CHAPTER - 8
MUSLIMS IN AMERICA

1= 'Introduction

The story of Islam in America started certainly before the
conquest of the Continent by European Christian powers which followed
1ts discovery for them by Christofer Co1ombus; There is strong evi-
dence that Andalusian Muslims visited the American continent long before
Columbus as reported by Al-Sharif Al-lIdrisi in the 12th century C.E.
Furthermore, there is certain evidence in the Caribbean of visits from
the'Mus1im kingdéms of West Africa; Finally, it is a known fact that
the Portuguese and Spanish discoverers were led by Andalusian Muslim
mariners who knew better about the high seas; Some” of the discoverers
themselves were Moriscos, 1;e.,secrét Muslims from Spain. It is also

a known fact that the Andalusian Muslim. immigrants of Al-Ribat and

Sala (in Morocco) led the fight against the Spanish and Portuguese

ships in the Atlantic down to the Caribbean coast.

However, the present formation of the Muslim communities of
America can be traced to three main waves of immigration: the European .

wave; followed by the African ﬁave; and then the Asiatic wave.

The Muslim European immigration to America started with the
discovery of Co]umbus; Indeed, this discovery coincided in 1492 with
the fall of Gharnatah (Granada) to Christian forces; Several years
later; Cardinal Cisneros; head of the Spanish Catholic Church; imposed

the Catholic religion on the millions of Muslims of Spain by force.
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Those among them who did not leave their homeland kept their Islamic
re]jgion secret. Thousands of these so-called Moriscos emigrated

to America in the 16th century with the Spanish and Portuguese colo-

nial armies. While in the new continent they declared their Islam
openly. They even tried to convert the West Indians. The Catholic Inqui-
sition (both Spanish and Portuguese) followed them and thousands of
Muslims have been burned on the stake for "apostasy". Among these
Moriscos were Rodrigo de Lope, the colleague of Columbus and Este}anico
de Azemor, the Spanish General who conquered Arizona. Only traces

remained of this “immigration. However, some new Muslim converts in

Mexico, Argentina and Brasil detiare to be descendants of these first.
Muslims.

As soon as the first wave of Muslim immigration died out
¥n blood and tears, a new wave started. This time it was from
Africa and in no less dramatic circumstances. The Europeans,
atter destroying the local populations of the new continent started
enslaving the free Africans to make up for the shortage of manpower
in the colonies of the New World. This movement of population started
in the 17th century and lasted until the 19th century. A great number
of these Africans Qere Musliim. They tried to keep their faith by all
means, including sometimes armed struggle. Among these known Muslim
revolts is the revolt of Makendal in 1758 in Haiti. This Muslim lea-
der was burnt alive by the French colonial forces after his defeat.
In 1830, the African Muslims of Brazil even succeeded in establishing a

Muslim State which ~was  destroyed after four years in a sea of
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blood. Due to this ferocious persecution against the Muslims which
included the destruction of the family unit, Islam was on the verge
of disappearing amont the Blacks of America. However, things have taken

an altogether unexpected turn, and the Africans have begun an en masse

return to Islam.

The third wave started from Asia in 1830 C.E. Indeed the Bri-
tish and the Dutch replaced slavery by forced emigration from India
and Java for "indentured 1abor“; This was a barely disguised form of
slavery. Is]aﬁ remained firmly entrenched among the descendants of
these 1mmigrants: By the end of the nineteenth century a wave of emig-
ration started from Greater Syria. It continues to this day. By the
twentieth century Muslim immigrants arrived to America from all corners

of the wbrld; but more specifically from Asia, and Eastern Europe.

Table 7.1 shows -that there was about 4,600,000
Muslims in the American continent in 1982 or 0.74% of the
total population. They were only 2,000,000 in 1971 (0.4%).
Moreover, Muslim percentages exceed 10% of the total population in three
countries: Surinam (35%); Guyana (15%) and Trinidad Tobacgo (13%). The
number of Muslims exceeds 100,000 persons in four other countries: the U.S,
Canada, Argentina and Brazil. Muslims of the American continent are
organized in 25 countries. The Muslim population is growing at a fast
'pace due to natural increase, immigration and conQersion. Surinam for
instance might soon become the first Muslim majority state of America.

The distribution of Muslims in America is shown in Figure 7.1.



Table 7.1 : Muslims in America in 1982

S

Country Total Number of Percentage 1n
Population Muslims total population

(%)

m—__—_____——_—-—_—__—_________

The U.S. 229,700,000 3,000,000 1.3
Argentina 28,800,000 400,000 1.4
Brazil 127,770,000 380,000 0.3
Trinidad - |

and 1,220,000 160,000 13.0
Tobago .
Surinam 430,000 150,000 35.0
Guyana 870;000 130,000 15.0
Canada 24,300,000 120,000 0.5
Venezuela 16,000,000 50,000 0.30
Columbia 27,600,000 20,000 0.07
Mex1ico 71,690,000 15,000 0.02
Jamalica 2,330,000 14,000 0.6
Others . 91,100,000 26,000 0.03

;

Total 621,810,000 4,600,000 . 0.74
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¢- The United States

It is almost certain that Muslims crossed the Atlantic

as well as the Pacificlong before Columbus reached the New World.

But these visits did not have any lasting effects. Moriscos of Spain
arrived in the 16th century with the Spanish armies to the region of
New Mexico and Arizona. The most known of these is the Spanish Gene-
- ral Estevanico de Azemor, whose Muslim name remained unknown. These
first Muslims could not retain Islam among their descendants. During
the same period an Egyptian prince by the name of Nasir-al-Din joined
the Mohawk tribe in the territories which form today the state of New

York. He reached a position of pre-eminence within this tribe.

Slavery has been introduced in the lands which were to form
later the United States in 1619 C.E. Hundreds of thousands of people
were shipped from Africa : across the Atlantic under the mosf horri-
fying circumstances. Many of these were Muslims and their trace can
be followed along the entire history of the United States. For ins-
tance, in 1790, the state of South Carolina allowed the trial "of some
Moors subject to the Emperor of Morocco" in the tribunals using the
current laws. There was during the same period a debate in the South
on the right of worship of "Catholics, dews and Mohamedans". Muslim
names such as "Ben Ali" are to be noted among those who fought-with
the Confederates in the Civil War in the 19th century. The conditions

under which African Muslims have been brought to America and how they



have been robbed of their dignity and religion, has been vividly

described by Alex Haley in his book'Raéts which traces his own origin

among the Muslims of Gambia. Islam never died completely in the

hearts of the Americans of African origin and at the present it is

vigorously coming back.

Asian Muslim emigration to the U.S. started in 1855 C.E. when
a certain Hajd Ali was brought from Syria to oversee the introduction
of camel breeding in Arizona; He has been followed by a continuous
flow of immigrants from Greater Syria which goes on to this day. Many
descendants of the first immigrants have been lost to Islam completely

and have been assimilated in the majority.

European Muslim emigration started after World War I. It 1in-
cluded Muslim Tatars from Kazan; Polish Muslims; but especially Yugos-
lavs and Albanians. After World War II, Muslim immigration to the

U.S. came from all over the world, but especially from India, Pakistan,

Iran; Turkey and Egypt.

Conversion to Islam in the U.S. has taken place throughout.
Although most of the converts are thoSe of African origin who are, in
most cases, actually returning to their original religion, in addition
to them; there are also converts of European, Mexican, Puerto Rican

and even Jewish origins; Among the first converts of European origin

one must note Mr: Alexander Russel Webb, the US Consul 1in the Philip-

pines who accepted Islam in 1888 C.E.
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The organizational efforts of the Muslims started only in the
20th century. The Afro-American returnees to Islam established their
first Islamic association in 1913. As for the Syrian immigrants, they

formed in Detroit their first Islamic pssociation in 1912 and built

the first mosque in 1919,

Efforts at establishing organizations on the national level

started in 1952 when the "Federation of Is1amfc Associations" was formed.
However, this effort is far from satisfactory. Since 1976 a reorgani-
zation at two levels, one at the level of each state of the U.S. and

the second at the national level 1s 1n progress.

In 1971, there were in the United States about 1,000,000
Muslims (or 0.5% of the total population). "I'hey have been increasing
at a yearly rate of about 10% due to natural increase, immigration,
and conversion. Their number reached about 3,000,000 In 1982 making
up about 1.3% of the U.S. population. Of these, about 1,200,000 were
of African origin; 900,000 were of Arab origin; 450,000 were of
‘Indo-Pakistani origin and the remaining 450,000 were of diverse,
especially Yugoslav, Albanian, Turkish, and Iramian, backgrounds.

There are at least 90,000 Muslim students in American universities.

About 90% of the Muslims in the U.S; are Sunni and 10% are

ShT'ah. There is no area where Muslims are highly concentrated, but it

seems that their numbers are larger in the bigger cities such as New

York, Boston, Nashingtgn D;C., Detroit, Chicago, Los Angeles, Houston,
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etc. Many Muslims are professionals such as physicians and engineers,

out of whom some are highly outstanding. Others are workers or even

farmers in the South-West.

Muslims of the United States are not yet organized on the
national scale, and thus have only a negligible influence in the coun-
try. They are not represented in the Senate nor in the House of Rep-
resentatives in spite of the fact that they are, in a good majority
of cases, U.S.JEitizens; However, Muslims are completely free to
practice their religion, and their associations are treated in the

same manner as Christian and Jewish religious organizations.

The Muslim organizations with nation-wide influence and acti-
vity are increasing in importance and influence. The main activity
of the "Federation of Islamic Organizations" = is its annual conven-
tion. The "Muslim Students Association" was established in 1963 as
a student organization and makes a laudable effort in spreading Islamic
1iterature. It established later many affiliated organisations dealing

with the needs of the Muslim cammnity. "The World Cammunity of Islam

1976, regional councils came into being gathering Muslim cammunity
organizations in several regions. AmOng these tiwp councils especially
deserve to be mentioned: "The Islamic Council of Northern California”

and "The Islamic Council of New England”.
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In the U.S., there are at least 400 Muslim organizations and
dS many mosques, coupled with Qur'anic schools. Among these mosques
same are full-fledged comunity Islamic centers on the Islamic style
such as the ones in Quincy (Mass.); Waterbury (Conn.); Detroit (Mich.);
Dearborn (Mich.); Toledo (Chio); Cedar Rapids (Iowa): Sacramento
(California); Gary (Indiana); Phoenix (Arizona), etc. The Islamic
| Center of Washington D.C., with its beautiful mosque, is not a community

mosque. It 1s rather a mosque established by the Muslim embassies of the

capital and is run by them.

There are few full-fledged Islamic schools in the U.S. Almost
all Muslim children go to non-Muslim schools, either public or private,
and tend to be assimilated. Two Muslim universities are, however, being
established 1n Chicago. Islam is bound to grow in the U.S. as more efforts
are being devoted to establishinco Islamic institutions which will cater
to the needs of the rising generations and stop the nibbling effect of

religious assimilation on the Muslim community.

3—"Ar§entina
The first Muslim immigrants to the areas which came to form
Argentina are the Moriscos of Spain who arrived in the 16th century.

Although Islam could not endure among these first Muslims they certainly

Teft a lasting impact on the country such as the Gaucho tradition.
Domingo Sarmiento; the Argentinian writer of the 19th century, exposed

himself to the wrath of his fanatic compatriots when he claimed descent






