide our identity. It's actually a crime over there. It's in the Constitution that an
Ahmadi person cannot call themselves Muslim. And so you had to pretend to be something else. I mean I
never ever told anybody what sect I belong to until I came to America. The amount of freedom that I have to
practice my faith here is just tremendous. It's something that I never had over there. It is not just for Ahmadi
Muslims. Anybody who is not the right kind of Muslim is just bad. It's a very harsh environment for a lot of
people. I was not happy there which is why I moved so... It is definitely very positive. It has opened up my
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mind to see how different people live and I was not able to see that among the Muslims over there. It is a bit
difficult to actually practice the day-to-day things of your faith there. That is a struggle. Even though you have
the freedom like if you have to pray 5 times a day then where do you pray and how do you pray and where do
you go. Those are the things that I never even had to think about because if it is praying time then everyone
is praying. You are not weird or unusual. You don't have to tell people that you have to take a break. Here,
you have to make a conscious effort to practice your own faith which i ultimately feel is a good thing. You
have to know that these are the things that are important to you so you have to make time for them even if
nobody else around you is doing that. 

Sierra: Do you set like reminders? How do you make sure? 

Saadia: For prayers?

Sierra: yes?

Saadia: For prayers, we have apps on the phone. prayer apps. 

Sierra: Do you use them?

Saadia: No. I just know it’s time. You can tell. If you are a regular prayer, you don't need a reminder.
Sometimes, I will miss a prayer because I was just too busy or it slipped my mind. For example, in the
morning because it is early morning then I set an alarm to wake up. Things like that but otherwise no.
Everyone is different. I know a lot of people who set reminders or use apps. My husband does. 

Anu: How do you feel when you hear people say that covering is a sign of oppression?

Saadia: I think I laugh a lot of the times. Do I look oppressed to you? It is so funny. Where does that even
come from? That comes up because I do a lot of public speaking and I do a lot of big events. Several years
ago, I trained the Houston Police Department. I do a lot of training. It's pretty cool. A couple of months ago, I
was profiled on Oprah Magazine for my…

Anu: wow, that is so cool!

Saadia: It is so very cool! I love talking about that. They were doing a whole section on women who were
making a difference in their communities. So I was one of them who I was profiled for my work in training
people. I do cultural sensitivity trainings or I go in front of a group and I teach them about Muslims from my
point of view. They have questions like this.... Like who am I? How do you do this? 
I think that the people who say that are people who don't really know Muslims. If you know a Muslim women
who covers, you will see that she is not oppressed. That is just a weird statement to make now. But I am
thinking that there are people like that. There are people who say that you are not oppressed because you
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are living in America.

Sierra: Yeah. I'm kind of curious. In Pakistan, it wasn't a choice right? Or?

Saadia: It was a choice everywhere. No, there is a choice everywhere. 

Sierra: Did you have to wear it when you went to school though?

Saadia: No. 
Sierra: Oh okay, that is interesting.

Saadia: Not at all. no. nowhere. I mean unless you live in a village somewhere where men are controlling
your life which happens everywhere. There are women in America whose lives are controlled by men. 

Sierra; Yeah. 

Saadia: I mean I never covered in any way anywhere. So again those are people who watch the news or they
hear these things from people or they are reading these books that just take..... You can always find an
example of something but that does not mean that the example is the norm for more than a billion people. If
somebody asks me about Muslim women specifically I give them concrete examples. For example, most
Muslim countries in the world have had over the last hundred years more than one female president or prime
minister. In the U.S, we still have yet to elect a woman as a president. I am from Pakistan. When I was in high
school, we elected Benazir Bhutto who was the first woman head of state in the entire Muslim world and she
was elected twice. Bangladesh has had a female Muslim president and prime minister for most of its history.
Iran has. Many African countries have. Indonesia has. So how can women be oppressed when women are
leading Muslim countries?
I feel like women are more oppressed here than in many Muslim countries. We have cultures not religion. If
we go to a culture where women don't have rights, that has nothing to do with religion like in Saudi Arabia. Up
till last week, they didn't allow people to drive. That is something that the government or the dictator is doing.
That is very different. People who say that women are oppressed they are not bothering to get information.
They are not talking to Muslim women. Muslim women have been Nobel Prize Winners and they are doing
everything. They are in sports, medicine and technology. We just don't hear about it because our media does
not cover it. I guess the only thing that I can do is share some of those examples. 

Sierra: It was really interesting to me because we had to write a literature review for your project and my sub-
topic in our group was on hate crimes. A lot of the articles that I was reading were about how so many people
in America think that Muslim women are oppressed by their husbands and abused. The white male in
America is more of a threat to Muslim women than their husbands and homes. 

Saadia: You are absolutely right. Also the fact that women everywhere. A lot of white women are abused by
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their husbands. This is a human issue. It is not a religious issue and I believe there is no statistics that show
that Muslim women have that happen to them. The reason in America is that we have a large number of very
educated population. Immigration was only based on your education level. People who were coming from the
Muslim countries were all very highly educated. It is usually poverty, mental illness that cause certain men to
behave in certain ways to women. That is cruel. Whatever color you are or whatever religion you are it is
ridiculous. It really depends on where people are getting their information from right?  If someone is just
reading one newspaper and that is very skewed, that is where they are getting their information from. I always
encourage people. Before talking about any country, go and read their newspapers. Everything is online now.
If you want to know how women in Pakistan you can just go and read for a weeks the newspapers that come
out of Pakistan. You will get a much better idea. Don't watch CNN if you want to know what is going in
Pakistan or Somalia or Iran. You want to know then talk to people there or read their news. That is too much
effort i guess. I don't know. People don't want to know... It's too much. 
Sierra: Personally, if you don't want to know, then you shouldn't talk about it. 
Saadia: That's the thing, 
Sierra: I mean I don't know anything about Pakistan but I don't go around and talk about it. 
Saadia: That is the thing. That is how we feel like we can say certain things. For example, not a topic of hijab
but in my trainings and classes that I teach, for example terrorism is a big topic that comes up always that
people want to know about. Every time I teach a class some guy will stand up. It is funny how it is usually
men. Well, he would say that the Quran says it’s okay to kill non-muslims. I'm like really? Have you read the
Quran? No! If you have not read a book, i mean.... I'm not going to say Shakespeare wrote this is in a play
when I have not read any one of play of Shakespeare. How does that even work? How can you say
something and argue with me about it and tell me that I am lying or that I am wrong. Or that I am saying this
because I am living in American and I am not back home somewhere when you have not even read that
book. So you are absolutely right. If you don't know something about a topic then you should not be talking
about it. So that is a problem we have. Again, nobody has a monopoly on this but everyone is like that. We
like to think we know everything. 

Anu: Do you feel the need to defend Islam when mainstream media attacks it? If so, how?

Saadia: I don't know why I feel the need. I know many people who are just able to walk away from it. I am
not. The way i do it.... I am always writing about it. If I see something on the news, I will immediately write an
article and send it to Huffington Post or somebody else and get it published. I feel that it is my duty as a
Muslim. If somebody is attacking my faith, I have to stand up for it. Why would you believe in something if you
couldn't even stand up and fight for it. I do feel strongly. I do feel that need. I try to have constructive ways of
doing it. I have community colleges where I teach classes every semester. There is no point in arguing with
people about it. If you are on Facebook and somebody says something that never goes well if you start
fighting. I have to ignore it which is very hard. Or some of these articles that come out in New York Times or
Washington Post and then you just read the comments underneath and it is just so ugly and it is amazing how
what kind of opinions people have. You have to stop yourself. I don't read those comments anymore. If I am
on Facebook  and I see a comment I just walk away. It obviously makes me so angry but I found through
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experience that people like that are not really listening. No matter what you write it is just going to fall on deaf
ears. There is a constructive way of answering criticism and a constructive way of defending religion and one
that is not. 

Anu: Many people suggest a Muslim and American identity are not always compatible. What is your opinion
on that issue? 

Saadia: How do you define that? How do you define American? That is a question that my kids have actually.
They are growing up as first generation American but their parents are not what they consider American.
Everything they say "well you are not really American".  I say "but no really I am really American". I was not
born here but I am just as American as you. What does that even mean. The other day my daughter... we
were going somewhere and she took her scarf out but she didn't put it on her head. She wore it around her
neck and down. She said" today I am going to wear my scarf like an American". I just looked at her and said
"Honey what do you mean? I am American but I don't wear it like that." She got a bit shocked. She said" You
know what i mean" I said," no please explain to me what you meant by that." I knew what she was saying.
She was probably trying to say maybe a white person, Christian. What she was trying to say is 'not Muslim'
but then she used the word American which is so not correct. I think it is just so many people equate wrongly
American with Christian. When you do that, when you think those two words are the same then yeah you will
say that Islam is not compatible because it is a different religion. But if you take American to mean freedom
and equality, then Islam also stands for freedom and equality just like every other faith. A lot of people don't
know that. A lot of people just don't know a lot of Islam. They just see that some Muslim countries have
oppression or not a lot of equality. There are muslims who are doing these bad things so we are not
American. To talk about it or gloss over it. I don't think it is something that can be explained in a conversation.
It is something that comes through long term like changing of perceptions and ideas. If I am in a classroom
setting, if people asked me that question which they do, I will say to them lets define that. this is basically
everything that is different between culture and religion so my culture is different but when i came to America I
changed a lot of things about my culture. I don't wear my Pakistani dress. I wear jeans. I am not violating any
tenet of faith by changing my dress. I listen to music from here now. I don't listen to Pakistani music anymore.
I eat burgers instead of my regular food. What is this American that you are talking about? It is sad that.... It is
also very human that when we say certain words we think they mean something but they might mean
something different to someone else. 

Anu: When did you move from Pakistan to here?

Saadia: I moved in '98. 

Anu: Did you move for college or??

Saadia:I moved`because I got married. My husband was here and so I got married so I moved. 
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Sierra: How did you meet?

Saadia: It was arranged. We didn't really meet before we got married. He was here at UH and then he got a
job so we got married and I moved here. I was in college and I was in the middle of my studies and so I
finished my bachelors and moved to Houston. We are going to married twenty years next year. It is a long
time. 
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T: For the purposes of our research we will need a transcript of this interview to use later on, so are you
comfortable with us recording this conversation?
MM: sure
T: In addition to presenting to our class we are creating a website to publish our findings, when we present
your quotations do you give us approval to use your name?
M: Sure
T: We would like to publish interviews with photos, are you okay with having your photo published on our
website?
M: Sure
T: I'll get your email and you can send me a photo.
T: Would you be able to say your name, age (if you don't want to say age just like spectrum of age) and
occupation and hometown for me? 
MM: My name in Monica Morales and I go by Noor, that’s my Muslim name, which means “light from God.”
I'm a Houstonian born and raised here and my family are from Mexico. I'm in my mid-30s. I'm an insurance
agent and a caregiver for my son.
T: Okay, could you talk a little bit about your relationship to Islam, and just how you interpret it today? 
MM: I came to find Islam in 1999. I had always been a really open minded person, and I was really young
back then, so I was raised as a Catholic but there were a lot of things I would not agree with and I was kind of
confused so I was in search for something to fulfill my soul and my understanding of my relationship with the
higher power, with the creator. So, I used to study different types of religions and I used to be very mystical,
very spiritual and I found Islam at an insurance company where I was working. A lady who came into my
office, was wearing the hijab which is a scarf. She was from Guatemala, so when she started talking to me in
Spanish and I was like wow how did you learn Spanish, so she's like “I'm from Guatemala” and I'm like oh
wow, like, at the same time she was like glowing so I was really attracted to the appearance so I asked her
questions and she told me “I'm a Muslim, my religion is Islam,” and she started talking to me about prophets
that I had already known about growing up. So I was really curious, so we started a, like, a friendship at that
time, she gave me her number and a few days later I met another man who ended up being my teacher in
insurance policy, and he asked if I had heard of Islam and have I ever come across a Quran, and I told him
no so he was the first person to bring me a Quran. And back then there was tapes, so he bought me a tape. It
was a message called “Sincere Advice,” and some of the subtitles of that same video is the “Purpose of Life.”
So I studied, I was going to the lady her name is Lilliana so I would go to her house and we would talk about
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religion, talk about prophets, and I would stay there like 4 to 5 hours at a time. So, she was like “oh you know
they have classes in the musjed, would you like to go?” And, you know, I was intrigued so I was like “okay,
let’s go,” so I would go to the mosque like twice a week. I studied Islam for a year and half before I took you
know, before I said this is what is for me. One of the things, one of the reasons why I took so long was
because of the scarves, there's certain people that’s like once you take your shahada like that’s it, you know,
you cover because this is part of our religion and I wasn't ready for that, that transformation appearance wise.
But I was so, like, agreeing with everything, with the teachings of Islam and how we view God as one, and the
angels, the hereafter, the day of judgement, like everything just made so much sense but I personally wasn't
ready for this [points to hijab]. So until like a year and a half later, I met a lady from Palestine and she was like
you know what, this [hijab] comes in time, no one can force you to put on anything, if you're not ready for it,
then that's not what God is going to judge you based on. He judges based on, he knows the heart, the
intentions of us, this will come on your own. Which it did.
T: If you could say maybe, um, your sect of Islam?
MM: I'm Sunni, like the teachings of the prophet Mohammad, peace be upon him.

T: Okay and, I guess, you talked about how you decided to cover, but I guess like how do you interpret the
Quran and how closely do you follow it?
MM: Um, I interpret the Quran as the way of life, at least how I should, like a manual, like we all- everything,
television, radio, we have these things that need manuals so as humans we have our manual, for me the
Quran is like my manual, um, there's a lot of things that as a human, even with certain emotions women can
get, there's times that I go into the Quran and it makes me view certain things in a different way versus before
when I was non-Muslim I didn't have any regulation, structure or regulation, because I grew up in a really
tough time, you know the early, late 80s early 90s here in Houston it was nothing but gangs and all this and I
was in that environment when I was a kid so I never really had any structure, any regulation, or anyone telling
me what to do. So I kind of lived my life in a rebel kind of way, so finding Islam for me it gave me structure, it
gave me like principles, how to live and act in certain ways. 

T: How does your specific Hispanic culture impact your religious practices and I guess how you understand
Islam day to day? 
MM: We don't mix culture and religion, but I do find a lot of words in Arabic, we have same certain words in
Spanish, and I guess that's because Islam...Muslims ruled Spain for 800 and something years back then so
we have a lot of Spanish words and Arabic words in the Spanish language. Even me, a lot of times people
think I'm Arab. I've been to Syria before the war, and I was in Kuwait and a lot of people were like “oh you're
Arab.” But no, I'm really a proud Mexican-American Muslim. I wear my scarf for my identity. For me, it also
helps me, as a person, to kind of keep me in a check in this crazy world. We're not, we're still, at the end of
the day we're humans we're not perfect, you know there's always the devil that tries to make us astray, but
this is a reminder for myself that you know, your Muslim, so you know you got to be right. Just a reminder, like
my shield even against myself if that makes any sense. 

T: The next question is what are your biggest influencers of your decision to cover. So just building upon what
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you already said about taking your time, I guess besides that.
MM: I think no one really influenced me, it was just something that for me that I chose a different lifestyle
because our religion is not just like we're going to go to church on a Sunday, it's how you live your life and
practice life, how you eat, how you shower, how you do all these things so for me it was just something, a
personal choice between me and God that it helps me to be more humble, so it was just kind of like, just my
choice. Protection against, for myself. It's a different thing because before men could be like oh, you know,
checking you out and you know, and they may not even be listening to you because they're too busy looking
at your physical, but me wearing my scarf is like a protection and it gives me a sense of being respected more
and thank God I've never had any kind of experience where someone comes to disrespect me because of my
appearance as a Muslim like my dressing. Did I answer the question?

T: Yeah, the only other thought I want to add, is are there any other women in your family who are Muslim or
do cover?
MM: No, no just me.
T: Was that difficult interacting with family members who don't understand?
MM: I've been Muslim 16 years now so, me kind of like how I am, of course my family knows me, they know
I'm a kind of person I'm going to do, everyone respects me as a person so they don't really cross lines with
me. When I first became Muslim in 2001, my mom was upset with me at first. She was devastated. She was
going up and down the house crying like “oh my God, what's wrong with you? You're not Indian, you’re not
Arab, you're Mexican!” She didn't understand this whole thing. I think after time she started to understand, I
told her our beliefs, and then she met more Latina Muslims that were my friends and she like “okay, wow, well
as long as you believe in God I'm going to be happy for you.” And now how she sees me because I'm a single
mother, and she told me not long ago, she told me like “you know one thing I feel, I don't feel scared about
you too much because I feel like in a sense you protect yourself when you go out there, you cover, you don't
have…,” the danger is less for me is what she said. And I said “okay, that's nice.” I'm good with my family. 

T: Yeah good, because we heard, when they came to class, we heard about a wide variety of responses. It's
good they've learned to accept you.

MM: yes, thank God.

T: So you just answered the next question regarding discrimination for wearing a scarf, um, so you've never
been discriminated against you feel like?

MM: I actually feel more respected, even with men, maybe it's just we're so blessed to live in a place like
Houston, where there's so much diversity and cultures and we're all like the melting pot, you know? I don't
know if that could be the reason why, I personally have never experienced anything negative which I know
there’s a lot. Like you know people they will disrespect Muslims based on how we dress or they'll say “Oh,
you're not American” when you're born and raised here. You know all these things but I've never had any
situation, I had people act like nice, more like open doors or more respectful. 
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T: Um, so does seeing violent hate crimes against hijabi woman have any impact on your decision or do you
think if you had a close friend who was discriminated against that would affect your decision to cover

MM: Say that again

T: oh sorry, does seeing violent hate crimes against woman who cover impact your decision at all, or if you
had a close friend would this impact your decision?

MM: About wearing my scarf? 

T: Mhm

MM: No, it hasn't done so now. No, not at all. Actually, to be honest with you. when I became a Muslim in
2001, and I wore my scarf for 6 years, I don't want to get into details of what happened, but there was a time
where I went through a tough time in my life and I made the decision to take my scarf off and I went through a
really dark time in my life in that time and I can say that I became astray, I got away from the community. So
during that time my life became really depressed and it was a really dark time so when I started coming back
to the community and I felt that connection again with our Creator I started feeling like “wow this is the reason
I've been so lost is because I disconnected myself” so for me as soon as I came back like a month later it just
happened to be Election Day and you know how Trump, he campaigned, having a sense of hatred against
Muslims, for me that was the time to put my scarf back on, it was more like kind of like I'm Muslim, I'm right
here, come at me, and then tell me something, you know maybe because I have that personality, no one’s
gonna come and punk me around, you know, like in a sense it was like this pride thing, you know, and I
started putting on my scarf but at the same time it gave me a sense of protection and confidence of myself,
and that's where I go back to-- this is kind of a protection even within myself  to be conscious of my actions or
anything, I'm a Muslim so I gotta behave like a Muslim. 

T: Essentially, how do you view other Muslim women who do not cover?
MM: I respect everyone's journey, it's a journey, that we have no right to judge. And I'm really that kind of
person, I don't like someone to be like, “oh you got to cover,” like no, you worry about yourself and everyone
needs to worry about themselves like when we face God ain't nobody gonna be worried about nobody you
know like yes you can encourage someone but we're no one to judge, so, I guess to make answer shorter- I
respect everyone's journey, so if they cover, they don't, I don't see them any less of any different you know
they can have a better heart, then I do and I cover. We don't know.

T: When you took the scarf off for a while did people in your community make judgements about you not
wearing it?
MM: Um, when I took my scarf off at that time, I disconnected from the community so it was kind of like they
didn't know. But you will find people who will come and have comments, like they you know are like "you took
your scarf off?" In the end, personally, I don't think we have the right to judge because nobody knows what
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we go through, and nobody knows our connection with God, it doesn't mean if you took your scarf off your
connection is any less, we don't know. 

T: How do you feel when you hear people say covering is a sign of oppression?
MM: I don't think so, at all, again, I'm kind of person that I don't allow no-one to tell me what to do, especially
if I don't want to do it, so, I guess that's just me being born and raised in Houston, but I don't know how other
cultures are. There could be some women that from other countries where it’s like kind of embedded in their
culture in a sense, so they just feel like they have to, or somebody like their father says they have to, but me
personally, you know, it's no oppression for me, or even for people that I've been around, we're American
Muslims you know- we're not forced to do anything so that's a blessing that we have. 

T: So what is your opinion of other cultures or other countries that mandate covering or even mosques that
mandate it?
MM: As far as covering this is part of our religion. We can't come and say, you don't have to, this is not part of
the culture- I mean part of the religion- but I don't agree with someone forcing you either. Because, that's
something really personal. 

T: Uh- what is your opinion of countries or mosques that force covering? 
MM; Um, okay so like going on to a mosque, if someone's a Muslim, out of respect I think you should cover,
you know. But at least here in America, for Americans, no one is going to go and force you, to wear your scarf
when you're leaving out the door, but out of respect it's kind of like proper to put on a scarf. But someone like
here like in our community, being as its a lot more open minded, even here there's women that cover here
with the scarf so it's proper that if they don't wear the scarf we're not going to treat them less, no one's going
to still say here put this scarf on top of your head, if she's going to pray then then of course the Muslim is
going to have common sense to put it on. But to go sit on the lounge, she don't want to wear a scarf- that's
fine.

T: Mhm yeah! I was also curious as to your perspective of um, men and women being separated, because
this worship area is a lot more open in allowing men and women to be in the same room, but I guess how do
you feel about that separation or not allowing women to lead prayer?
MM: I have no comment about a woman leading prayer because I've never seen that, I'm just used to the
man leading the prayer, but you know we do stand behind the man when we pray, and I think it would make
sense because of how you've seen us praying, if you can imagine you're feeling like “oh my gosh there's a
guy back there looking at me, prostrate is very uncomfortable,” so I think our setup is wonderful and the time
of a prophet they didn't have a divider, or like a woman behind a wall.  So for me, personally, I have my son
who's about to be 21 years old he has, he's a person with disabilities, so for me, having him get bigger, when
I would go to musjeds that did have the seperation, I would have some differences with people who were like
“you can't have your son here”, and I'm like-  “have common sense- he's special- what do you want me to do?
- I'm a single mother- you want me to ask just any random person to watch my son for me to make you feel
better?”- like for that reason I also was kind of like away- wherever I go I bring my son- but here I don't have
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to worry about it, for me, it's a big blessing for me-- something that during my dark times I would pray for, like
Oh God, first that was an excuse for why I'm not around but once I came here it’s like oh, that worry no longer
exists, because I no longer have to ask someone to watch my son for me while I pray, I can watch my son
praying in front of- which is something I never had- I didn't have before. So that part is really emotional for me
because it makes a big difference in my life to bring my son in this journey with me instead of leaving him
behind at a babysitters for example.
T: I loved watching him when he was in there, maybe he didn't go through the motions but he was obviously
connected to what was being said. 
MM: Exactly, and I enjoy that because now he has like, we both do, a sense of belonging, coming back here
in October, it's healthy- even just because I have the support
Okay great. Yeah it's been great, the community, the setup, is what I had always wished for, and now I'm so
blessed and grateful and thankful to our Creator that we finally have it, and for it to be Spanish Muslim that's
even better, we feel empowered, we feel like we have our own community, you know, which is, we no longer
have to try to fit in somewhere we are who we are.  It makes me more confident about my identity. I'm a
Muslim but I'm a Latina too, I'm a Houstonian, with roots of Mexican, Mexican American.
T: That was great, thank you, sorry. 
MM: No it's okay, I'm sorry.
T: No, no it's okay! It shows just how important these issues are and maybe just the lack of understanding of
we have to recognize the complexities of a community, and just religion generally, and how personal it really
is. It's not- you can't just blanket statement and say "covering is oppression", because obviously your
understanding of covering is so much deeper, and more nuanced. So that was good.
MM: And even before I was Muslim, we believed in the Virgin Mary, and the Virgin Mary she has her own
chapter in the Quran, and for me it's like “wow, God, gives her as an example of a woman, she's covered,?
you know so- now I don't see it as a foreign thing I see it as something respectful. Like you know, you respect
yourself and you try to be modest and humble. 
T: Okay, um so you've touched on this alot before, your identity, so in the United States, a lot of people, this
came up with the election, have trouble understanding people can have multiple identities and so in the
election it was clear, that you know muslims and American identity were kind of at odds, and even in some
ways Mexican and American identities are kind of at odds, and then you know obviously hispanics are a very
small minority of the Muslim World, in general. I guess- how do you respond when people say all of your
identities are incompatible with each other or have you ever struggled with that personally?
MM: ?
T: So when people say that like being Muslim and being American don't go together, or being Muslim in
Hispanic don't go together, or even being Mexican and American don't go together, I guess how do you
respond?
MM: I really don't respond too much because I know that's just a lack of their knowledge. Like they don't know
about Islam and how Islam is for everyone, I went to China before and I seen a lot of China Muslims, and
same thing, even us as Muslims, when I first became Muslim I thought the majority was Arab, and it's not, it's
Indonesians, they're the majority and it's just, like, whenever you have lack of knowledge you just don't know-
I was there at one time, I didn't know Islam was for everyone at one point, so everything is like I have no
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response, God give knowledge to those who seek. Did I answer the question?
T: No yeah you just kind of disregard it and just hope that they get the knowledge that they need.
MM: Yeah it's up to them and hopefully God will put somebody that they will be open to, let's say like a
Muslim person that they can know and be open to, asking questions, and hopefully they will be curious to
read and I just hope based on what the media tells you what Islam is about and Muslims are about but they
kind of have their own sense of education of who we are we are Muslims could be from any part of the world,
even being Latino Muslim we could have a Columbian, we could have a Mexican, we could a Salvadorian,
you know from all parts of Latin America, you know, we're all a little different, in the end what makes us the
same is we are all Muslims, we believe in one God, we pray the same way we pray the same time, like that's
just what brings us together is our shahada which is declaration of faith.

T: When you were young did you have trouble fitting in because you were Mexican-from a Mexican family-
and I guess have those issues been in a minority as you've moved forward in life?
M: As In my journey as a Muslim?
T: mhm
MM: In the beginning of my journey of Islam, I was really blessed to have a group of friends that we were all
from different parts of the world, so I didn't really, I guess, everyone respected their own identity- me? I was
the one Mexican American Muslim, in my group, and the other one was a Pakistani American- I'm losing my
trail of thought...
T: that's okay *laughter*
MM: Tell me again the question
T: Did you ever face difficulty growing up being a Mexican American, a minority, did you face difficulty and did
it affect your journey.
M: I guess maybe in the beginning, when I first took my shahada, it was on a Tuesday night, and Friday came
and I was so excited to go to jummah prayer- our Friday prayer- and I was nervous and scared to go to my
first thing, and I ended up going to a musjed close to me and I remember walking in and I remember I was
excited, nervous, and I said Saalam Alaikum to them and they just turned around and they didn't answer me,
they just looked at me up and down, and I felt so odd and and weird, I felt like an outcast. What was different
about me and them is they were Pakistani and they could tell that I'm not, so I think that's the only time I felt a
sense of like, bad, I guess, you know, trying to fit in somewhere and I don't belong but after that I started
meeting more Latino-American-Muslims so I was okay, it didn't affect me.
T: that was just sad for your first time going, you were so excited. 
NM: Yeah it really was, they bust my bubble, but it's okay, now that I know more about different cultures,
because I'm around a lot of different people now I'm like, that's just their culture. They're not too opened
minded about other people and that's their loss, not mine, because I’m going to know about their culture, and
the Arab culture, and the Indonesian culture, because I have my open mind and I'm going to embrace anyone
and maybe try the food, I like to know different cultures, it's a beautiful thing, and if they can't be open then
that's their lost.

T: This is the last question but, when the mainstream media attacks Islam, do you feel then need to defend it,
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and if so, how do you defend it? 

MM: Of course, I'm a human and if it upsets me when they're saying things that I know is not true, of course it
gets me upset, but I just try not to get too much into politics, before I used to but before there was not really
social media. Now in my older time in my life I don't like to get into much in politics because that's one thing-
when somebody has their mind made up it's really hard to change it, until they have their experience of
actually reading or getting information from the right source instead of being allowed to be brainwashed, so
it's hard to kind of convince someone, so I try to stay away from it, because I know myself, I don't want to
cave into that argumentative type of approach with anyone, or even allow anyone to make my blood boil to
that point of getting upset myself because I'm not- they're not understanding what is not right, what you're
saying, that's not true. I just kind of step away, I just show in an indirect way, maybe post a video about Islam,
for example. If they see it let it marinate in their brains however they want, but I don't try to convince anyone
overall in my social media world. 

T: You said you became a Muslim in 2001- was that before or after 9/11?
M: Before, March 27, 2001. 
T: How did going through 9/11 as a new Muslim affect your view of not only being a Muslim but also the
media?
M: I had already been studying Islam for a year and a half it's not like I took my shahada right away. There's
people that do. I studied it for a year and a half, so I knew then that, even me if I had met Muslims before
Islam, based on the actions of certain Muslims I would have probably ran away from the religion. If I would
have met Muslims first, but I found Islam first so I learned about the teachings of Islam. So I know there's
certain things that Muslims as a person there's no- there's no holy person- every human being will make a
mistake, so as Muslims, they claim something, that's just their human error of not being perfect. I know Islam
is the truth, the right way of living, the last and final message that God sent to humanity so seeing a group of
people who interpret the Quran their own ways and do something wrong, it didn't really affect me to a point to
question my religion, never have, but it made me feel sad that that was that people would interpret Islam in
that way as violent because I knew that wasn't true. And, as things got worse after 9/11 and all this radicalism
after the Iraq War, for example, it kind of made me mad. These people are proclaiming to be Muslim,
chopping off heads, that's not Islam and it's sad when people that don't know nothing about Islam looks at
that like “wow look at these Muslims” like that's what we are. And then when they look at Islam they put terror
next to it and it's like, it's sad for me that people would view Muslims in this way like it's not true. I'm sorry if
I'm going all over the place.
T: No it's good, one more thing, I interviewed someone whose brothers were in 2nd-3rd grade around this
time and they were affected by like being called terrorists as young children so I was just curious if you had
experienced anything along those lines, or your son, if there was any connection immediately after or in the
years following that?
M: No, thank god I never really had a bad experience. I just remember the beginning of 2002, the U.S. had
already gone to war with Afghanistan and it was the beginning of all that craziness, I remember driving down
Beltway 8 and there was this man trying to run me off and I stood my ground. I've always been a rebel, I've
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never really been afraid of anyone. Now I'm afraid only of God, that's it, so it was kind of like he was trying to
get me to be scared but because I'm not a scared person. So as this is happening, I could tell he was trying to
intimidate me and I saw a cop coming up so I pulled over and I said “hey this guy tried to run me out, the
truck,” I told him the information and the cop -Boom- zoomed over and pulled that truck over and I honked
"haha" but that was the only time where I had something happen to me personally. 
T: Crazy Story
MM: I laugh about this but I'm really thankful like God doesn't give us anything we can't handle. If someone is
to come at me like this, disrespectful, we're supposed to be humble, at the end it's the deeds we are
collecting. I don't want someone to push my button in the wrong way that's going to make me get a bad deed
because of this person. I'm just so thankful that I haven't had these bad experiences with people, I've had
good experiences, but I know there are people out there who don't have it so good maybe depending on the
geographic area where they live. There could be people that's less tolerant but here living in Houston I've
always seen it that it's a very friendly city. 
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TS: Could you please elaborate on your understanding of covering historically in Catholicism, your first
religion, and how you understood covering when you and your girlfriend first converted to Islam?

JF: From the Latino culture many of our grandmothers will remember that they used to cover their head
whenever they went to mass. They don't necessarily know where it came from, but they were possibly at the
very edge of the generation where they stopped covering. But even when you look at nuns, for example, they
cover as well. So, when the Muslim women cover, unfortunately there is an element of misconception that
they're doing so because they're being forced or because they're being treated as a second class citizen or
being forced to do it by their husbands. It couldn't be further from the truth, in fact if you look at a nun who
wears a headscarf, no one would think she was being oppressed so the issue is not about who covers and
who doesn't, it's about the connotation that the Muslim Woman has been put under. Unfortunately for many of
us who become Muslim we don't even know these things, so as I was learning Islam when I first became
Muslim, my girlfriend became Muslim a week after I became Muslim, and right away, as soon as she
accepted Islam, she wore the headscarf. Now she had been studying Islam from a woman's perspective. So I
was one week old in Islam, and I didn't even know why she covered, but some of her family members were
blaming me for forcing her as to why she was covering, and I didn't even know why she was covering. So a
lot of miscommunication was taking place, but she covered because she realized that for her to send the
message to any other man, other than the one that she was going to marry, they needed to deal with her as a
person who has respect for herself, confidence, and that she was not to be dealt with as an object. So
somehow, before she used to cover, she used to go to the mall and guys used to run up to her and ask can I
get your number? And all of a sudden when she was covering, guys used to just look away, or if she was
coming they would open the door for her and look down. It's a big difference, and that's why she went on to
do it. I went on to understand what that meant. And we married a month after. So now that I'm her husband, I
see a big benefit. I see a benefit, I don't have to worry about a guy going and asking for her number. It
protects her as a woman and people have to deal with her based on her intellect, not based on attracting men
because of wearing less clothes to become more noticed by people, and unfortunately, when you look at- to
an extreme- to say that this is normal- to an extreme- there's studies that show that some women who have
been raped in society, their offender goes on to say well she dressed in a way that provoked me. That is
twisted thinking, it's criminal minded, but I wouldn't have an issue with my wife with people who are that off
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because of the way she dresses, she wouldn't be a target. Right? So you kind of see now, even me raising
three daughters my daughter at the age 9, began to wear the headscarf, and we never told her to do so. She
just did it because she understood the benefits of it, it's respecting one's self and having a sense of dignity
and of confidence and a sense of confidence and respect in herself and that's what we benefit from now as a
family. I have three daughters, my wife, they looked up to her and that's why they wanted to follow the
example of how their mom carried herself with dignity and respect and that's what we hope women value,
whether their Muslim or non-Muslim, and that's the way we see women and we see a high level of value for it.
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Full Transcript of Interview with Zohra Baig
TSJ: Could you please say your name, age, occupation and hometown?

ZB: My name is Zohra Baig, I’m 21 years old, I’m a student and I’m from Houston.

TSJ: Could you just talk a little bit about your understanding with and relation to Islam?

ZB: I grew up in a sort of religious household in the sense that we went to the mosque pretty often growing up
when we were young just to go to Sunday school, learn stories from the Quran and morals and what not and
pray but as I got older we didn’t go as much and kind of used it as a community moreso where we would
meet up with people from the mosque and such and obviously still celebrate holidays and what not.  Now I
would consider myself more spiritual, like I don’t pray but I used to pray a lot when I was younger moreso and
so I have a more spiritual relationship with God and I follow the teachings the way that I interpret them and
the way that I want to apply them to my everyday life.

TSJ: What specific sect of Islam are you?

ZB: I’m Sunni Muslim.

TSJ: How do you interpret the Quran?  How strictly do you follow the teachings of the Quran?

ZB: I’ve definitely interpreted it in a way that I can apply it to my everyday life so I think I’ve taken the main
things and main teachings which I think are to treat others like a brother or sister and you know don’t like and
cheat and the things that I know are strictly immoral for me but I take those teachings with me everyday.
 Maybe the little, minute things that I don’t think are as important to me being a good person, I don’t
emphasize as much.

TSJ: How does culture specifically influence your religious practices and understanding of Islam?

ZB: My parents are both Pakistani and I think the culture there might be a little more liberal in terms of their
interpretation of Islam.   I’ve gone to Pakistan before-when I was around twelve- and not everyone wears a
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scarf I don’t see a hijab that often, I don’t see a burqa that often, it’s more liberal I’d say than Middle Eastern
countries and I think that’s because it’s tied to the culture in India because Pakistan was once a part of India
which is a majority Hindu nation, not Muslim, so I think culture definitely impacts how people interpret Islam.
 It’s interpreted differently in the Middle East than maybe in Pakistan.  So it’s not as common to wear the hijab
there, my mother didn’t wear the hijab so yeah.

TSJ: Do you see any difference within the Pakistanis in the United States regionally in the country?

ZB: I have family members in the North East and other places and it just really depends on...so my father
came here in the late 70s so he’s been here a long time and considers Houston is home and so others that
came here much more recently are more tied to the culture back home in Pakistan so they might cover a little
more, etc. vs I was born and raised here and I see myself as an American Muslim more so than them who
might have immigrated here.  So for example I have cousins in the North East and they recently came here in
the last five to ten years so she wears the hijab here. She didn’t wear the hijab in Pakistan but she covered up
a little more so I think to have her culture and religion with her here is why she wears the hijab vs I was born
and raised here and I don’t have that same issues as them coming from another country.

TSJ: What are your biggest influencers of your decision not to cover?

ZB: I think it was just my family life.  I had two older brothers and then I had my mother to look at.  My mother
didn’t cover. I also grew up very boyish so I never really saw a difference between me and my brothers and
that was not, it was very much encouraged for me to be my own person and I had no limits and boundaries
on who I had to be and so my parents never pressured me to be more girly or wear hijab or be more religious
and so I would wear basketball shorts playing with my brothers but then as I got older  I decided I’d dress
more modestly so I wouldn’t wear shorts but I would wear capri pants so I think I started interpreting in my
own terms what modesty means to me but yeah it ended up becoming my own decision which I think is what
my interpretation of Islam is, as I grow it’s…

TSJ: Have you felt any societal pressure to cover in specific moments?

ZB:  I think when I’m around other Muslims that are more conservative I’ll feel the need to cover more out of
respect to them kind of but yeah so I see that pressure around other Muslims in America and everyone’s
different so you want to respect their beliefs as well.  I’m not going to wear hijab just because my friend does
but because i know she’s completely covered, I’m not going to also ...I mean it doesn’t affect me too much
because I do wear t shirts, I wear capris at some points, even dresses so it doesn’t affect me too much per
say but sometimes I say “hey might as well wear pants today” which wouldn’t affect me too much because I
wear pants anyways.

TSJ: Have you ever faced specific discrimination, like in a mosque, for not covering?
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ZB: Yeah so I think from any religions you see extreme situations where people might be a lot more
passionate about certain things.  I do remember being in a mosque when I was really young and my scarf
didn’t cover my hair because it was too long and when I tied it I thought I tied it well but it was still showing
and after someone came up to me and told me “hey, your hair’s not covered, you need to cover your hair”
and my mom said “don’t worry about that” my mom was very, always, she wanted me to like my religion and
wanted me to just interpret it in my own way and not feel the need to hate it just because someone might be a
little more hostile towards different scenarios so she definitely brushed it off and didn’t like the fact that the
lady came up to me but said that it’s the thought that counts and God still knows I was praying, God knows
that so it’s not like a big deal.  For my parents they didn’t emphasize that.

TSJ: Does seeing violent hate crimes against hijabi women ever influence or have an impact on your
decision?

ZB: I definitely feel for my friends who wear hijab and are scared to go out and are especially impacted by it
because they are automatically seen as Muslim and I have the appearance of not being immediately
assumed as a Muslim, I have that privilege basically but it doesn’t impact my decision at all to wear hijab but I
do feel for them and know that I am in a privileged situation where I don’t have to worry about that too much
but then if I out myself as Muslim then it’s different maybe then I would get similar sentiments toward me but
it’s something where there’s going to be extreme people everywhere whether you’re white, whether you’re
black, whether you’re Muslim, no matter what you are people are going to hate but I think for them it’s more
out there because for me at least I can be assumed to be something else.

TSJ: Is there anything that would make you change your decision to cover?

ZB: I don’t know I mean I guess it would just have to be something in life that happens to wear...At the end of
the day my decision to cover is like my relationship with God and my relationship with religion so it would
never be something like I want to show that I’m Muslim.  If you ask me my religion, I’m not going to shy away
from it- I will tell you that I’m Muslim.  My decision to wear hijab has just always been my interpretation of
what the Quran is and I think that God is happy with me being modest and dressed the way I am.  It’s okay
that I don’t wear hijab.  It would be a drastic change for me to do that and I think...I don’t see my interpretation
changing so much that suddenly I would do that but who knows, maybe, I don’t see that happening?

TSJ: How do you view other Muslim women who don’t cover vs. women who do?  Do you have different
opinions of them or see them differently?

ZB: I will preface this with the fact that I didn’t have too many Muslim friends that were my age towards my
teenage years like high school just because my high school didn’t have that many Muslims and so the few
that I had the ones that did wear hijab just happened to be a little meaner and I had this stereotype that the
ones that wore hijab were mean or something but I mean anyone can be mean so when I got to Rice there
were a lot of people that wore hijab and a ton that didn’t and they were all Muslim and they were all so friendly
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and so nice and I finally got a good community of girls that were my age and they’re all the same to me I don’t
see a difference.  Some might be more religious that wear hijab and some might just be like me, just as
religious as I am and still wear hijab so I don’t have any impression of them just because they wear hijab
because it could be for any reason.  It could be for a religious reason, it could be a statement of who they are
that they want to show it and so I don’t really have any impression.  I used to have that immature impression
that the ones that wore hijab were meaner but I obviously don’t have that anymore.

TSJ: How do you feel when you hear people saying that Muslim women are oppressed generally or that
covering specifically is a sign of oppression?

ZB: So covering is already a choice which is the opposite of oppression because covering is a choice that we
make.  Obviously there may be cases in the Middle East, extreme cases, where it’s not a choice for them but
for the most part especially in America or there could be pressures if you come from a specific family but I
don’t think the hijab implies oppression at all it’s a connection to your faith.  And then just women being...I
think I mentioned it earlier too my parents were very, I mentioned it specifically because I think women in
Islam get this rep that we don’t have as much freedom as men in Islam.  I have two brothers but my parents
treated me the exact same. They always pushed us, I had the same opportunities and could do whatever I
wanted and my brothers treated me that way too and I think I even got more...I think we value women a lot in
Islam. I forget what my dad says but he says a lot about women being a blessing or daughters being a
blessing and to the point where like if I do something stupid to forgive me quickly and are more forgiving than
if my brothers were to do the same so I got an advantage there and I think it’s sad that we get that reputation
because I’ve always felt that my religion values me so much as a female.  It’s weird to think otherwise but
yeah other people aren’t going to see that and they aren’t going to see the great things written about women.
 My dad’s into history and stuff so he’ll talk about how in the Quran women had rights to land before other
women of other faiths did like if a husband divorced or something the woman would get the rights to that
man’s land automatically vs other religions at the time hadn’t gotten there.  There’s just a lot written in the
Quran about women having even to a point an advantage over men or should be treated better and I always
felt treated a little better so I always thought growing up..it’s unfortunate that it’s literally seen as the opposite
in the media.

TSJ: What is your perspective of countries or mosques that do require women to cover?

ZB: I’m not that knowledgeable, like when I went to Pakistan the women didn’t even go to the mosque which I
thought was so weird because I’ve always been able to go to the mosque, there’s like a women’s section and
a men’s section.  Like women prayed at home in Pakistan, in the Middle East, especially in Saudi everyone
wears a burqa or has to cover and I actually have an aunt that’s from there but I think it’s a lot about state
mixing with religion with religion and state in a way that’s not exactly what our religion told us to.  I think in the
Middle East they covered more because historically the sand and the heat and all these other reasonings that
came up.  Initially I think in the Quran when our prophet Muhammad was around women weren’t covering
their heads and it became a thing in the Middle East to adapt to the weather so I think in the Middle East it’s
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really common to cover just for that historically but the countries that require it are mixing religion and state
very extremely and so I don’t have a huge perspective or opinion on it because I just know that’s the way it is
over there.  Mosques here have a separate women’s section, I know there are some sects that will have them
all in the same room just side by side but still cut off a little between men and women.  I think it’s all
interpretation there’s no, not that I know of, real way to allow women and men to go to the mosque and how
to pray together.  I think it’s just side by side.  When you go to the Holy hajj, we have our pilgrimage, I’m
pretty sure everyone’s praying side by side.  I think people are just interpreting it in the mosque this way to be
safe to separate them.  I don’t know about women not being allowed to go to mosques in America I feel like
it’s definitely liberal here. In the mosques we mostly cover to pray and you can take off your scarf when you’re
just around, you can especially when it’s just women because you’re segregated but even so my mom always
emphasized to me “you don’t have to cover if you don’t want to.  When you’re walking around you don’t have
to cover even if girls are.  It’s not a big deal it’s always just your decision.” So if it ever fell off I wouldn’t care.  I
don’t know if mosques require you to cover, maybe it might be just an implied requirement because everyone
around you is covering even when they’re not praying.  Again, it’s all interpretation and the people that have
those restrictions or those beliefs and so it depends honestly...there’s different sects I know of Christianity
where Pentecostals might cover more, the women only wear skirts, there’s just different interpretations that
people think it’s better to cover all the time.  I don’t think there’s a right way except before and after the
adhan, call to prayer, there’s a lot of different interpretations for everything so it’s hard to say which is right,
which is wrong and for others to say that too.

TSJ: Do you feel the need to defend Islam whenever the mainstream media attacks?

ZB: Okay if I did that that would be very tiring! Every time? No I think if I hear something that I think is wrong
I’ll say something but there’s stupidity in the media all the time it’s not really something I could do much about
as a student, just sitting here.  I know a lot of people are trying to fight Islamophobia and are doing a lot for
that cause and I applaud them, some of them for dedicating their lives to help that but it’s really hard sitting
from my standpoint to be moved to do much when there’s not a lot I can do to change the media’s
perspective.  I can change my friends or like someone in front of me.  I don’t let myself get impacted by that.
 It can be more hurtful during bad times when things...when bad things happen, which have been happening
a lot, it can be a bit more hurtful because it’s in the media all the time and you’re seeing it all the time but I try
not to let that impact me.  I just try to be there for my friends who might be impacted more so by things that
are being said or what not, or hate crimes or the other way around when there’s a Muslim terrorist and all the
bad things that could happen.  I know it affects others maybe more so than I, so I definitely try to be there but
I try to stay away from it and not be impacted by it too much.

TSJ: Muslim identity and American identity are seen to be binaries, especially post 9-11.  When people say
these identities are incompatible, how do you respond??

ZB: Another important point is that my interpretation of religion in general in Islam is that it taught me my
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morals growing up and now I take all the teachings that were told to me growing up and I just apply them to
my life now and I take it with me in my life so I know that in the Quran it says not to drink but it’s my choice to
drink or not but I’m going to make that choice later in life.  I think it’s great for you to have your kids grow to to
have a community and learn their morals growing up but at the end of the day you’re going to come to a point
where you’re an adult and those are your choices and you can interpret things the way you want to and you
can make religion a part of your daily life the way you want it to be.  So I think it was a great tool for me
growing up to keep with me and impact me and because you’re a Muslim-because you’re whatever religion-
it’s going to impact your decisions every day no matter what and it does and I take all those things with me
but I interpret them in the way I feel is fit to my beliefs now.  I think my parents instilled that in me too.  They
said “take these, these are our teachings, these are our beliefs but it’s your decision to take with it what you
want, what you think.”  I always took with it to be a good person first and to always consider everyone a
brother and a sister and we emphasize that.  I think the stupidity comes from...I think all religions preaches
the same thing so it’s funny that other religions are being isolated..they preach the exact same thing just in
different ways and so they always said befriend your brother and your sister, everyone’s a brother and a
sister, not just Muslims.  I just take that with me and whatever my religion taught me growing up I’m going to
take that with me everyday but it’s still my choice to what I think to emphasize and what I think is important.



CREATE A FREE WEBSITE POWERED BY 



Guilt for not covering - WHAT DOES IT MEAN FOR MUSLIM WOMEN TO COVER IN AMERICA?

http://coveringinamerica.weebly.com/guilt-for-not-covering.html[2/19/2018 9:01:27 PM]

Guilt for Not Covering (in Relation to Hate Crimes)
Women that do not cover emphasized the guilt that they feel when they hear of other Muslim women being the targets of
hate crimes.  They know that they hold a privilege because they are not visibly Muslim and therefore have great
sympathy for the women that do bravely wear hijab when these kinds of attacks are so common.
Zohra

 "I definitely feel for my friends who wear hijab and are scared to go out and are especially impacted by it
because they are automatically seen as Muslim and I have the appearance of not being immediately assumed as
a Muslim. I have that privilege basically but it doesn’t impact my decision at all to wear hijab but I do feel for
them and know that I am in a privileged situation where I don’t have to worry about that too much but then if I
out myself as Muslim then it’s different." 


Yasmine:

"It does impact my decision to not cover in that it makes me in a way, not glad that I don’t cover, but it makes
me feel safer because I can’t be easily identified as a Muslim woman. But also, it doesn’t impact it because it
doesn’t make me change anything, but it does make me realize how my choice not to cover makes me a little bit
safer and makes me a little bit different. It also makes me a little bit more sensitive to events like this because
sometimes when I hear about this, I want to talk about it, but then people will say, “Oh I didn’t even know you
were Muslim. You don’t dress like one, you don’t look like one. I’ve never heard you talk about religion.”
Because I don’t talk about religion very often unless I’m comfortable with somebody. So, a lot of people don’t
know that I am Muslim and so it’s kind of like when these events happen, and because I don’t cover, sometimes
it makes me feel like I have to be delicate in how i bring it up."

Sobia: 

"At the same time, though, I completely recognize that I’m not carrying the burden that my hijabi sisters are.
Because they are visibly Muslim, there’s sometimes expectations from Muslims and non-Muslims that they
represent Islam, and this adds a lot of everyday pressure."

"When I hear about these hate crimes, I feel  guilt for not being visibly Muslim. I’m not living with constant
fear of being attacked for my identity. Through conversations with my hijabi friends and family members, I
know they don’t have this luxury. In our time of rising Islamophobia, wearing a hijab carries a new weight."
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Microaggressions (for being Muslim in American Society)
For Muslim women that cover, before they are able to say a word, many people can use well known but false
stereotypes to make assumptions regarding women.  Many women who cover must be ready for
microaggressions each day and, rarely, may face hate crimes or acts of violence.  Even for Muslim women
generally, whether because of their “foreign sounding” name or dark skin tone, they are subject to hatred
based on uninformed stereotypes.  Below are some examples of the way this has played out.

Anisah

“I think there was one time I went shopping at the outlet mall and we got some bad treatment at one
of those fancier stores but I never know what to peg it to.  I don’t see bad treatment towards me as a
reflection of “oh, I’m Muslim that’s why they’re treating me badly” personally. Maybe they’re having a
bad day, maybe in the past they haven’t had good interaction with other individuals who’ve decided to
cover.  Honestly, I don’t take it to heart if I do get treated badly because there could be many
reasons.”

Noor

"I just remember the beginning of 2002, the U.S. had already gone to war with Afghanistan and it was
the beginning of all that craziness, I remember driving down Beltway 8 and there was this man trying
to run me off and I stood my ground. I've always been a rebel, I've never really been afraid of anyone.
Now I'm afraid only of God, that's it, so it was kind of like he was trying to get me to be scared but
because I'm not a scared person. So as this is happening, I could tell he was trying to intimidate me
and I saw a cop coming up so I pulled over and I said “hey this guy tried to run me out, the truck,” I
told him the information and the cop -Boom- zoomed over and pulled that truck over and I honked
"haha" but that was the only time where I had something happen to me personally."

Zulfa

"I think the main one that like really stands out to me was when I went to like some sort of theme
park, I don’t remember where, and I went to use the bathroom and when I was like washing my
hands, there was a woman who like came out and she like saw me and then she just had like a
shocked face and then she just walked out without washing her hands because she didn’t want to
stand next to me. I was like completely shaken. I was like, “What?” And it’s like you’re only doing
yourself worse, like you’re being germy now. You’re not washing your hands so you’re just going to
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have dirty hands all day. That was probably the most apparent. There’s not one other experience I
can tell you because it’s more of like a day- not that it happens everyday, but kind of like a day-to-day
thing. It’s like microaggressions. Nothing super blatant like that has happened to me, but there’s
definitely been points where it’s like some people aren’t willing to approach me. Or they automatically
that I’m not as educated or that I don’t know how to speak English. That happens a lot when we go to
the airport. It’s hilarious because I’m speaking with a full American accent and yet you still don’t think
I can understand what you’re saying."

Amani

"My mom, who doesn't cover, was once told to go back to her country"

Daliah 

"I remember one time I was at a red traffic light and someone next to me in a pickup truck - two guys -
they put their t-shirts on top of their heads and they were trying to mock me, you know, because I am
covering my head with my hijab and they were making fun."
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Discrimination in the Muslim Community 
Many women described examples of times when they felt left out of the Muslim community or criticized by
members of the community.  This was concerning for the Latinas who converted to Islam yet attended
mosques where they were the only person of their race.  Additionally, women that do not cover described
their frustration with others in the community that expected them to cover, or criticized them for having an
improper covering, despite the fact that they were in the mosque to focus on their own spirituality.

Zohra

"I do remember being in a mosque when I was really young and my scarf didn’t cover my hair
because it was too long and when I tied it I thought I tied it well but it was still showing and after
someone came up to me and told me “hey, your hair’s not covered, you need to cover your hair” and
my mom said “don’t worry about that” my mom was very, always, she wanted me to like my religion
and wanted me to just interpret it in my own way and not feel the need to hate it just because
someone might be a little more hostile towards different scenarios. So she definitely brushed it off and
didn’t like the fact that the lady came up to me but said that it’s the thought that counts and God still
knows I was praying, God knows that so it’s not like a big deal."

Noor

"So for me, personally, I have my son who's about to be 21 years old he has, he's a person with
disabilities, so for me, having him get bigger, when I would go to Masjids that did have the separation,
I would have some differences with people who were like “you can't have your son here”, and I'm like-
 “have common sense- he's special- what do you want me to do?- I'm a single mother- you want me
to ask just any random person to watch my son for me to make you feel better?”- like for that reason I
also was kind of like away- wherever I go I bring my son- but here I don't have to worry about it, for
me, it's a big blessing for me-- something that during my dark times I would pray for, like Oh God, first
that was an excuse for why I'm not around but once I came here it’s like oh, that worry no longer
exists, because I no longer have to ask someone to watch my son for me while I pray, I can watch my
son praying in front of- which is something I never had- I didn't have before. So that part is really
emotional for me because it makes a big difference in my life to bring my son in this journey with me
instead of leaving him behind at a babysitters for example."

"Maybe in the beginning, when I first took my shahada, it was on a Tuesday night, and Friday came
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and I was so excited to go to jummah prayer- our Friday prayer- and I was nervous and scared to go
to my first thing, and I ended up going to a Masjid close to me and I remember walking in and I
remember I was excited, nervous, and I said Saalam Alaikum to them and they just turned around
and they didn't answer me, they just looked at me up and down, and I felt so odd and and weird, I felt
like an outcast. What was different about me and them is they were Pakistani and they could tell that
I'm not, so I think that's the only time I felt a sense of like, bad, I guess, you know, trying to fit in
somewhere and I don't belong but after that I started meeting more Latino-American-Muslims so I
was okay, it didn't affect me."

Nadine

"It was really stupid. I was at a summer program and there was another Muslim guy and we were just
talking about Islam. He was kind of like judging me in a way for not covering, but it was just so
stupid."

Yasmine

"But there have definitely been comments, like sometimes from other girls growing up in the mosque
they would say like, “Oh, I started wearing the Hijab,” and it’s just kind of like an unsaid thing that they
expect me to also. But definitely from my family in Indonesia. Like I visited two summers ago and it’s
always like, “Do you not wear the Hijab because you live in America?” Like it’s something I’m
supposed to do, but because I live in America and other people don’t that America is stopping me
from wearing it."

Sobia

"It’s kind of difficult to put into words, but I can remember a few comments by hijabi sisters that made
me feel like my experience of Islam was not as important or meaningful as theirs. These moments
were tricky because I do see Islam as a very important part of my life." 
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Choice
Sobia

"I see wearing a hijab as a choice, and I know for some of my hijabi Muslim sisters, it is a choice that
brings them closer to their faith and to other Muslims. I think that’s great for them, but for me, the
choice has never carried that kind of weight or appeal.

Yasmine

"But now it’s more like my personal choice because my parents aren’t here to like make me go to
church every Sunday and they don’t like make me be apart of the MSA and stuff, so it’s more of a
personal choice now."

Amani

"Covering should still be someone's choice, especially in modern countries like America." 

Anisah

“Hijab is a choice, right?  No one pressures you...at least I was lucky enough not to be pressured into
wearing it and so yeah my family is huge and everyone is at a different level of faith, everyone
interprets Islam differently.  Just because we’re from the same family doesn’t mean we are all
practicing the same way.  So yeah I definitely have cousins, aunts, my mom doesn’t cover all the time
so that’s a choice.  It doesn’t mean that they’re not practicing Islam properly it’s just however they
interpret it.  It doesn’t mean that they don’t dress modestly, it’s just their personal choice and you can
definitely see that in my family and friend circle.  There are people that don’t cover.”

Zohra

"So covering is already a choice which is the opposite of oppression because covering is a choice
that we make.  Obviously there may be cases in the Middle East, extreme cases, where it’s not a
choice for them but for the most part, especially in America or there could be pressures if you come
from a specific family, but I don’t think the hijab implies oppression at all-it’s a connection to your faith.
" 

"So I know that in the Quran it says not to drink but it’s my choice to drink or not but I’m going to make
that choice later in life.  I think it’s great for you to have your kids grow to have a community and learn
their morals growing up but at the end of the day you’re going to come to a point where you’re an
adult and those are your choices and you can interpret things the way you want to and you can make
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religion a part of your daily life the way you want it to be." 

Nadine

"It's usually a personal choice and it's never something that should be forced in our opinion, or maybe
in the Lebanese culture."

"It's my choice whether or not I want to cover and I don't care what other people do or say about it."

"It's a woman's choice and the whole point of feminism is about letting women choose. So it's not
oppression because number one, the woman is choosing to cover herself." 

Noor

"I think no one really influenced me, it was just something that for me that I chose a different lifestyle
because our religion is not just like we're going to go to church on a Sunday, it's how you live your life
and practice life, how you eat, how you shower, how you do all these things so for me it was just
something, a personal choice between me and God that it helps me to be more humble, so it was just
kind of like, just my choice." 

Zulfa

"No, and my sisters didn’t either. They came to me to talk about it saying like, “Hey, I think I want to
cover.” And I was always like, “That’s great! But make sure you have a sound reason for it, not
because someone is telling you to or because you’re like peer pressured.”

"And I would say that feminism is more about free will and free choice rather than either, or. And like,
yeah, I have encountered people in the past who say like, “Isn’t that an oppressive symbol?” And I
say, “Well, not really to me. And not really to thousands of other Hijabi women who have chosen to
cover and are happy. You know, it’s only oppressive to you because your idea of freedom is to not
cover and like openly embrace your sexuality, which is totally okay.” But I think that like the opposite
should equally be accepted and appreciated."

"Yeah, it definitely makes me angry. I kind of just want to wear it even more, like in their face. Yeah, I
am afraid, but at the same time it’s kind of burned a fire in my belly to do more activisty things and
advocate for Muslim women who wear the Hijab and don’t have the ability to advocate for
themselves. And so that’s really important to me. Especially right after the election, I think I was really
afraid to go out and I talked a lot about it with my friends, and my mom was like, “Oh you’re just being
stupid, like don’t let them win,” you know. But I understand that it was kind of silly, but at the same
time it was a legitimate concern. But it’s very important for me to still be myself and I’m not going to
change.

Daliah

"For me, definitely number one is it's between me and God and I feel this is something that pleases
God and I'm gonna do it and that' enough reason for me. The other aspect is I feel it's a very strong
statement of - I don't want to say feminism but - it's a statement that says, tells the others, the people
dealing with me that I will decide what to show and what not to show and you will respect me as I am.
You will respect my intelligence, you will respect me as a person, not as a pretty thing. You will not
dictate on me how much skin I should show in order to be accepted. What my hair should look like in
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order to be accepted. So I feel like I'm making a statement on the secular level, not just the religious
level."
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Brothers and Sisters
May women we interviewed emphasized that a large portion of their faith was treating others, both Muslim
and not, as if they were as close as brothers and sisters.  This was seen as a solution to stopping
Islamophobia, bringing together the Muslim and American identities and was also described as one way to
practice their faith.

Zohra:

"I think my parents instilled that in me, too.  They said “take these, these are our teachings, these are
our beliefs but it’s your decision to take with it what you want, what you think.”  I always took with it to
be a good person first and to always consider everyone a brother and a sister and we emphasize
that.  I think the stupidity comes from...I think all religions preaches the same thing so it’s funny that
other religions are being isolated...they preach the exact same thing just in different ways and so they
always said befriend your brother and your sister, everyone’s a brother and a sister, not just Muslims.
 I just take that with me and whatever my religion taught me growing up I’m going to take that with me
everyday but it’s still my choice to what I think to emphasize and what I think is important."

"I’ve definitely interpreted it in a way that I can apply it to my everyday life so I think I’ve taken the
main things and main teachings which I think are to treat others like a brother or sister and, you know,
don’t like cheat and the things that I know are strictly immoral for me but I take those teachings with
me everyday."

Sobia:

"To me, that is my “veil of modesty.” I see wearing a hijab as a choice, and I know for some of my
Hijabi Muslim sisters, it is a choice that brings them closer to their faith and to other Muslims."

Anisah:

"Everyone has the right to practice as they wish as long as it’s not harming other people and putting
another person’s life at risk and so in that regard I don’t even blink an eye.  You’re just talking to
another person.  Everyone in the faith and even outside of the faith is just like my brother and sister
so for me to treat them badly for a decision they’re not making it makes me hypocritical and so I’m not
here to judge anyone or be a hypocrite I try to practice my faith as much as I can and I try to learn
more about it and that’s my personal journey and I have no right to judge anyone else’s. " 

WHAT DOES IT MEAN FOR MUSLIM
WOMEN TO COVER IN AMERICA?

    HOME ABOUT THIS PROJECT BACKGROUND RESEARCH INTERVIEWS MAIN FINDINGS

PROJECT REFLECTION



Family Influence of Covering - WHAT DOES IT MEAN FOR MUSLIM WOMEN TO COVER IN AMERICA?

http://coveringinamerica.weebly.com/family-influence-of-covering.html[2/19/2018 9:02:29 PM]

Family Influence on Covering
We found that there was no one trend on family influence on covering, but rather it was a spectrum from
family having no influence to being very important to the decision. Our interviews found that some women
were empowered and/or strongly influenced by the Muslim women in their family in their decision of whether
or not to cover. However, other women strayed from their families’ interpretations of Islam and chose
alternatively whether to cover or not. Additionally, one of our interviewees converted to Islam in adulthood, so
her family had no influence on her choice to wear the Hijab.

Yasmine 

 "I would say probably the biggest [influence not to cover] is my mom because she didn’t start wearing
a Hijab until maybe five years ago, and then she’s always said it is going to be my choice. Like she
wants me to want to wear it rather than have her force me to wear things."

Zulfa

"I think my mom [is my biggest influence to cover], probably, because she fully covers so she wears
the burka"

Sobia

"Through my family’s influence and through my own exploration of Islam as I got older, I would say
I’m a fairly practicing Muslim. I pray 5 times a day, fast during Ramadan, try to be generous and
charitable, and do my best to abide by other guidelines Islam sets for behavior.""My mom had been
considering starting to wear hijab for a few years. She waited because she just wanted to be sure
about the decision. She didn't want to start wearing it and then change her mind - I think both
because it would be confusing for her and also for what others might say. I actually don't think her
wearing hijab makes me any more or less likely to change my mind."

Anisah

"Growing up I went to Sunday School and my parents gave me an Islamic upbringing but, really
during my time in high school and middle school I started going to Islamic conventions on my own
with my cousins and uncles to learn more about Islam and what it means to me. I think ever since
high school it’s a conscious decision I’ve made to be a Muslim, to wear hijab, to be a practicing
Muslim. It’s not something I follow because it’s been a tradition in my family but it’s something that I
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follow because I truly believe in the teachings and how it tells us to be as a person and how to treat
others."

Zohra

"I think it was just my family life.  I had two older brothers and then I had my mother to look at.  My
mother didn’t cover. I also grew up very boyish so I never really saw a difference between me and my
brothers and it was very much encouraged for me to be my own person and I had no limits and
boundaries on who I had to be. And so my parents never pressured me to be more girly or wear hijab
or be more religious and so I would wear basketball shorts playing with my brothers but then as, I got
older, I decided I’d dress more modestly so I wouldn’t wear shorts but I would wear capri pants."

Ceyda

"My mom's family is Catholic, they don't really understand Islam that much but my mom explained as
best she could. My dad's mom is very religious, but she doesn't impose her beliefs on anyone.
Everybody else on that side is pretty relaxed too, I'd say my dad is the most strict out of his siblings.
Growing up in a primarily Muslim community, wearing hijab was the normal, although a lot of my
friends chose not to wear it. I think it was more familial, because my mom wears it."

Daliah

"I grew up in an averagely religious family, we were not really religious, just as the average Egyptians
would be. They were not secular totally, and not really religious. Then I got exposed in medical school
to a clear idea about Islam and a clear understanding, a more comprehensive understanding of Islam
through Islamic groups and through my friends and through reading. So I consider myself getting into
practicing for real and practicing with conviction when I went to medical school."

"It was my decision completely. My parents, I remember especially my mom, would say "Oh you're
too young, why are you doing this now? How about you take it gradually," but I insisted at that time.
My father was okay either way, he wasn't pushing in any direction, and I remember having fights,
actually, at home, because I wanted to follow the dress code strictly. My mom was thinking "Oh you
are too young, why are you doing this?" It took me a few battles at home to do what I think was right."

Anisah

"I was born into a Muslim family who has been practicing Islam for generations.  Growing up I went to
Sunday School and my parents gave me an Islamic upbringing but, really during my time in high
school and middle school I started going to Islamic conventions on my own with my cousins and
uncles to learn more about Islam and what it means to me. I think ever since high school it’s a
conscious decision I’ve made to be a Muslim, to wear hijab, to be a practicing Muslim. It’s not
something I follow because it’s been a tradition in my family but it’s something that I follow because I
truly believe in the teachings and how it tells us to be as a person and how to treat others.  Those are
things that I truly believe in and that’s why I choose to be a Muslim everyday."

Saadia

 "My whole family isn’t practicing and everyone in the family has different levels. Like my mom would
call herself practicing. She is good in somethings and not in others. She doesn’t wear a hijab for
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example. One of my sisters doesn’t even consider herself Muslim. It is very much across a wide
spectrum. "
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American and Muslim Identities are Compatible
Every woman we interviewed combated the idea of a binary between Muslim and American identities. This is
indirect contradiction of the message of the Islamophobia industry that the identities are not compatible. The
woman spoke to the fact that their very existence as individuals who are American and Muslim disproves the
binary, and they did not feel they had to compromise one aspect of their identity for another. 

Yasmin 

"I just think that whole divide is part of the problem. Like the people who live in the Middle East who
live a very strict, Islamic life are saying, “Well, you can’t mix the two because they’re very opposite.”
And then they kind of blame America as the problem, but then that thinking that Islam can’t conform
itself to any kind of identity is part of the problem itself. And then on the other side, hearing people
say that Muslims are part of the problem, I feel like it’s all just putting up a divide between a religion
and a nationality. It’s comparing two different things and there’s always going to be a problem with
that. I just feel like it’s very simplistic too. Like what do you mean by American? What do you mean by
Muslim? You can’t put either category into a specific box."

Noor

"I really don't respond too much because I know that's just a lack of their knowledge. Like they don't
know about Islam and how Islam is for everyone, I went to China before and I seen a lot of China
Muslims, and same thing, even us as Muslims, when I first became Muslim I thought the majority was
Arab, and it's not, it's Indonesians, they're the majority and it's just, like, whenever you have lack of
knowledge you just don't know- I was there at one time, I didn't know Islam was for everyone at one
point, so everything is like I have no response, God give knowledge to those who seek."

"Hopefully God will put somebody that they will be open to, let's say like a Muslim person that they
can know and be open to, asking questions, and hopefully they will be curious to read and I just hope
based on what the media tells you what Islam is about and Muslims are about but they kind of have
their own sense of education of who we are we are Muslims could be from any part of the world, even
being Latino Muslim we could have a Columbian, we could have a Mexican, we could a Salvadorian,
you know from all parts of Latin America, you know, we're all a little different, in the end what makes
us the same is we are all Muslims, we believe in one God, we pray the same way we pray the same
time, like that's just what brings us together is our shahada which is declaration of faith."
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Zulfa

"I also think a lot of the sound ideas, like our ideas about morality and goodness and how to be a
good person, is very much the same. And you know, I think that’s the core tenets of Islam."

Zohra 

"I wouldn’t say they’re incompatible.  I can be a Muslim American just fine.  I’ve been able to do it for
twenty one years.  I don’t know who, I just find it funny that people would even think that.  There are
people that are Jewish-American, Christian-Americans like why wouldn’t there be Muslim Americans.
 I think they think of the extreme versions and different interpretations of Islam are hard to practice
here.  Maybe if you do wear completely covered it would be maybe difficult getting a job, going to the
store, you might get a lot of looks at you-things like that.  But I think hopefully we’re getting to a point
that people who wear hijab can be respected to the same point as I’m respected so even if you can’t
immediately tell I’m Muslim you can tell she is."

Daliah

"These are mostly dictated by my religious practice more than anything else. I can argue that this is
American - this is the American way. This is my understanding of this country, which is the tolerance
and the flexibility and acceptance of different practices as long as it is within the limits of the law of
the land and respecting people's rights, loving this country, being a productive citizen. So these are
all, for me, Islamic values, and I have no issues integrating that in my life as an American Muslim."

"I feel very comfortable in this country. I love this country as far as people, as far as wanting to make
it a better place for everyone. I disagree with a lot of successive administrations, not just this one.
And this probably applies to so many other Americans. But I see no problem at all and no
contradiction at all between my religion and whatever you call the values of this country of the
American culture."

Anisah: 

"Being a Muslim and an American has never really contradicted itself because what does it mean to
be an American?  That’s very subjective as well.  For me, to be an American, as I mentioned earlier,
is being able to work hard, it’s being able to make a living, it’s everything that normal individuals peg
with being an American-whether it’s going out or the party culture.  There’s a certain persona that’s
given to Americans and that’s not what I believe to be an American for me it’s never been an issue
but if you associate being an American with doing certain activities then yeah, you’re going to have
conflicting values or teachings because you’re definition and your view on what an American is is very
specific. For me it’s not very specific. I am living and breathing as an American and so I’ve never
faced a contradicting issue it’s more about how you define it and trying to fit into that specific mold
that you face conflicting issues."

Sobia

"I strongly disagree. To me, the American identity is an extremely heterogenous one. Though
mainstream media didn’t show us this when I was growing up, I think a lot of people are coming to
recognize this. I don’t think being Muslim makes me any less American. I love this country and the
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opportunities it has afforded me. And I love it enough to be passionate about social reform through
the democratic process. I also don’t think being American makes me less Muslim. This country has a
robust and diverse Muslim population, and it is among this population that I am learning what it
means to be Muslim."
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Meaning of Covering
Hijab is an often misunderstood religious and cultural symbol and custom. While often associated with just the
physical scarf and head covering, the hijab represents modesty not only in appearance but also in attitudes
and actions. Women we interviewed utilize the hijab as a source of empowerment to create individual spaces
for their intellect and independence. The hijab removes societal conceptions of beauty and allows women to
be viewed for their intelligence.  Overall, the women we spoke to highlighted the fact that covering went
beyond a physical scarf, and was a representative of their life choices as Muslims, as well as a representation
of their identity. 

Saadia

"The hijab is not just a dress, it is the whole attitude of how you interact with other people. I take some
offense to how some people use it. If you are wearing a hijab but then you are going out for drinks at
a bar with guys giggling and laughing. That’s not really hijab. What does it matter whether your hair is
showing or not. It is the whole way that you interact with people especially if you are a women with
men."Noor:

"I actually feel more respected, even with men, maybe it's just we're so blessed to live in a place like
Houston, where there's so much diversity and cultures and we're all like the melting pot, you know? I
don't know if that could be the reason why, I personally have never experienced anything negative
which I know there’s a lot."

"It's how you live your life and practice life, how you eat, how you shower, how you do all these things
so for me it was just something, a personal choice between me and God that it helps me to be more
humble, so it was just kind of like, just my choice. Protection against, for myself. It's a different thing
because before men could be like oh, you know, checking you out and you know, and they may not
even be listening to you because they're too busy looking at your physical, but me wearing my scarf is
like a protection and it gives me a sense of being respected more and thank God I've never had any
kind of experience where someone comes to disrespect me because of my appearance as a Muslim
like my dressing."

Anisah

"I started wearing hijab in the seventh grade and I made that decision because like I mentioned I
started going to Islamic conventions to socialize with other Muslims and learn more about my own
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faith.  I was really inspired by a specific lecture about the hijab and modesty and how it can empower
you as a Muslim and so, initially, that’s how I started wearing it, as a way to remind myself that I’m
Muslim so I can reflect those teachings because sometimes you get wrapped up in your day to day
life and you forget your faith so in that way it’s a reminder for myself.  How I pray, to conduct myself in
a manner that I would be proud of so those are the reasons that I keep wearing it but definitely I have
struggled with keeping it on because I feel like by wearing it you’re making a statement and you are
visibly a Muslim and so if you end up doing anything...I guess how I’ve struggled with it is say I say a
bad word or I’m accidentally rude because I’m having a bad day because I’m wearing a hijab it
translates more to Islam and not to me having a bad day." 

"For me, definitely number one is it's between me and God and I feel this is something that pleases
God and I'm gonna do it and that' enough reason for me. The other aspect is I feel it's a very strong
statement of - I don't want to say feminism but - it's a statement that says, tells the others, the people
dealing with me that I will decide what to show and what not to show and you will respect me as I am.
You will respect my intelligence, you will respect me as a person, not as a pretty thing. You will not
dictate on me how much skin I should show in order to be accepted. What my hair should look like in
order to be accepted. So I feel like I'm making a statement on the secular level, not just the religious
level."

Zohra    

"I think when I’m around other Muslims that are more conservative I’ll feel the need to cover more out
of respect to them kind of but yeah so I see that pressure around other Muslims in America and
everyone’s different so you want to respect their beliefs as well.  I’m not going to wear hijab just
because my friend does but because I know she’s completely covered, I’m not going to also ...I mean
it doesn’t affect me too much because I do wear t-shirts, I wear capris at some points, even dresses
so it doesn’t affect me too much per say but sometimes I say “hey might as well wear pants today”
which wouldn’t affect me too much because I wear pants anyways."

Sobia

"Personally, I’ve never truly viewed wearing a hijab as one of those things. I know that a lot of women
do, and I completely understand and respect that, but I guess it’s never been that way for me."

"To my understanding, the Quran tells both men and women to “wear a veil of modesty,” but I never
interpreted this as the Quran asking women to literally cover their hair. I don’t wear hijab, but I dress
modestly and I try to behave modestly. To me, that is my “veil of modesty.”
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Covering and Religion 
Samina Ali’s address to a TEDx conference about the development of covering in Islam illuminates that covering was a
solution to a social problem in Saudi Arabia where the prophet was asked to offer a solution, not a religious mandate. At
the time, when women had to go to the bathroom, they had to walk in the dark to the outskirts of town where, ultimately,
men were waiting to take advantage unless, however, a woman was wearing the status symbol of a jilbab (head
covering).  Prophet Muhammad introduced a verse in the Quran that asked that all women dress the same so that women
of a lesser status were not targeted. Ali asserts that the prophet said that women's dress is dependent on society's context,
and that means covering does not fit into the custom of United States. She adds that veiling “might actually lead to
harassment” and their decision not to would be condoned by the Prophet were he here today (TEDx Talks). 

Furthermore in Jeri Altneu Sechzer’s article , “‘Islam and Woman: Where Tradition Meets Modernity’: History and
Interpretations of Islamic Women’s Status,” Sechzer establishes that neither Prophet Muhammad nor the Quran advocate
for the forced covering of women. Rather, the successors of Muhammad used veiling in ways to make women
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subordinate, and this custom has developed differently across the world. 

The hijab is also understood differently in different sects of Islam. Ahmadi Muslims interpret covering in the Quran to
mean that “Islam has strongly emphasized the concept of decency and modesty in the interaction between members of
the opposite sex.  Dress code is part of that overall teaching” and go on to discuss that both men and women have
covering guidelines outlined in the Qur'an (“The Qur’an and Hijab”).  Men should practice hijab of the eyes in which
they look away as women pass and ensure their private parts are covered.  Alternatively, women should “not display
their beauty except what is apparent,” potentially meaning their face, “and they should place their khumur over their
bosoms” which in this time would mean that the excess of that scarf should cover the chest (“The Qur’an and Hijab”).
 Additionally, both men and women were encouraged to wear loose rather than tight clothes ensuring that it’s not
revealing or immodest.  While this was the expectation of the time, there is an understanding that the world has evolved
and religious traditions should too.

 Another interpretation of Islamic texts and covering is made by Aisha Wood Boulanouar who asserts that all mentioned
Muslim behavior should flow from modesty (134).  This sort of modesty is not only supposed to be lived out by women
covering but also in other aspects of life.  She discusses how modesty is physical for both men and women wherein men
should never be exposed between their navel and their knee and women should be covered except for her face and hands
except for in the presence of men who are ineligible to marry (135).  Similarly, marriage is a form of modesty as no
intimate contact can be made outside of marriage (136) and speech, thought and action should be considered as a way to
show modesty (137).  Boulanouar argues that head covering, another form of modesty in Islam, is controversial largely
because of a misunderstanding of politics and dress code.  She states that there is an understanding that both men and
women should cover but there “is no consensus for the actual form of covering” because there are “few very direct
references in the Qur’an” (140).  Because modesty is a form of faith, it inhabits all parts of a Muslim person’s life but the
level of modesty can always be interpreted differently.

Additionally, in an Independent article, Qasim Rashid points out that “when addressing hijab, the Quran does not
address women first...Islam places the primary responsibility of observing hijab not on women-but on men” (Rashid).
 People have equated head scarf with hijab when in reality hijab is a responsibility for all Muslims.  In reference to the
above idea of hijab of the eyes, Rashid asserts that women should be able to wear whatever they want without fear of
oppression because the burden is on men to avert their gaze.  He adds that “in Islam, no such permission exists for men
to force hijab on women” (Rashid).  He emphasized the importance of men living up to the demands of the Quran before
they force women to do the same.

Covering is often used as evidence that women are oppressed in Islam.  This assertion, however, is often made by people
that do not know that other religions also have encouraged women to cover.  Sects of Judaism and pieces of scripture in
Christianity have written about the importance of modesty and have different examples of covering that can be compared
to that within Islam.  The most traditional Jewish communities today, such as the Hassidic community, emphasize the
importance of women covering their heads, most often with a wig (Bronner).  In First Corinthians in the Christian Bible
there is a reference to women wearing a head covering during worship (Walker).  There are other examples of religious
texts that encourage modesty and specific covering of women that should not be ignored in order to further degrade and



stigmatize Islam.  Overall, Islam and Islamic texts do not have a compulsory influence on covering but rather
encouraged it in the time that the Prophet lived.  It’s important to mention that the Prophet’s discussion was more related
to a community problem rather than one to further the religion.  Overall, Islamic texts promote modesty in a variety of
ways but do not require women to take any specific action and our questions will reveal any connections our participants
have to religion and their decision to cover.
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Covering and Culture
Research indicates that the decision to cover is dictated by cultural factors rather than theology. A definitive
ethnographic study  of young Muslim Americans conducted by Rhys H. Williams and Gira Vashi presents a few
observations that are fundamental to understanding the interaction of Islam, hijab, and American culture. 

First is the assumption that hijab represents the unequal status of women in the Muslim world. The authors call on social
and political theory to argue that American society places very high value on equality and equal rights, which include the
idea that all people are free from control by institutions besides that specified in the social contract of government and
that all people within a society are treated equally. Because this has led to some homogenization between genders such
as relaxation of double moral standards and the adoption of  more masculine clothing by women, the authors contend
that these beliefs lead many Americans to perceive difference, like covering, as inequality (275). Combined with salient
and sometimes sensationalist media stories about the restriction of women’s rights in Muslim countries such as driving
laws in Saudi Arabia, Americans come to see the hijab as indicative of gender inequality inherent in Islam. 

The second cultural factor that Williams and Vashi identify is the non-denominational, nationwide critique of American
“individualism, materialism and lax sexual mores” which the authors claim is common among Muslims (266). Raised in
religious institutions where this critical discussion is common, the authors claim, young American Muslims grow up
with two competing narratives - American values of equal rights and Muslim values of modesty, collectivity, and the
threat of an immoral American culture - which compete for cultural and identity space (267). With these clashing
contexts in mind, Williams and Vashi conducted ethnographic interviews and focus groups which parallel the research
we plan to do. They held in-depth single interviews and larger focus groups with a sample of mostly college age Muslim
women. While Muslim men and non-college students were included, the study largely focused on the same demographic
we seek to interview. One important bias to note is that interviews were conducted through Muslim community
institutions, and all respondents were therefore at least somewhat religious (273). These interviews revealed a strong
sense of agency among young Muslim women, many of whom began covering in college regardless of whether the
women in their family cover. Some even cover against their parents’ wishes. Respondents described hijab as a facet of
identity and a cultural signifier both within the Muslim community and outside it. With this, Williams and Vashi
conclude that among young Muslim women, hijab is foremost a cultural tool to “negotiate their dual identities as
Muslims and Americans” (272).  Through our study, we seek to understand if these sentiments are the same in the
Houston community or vastly different.
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Empirical data from a 2017 Pew Research study seem to support Williams and Vashi’s findings. In 2017, approximately
4 in 10 Muslim women report that they always wear hijab in public. While this number has not changed since 2007, the
number of Muslims who mark religion as “very important” in their lives has decreased from 72% to 65% since 2007 (7).
While covering and religiosity have been highly correlated in past surveys, this divergence in correlation might indicate
that the proportion of women who cover has remained constant in spite of waning religiosity as more young people
choose to cover for cultural reasons. This is merely speculative, however, as causation cannot be established but we can
test if this holds true in our sample.

With 58% of adult Muslims in the United States being born abroad, it is also important to note the influence that cultural
practice in Muslim countries has on covering (Pew 1). A study from the University of Michigan Institute for Social
Research surveyed 7 major Muslim countries, asking the most appropriate form of dress for a woman to wear in public.
While traditional hijab covering the hair and ears was the most commonly preferred style of dress across all seven
countries, there were a few countries where other preferences were indicated. 32% of respondents in Turkey and 49% in
Lebanon chose no covering at all as the most appropriate style (55). Considering that his survey did not select for age,
gender, or religiosity, these growing numbers indicate that covering is becoming increasingly uncommon among the
younger generation in Turkey and Lebanon. The survey also asked whether women should be able to choose how to
dress. Unsurprisingly, around 50% said “yes” in Turkey and Lebanon. One surprising finding, however is that 47% of
respondents in Saudi Arabia, a country which strongly prefers more conservative covering, also said “yes” (59). When
we ask respondents about their countries of origin we may be able to shed light on how women from different countries
understand their choice to cover.
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Agency and Oppression 
Western feminism has long regarded the hijab as a symbol of the oppression of Muslim women and the patriarchy of
Islamic societies. In an article in the Clarion Project, a notable Islamophobic entity, Linda Goudsmit affirms that “ the
purpose of making the hijab fashionable and familiar is to make hijabs and oppressive sharia law acceptable.”

Equating the hijab to sharia law, Goudsmit suggests that Linda Sarsour , a well known activist, reinforces doctrines th
deny individual freedom and autonomy to women and the LGBT community due to her choice to cover. Goudsmit
politicizes the hijab by suggesting that the acceptance of the hijab consecutively threatens the Constitution and American
sovereignty by imposing sharia law and welcoming terrorism into the country. In Islamophobic rhetoric, the article
highlights the debate of the Islamic veil as a symbol of oppression to the “Western” observer. Struggling with
multiculturalism, Western countries such as France introduced a controversial ban on "burkinis" to enforce secularity
and destroy a symbol of enslavement of women. 

The increasingly popular practice of veiling among Muslim women, particularly those in countries that do not forcibly
coerce the practice, has become a source of confusion and interest. Across the world, Muslim women are proudly
wearing the hijab, raising the question of covering and oppression. In the Review of Politics , Nancy Hirschmann
concludes “that the veil is both a marker of autonomy, individuality, and identity, and a marker of inequality and sexist
oppression” (Hirschmann 472). Hirschmann makes a point to distinguish religion and oppression of women: “A feminist
perspective can help us recognize that many women’s unfreedom stems not from Islam itself, but from the use and
interpretation of Islam to feed into and support overtly political agendas and purposes, which in turn serve patriarchal
interests” (Hirschmann 487). Challenging preconceptions of the hijab, Hirschmann also declares that the woman who
wears the veil proudly demonstrates her poised autonomy and commands respect for her modesty. She does not need
emotional or sexual gratification as stands alone in her purity (Hirschmann 474). The hijab empowers those women who
practice it, offering an avenue of female empowerment and liberation not traditionally included in prevailing feminist
thought. As seen before in the ethnographic study conducted by Williams and Vashi, the hijab seems to offer a culturally
legitimate space for young women who are developing autonomous Muslim-American identities at the intersection of
conflicting cultures. 

In an article in AltMuslimah, Margaret Johnson focuses on the intersection of gender and Islam as Muslim women create
a space for their own agency and liberation. Johnson affirms that the hijab can offer a sense of freedom not only from the
narrowly-defined concept of beauty in the U.S but also the standards surrounding religious practices. When a Muslim
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woman covers her hair and/or body as an act of religious observance, she “no longer bows to the pressures or bends to
the expectations of people and sees herself as accountable only to God” (Johnson). The hijab remains a manifestation of
religious freedom and can be seen as feminist and empowering. Fighting against stereotypes of oppression and
submission, Muslim women affirm agency and personal choice with respect to covering, in a context of ambient
skepticism that is often endorsed by Western feminism.

Wearing the hijab can also represent rejecting a world where women have to endure objectification as sex objects. In a
speech to the European Social Forum, Salma Yaqoob states that  Muslim women wear the hijab to provide a sense of
privacy and personhood. The wearing of the hijab denotes that as a woman she “expects to be treated as an equal in
terms of [her] intellect and personality and [her] appearance is relevant only to the degree that [she] wants it to be”
(Yaqoob). Redefining coercion as choice and freedom, Yaqoob also declares that wearing a hijab is a personal choice
and suggest that a Muslim woman should not be reduced to the hijab. By taking away the right to choose to cover or not
through various societal pressures, the dignity of the Muslim women is devalued and oppressed. While the feminist
theory has questioned the forced covering of women and advocated for the right to be covered, many women view
covering as a liberation. Despite Muslim women’s different approaches to resistance towards oppression, their personal
choice to cover or not does not make it any less justifiable or notable.   Through our research we seek to understand how
women who cover understand the accusations of oppression in Islam and combat that with their own agency.

Research by Anu Dwarumpudi
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Covering in the Workplace
The literature covering Muslim Women in the workplace and in academia exposes themes of discrimination and
isolation. A policy brief from the Institute for Social Policy and Understanding discusses some statistics for employment
discrimination. 

It states that complaints of "unlawful discrimination against Muslim employees
more than doubled from 697 in 2004 to 1490 in 2009; 425 were filed by Muslim
women, many of whom donned a headscarf” (Aziz 14). 

The report asserts that women may feel unwelcome, and even if not terminated might experience slurs and challenges.
This data gives a more general overview of the data around discrimination, but numbers cannot tell the individual stories
of the women that experienced this discrimination, and how it impacts them.

More recently, a 2015 New York Times article  provides a play by play analysis for a 2015 Supreme Court case about
wearing a hijab in the workplace (Liptak, 2015). The article explains how the Supreme Court supported Samantha Elauf
in a case against Abercrombie & Fitch. Abercrombie and Fitch failed to hire her at age 17 on the basis of her head
scarf’s incompatibility with their dress code. The court ruled that this was considered a case of religious discrimination,
because the employer had to at least suspect that she wore the hijab for religious reasons, even if she did not specifically
request a religious accommodation.

This case was hailed as key to protecting Muslims and other religious minorities from employment discrimination. The
case itself displays a prominent example of discrimination based on covering, which could potentially impact the
decision of women to cover. Based on the research question “W

 the existence of this case might provide the answer: it means that they are not welcome in some companies
because of workplace dress codes. However, the ruling of the court, along with the widespread coverage of it in this
major U.S. publication, suggests that this discrimination is not welcome and should not become common place in the
United States. 

hat does it mean for Muslim Women to cover in
America?,”

Supreme Court Rules Against Abercrombie & Fitch in Head Scarf Case
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Covering in Academia
Shifting towards analysis of Muslim Women in the academic environment, a 2014 blog post by a Hijabi Muslim wom
in higher education discusses the reading she has been doing about women of color in academia and the unwelcoming
culture and doubt they face (Tasnim). She particularly speaks to her experience of being lonely in academia, because
there are no other hijabi woman around her, and her assertion that Muslim women are underrepresented in higher
academia. Though this account only focuses on the experience of one woman, it importantly comes from the direct voice
of a Muslim woman, which the aforementioned pieces of literature do not. 

In our research, we are especially focussing on
the experiences of Rice students which makes
“Muslim American Women on Campus:
Undergraduate Social Life and Identity” by Dr.
Shabana Mir a very relevant source. This book
is, according to the author’s Twitter
(@ShabanaMir1), “the first ethnography of
Muslim American Students.” This type of study
prioritizes and directly includes the voices of
those being studied by featuring quotes from the
women. Her research touches on the impact of
social concerns, such as alcohol, clothes, and
dating, within the undergraduate experience of
Muslim women (Mir 23). Though she went into
her research expecting to sort her work into more
analytical categories like gender and pluralism,
she found these other themes to be important for

http://www.patheos.com/blogs/mmw/2014/12/peace-in-aloneness-muslim-women-in-the-ivory-tower/.
https://twitter.com/ShabanaMir1?ref_src=twsrc%5Egoogle%7Ctwcamp%5Eserp%7Ctwgr%5Eauthor
https://youtu.be/lhePN3HMHxI


navigating Muslim-American identity.

The book speaks to how covering contributes to the level of stigmatization students receive and to 
what level they can achieve conformity (Mir 37). Mir tells the story of a student named Heather who 
faced racialization in the classroom from a professor who also questioned her level of religiosity 
based on her lack of hijab, further asserting that there are assumptions about what makes a ‘good 
Muslim’ (Mir 95). The examples and analysis in the book provide a lens into the life of American 
Muslim female students in a way similar to what this study hopes to achieve, and lays the 
groundwork of studying and interviewing this particular population.

Research by Allison Yelvington 
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Covering and Hate Crimes
Muslim women are often victims of hate crimes in the United States. The Institute for Social Policy and Understanding
(IPSU) recently published data  stating that while 68% of Muslim women have experienced religious discrimination and
“47% fear for their safety from white supremacist groups,” only 15% of the women stated that they would likely alter
their physical appearance in an attempt to hide their faith.

The IPSU also reports that “covered or uncovered, Muslims are the
target of hate crimes. However, the headscarf acts as a scarlet letter
(Aziz)." 

In America, the decision to cover unfortunately imposes a higher risk of being subjected to hate crimes by Islamophobic
citizens. 

The Islamophobia industry is quick to use 9/11 as justification for heinous attacks on Muslims across the country.
However, from 2015 to 2016, fifteen years after the Twin Towers fell, hate crimes against Muslims nearly tripled in the
height of the presidential election.

The industry shames the practice of Islam for oppressing and abusing women, but in reality, we live in an era where the
streets of The United States are far more dangerous for Muslim women than majority Muslim countries. In post-9/11 and
Donald Trump’s America, Muslim women fall prey not to “the stereotype of Muslim men as violent savages,” but to the
racist American public who seem to interpret the hijab as its very own suicide bomb (Aziz).

Attacks on Muslim women and young girls are increasingly prevalent, and while articles describing the hate crimes can
be found online, they aren’t often the headline of major news sources. Many mainstream articles downplay the violence
as “potential hate crimes” when writing about acts as extreme as a woman’s hijab being ripped off her head followed by
the perpetrator shouting for her to return to her country, and then proceeding to beat the woman until she had a seizure.

The article  quoted the spokesperson of the Milwaukee Police Department stating, “based on the victim’s statement, this
is not believed to be a hate crime” (Mathias). The American Islamophobia industry is one where wearing a hijab
immediately makes you a terrorist, but beating someone to near death on their walk home does not.
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Fiyaz Mughal, founder of the British Islamophobic abuse research organization Tell MAMA, describes “the fundamental
element of Islamophobia [to be] male-on-female violence and abuse” (Kale). The literature argues that Muslim women
are the primary targets of hate crimes in the Western world, while the negligible, belittling and condescending
reporting on these crimes highlights the rampant Islamophobia in America nearly as much as the attacks themselves.

Our study seeks to investigate how public perception, the prevalence of hate crimes against Muslim-American women
and their subsequent sense of security influences their decision to cover or not. We hope to give just voice to the
experiences of these women, and highlight how living in America encourages and/or hinders their openness about their
religion and identities.

Research by Sierra Cowan
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Types of Covering 
There are a variety of types of covering for Muslim women. A few of the main types are shown below. In our
research we only talked to women wearing the hijab and women who do not cover at all. 

Image courtesy of https://www.channel4.com/news/from-hijab-to-burqa-a-guide-to-muslim-headwear
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The Islamophobia Industry and Covering
This project aims to elevate the narratives and voices of Muslim women themselves in regard to covering, but
it is also important to be aware of the counter narrative being spread by media or "islamophobia industry."
The story being established by these pundits and news outlets can leak into the mainstream and sometimes
drown out the voices of Muslim women themselves. The headlines below are taken from sources like
Brietbart News and the website of known anti-Islam writer Pamela Gellar. The picture painted by these
headlines stands counter to the research and interviews presented through this project. 

Click on each headline below for a further description.
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This headline, and the story 
below, twists the narrative of 
workplace discrimination. 
Pamela Geller accuses the 
woman, Najif Khan, of 
participating in a pattern that is 
attempting to "impose Islam on 
the secular marketplace." She 
frames the right to not face 
workplace discrimination 
based on religion as "arrogant 
and aggressive demands."

This headline quotes 
Brietbart editor creating a 
binary between American 
Women and Muslim women. 
The article also goes on to 
discuss how hate crimes 
against women who cover 
are typically "false stories"

"The art implies that we're all 
subjugated," Pamela Geller is 
quoted as saying in this article. 
This suggests that the hijab is 
oppressive, and not compatible 
with American society.

http://coveringinamerica.weebly.com/uploads/1/1/2/6/112634091/screen-shot-2017-10-11-at-9-12-14-pm_orig.png
http://coveringinamerica.weebly.com/uploads/1/1/2/6/112634091/screen-shot-2017-10-11-at-9-12-30-pm_orig.png
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