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ISLAM

Through My Eyes
By Donna DiDomenico

Looking Outside the Middle East
There are approximately one billion Muslims in the world. Since
September 11, 2001 Muslims have been widely seen as inhuman by much
of the American public. Many believe that Islam is a religion centered on
violence and hatred. It is seen as a religion of “others,” trapped in ancient
times and veiled from the outside world. This book takes a humanistic
approach to the ever-globalizing world of Islam.
I circumnavigated the world in search of Muslims outside the Middle
East. I immersed myself in their communities, first identifying how Islam
spread to each country, and analyzing how it took root. From these
experiences I documented contemporary Islam. This book examines the lives
of Muslims around the world and attempts to break through stereotypes
surrounding the fastest growing religion in the world.

| AN EDUCATOR. This woman works
as an elementary school teacher for
the Rural Institute for Development
Education in Kanchipuram.
She helps former child laborers
transition into state schools.
Kanchipuram, India.



| A SIGN OF RESPECT, this young
girl covers her face while getting
her picture taken. She states “when
I wear the hijab I feel safe from the
people that will see this picture; no
one can judge me.” Chennai, India .
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Islam Through My Eyes

PREFACE
An Introduction to Islam
Islam, the world’s second largest and fastest growing religion,
arose from the recitation of one man’s divine revelation to a community

solid composure. Everything in the teaching and postulate of Islam is
in its proper place” (Asad, 1954).
Islam is unlike other religions because it “is not only a spiritual

of marginalized people. This small community quickly spread around

attitude of mind, but also a self-suffering orbit of culture and social

the world, ultimately outlasting powerful empires, and displacing

system of clearly defined features” (Ezzatti, 2002). As we will see, this

time-honored religions. This sustained triumph, from the birth of Islam

open attitude of acceptance made the religion appealing to others.

to present day, is a result of the values and ethics built by the religion.

“Allah has made you brethren one to another, so be not divided. An

Known for religious tolerance, Islamic communities often allowed

Arab has no preference over a non-Arab, nor a non-Arab over an

minorities under their rule to follow their own beliefs and practices.

Arab; nor is a white one to be preferred to a dark one, nor a dark one

This helped the religion to grow. But of all the factors responsible for

to a white one…” (Qur’an, 49:13).

the expansion of Islam, its approach to slavery and commerce were

It has been commonly said that Muslim tolerance throughout

among the most significant causes of its worldwide expansion. This

history has been unmatched by other religions. The Prophet

preface examines the role of slavery and commerce in the geographic

Muhammad taught that slaves “were to be regarded as human beings

spread of Islam to South America, Africa, India, and Asia.

with dignity and rights and not just as property, and that freeing

There are an estimated 1.5 billion Muslims living in 51 Muslim

slaves was a virtuous thing to do, …[this] create[d] a culture in which

countries and 90 non-Muslim countries (Ezzati, 2002). Eight hundred

slaves became much more assimilated into the community than

million Muslims live in Asia, including India, China, and the Central

they were in the West” (BBC, 2007). Muhammad treated slaves as

Asia Republics (Ezzati, 2002), while approximately 400 million

human beings by showing respect toward them through establishing

Muslims live in Africa, and approximately 1 million Muslims live in

‘slave rights’ which stressed the importance of treating slaves with

South America (Ezzati, 2002). Although South America, Africa, India,

“kindness and compassion” and he “banned the mistreatment of

and Asia are all geographically, ethnically, nationally, and politically

slaves” (BBC, 2007). Muhammad even set free one of his own slaves

distinct, their Muslim communities share several common beliefs,

and married a Coptic Christian slave girl.

which tie these communities together. All Muslims believe in the first

The Qur’an articulates a humanitarian approach to slavery

of the five pillars of Islam, Shahadah, “I testify that there is none

and prior to the mid-1500’s a free man could not be enslaved, and

worthy of worship except God and I testify that Muhammad is the

those faithful to other religions could live freely under Muslim rule

Messenger of God.” These Islamic communities, although different

as dhimmis. The dhimmi system is one historical example of religious

culturally, do share a “common ideology, a common history and Book

acceptance under the Islamic leadership of Caliph Omar, who ruled

[Qur’an]” (Ezzati, 2002).

Medina from 634-644 (Esposito, 2000). Dhimmi were referred to

Those who submitted to Islam across these vastly different

as the “protected people,” who lived under the Islamic state; they

geographic locations had many reasons to do so. A Muslim convert

were allowed to practice their religion in private but not to seek

and intellect once said that his reason for conversion was that

converts (Esposito, 2000). The idea that slavery should be completely

“Islam appears to me like a perfect work of architecture. All its

abandoned was discussed as early as the 16th century. Between 1556-

parts are harmoniously conceived to complement and support each

1605 the Mughal Emperor Akbar forbade the slave trade in his Indian

other, nothing lacking, with the result of an absolute balance and

territory and in the 1670s the Muslim sovereign and reformer Nasr



| HELPING THE FAMILY. S. Saira Banu, 24, holding her 4-year-old nephew, comes from a large, poor family and only went to religious school until the
seventh grade. Although her brothers were allowed to receive a secular education, she had to start working in the shell powder industry at age 12 to
help her family financially. Since becoming invovled in the Rural Institute for Development Education (RIDE), she has been receiving the education she
once dreamed of. Although she still works in the shell powder industry, her education has been provided by RIDE in the evenings. “I hope to someday
start my own business so my children can be children,” she said. Kanchipuram, India.Sustion ullumsa ndigna
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| A TIME OF PRAYER. The children of the Vision Child and Youth Care Centre pray miday. Gateville, South Africa.
al-Din condemned slavery in Senegal and barred the sale of slaves to

The contrast between the Atlantic slave trade and slavery under Islam

Christians there, depressing the French trade in slaves (BBC, 2007).

made the religion more appealing to slaves.

These customs gradually changed Muslim perspectives about

Islamic policy, from the start, was in fact based on acceptance

slavery, and created an environment in which Islamic pressure for

and freedom. When Muslim leaders captured lands, they allowed

abolition could grow. Abolitionist focused their pressure on the

the local rulers to administer the country very much as they had

transportation of slaves and the slave markets, where the most

always done; the Qur’an clearly forbids the forced conversion to

horrible cruelties were found. Since Islam forbade capturing free

Islam. “There is no compulsion in religion” (Qur’an, 2:256). Islamic

men and making them slaves, Muslim abolitionists centered their

tolerance helped minorities live an easier life than they had under

attention on depicting slave trading as illegal under Shariah (Islamic)

their previous rulers due to the strong tolerance Muslim leaders

law, “knowing that if they could stop the trade in slaves, slavery

showed their citizens; it led many individuals to convert.

itself would slowly die out from lack of supply” (BBC, 2007). The
Islamic abolitionists attracted Christian in the Atlantic slave because
of their humanistic approach to slavery. This helped Islam to grow.

10

The Spread of Islam: Existing Slaves
Brazil and South Africa are two countries in which Islam spread

| EDUCATION OF A WOMAN.
Suja, 17, is in her first year at
the Quaid-e-Millath Government
College for women.
Chennai, India.
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Islam Through My Eyes
through the European slave trade because many slaves converted

Islam first arrived in South Africa through associations with

mystic tradition of Islam and encompasses a diverse range of beliefs

to Islam for its humanistic practices. Islam articulated a new view

Arab and East African traders; however it was the Dutch East India

and practices dedicated to God. Sufis are best described as mystical

of slavery. It minimized the difference between a slave and a free

Company that brought the majority of Muslims to this country

practitioners of Islam who guide spiritual seekers to direct contact

man regarding secular or religious status. Respect was based on

(Esposito, 2000). In 1668 the Dutch attacked many Malaysian

with God. Many Orthodox Muslims do not consider this sect of Islam

faithfulness–for all classes of people. Although Islam did allow

cities, capturing Sultan Sheikh Abdurahman Matebe Shah and his

to be legitimate. Upon arrival to Southeast Asia, Sufi businessman

slavery, there were strict restrictions on “inequities, injustices and

contemporaries, deporting them as slaves to South Africa. These well-

and seamen established relationships with local people and educated

oppression” (Afroz, 2000). Around 1550, the Portuguese began to

educated Malaysians became the seeds of Islam in South Africa and

them about the ideals, values, and customs of the Islamic faith

trade African slaves to sugar plantation owners in Brazil. Roughly

helped create the Islamic communities in Cape Town. They used their

(SarDesai, 2007). In winning converts, the Sufi were willing to allow

3.5 million Africans, many of whom were Muslim, passed through

politico-social exile to solidify the teaching of Islam among slaves

the inhabitants of island Southeast Asia to retain pre-Islamic beliefs

Salvador. “Scholars claim that Brazil received more enslaved Muslims

in Cape Town, many of whom were born Muslims from Malaysia

and practices that orthodox Islamic scholars clearly found contrary to

than anywhere else in the Americas” (Lovejoy, 2000). The African

and Bengal. Islam quickly became an admired religion among the

Islamic doctrine. Because Sufi Muslim traders did not overthrow the

slaves came primarily from West Africa and were allowed “to practice

slave communities in South Africa. In Indonesia, the Dutch employed

current leaders they minimized public interference. Muslim trading

their faith more or less openly and even to convert non-Muslim

a similar strategy for importing slaves by capturing and deporting

groups helped spread Islam across the many small islands of Malaysia.

West Africans to Islam” (Barickman, 1994). This gave Islam a strong

skilled Muslim workers. Thus there were two distinct Muslim groups

foothold in Brazil.

in South Africa: the Malaysians and Indian Muslims (Esposito,

through Imams spiritual leaders–and Sufis. Imams helped build

2000). In comparison to the Islamic slave system, which promoted

bridges between Islam and the local culture, enabling it to be an

Bahia, one of 26 states of Brazil. It returned their human dignity to

humanitarianism, egalitarianism and brotherhood, the European slave

important component of the native identity. Sufis made contributions

them and taught them that they were not objects, but human beings

system, carried out “cruelties more atrocious and unnatural than any

to many aspects of native identity, including painting, architectural

equal to their masters. Prophet Muhammad said, “Surely God has

recorded of untutored and savaged barbarians” (Afroz, 2000). Many

design, the industrial arts, dance, music, astronomy, and mathematics

made you their masters; and if He had will He could have likewise

Muslims suffered from the economic system of exploitation. However

(Esposito, 2000). Many Sufis also volunteered at charities or offered

given you in their possession as slaves” (Ezzatti, 2002). The principle

forceful the Europeans might have been in trying to convert their

spiritual counseling. In India, many Sufi shrines became popular

of fate, a critical facet of Imam (faith), thus deflates the pride of the

Muslim slaves, they failed to contain the spread of Islam worldwide.

Muslim temples, where followers came to seek the blessings of

Islam brought spiritual enlightenment to the Muslim slaves in

masters while it raises the status of slaves as human beings (Ezzatti,
2002). Africans who had no home, relatives, or financial stability
looked to Islam as a “means to discipline their bodies and minds”

In Southeast Asia, as in India, many residents adopted Islam

an honored saint in the hope of gaining good fortune. Instead of

The Spread of Islam: Commerce
A noteworthy element in the spread of Islam was the social

replacing popular culture, Islam allowed such elements a place within
the Muslim religion (SarDesai, 2007). When the Sufis arrived in India

(Reis, 1993). These African Muslims would gather together to teach

contacts developed through trade in India and Malaysia. These are

through the Silk Road, they shared many beliefs with Hinduism,

each other Arabic and spread the word of Islam to their fellow

prime examples of how Islam spread along trade routes. In these

India’s primary religion, and the Sufi’s untraditional practice of

Bahians (Reis, 2002).

countries, Islam was not advanced by occupation or through the

Islam enabled Hindus to acclimatize to Islamic practices. Sufis also

colonization of a sizeable overseas Muslim populace; nor was it

built mosques and schools, further aiding Islamic expansion. The

rebellion until the eve of January 24, 1835, when a group of African

linked with social change (SarDesai, 2007). For a long period, Arab

lower economic classes of citizens, such as those in the Untouchables

born Muslims, free and slaved, took over the streets of Salvador and

traders and sailors had been frequently visiting Southeast Asian ports

cast, were drawn to the Sufis because of their mystical eminence,

revolted against the soldiers and civilians of Bahia. Even though the

before the influx of Islam. It was not until more Muslims appeared in

open-mindedness toward other religious beliefs and practices, and

insurrection was planned and carried out by Muslim African slaves

Southeast Asia that Islamic customs began to disseminate across the

humanitarian involvement in local communities (SarDesai, 2007).

and freedmen, they were not religious fanatics. “If they were, one

many islands (SarDesai, 2007). The Muslim merchants and sailors

would have expected them to attack at least one of the dozen of

would introduce their practices and beliefs to the people. Once a

the global spread of Islam; however, they were merely responsible

Catholic churches of Salvador in their struggle against the infidels”

principal trading city converted to Islam, nearby trading cities would

for introducing Islam into different geographical regions. The

(Reis, 2002). However, this did not occur; instead the rebels targeted

do the same, creating even stronger personal ties and allowing for a

most significant reason for Islam’s growth was Islam itself. The

secular symbols. “They attempted to obtain arms supplies from the

common [Islamic] law to regulate business practices, thus furthering

philanthropic ideals of humanity and brotherhood helped Islam

several barracks they struck . . .Their plan was to unite slaves of

Islamic expansion. Many of the trade ships carried Sufis, who

become a permanent part of the cultures of South America, Africa,

Salvador with slaves of neighboring communities” (Reis, 2002).

also advanced the spread of Islam (Esposito, 2000). Sufism is the

India, and Asia.

Brazil’s long history of slavery had yet to see organized slave

12

Slavery and commerce were the most important factors for
| BEING A CHILD. These two boys adopted by the Vision Child and Youth Care
Centre smile for the camera before their mid afternoon prayer. Both boys are
star students in their secular and madressa schools. Gateville, South Africa.
umsa ndigna
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The Impact Of The Immigrants

PUERTO RICO

|INTERFAITH SCHOOLS. Since there are no Islamic schools in Puerto Rico,
Muslim children often attend private catholic schools to receive the best
education. Río Piedras, Puerto Rico.
Puerto Rico is a United States territory in the northeastern
Caribbean. It is about 1,000 miles off the south coast of Florida,
between the Dominican Republic and the Virgin Islands. Christopher
Columbus helped start colonization by the Spanish after his arrival in
1493, and Spanish is still the dominant language used today.
The Spanish colonization also helped spur the growth of Roman
Catholicism. Today it is estimated that about 85% (CIA World
Factbook, 2006) of the population is Roman Catholic. There is a small
Muslim community with mosques and Islamic Centers throughout
different parts of the island.
The early Muslim community was primarily composed of
Palestinians who arrived because of Israel’s occupation in the Middle
East between 1958 and 1962. Most of Puerto Rico’s Muslims live in
Río Piedras, a crowded older suburb south of San Juan, where they
operate numerous restaurants and stores. Until recently, a solitary
storefront mosque on Calle Padre Colón served the entire community.
Although Muslims are clearly still a minority in Puerto Rico, their
exact population is debated amongst Muslims and the government.

| CHURCH AT SUNSET. The Río Piedras Town Plaza Church is located in the heart of Puerto Rico’s industrial and agricultural trading center.
Río Piedras, Puerto Rico.
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The Impact Of The Immigrants

|ONE OF TWO. The Central Islamic of Puerto Rico is one of two mosques in Puerto Rico. With the
increase of Muslim immigrants from the Middle East and Brazil, the Islamic community hopes to
build additional mosques in Puerto Rico. Río Piedras, Puerto Rico.

|IMAM FROM BRAZIL.
Rua Julio Ribeiro
immigrated to Puerto
Rico from São Paulo
Brazil with his wife five
years ago. He is currently
the Imam–spiritual
head–of the Central
Islamic of Puerto Rico.
Río Piedras, Puerto Rico.
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|SYMBOL OF GOD. Abdul Rhim, whose name translates as “symbol of God,” is a first generation Peurto Rican. His father
emigrated from Lebanon twenty years ago. Abdul is seen here washing his feet. Before going into the mosque the
worshipper must perform an ablution, a ritual of washing the face, hands and feet. In certain circumstances, a washing
of the whole body, known as “ghusl,” is required. This ritual is described in the Qur’an. Río Piedras, Puerto Rico.
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The Impact Of The Immigrants

Memoirs |

1.23.2006

“The phonebook was the first
place I looked to find Muslims...
could you believe it would be so
helpful?”

|SALAAT is the ritual prayer practised by Muslims in entreaty to Allah. There are five daily required prayers. The men of The Central Islamic
Mosque of Puerto Rico are in the Qiyam position in which the right hand is over the left, and they are looking at the ground while reciting
“Sami `Allahu Liman Hamidah,” which translates to “God responds to those who praise Him.” Río Piedras, Puerto Rico.

When I arrived to Puerto Rico the first place I went to was
a mall. There I had the brilliant idea to look in a phone book
to find a mosque. After calling a few places and getting only
people who spoke Spanish, I knew this was going to be a long
and difficult trip around the world.
I tried asking a few people on the street where I could find
Muslims the only reply I received was “why do you want to go
talk to terrorists?” “Wow,” I thought to myself “I am truly not
out of the United States am I?”
Luckily, I found a taxi driver who took me to the The Central
Islamic Mosque of Puerto Rico, which I found through one of
my phone calls. Although the men I met there didn’t really understand my project, they were excited that an American woman
was interested in Islam. They allowed me to photograph them
at prayer and I was surprised that one even let me photograph
the men’s washing area.
Several hours later I was promised a ride the next day to the
main mosque in Puerto Rico in exchange for $20–which was
a great deal considering it would have cost me over $100 in a
taxi. I showed up the next day but the ride I was promised was
nowhere in sight.
After waiting more than an hour I decided to leave and explore
Río Piedras, which was about twenty minutes from downtown
Old San Juan. While there I met the Imam’s wife and found the
Muslim community of Puerto Rico. It was a long street lined
with clothing stores, all owned by Muslims. Surprisingly, their
business partners were American Jews.
They said, “it doesn’t matter what our religion is; we are all
brothers, we all have the same God.” Although I met some interesting people, the majority of the Muslims in Puerto Rico
didn’t want to talk to me. I think it will get easier, once I move
further away from the United States.

|FISHERMAN FAMILY. Pedro Sconeria, 12, shows off the fish he helped his
family catch for dinner. Old San Juan, Puerto Rico.

|COLORED BUILDINGS: Old San Juan has small cobblestone streets and
colorful buildings. It is surrounded by two forts built by the Spanish in the
16th century: El Morro and San Cristóbal, and is surrounded on the other
three sides by the old city walls. Old San Juan, Puerto Rico.

|REMOVAL OF SHOES. Traditionally, Muslims remove their
shoes before entering mosques. Río Piedras, Puerto Rico.

18

19

Converting to Islam

BRAZIL

|PROTECTOR. The “Christ the Redeemer” is a large Art Deco-style statue
of Jesus Christ. It stands 125 feet tall and is located at the peak of the
2,330 feet Corcovado Mountain in the Tijuca Forest National park which
overlooks the city. Rio de Janeiro, Brazil.
Brazil is the largest and most populous country in Latin America,
and the fifth largest in the world in both area and population. Being
colonized by the Portuguese in the 1500’s it is the only Portuguese
speaking country in the Americas. Like most other Latin America
countries, Brazil is primarily Catholic (CIA World Factbook, 2006).
Islam was originally brought to Brazil by slaves from Africa, with
the next most significant growth coming from Lebanese immigrants
fleeing their civil war. Muslims still only comprise a small percentage
of Brazil’s large population. According to Brazil’s 2000 census, there
were 27,239 Muslims living in the country (CIA World Factbook,
2006). However, leaders of the Muslim community I spoke with put
the number between 700,000 and three million Muslims.
Most of Brazil’s mosques, like most of the mosques throughout
South America, are made possible through individual donations and
foreign assistance, especially from Saudi Arabia. Many of the imams
come from the Middle East and often have Arab governments pay for
their services.
|WORLD’S BEST. The most popular sport in Brazil is futebol (soccer). Rio de Janeiro is home to four traditional Brazilian football clubs: Botafogo,
Flamengo, Fluminese, and Vasco. Here the Flamego fans are cheering on their team at the Maracanã Stadium. Rio de Janeiro, Brazil.
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Converting to Islam

|RASING MONEY. Men who had recently arrived back from Hajj sell goods from Saudi Arabia to raise money for the Rio de Janerio
Muslim Beneficent Society. Rio de Janeiro, Brazil.

|IMAM FROM THE SUDAN. Abdelbagi Sidahmed Osman came to Brazil from the Sudan because there was a “lack of Brazilian religious men who are
proficient in Arabic.” He started an exchange program with the International University of Africa, in Sudan where Brazilian students could go to learn
Arabic. Rio de Janeiro, Brazil.
Recently, Brazil has seen an increase in conversions to Islam

In His Own Words:

among non-Arab citizens. Perhaps this is due in part to the
construction of numerous mosques, libraries, art centers and schools
throughout Brazil over the past 30 years.
I visited with the Beneficent Muslim Society, which was founded
in 1951. It is located in the downtown of Rio de Janeiro City. Today
the majority of men and women who are a part of this society are
native Brazilian. Apart from Arabic and religion courses, the institution
also offers prayers, courses for children and religious celebrations.

22

“Most of the Muslim community in Rio come from
the Middle East. They move here to have a better
life. Even though there are a lot of Arabs there
is not enough people who can properply read the
Qur’an. Our sunnah is strong and we hope to
someday be as strong as our brothers in São Paulo.”
|Abdelbagi Sidahmed Osman
Rio de Janeiro, Brazil.

|CONCENTRATION. Muslim prayer beads, called “tasbih,” are used to help Muslims concentrate
while praying. These tasbih come from Saudi Arabia and are being sold at the Rio de Janerio
Muslim Beneficent Society to help raise money for the mosque. Rio de Janeiro, Brazil.
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In Her Own Words:

In Her Own Words:

“I was surfing the
web one day and
came across Islam.
I began to do more
and more research
about this religion
that I heard so
much about in the
news. I decided to
go to the mosque
and meet more
Muslims and found
that I really like the
community. They
were welcoming of
me even though I
wasn’t even Muslim.
The more I learned
about the religion,
the more I loved
it and wanted to
become Muslim.
There is such a
great respect for
women. They want
to know how we feel
and think, unlike
Christianity, which
didn’t respect me.
Even though my
parents are Catholic
and I was raised
that way, they
supported me in my
decision to convert.”

“After September 11th,
I wanted to learn more
about Islam. The more
research I did the more
I realized how badly the
media was portraying
this fascinating religion.
I started volunteering for
the Imam and then began
taking Arabic lessons.
After a bit of time I knew
I was no longer Catholic
but instead Muslim.
Being Muslim I am more
respected as a woman
in the community. I now
teach Arabic lessons to
adults. When you are
Muslim you don’t just
have to be polite, you
just have to be a good
neighbor. This is why I
fell in love with Islam.
I used to experience a
lot of racism because I
wear the hijab. But my
family never stopped
loving me. Even though
they are Catholic they
will come to the mosque
to show their support for
me. There is also a great
Muslim network around
the world. I am getting
married to a British
Muslim who is originally
from Bangladesh. I am
the happiest I have
been in my life, and it is
because of my religion.”

|Zabreen Silva, 37.
Rio de Janeiro, Brazil.

|Patricia Ribeiro, 27.
Rio de Janeiro, Brazil.

Converting to Islam

Memoirs |
In her own words:
“I converted to Islam about
6 years ago and when I
began to consider converting it wasn’t because I didn’t
agree with Christianly, I just
didn’t accept the belongings
of Christians… you know the
father, son, Holy Spirit. I just
didn’t feel comfortable with
the statement of man and
so I began to research my
concerns and tried to find an
answer. I found that answer
in Islam. Being a Muslim is
not easy; you have to have
faith and believe in God, but
it has transformed me into a |BUSINESS WOMAN. Rosemary, 40, outside her clothing store, which she owns and manages. Rio de Janeiro, Brazil.
better person and has given
me things Christianity never
could have. I even have more
freedom as Muslim woman
than a Christian woman.”
|Rosemary Ouil, 40.
Rio de Janeiro, Brazil.

2.3.2006

“The Muslim women thought I
was crazy walking around Rio De
Janeiro alone, so they joined me.”
When I arrived, the building looked a bit run down and the
neighborhood was somewhat abandoned, but my cab driver told
me that this was the place I was looking for. I had received the
address through a Muslim man who worked the front desk of my
hotel. I asked the doorman if this was a mosque, but he didn’t
seem to understand. Then I said “Islam” and he led me into this
dark building up an elevator. When we got upstairs we passed
some doors. The room right next door to the mosque’s actually
belonged to a synagogue–which I found surprising.
When the man knocked on the door Patricia opened it. Patricia
is a 27 year old Brazilian student who was born a Catholic and
converted to Islam around 2001. She spoke amazing English
and invited me into the mosque, which was about 500 square
feet. There was brown wall-to-wall carpeting and the walls were
adorned with Arabic. Patricia was extremely nice and offered
me water. I told her about my project and she answered all of
my questions. She even stayed late and found me a cab to the
Maracana Stadium.
I went back to the Mosque the next day. When I walked into
the Mosque it was already packed at 11:00 am, even though services did not start until 1:30 pm. I was introduced to the community and spent about an hour observing everyone. The Imam
gave a one-hour sermon, in Portuguese, and although I didn’t
understand what he was saying, the service was still interesting.
All of the men were extremely open and respectful. The women
showed me through the Muslim area which was an open street
market called Saara. After meeting several other women and going into many stores, Patricia had to leave, but another women
from the local university, studying the Muslim population in Rio,
stayed and worked as a translator for me.
All these people were so friendly; they were giving me hugs
and kisses by the end of the day. They felt like family. Can you
believe that they would take the entire day just to help me for
my project?

|ISLAMIC ARCHITECTURE. By using geometric shapes and repetitive
arabesques this building is an example of the Islamic architectural
influence in Brazil. Salvador, Brazil.

|UPPER CITY. Since the upper city is on top of a bluff that is 230 feet
above the lower city, there is the Lacerda Elevator, which carries more
than 50,000 passengers a day. Salvador, Brazil.

|GOVERNMENT CONTROL. Rosemary, 40, shows her government ID and says, “everyone must carry this ID. But for
Muslims it is harder because the ID shows that you are Muslim; many people judge you.” Rio de Janeiro, Brazil.
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Value of Traditions

SOUTH AFRICA

|MAIN TOURIST ATTRACTION. Table Mountain is an important landmark
overlooking the city of Cape Town. The mountain forms part of the Table
Mountain National Park. Cape Town, South Africa.
South Africa is a country located at the southern tip of the
African continent. While Islam has roots here pre-dating the colonial
period, the modern Muslim tradition grew out of the exile of Sheikh
Abdurahman Matebe Shah to Cape Town. Although today most of the
population is Christian, Muslims have made their presence known by
being active within the socio-political sector of South Africa.
The South African Muslims have generally been responsible for
building a healthy infrastructure that has contributed towards the well
being of South African society as a whole. While this has indubiously
led to the rise in Islam, the biggest reason for the dramatic increase in
Islamic conversions is that the religion is a safe haven from sex, AIDS,
alcoholism, and domestic violence. These problems are rampant in the
black townships, where the greatest rates of Islamic conversions are
seen. It is estimated that Islam is the fastest growing religion in South
Africa and has grown six fold in thirteen years, during the time from
1991 to 2004.
The South African Muslim community has been able to support
South African society through financial contributions they receive
from governments such as Iran, Saudi Arabia, and Kuwait. These
contributions have been building mosques and financing charitable
organization in South Africa.

|BIG FIVE. Kruger National Park is the largest game reserve in South Africa and has five of Africa’s greatest wild animals–the lion, leopard, elephant,
buffalo and rhino. The leopard is featured here and is the rarest of the big five to be seen. Mpumalanga, South Africa.
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A Muslim Wedding

|HAPPY COUPLE. Similar to American traditions, Faseega and Ashraf Samuels
and their wedding party sit at a private table. Cape Town, South Africa.
Shafieka Samuels dressed me head to toe in traditional Islamic
attire before entering the mosque to watch the wedding ceremony.
Although it is uncommon in Islamic culture for women to be present
at a wedding ceremony, Shafieka and I stood in the women’s quarters
alone, out overlooking the men’s quarter where the marriage ceremony
took place.
The evening before the wedding Shafieka told me about her own
wedding and being courted by her husband, Labeeb. “I didn’t realize
Labeeb liked me, until he sent me flowers one day. After receiving
permission from my father Labeeb and I dated. We were only allowed
to be together if a male family member supervised. I know that might
sound strange to you. But it made everything much more special. When
we got married we did everything together for the first time.”
On their wedding day Shafieka wore a large, traditional white
dress adorned with pearls and intricate embroidery. This dress has
stayed in her family and has been worn at seven of her cousin’s
weddings. “By passing on my dress to cousins it becomes a tradition
and keeps the cost of the wedding down. Muslim wedding’s become
extremely expensive because you are expected to feed all of your
extended family and neighbors.”
|WEDDING CERMONY WITHOUT A BRIDE. In Islamic tradition the bride is not present at the marriage ceremony in the mosque. Only the male members
of the community attend. Here the groom is presenting the father with a dowry. Cape Town, South Africa.
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|FAMILY FROM JOHANESBERG. Yasmine Mayet, 53, sits in the airport awaiting her flight to Cape Town
to attend a family wedding. Although she is of Indian descent, she is attending a Malaysian Muslim
wedding. “The Indian and Malaysian Muslim communities are often separated because of race, but it
isn’t like that in our family.” Johannesburg, South Africa.

|LOOKING ON. Male family members of the bride and groom listen to the Imams’ sermon. Cape Town, South Africa.
The Islamic marriage ceremony is a contract between a man and

Upon arrival at the Retreat Civic Centre, family members of

a woman and the woman’s father, made in the presence of witnesses.

the newlyweds work continuously to add the finishing touches to the

as well as the woman’s father. It also involves the payment of a dower,

hall and reheat food. All of the food and decoration at the reception

which is paid by the husband, in this case, Ashraf Samuels. After the

are prepared and given by family members of the bride and groom.

wedding ceremony I head to the ‘groom’s tea reception’ where the

Even though there is no alcohol served at the festivities, the event can

entire groom side of the family gathers for the ring ceremony and a

become costly. Family members often prepare food for over 500 guests.

brunch. As in America, the bride and groom exchange vows and rings.

After a quick change of dresses, the bride, groom, and wedding

There will be another reception for the bride’s family in the afternoon.

party make their entrance. The remainder of the afternoon was spent

Before that there will be an even larger reception for both sides of the

sipping sweet tea, eating traditional Malaysian wedding food, and

family at the Retreat Civic Centre.

meeting the hundreds of guests.

|GROOM’S TEA. After the mosque ceremony the bride and groom gather for the groom’s reception where the ring
ceremony will take place. As in the United States, the couple exchanges rings. In the afternoon there will be a
bride’s reception where her entire family will get together for tea and sweets. Cape Town, South Africa.
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The word orphanage often makes you think of a place that is
unsuitable for any child. But that is not the case with the Vision and
Child Youth Care Centre. Started by Suraya and Sadique Jacobs, they
decided to take their life savings and start adopting Muslim Children.
“It is hard enough to be without parents, it is even harder to be a
Muslim living in a Christian orphanage. I felt it was my duty to God
to start this program. These children are like my own children and
we want them to feel completely normal. That is why we don’t even
use the word orphanage in the name of organization,” stated the co-

VISION

founder/mother of the Vision and Child Youth Care Centre.
The Vision and Child Youth Care Centre has 23 children between
the ages of 6-23 and provides each child with a bank account, food,
clothing, private secular, religious and college education, and a place

Child and Youth Care Centre
“I am a 12 year old boy and I am at Vision Child and
Youth Care Centre with my 9 year old brother and 6 year
old sister. We arrived at Vision in the middle of January
and we are thankful to the Almighty Allah that we are
now safe, sound and happy. What we like the most is our
three meals a day, a warm bed, clothes, shoes and our
education. It was quite obvious our parents are unable to
care for us as they have their own huge problems. I love
my brother and sister very much and for years I had to

take care of them, protect them and feed them whatever
I could lay my hands on. Most of the time I did not know
if what we put in our mouths was halal or not. However,
in order to survive we had to consume it. At Vision we
get love, attention and you know what? Brand new school
clothes and shoes. We even have new school bags and
pajamas and brushing our teeth is fun.”
Vision Child and Youth Care Centre resident

to live until they are married. The centre relies on donations through
the community and the proceeds made from their printing press.
Each month the community holds an ‘awards night’ where children
in the centre are presented with trophies for their hard work in
school or at home. “The Muslim community has always supported
our organization, whether it is purchasing ad space in our monthly
magazine or donating their time to help tutor the children,” stated cofounder/father of the Vision and Child Youth Care Centre.
When I arrived at the centre all of the children politely greeted me
and introduced themselves. All of the children would call me ‘Auntie,’ a
name they use to show respect to their elders.
The second eldest girl gave me a tour of their home. She proudly
brought me around to all the bedrooms where bunk beds were stacked
high. Each room slept six children and the boys and girls slept in
separate rooms. The eldest girl who was in college had her own room.
When I was brought to the common area all of the children
were gathered around a television, watching the remake of “Dukes of
Hazard.” I was bombarded with questions about where I came from,
did I know 50 Cent, or the Yankees. Before I was able to answer all of
their questions, their mother called to the children to start preparing
for afternoon prayer.
Not once during my visit did I feel bad for the children; they were
all well taken care of, educated, and lived by strict household rules.
They even considered themselves all brothers and sisters and called the
founders of the organization “mummy and daddy.”
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|PREPAIRING FOR PRAYER. Two boys wash in preparation for
afternoon prayer. Gateville, South Africa.

|MOTHER TO 23. Suraya Jacobs, 46, is the mother who has devoted
her life to 23 orphaned children. Gateville, South Africa.

|WOMEN AT PRAYER. The girls of the Vision Child and Youth Centre participate in all the five prayers a day just like the boys. Gateville, South Africa.

In Her Own Words:
“It hurts me to think what if these children never had
us. Many of their biological parents just left them.
These children have made me a better Muslim. I am
36

lucky to have found each one of them; they give me
more love and happiness than I could ever give back.”
|Suraya Jacobs, 46.
Gateville, South Africa.

|A CARING WORLD. “I love my family” states this girl of the Vision
Child and Youth Centre, “I am so lucky to have such caring parents
and brother and sister, there is so much love in our home,” she
concludes. Gateville, South Africa.
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A Muslim Is Born

|GETTING SOME HELP. Waleed Peterson, who is only one day old, is
receiving extra help breathing because she was born with fluid in her
lungs. Somerset Hospital. Cape Town, South Africa.
Somerset Hospital is a public hospital in Cape Town known
primarily for treating HIV/AIDS patients. When I first entered the birth
recovery room all of the woman were alone, sad, and stressed beyond
words. No one really cared to talk to me, and I couldn’t blame them.
I wouldn’t want to talk to a stranger after giving birth. There were
approximately eight women to a room, several of whom had caesarian
sections and were walking in pain, with no one to assist them. There were
no husbands, boyfriends, or partners on site. A fourteen year old girl cried
in the corner because no one can pick her up from the hospital, forcing her
to take a cab back to her township–which she simply can not afford.
Out of the corner of my eye I spot a smiling woman eating
marshmallows, strawberry yogurt, and dark chocolates. I walk over to her
bedside and she is delighted to see me. “You must sit down” she insists,
“please have some of this food, my husband brought way too much.” Her
name is Rushanah Petersen and she tells me her story. As a 23-year-old
Muslim she is at the Somerset Hospital not because she has HIV/AIDS
but because she can not afford the private hospital which the majority
of Muslims in South Africa attend. “My father passed away and I had
to work very hard starting at a young age. I grew up in a poor place, my
husband and I struggled. I know what it is to only eat bread and butter.”
Yet she still had a wonderful relationship with her husband and family. “I
|HOPEFUL MOTHER. Rushanah Petersen, 23, looks at her newborn baby girl and prays she will get better. “This is so hard for me to see my baby like
this. But I know she will be ok, she comes from a strong family.” Somerset Hospital. Cape Town, South Africa.

had my mother in law with me during this birth, she knows what to do
because she has been through it, I don’t understand why woman have their
husbands there; they are useless and never have nor will give birth.”
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Memoirs |

2.14.2006

“The Samuels took me into their
home after knowing me for only
minutes… an hour later they told
me they had arranged for me to
meet their entire family… I never
expected to be going to a wedding.”
I set off on another adventure in search of Muslims. After
leaving the ship I headed straight to the Muslim Bathhouse to
see if I could meet some girls my age: today they have a femaleonly swim. Since we disembarked late I almost missed the entire
women’s swim. Luckily, I met two girls my age and told them
about my project. They brought me to their mother’s workplace;
unfortunately she was too busy that afternoon to bring me home,
but she introduced me to a close friend of hers, Labeeb Samuels.
An hour and half later I ended up at his house meeting his entire
extended family. His wife, Shafieka, prepared me a wonderful
South African dinner with fresh seafood and delicious rice. Her
parents and sister came over soon after diner was finished.
That evening we talked for hours about each other’s cultures,
their similarities and differences. She showed me her albums with
photographs from her wedding, and of her little boys. They were
so excited about my project that they began making plans that
evening to introduce me to the Muslim community.
That evening they drove me back to the ship and gave me a
tour of the Malay quarters in Cape Town. I was excited about
meeting everyone in the community and felt my project was off
to an extremely strong start in this country.
By the time I left Cape Town, I had met a large portion of
the community. I even attended a wedding! I couldn’t believe
how welcoming the Samuels were. They always took care of
me, whether it was driving me about, feeding me, or providing
me with historical facts about their country. I truly felt like the
Samuels were my own family and was sad to leave them. They
gave me a silver watch to remember them by. I still keep in touch
with them, and hope to travel back there again.

|A FAMILY AFFAIR.
Shafieka Samuels
snuggles with her eldest
son Usamah, 6. Cape
Town, South Africa.
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|AFRICAN SUNRISE. The sun rises over the smokes stacks, only miles away
from Kruger National Park. Mpumalanga, South Africa.

|MUSLIM FRIEND. I stand with Shafieka Samuels
outside the mosque. She dressed me in a cloak and
hijab so I would fit in at the mosque ceremony, which
women typically do not attend; an exception was
made because I was there. Cape Town, South Africa.
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MAURITIUS

|WATERFRONT. Whenever you are traveling from a ship
docked in Port Louis you must take a water taxi, which
takes five minutes to the waterfront and costs $1 USD. The
Muslim taxi driver owns and runs his own boat.
Port Louis, Mauritius.
Mauritius is an island nation approximately 560 miles off the
east coast of Madagascar, and is known for its ethereal beauty. As
Mark Twain said upon visiting the island, “you gather the idea that
Mauritius was made first, and then heaven, and that heaven was
copied after Mauritius.”
Mauritian society is highly multi-ethnic, thanks in part to its
location and colonization background. While the Dutch established
the first permanent settlement in the 1600’s, numerous cyclones forced
them to leave only a few decades later. The French occupied Mauritius
|A BROKEN SHUTTER. This window is located outside the Islamic Culture Center. Port Louis, Mauritius.
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|WEARING A BURKA. Ruwayyah
Kurmally, 20, is a mother of five
and chooses to cover her entire
body. She visits the Islamic Cultural
Centre almost every day.
Port Louis, Mauritius.

|DONATION. The Islamic Cultural Centre was primarily funded by Saudi Arabia; however, in December of 2005 it received 115 books from the U.S.
Embassy, which covered a wide range of topics, including economics, management, international relations, Islam in America, religious pluralism in the
U.S., American studies, environment, law, and the arts. American authors wrote almost all of the books. Port Louis, Mauritius.
during the 18th century until the British defeated them. This has added

Furthermore, it provides an important link to the major Islamic socio-

to the melting pot that composes Mauritius’ population. Today the

cultural organizations in the country.

official languages are English and French, although Mauritian Creole

The Islamic Society of Mauritius opened an Islamic history center

is spoken widely throughout the island. While Hindus make up the

in the southern town of Moka. Its aim is to preserve and promote

majority of the population, the number of Sunni Muslims is significant.

Islamic history in countries of the Indian Ocean and undertake

The Islamic Cultural Centre (ICC) was created in August 1987 to

research on the arrival, presence and contribution of Muslims in the

satisfy the long-felt need of the Muslim community in the country. Two

development of Mauritius. An Islamic Relief Office was recently

years later the Government provided the Centre with a legal framework

opened in Mauritius and will serve as an integral part of the ICC

for its operations. The Islamic Cultural Centre is a key institution in

efforts to help the needy and less fortunate. The Islamic Relief

Mauritius with the primary objective of preserving and promoting the

Office strives to alleviate the suffering, hunger, illiteracy and diseases

authentic and perennial values of Islam and hence, promoting Islamic

worldwide without regard to color, race or creed and to provide aid in

arts and culture. It also has the mission of promoting Arabic and

a compassionate and dignified manner.

Urdu studies, and to provide training in other relevant fields of study.
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|GIRL’S CLASSROOM. Mrs. Amina Bibi Carrim, 63, the madrassa (religious) teacher of the
Mauritius Muslim Orphanage spends the afternoon with Alfaz Yadally, 8 (left) and Umar
Kareemkahn, 11, (right) teaching them Arabic. The only education these girls receive is a
religious one. Port Louis, Mauritius.

|RED AND WHITE. This Muslim man smokes a cigarette while he stands in front of a Coca Cola painted building. Port Louis, Mauritius.

In Her Own Words:
|“I

love teaching these girls. They are all such bright
and beautiful women. Maybe some can even go to
college one day. It can be a challenge though. With
the background they come from, they are not given
many
46

opportunities to go on in their education. But I know
they all will make amazing mothers, and maybe then
their children can go on. Being a mother is tough;
many people do not realize that. ”
|Mrs. Amina Bibi Carrim, 63.
Port Louis, Mauritius.

|WITHOUT A FATHER. Because this little girl is without a father the orphanage takes care of the family until her
mother remarries. Port Louis, Mauritius.
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|MUSLIM HOSPITAL. Zubbeida Toorawa, mother of Cornell University Professor Shawkat Toorawa is cared for at this Islamic hospital. Port Louis, Mauritius.

|WOMAN’S PRAYER. Mrs.
Amina Bibi Carrim, 63, the
madrassa (religious) teacher
of the Mauritius Muslim
Orphanage takes a moment
from her busy day for
afternoon prayer.
Port Louis, Mauritius.
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|NARROW STREET. Port Louis serves
as the center of commerce and trade.
It has over one hundred factories;
in particular, the city is the export
processing zone of textile mills.
Port Louis, Mauritius.
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In Her Own Words:

“I lead a good life,
but I can’t wait to
leave this place.
They take care of
me here. Provide
me with food and
clothing. But we
aren’t allowed to
leave or have jobs.  
I just wish that my
husband would
come already. I
am growing old
and want to have
kids and be a wife.
I know that the
man that comes to
marry me will be a
good man. At times
it can get pretty
boring around here.
All we do is put
makeup on, paint
nails, and watch
music videos. I just
want more in life.”
|Sourceya Durgahed, 28.
Port Louis, Mauritius.

51

Islam in a Hindu Land

Memoirs |

2.29.2006

“I never thought this island was a
third world country.”
Today I spent the day traveling to different womens’
centers in Mauritius.  If you think that American disability
care centers are bad, you haven’t seen those in third world
countries. I toured two homes where women with mental
and physical disabilities are placed; it was one of the most
horrific things I have ever seen.
These poor people were basically placed there to die. I
met a spokeswoman and she told me that Mauritius relies
heavily on their tourism to keep the country running, and
receives very little international aid.
There is also a large drug problem on the island, and
about 10% of all drug addicts are Muslim, many of whom
get drawn into the sex industry. Even worse, women are
denied condoms at convenience stores. There is also a
great deal of conflict with the politically centered Hindu
community and the Muslims.  
On a happy note, I met a helpful woman the next day
named Mariam Goodan. She spent the remainder of the day
introducing me into the Muslim community. She brought
me to a Muslim Orphanage/Hospital, which wasn’t as
heart-warming as the one in South Africa. The girls didn’t
seem to have equal opportunities for education and the
woman weren’t allowed to have jobs. They basically had
to sit around and wait for a man to come marry them. Although such men may have good intentions, I was told they
were the men that weren’t good enough to find wives within
their community and had to seek those in the orphanage.
One liberal Muslim I spoke to told me there was a large
problem in the Muslim community with HIV/AIDS. Some
Muslim men were abusers of drugs or cheated on their
wives and passed the disease to them. But the Muslim Orphanages still shined in comparison to the other orphanages on the island. All of the women were well taken care
of in terms of housing, clothing, and food. The younger
girls at least received a religiously based education.

|INTRODUCTION TO THE
COMMUNITY. Mariam Goodan, 48,
spent the day introducing me to the
Islamic community of Mauritius.
Port Louis, Mauritius.

In Her Own Words:
“There is a rigid type of Islam
out there, that I don’t really
consider to be Islam. Those
are the people that are making our religion look bad.
They are using Islam for their
own interest; those are the
imposters. In Islam you just
have to remember that when
you want to achieve worldly
things you must not forget to
submit yourself.”
|Mariam Goodan, 48.
Port Louis, Mauritius.

|WAITING. Ackbar Samsheer, 23, stops at the top of the steps.
Port Louis, Mauritius.

|MUSLIM FRIENDS. I stand with the Muslim women of the orphanage.
Port Louis, Mauritius.

|TAKING THE TIME. Ackbar
Samsheer, 23, spent the day
showing me around the non-tourist
parts of Mauritius.
Port Louis, Mauritius.
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INDIA

|SCARED ANIMAL. Most people in India revere the cow
because it provides milk and labor. Here the cow’s
horns are adorned by brightly colored paints. It used to
be forbidden in India to kill a cow. Kanchipuram, India.
With over one billion people, India is the second most populous
country and the most populous democracy in the world. Islam is
the second-most practiced religion after Hinduism. With about 174
million Muslims (CIA World Factbook, 2006), India has the second
largest population of Muslims in the world, behind Indonesia. Arab
trade routes helped with the spread of Islam to India, although the
Muslim conquest of the Indian sub-continent also played a major
role in establishing Islam as a permanent fixture in India. Since its
|LIVING IN A RURAL VILLAGE. This
woman smiles to her next-door
neighbors. Kanchipuram, India.

introduction to India, Islam has made religious, artistic, philosophical,
culture, social and political contributions to Indian history, heritage
and life. One of the most notable Islamic influences is the Taj Mahal.
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The Anjuman-E-Himayath-E-Islam

|INSIDE THE DORMITORY. This young girl sits on top of her bed while reading. Chennai, India.

|BEING TRILINGUAL. Children that attend the religious school of Anjuman-E-Himayathe-E-Islam study three languages. Here children practice their
Arabic. Chennai, India.
Anjuman-e-Himayath-e-Islam of Chennai is one of the oldest

The Anjuman reaches out to this section of society. It provides a

educational institutions in South India. It was founded in 1890 under

home for them along with education and conveys the moral values of

the support of the Nawab of Arcot, Muhammad Munawar Khan

humanity, which reflect the spirit of Islam. To do this, the Anjuman

Bahadur and several other community leaders, for the care of orphan

runs a home for boys and another for girls where approximately 700

children of the Wallajah Mosque. Soon after its opening, an orphanage

children receive care, guidance and physical and mental comfort,

for girls was started nearby. There are millions of children who are

directly addressing the needs of the “target group with their growth

orphans and who face social, educational and economic handicaps.

and development in view” (Annual Report, 2005).
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|HIGHER SECONDARY SCHOOL. The boys and girls share this classroom building. Chennai, India.
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Anjuman’s Matriculation
Higher Secondary School is
situated within the campus and
serves not only children under
its care but also children of all
communities. Anjuman gives a
great deal of attention for the
physical development of the
children. The children are taught
karate, rugby and basketball,
and is given special attention to
children with learning disabilities.
There is also the AHI
Academy for Women which is
“equipped to conduct training
programs and classes for women
from all walks of life in various
fields ranging from the Religion
of Islam, vocational training in
tailoring and crafts, computers

|STRICT ORDER. All of the students must walk in a straight line whenever they leave the classrooms. Chennai, India.

and household arts”(Annual
Report, 2005). In addition to
these free programs for the
socially and educationally
disadvantaged; the Anjuman
|CLASSROOM LESSONS. This third grade class is learning the days of the week in English. Chennai, India.

also conducted the Al-Hikmah
Weekend Islamic School, which
is a program for the creative
learning of morals and values
of children of the community.
Anjuman also offers scholarships
to children requiring financial aid
for college on the basis of merit.
The Anjuman’s next project is the
Islamic Information and Research
Centre, which will include a

|MEAL TIME. The students are fed three meals a day and two snacks. Here the older girls
are serving the younger girls curried rice. Chennai, India.

library to house a wide variety of
|MUSIC TIME. This
kindergarten class sings
nursery rhymes in three
different languages.
Chennai, India.
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books and journals on the subject.
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|WEAVING IN THE DARK. This woman will spends days using the light from a small light bulb weaving one
sari. Kanchipuram, India.

|CHILD WITH DRIVE. This 10 year
old child has been working in the
loom industry since she was four.
Because of RIDE, she now receives
an education in the evening and
she hopes to become a teacher.
Kanchipuram, India.

RIDE: Rural Institute for
Development Education
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|SORTING GRAINS. These men spend several hours a day pouring grain
into narrow piles. These villagers will work up to 10 hours a day, barely
earning the equivalent to one US dollar. Kanchipuram, India.

Kanchipuram’s world-renowned silk industry is filled with child

potential. Silk loom owners pay poor families a lump sum of money in

labor. “Approximately 60% of school-aged children–numbering nearly

exchange for enlisting their children as low-wage laborers. For many

35,000–work full-time in that city’s silk looms” stated founder of

families, this is the only opportunity they will have to receive what they

RIDE, S. Jeyaraj. Despite national legislation that prohibits this manner

deem a large amount of money. The families are rarely able to repay

of child labor, boys and girls as young as five years old are forced

the original cash advance. As a result, many seek new loans from the

to sacrifice their childhood, their health, happiness, education, and

loom owners, thus bonding their children.
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|SIGN OF ISLAM. The crescent
moon and star is a sign of food
Muslims are permitted to eat.
Kanchipuram, India.

|FAMILY AFFAIR. After receiving a micro-financed loan and entrepreneurship
classes from RIDE, this Muslim family was able to take their son out of the
loom industry by starting their own butcher shop. Kanchipuram, India.

|A MUSLIM BUTCHER SHOP. This man follows strict Islamic dietary laws in his
shop. He only prepares lamb, and a poster of Mecca is posted in the back of
his store. Kanchipuram, India.
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|LADY IN WHITE. A woman walks across the rice patties. Kanchipuram, India.
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Memoirs |

3.13.2006

“Environmental degradation and
widespread poverty are words that
would described India.”

|PERFORMANCE. The women of RIDE present a traditional Indian dance. All are wearing matching RIDE saris which were made from non-child labor
looms. Kanchipuram, India.
“RIDE is a secular non-governmental organization dedicated to

cultivate their own economic self-sufficiency. Bridge School Centers

empowering poor and disadvantaged residents of rural Tamil Nadu

provide an education, social and emotional transition from the silk

to improve the quality of their lives. Founded in 1984, RIDE fights

looms to the government schools. In exchange for releasing their

child labor, promotes economic and social justice for women, provides

children from the looms, parents are eligible to participate in RIDE’s

essential medical and educational services, and cultivates economic

Rural Entrepreneurship Development Program to learn how to start

opportunity throughout the region. We are recognized as the leading

their own businesses. The Muslim featured on the previous page is a

advocate for the eradication of child labor from Kanchipuram’s silk

success story. They received a small business loan through the Rural

weaving industry,” stated S. Jeyaraj.

Entrepreneurship Development Program to start their butcher shop.

With the goal of breaking the cycle of child labor, RIDE’s
ground-breaking and integrated programs work within the families to

The family’s only son is currently in the Bridge School and is making

India is a place where someone is always trying to sell
you something and where my patience was heavily tested.
Through my journey in India, I had to remind myself where
I was and let it go. My day started out rocky when a Rickshaw driver tried to hit me because I refused to pay him extra
money. After standing up to him he tried to spit on me, so let’s
say my morning was not off to a good start.
When I finally found a Rickshaw driver who promised to
take me where I wanted to go (they have a tendency to take
you where they want to go) the ride was crazier than a cabbie in New York City. There are no lanes in India or traffic
lights. We would weave in and out of traffic around cows and
over trash. Oh, the piles of trash! Since India doesn’t have a
garbage waste system there is trash everywhere. One river we
passed, well, I had never smelled such a foul odor in my life.
This was a river that people used to wash their clothes, and
themselves. It was also where they threw their trash.
When I finally got to my destination, the Quaid-e-Millath
Government College for women, the first thing I heard when
I walked onto their campus was “who has brought the Americans?!” To my surprise there was a huge cultural festival going on with many guest speakers and I appeared to be an honored guest to them. They brought me to the front of the stage,
provided me with a cool orange soda, and fanned me. After
the conference, which lasted two hours in a language that I
did not speak, I got to eat lunch with the board of trustees.
Everyone was just so welcoming. It was at this cultural festival where I met Zybaidha’s cousin, who although she didn’t
speak English, allowed me to follow her home where I met
Zybaidha. Zybaidha welcomed me into her home and even
skipped school one day to take me to all the different Islamic
communities within Chennai. Everywhere I went for the next
five days, I found people who were most welcoming, and extremely happy to let me take a glimpse into their world.

|MUSLIM FRIENDS. I sit with a group of girls at the Anjuman-E-HimayathE-Islam school. Chennai, India.

|MUSLIM FRIENDS. I sit on 18 year old Zybaidha
Usuf’s family motorcycle. She is about to take me
for a ride I’ll never forget. Chennai, India.

the transition into the government schools.

introduce an education ethic, transfer the children into schools, and
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MYANMAR

|FEW WORLDY POSSESSIONS. There are more than
50,000 monasteries in Myanmar. As a monk, one of
the few possions you are allowed is an alms bowl.
This monk receives his robes and food from the
community. At a young age he was taught to “seek
donations.” Inle Lake, Myanmar.
Myanmar, also known as Burma, has been under the authoritative
control of the SLORC since 1988. Myanmar shares borders with China
on its north, Laos on its east, Thailand on its southeast, Bangladesh on
its west, and India on its northwest. It lacks basic infrastructure such
as modern roads, stable foundations for buildings and sufficient public
transportation. Everything is under the control of the watchful military
junta and the public is not allowed to discuss politics or their plight
with tourists.
In 1962, General Ne Win led a military coup d’état, ending
democractic rule. During his rule, the military violently suppressed
anti-government protests and oppressed the public. In 1988, the
|ROWING WITH THEIR FEET. This picturesque lake, surrounded by hazy blue mountains, is 2,952 feet above sea level. Inle Lake is famous for its Intha
(native lake-dwellers) who are renowned for their unique way of rowing with their legs: they row their flat-bottomed boats from the stern with one leg,
so that they can watch for shoals of fish. Inle Lake, Myanmar.
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people of Myanmar protested against the military junta, pleading for
democratic elections. General Saw Maung responded with a coup
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|AN UNUSED EDUCATION. Zara 42, received her degree in Economics. Like her sister, she is
only able to work at her father’s store because of the Military Junta. Inle Lake, Myanmar.

|A DEGREE BUT NO JOB, Hamida 18, received her degree in East Asian literature but is only able to work at her father’s store, because of the Military
Junta. “People persecute us because we are Muslim, so we must work for the family business,” said Hamida. Inle Lake, Myanmar.
d’état and the formation of the State Law and Order Restoration

comprising roughly four percent of the total population. There are at

Council (SLORC) which quickly declared martial law. In 1990, free

least four ethnically distinct Muslim communities in Myanmar, all of

elections were held and Aung San Suu Kyi’s National League for

which are Sunni. The ethnically Chinese Hui, with roots in Yunnan,

Democracy Party won in a landslide victory but the election was

dominate much of the cross-border trade in Mandalay and the north.

annulled by the SLORC who would not relenquish power.

Indian and Pakistani Muslims, who arrived with British colonial

The following excerpt is taken from Cem Ozturk’s article,

rule, are still found all over the country, most evident in Yangon and

Myanmar’s Muslim Sideshow, and it clarifies the current situation of

Mandalay. The ethnically Burman Muslims were converted in the

Islam in Myanmar: “Myanmar is home to nearly two million Muslims

samewave of Indian and Arab traders and scholars that influenced
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|GRANDMA SMOKES A CIGAR. She once owned the Thukfa Café but it is now in the hands of
her three daughters. Inle Lake, Myanmar.
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|A FAMILY BUSINESS. One of the sisters stands outside her shop. The Thukfa Café has been the family business for three generations. Inle Lake, Myanmar.

|NEXT GENERATION. The oldest sister’s son, shown here, is 14 years old and is next in line to own the Thukfa Café. Inle Lake, Myanmar.
Thailand and Malaysia between the 9th and 14th centuries, and live

there have been numerous reports of mosques being destroyed, in some

throughout the central plains. The largest, also the poorest, Muslim

cases with Buddhist stupas being built in their place.”

ethnic group in Myanmar today is that of the Rohingyas. This

|FAMILY HISTORY. The oldest sister has photographs
of family members hung throughout her home. The
previous owners of the Thukfa Café also include her
father. Inle Lake, Myanmar.

struggling community shares both a border and a common cultural

descrimination towards Muslims. One such instance where this

heritage with Bangladesh’s Bengali Muslims, and live primarily in

occurred is in their supposed allowance of Muslims to make Hajj. In

Myanmar’s northwestern Rakhine state.”

theory Muslims were allowed to make Hajj, however, no one was able

Furthermore, as explained in the July 2002 Human Rights Watch
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to get a passport and therefore could not travel. As bad as their plight

Briefing Paper, the Burmese government seems to go out of their way

may be, it is nowhere near as bad as that of the Rohingyas who were

to aggravate Muslims: “Although there is no official state religion, the

targets of a cleansing campaign in the late 19070’s.

Burmese military government actively endorses Theravada Buddhism.

|THE OLDEST SISTER. This woman is the manager of the Thukfa Café and is the oldest sister.
She lives above the café. Inle Lake, Myanmar.

The military junta has a way of obscuring facts about

Despite these adversities, Islam is still the second most practiced

Muslims and Christians have major difficulties in obtaining permission

religion in Myanmar. Buddhism, which seems to have been granted

to build places of worship and in importing indigenous-language

amnesty by the junta, has led Myanmar to be full of lovely Buddhist

translations of traditional sacred texts. In fact, over the last ten years

sites. Pagodas for Buddhist worship could be found practically
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|COMMUNICATION. This man waits for his English-speaking friend to return his call. Yangon, Myanmar.
everywhere and Yangon is home to one of the world’s largest recling

In His Own Words:

Buddha images (Chauk Htat Gyi, 67 meters long). I believe the junta
feels more threatened from Islamic views than they do from the pacifist
views of Buddhists, so it is in their natural interest to attack Muslims
and glorify Buddhism.
Perhaps the violence perpetrated by the SLORC against its
Muslim citizens is conducive towards creating rifts amongst the public.
By exploiting religious and ethnic tensions, the SLORC may believe
they are able to distract the public from other political and social
issues. By linking Muslims to terrorists, the SLORC can even justify
their actions to the public. Since the only news in Myanmar is created

|“It

is very hard to be a Muslim here. My brother was
lucky and escaped to Japan. My family not so much.
I am even scared to be talking to you about this. You
know with our government’s situation and all. We are
not treated equally here. They won’t let us leave the
country. Luckily, my business has been successful and
my family can live. I wish my family could leave and
go be with my brother in Japan. ”
|U Than Shw, father of Naw (right).
Yangon, Myanmar.

by the junta, they can distort or create stories how they see fit.

|TRADITIONAL FACE PAINT. Nam Shw, 10 is a Muslim whose father is an
importer of Japanese goods. She is wearing thanaka, a traditional face
paint that has been worn in Myanmar for centuries. This golden-colored
paste is made from bark and the roots of the thanaka tree and worn on
the face to protect the skin from the sun. Yangon, Myanmar.
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“All of the women told me how pretty
I was because I had white skin.”

| OUTHOUSE WITH COLOR. The blue and white-adondred doors lead visitors to non-western style bathrooms at a local monastery. Inle Lake, Myanmar.

The Burmese have the best way to say hello: “min ga lar bar.”
Does it get any better? When I arrived at Inle Lake it was a big relief because the weather everywhere was 100+ degrees with high
humidity. The lake area provided some much-needed relief from
the heat. I met some kind Muslims and went on a bike ride with
one woman. The bike didn’t have working breaks and we almost
crashed into a motorcycle.
The women were very kind and fed me traditional Burmese
sweets. They kept telling me how lucky I was to have such light
skin. It seemed the Burmese were obsessed with having light skin.
The majority of them wear whitening powder on their skin and
everywhere you look there are advertisements for the product.
Even the advertisements for milk featured a white baby. It seems
slightly ridiculous that people spend money on these products
when they are living on one dollar-a-day.
All in all, Myanmar has been the most beautiful and least western country I visited. It seems too perfect. All of the problems I
was told about by our faculty prior to visiting, I never saw. Our inter-port lecturer warned us that would happen. Poor people were
literally taken from the cities we visited so we would not see all
the country’s social problems. My entire time there, I felt like I was
on a Hollywood movie set.
Everyone was kind and generous and I never felt unsafe. It was
weird because even though it didn’t feel fake, I knew it was. Although I did everything possible not to support the government,
they control everything. The government only provides adequate
health care to the military personal; others with health problems
are left to die. The government will not let anyone leave the country, so people do not have resources to get adequate health care
without paying off the government. While money from tourists
does get into the hands of the junta, nothing bad will happen
with tourists around. The government does not want us to see
the whole picture. We as Americans need to be educated and I am
embarrassed to say that prior to this trip I didn’t even know where
Myanmar was on the map. I am sure most Americans are oblivious to the human rights violations occurring in Myanmar.

|THE LAND OF PAGODAS. The elegant tapering shape of a pagoda
painted white and gilded to a shining gold, is a basic part of all Burmese
landscape. Inle Lake, Myanmar.

|MUSLIM FRIENDS. I sit here with my Muslim friend Zara, 42, in the
backyard of her home. Inle Lake, Myanmar.

| INLE REGAL RESORT. This
resort is made up of little
cottages on stilts that sit on
the lake. Inle Lake, Myanmar.
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VIETNAM

| HOSTESS. This woman works on the An Binh islands. She helps manage the
appearance of all the tourist attractions—everything from the local tropical
fruit rest stops to the rice paper businesses. Mekong Delta, Vietnam.
Vietnam, officially known as the Socialist Republic of Vietnam, is
south of China and east of Cambodia and Laos. It has a long coastline
of about 3,500 km (CIA World Factbook, 2006) with some ravishing
beaches, while inland there are lofty mountains, some of which are
cloaked by dense, misty forests. The Vietnamese culture has a long and
rich heritage full of national pride and strong ties to China. Above all, the
Vietnamese respect their elderly for their age and wisdom.
The main religious tradition in Vietnam is Buddhism which is
heavily infused with forms of Taoism and Confusianism, although
Christianity (Catholicism and Protestantism), Islam, Cao Dai and Hoa
Hao have significant minorities. Although officially 80% of the public
ascribes to no religion, Vietnam has a history of particularly severe
violations of religious freedom, so it would not be suprising if their census
numbers were incorrect (CIA World Factbook, 2006).
Islam was introduced by Muslim merchants who sailed along the
coastal cities. About half of Vietnam’s Muslims still practice Bani Islam,
the type of Islam unique to the ethnic Cham who picked it up from the
| TOUR GUDE. This woman gives tourists traditional Vietnamese boat tours in the maze of shady canals among the An Binh islands. Mekong Delta, Vietnam.
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|A LIFE LONG MEMBER. This 88 year old man sits outside the mosque. Only about 30% of Vietnam’s
population is over the age of 25. Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam.
seafaring merchants hundreds
of years ago. Bani is similar
to Sufism in that it is a more
flexible version of Islam, and thus
was easier for people to adopt.
Today, most of the country’s
Muslims live in the Southeast
region. There are approximately
thirty mosques in Vietnam,
primarily paid for through
donations from Saudi Arabia.
Furthermore, the Saudis sponsers
a small percentage of people to
| THE OTHER. A Muslim woman stares at the camera with a worried look. Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam.

make Hajj, the once in a lifetime
obligatory pilgrimage to mecca.
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| RECOVERING. Rottimas, 78, recently underwent abdominal
surgery. She relaxes at the mosque and prays to God for a fast
recovery. Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam.
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| REBUILDING A MOSQUE. The Jamah
An-nur area of Vietnam has recently
received money from Saudi Arabia
to build a new mosque for the
community. Jamah An-nur, Vietnam.

| FAMILY FRIEND. Mohmad Yousof’s friend’s wife stands by the window. Soon she will start preparing tea and sweets for her expected
company. Jamah An-nur, Vietnam.

| ALONE. This boy from the Madrasah An-nur sits outside his classroom. Jamah An-nur, Vietnam.
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“While walking across the street
in Vietnam, remember to keep
your eyes straight and never stop;
the mopeds will avoid you.”

| BOYS EDUCATION. At the
Madrasah An-nur, boys ages 10-18
years old receive both a secular and
religious education. Because this
school is in a poorer community,
the boys seldomly receive a higher
education. Jamah An-nur, Vietnam.

| STANDING SIDE BY SIDE.
During prayer, the men of
Jania Al Islamiyah stand closely
next to each other; this shows
equality amongst everyone.
Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam.
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It was a bit tricky to master the traffic situation, even after my
experience in India. Imagine having hundreds of mopeds coming straight toward you while crossing the street.
This was my everyday experience while in Vietnam. Everyone drove mopeds. You would rarely see anyone in a car.
Whole families would fit on these tiny vehicles with the babies
sitting in the front. Never did I think I would get on one of
these bikes.
After spending the day on the Mekong Delta I asked my driver to drop me off at a mosque. Fortunately, he knew where one
was. Once there, I met some helpful men who brought me to
another mosque where I met a French man by the name of Mr.
Adamsah, who travels to Vietnam every year to perform community service for the mosque.
During this visit he was helping to build a community center
in a poor rural area. He was extremely hospitable and provided
me with some delicious coffee and sweets. He then showed me
pictures of his whole family and the community center he was
constructing.
Mr. Adamsah then brought me to the woman’s quarter of the
mosque so I could photograph the evening prayer.
The next day he introduced me to one of his friends, Mohamad Yousof, who spent the following day driving me to all the
mosques. He even bought me lunch at a local Muslim-Vietnamese restaurant.
He kept telling me “you are like my daughter.” I guess since
I was an American and his daughter was in graduate school in
the United States, he felt we had something in common.

| MAKING A LIVING. People work in the rice fields wearing their traditional
conical hats. Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam.

| MUSLIM FRIENDS. I stand here with my Muslim
friend, Mohamad Yousof, in a Muslim restaurant.
Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam.
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CHINA
| EXITING THE FORBIDDEN CITY. Located at the exact center of
the ancient City of Beijing, the Forbidden City was the imperial
palace during the mid-Ming and the Qing dynasties. Only the
imperial family and advisors were permitted inside the city.
Beijing, China.

With over one billion people, China is the most populous
country in the world, and for centuries China stood as a
leading civilization, outpacing the rest of the world in the arts
and sciences. In the 19th and early 20th centuries, however,
the country was beset by civil unrest, major famines, military
defeats, and foreign occupation.
China is home to a large population of Muslims and
according to the CIA World Factbook, about 1%-2% of the
total population in China are Muslims, which is about 20
million. The Chinese Islamic architecture reflects the local
architecture in its style. China is renowned for its beautiful
mosques, which resemble temples. However, in Western
China the mosques resemble those of the Middle East, with
tall, slender minarets, curvy arches and dome shaped roofs.
In Northwest China, where the Chinese Hui have built their
mosques, there is a unique combination of east and west.
|SEASIDE CITY. A Chinese construction worker takes a break from his job on the dock. Qingdao, China.
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|KEEPING THE FAITH. This Chinese woman closely looks at her hands
during the Friday afternoon prayer. A curtain divides her from the men
so she does not distract them. Although the Qur’an does not obligate
women to pray five times a day, if their household or motherly duties
intercede, she feels necessary to attend Friday prayer. Beijing, China.

|CHINESE ARCHETECTURE. The Dongsi Mosque was inspired by Chinese
architecture, with an emphasis on symmetry. Traditionally, most
mosques have shared many common characteristics with each other.
Chinese Islamic architecture, however, reflects local style. Beijing, China.
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|CHINESE IMAM. The imam of the
Dongsi Mosque. Beijing, China.
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“After the 25-hour train ride from
Hong Kong to Beijing, I thought
I had mastered traveling, but
much to my dismay it took me
five hours to find someone who
spoke English.”

|THE GREAT WALL OF
CHINA. Snow covers the
Great Wall of China,
which is an ancient
Chinese fortification
built between the end
of the 15th century until
the beginning of the
16th century, during the
Ming Dynasty, to protect
China from raids by
the Mongols and Turkic
tribes. Beijing, China.
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I thought it would be easy to travel around China without a
guide and without knowing a word of Chinese. I had miscalculated. I guess that was because I had had such an easy time finding people who spoke English in every other country. It took me
nearly five hours to find someone who spoke enough English to
direct me to a hotel. This is the next host-city for the Summer
Olympics? I didn’t bother to bring any travel books with me to
China because I assumed I could just “wing it.”
Luckily, an Italian man I met spoke fluent Chinese and put
me in a cab straight to a hotel where he knew they would speak
English–the Hyatt. I couldn’t afford the hefty price tag of $500
per night, but the concierge desk helped me find a cheaper hotel
where they spoke English.
The concierge’s desk at my new hotel further helped me by
looking up the local mosque. He also wrote down the address in
Chinese and gave me his cell phone number just in case I had
any problems. But I didn’t have a cell phone and I couldn’t figure
out how to use the Chinese phones so I hoped that I would not
have any issues.
I took a cab to the mosque. Just my luck! There was a man
from Chennai, India visiting the mosque who spoke perfect English–but no Chinese. Although I was unable to speak to any of
the Chinese members of the mosque, I came across two Saudi
Arabian journalists who could answer my questions. One was
born Saudi Arabian and didn’t speak any English; the other was
born Malaysian but immigrated to Saudi Arabia and spoke perfect English. They were extremely helpful and brought me to
a Chinese-Muslim restaurant for lunch. But things became uncomfortable once they tried to bring me back to their hotel room
for “tea.”

|MOSQUE REFLECTIONS. Although the Chinese mosques were inspired by
Chinese architecture, there are still some signs of Muslim influence. Here is
a common Islamic art characteristic–a geometric pattern. Beijing, China.

|MUSLIM FRIENDS. I stand here with a Muslim Chinese
baby on the Great Wall of China. Although I couldn’t
communicate with his parents, I knew they were
Muslim because the mother was wearing a hijab.
Beijing, China.
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JAPAN

|EMPEROR’S RESIDENCE. Kyoto was once Japan’s
capital, and was the emperor’s residence from 7941868. It is now home to several temples, shrines and
other historical structures which, fortunately, were
not damaged in World War II. Kyoto, Japan.
Japan is an island off the east coast of China, Korea, and Russia
in the Pacific Ocean. It extends from the Sea of Okhotsk in the North
to the East China Sea in the South. Japan has 4 main islands (Honshu,
Hokkaido, Kyushu and Shikoku) and over three thousand smaller
islands. Japan offers a unique blend of traditional culture with flashy,
modern technology.
After being defeated in World War II, Japan became a financial
powerhouse and a loyal ally of the United States. Even though the
emperor still holds his throne today as a sign of national unity, real
power lies in groups of powerful politicians, bureaucrats, and business
|LASTING LOVE. Couples come to Kyoto to write their love notes on these wooden blocks. If inscribed here, their love is said to last forever. Kyoto, Japan.
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executives. Today, most of Japan’s
economic clout stems from it’s
capital city, Tokyo.
When the Soviet Russia
began to rule in 1917, some of the
Turkish communities migrated
to different regions of world.
Kazan Turks migrated to Tokyo,
particularly to an established a
community called the Islamic
District. With the formation of
this small Muslim community
several mosques were built, most
importunately the Kobe Mosque
and the Tokyo Mosque.
Islam entered Japan again
between 1923-1952 when
Tartar refugee Muslims from
Central Asia migrated to Tokyo.
In the wake of the Bolshevik
Revolution during World War I,
these Muslims, who were given
asylum in Japan, settled in several
main cities around Japan forming

|CONVERTED TO ISLAM. This woman converted to Islam in order to marry her husband, who immigrated to Japan from the Middle East five years ago.
Tokyo, Japan.

small Muslim communities. A
number of Japanese converted to
Islam through the contact with
these Muslims. In the later 1950’s
students from Muslim countries
joined Japanese universities.

|TURKISH FOOD. The Tokyo CamII
& Turkish Culture Center is heavily
influenced by Turkish culture. Each
Friday they serve shawarma, which
originated in Turkey. Shawarma
is made by placing strips of meat
on a skewer and roasting it on all
sides as the skewer rotates before a
flame for several hours.
Tokyo, Japan.
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|CAPTION strud min utpat. Ut ad
tis non hendre ex et lamconulla
consecte duis nonsequipit ent prat
exerci tio duipis aliscil iquat.

|ISLAMIC ARCHITECTURE. Since
the start of Islam to present day,
Islamic culture has influenced
the design and construction of
buildings. There are four main
types of Islamic architecture: the
Mosque, the Tomb, the Palace, and
the Fort. Tokyo, Japan.

95

The Least Expected Place

|FRIENDS FROM AFRICA. Abdurresid Ibrahim immigrated to Japan from West Africa because of his job. He has lived in Tokyo for several years and has a
Japanese wife. They have three children. Tokyo, Japan.

|GLORY TO ALLAH, MOST HIGH.
This Muslim prays in the prostration
position (sajdah) during mid-afternoon
prayer.While in this position, he
repeats three times: Subhana Rabbi
al-A’la, which translates “glory to allah,
most high.” Tokyo, Japan.

|ISLAMIC ART. Calligraphy is the
oldest and most common form
of Islamic art. It is a flowing form
of writing done in Arabic that is
perceived to be more of an art
form than as a form of literature. In
Arabic, calligraphy means literately
“beautiful writing.” Calligraphy is
the most prominent form of Islamic
art because of the strict injunctions
against depictions of humans or
animals, which is feared could result
in idol-worship. Tokyo, Japan.
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“He first came to the United
States when he was 20, and now
I am 20 visiting Japan for the
first time.”
In the summer of 1991 my parents hosted an exchange student from Japan. I was five at the time, and he was 20.
Every few years he would come back and visit, but I had not
seen him since 1998. Hiroaki Kobayashi, my long lost exchange
student, met me in Tokyo at the train station. I was thrilled to be
in Japan and to know someone prior to my arrival.
I took the bullet train (the “Shinkansen”) from Kobe to Tokyo
and it only took 2 hours. Everything in Japan is clean and on
time. It is definitely a place I would like to live someday.
But I did experience sticker shock. After coming from countries where the dollar can get you a long way, it was very difficult to find “deals” in Japan. Everything was twice the price in
Japan than it was in the United States.
Because Hiroaki had a car, he was able to drive me to the
mosque in Tokyo. It was called the Tokyo JamII and Turkish
Culture Center. Everyone was very welcoming.
It was an interesting place with a mixture of born-Japanese
Muslims and businessmen from the Middle East. The mosque
was established after World War II in hopes of bringing the
peace-seeking religion of Islam to a devastated Japan.

|WISHES. People write their aspirations on these papers in hopes that they
will come true. Kyoto, Japan.

|LARGEST CITY IN JAPAN. A window overlooks the city of Kyoto. Kyoto, Japan.
In 1961, Salih M. Samarrai, A.R. Siddiqi, Ir. Zuhal, Ahmad

the JMA has gone through various hardships. In the rapidly changing

Suzuki and Muzaffar Uzay, both students at various universities, took

circumstances in Japan and abroad, the elder Japanese Muslims at

advantage of the large presence of Muslim students at campuses and

JMA successfully continue their voluntary activities. However, they

founded the Muslim Students Association.

have faced a dissolution crisis due to the aging members, members

The Japan Muslim Association (JMA) was founded in 1952

stationed abroad, and financial hardship. JMA has overcome some of

during chaotic times in the aftermath of World Was II. It was started

these difficulties due to the dedication of devout members and to the

by a small number of Japanese Muslim who desired to keep the

financial support from Islamic countries.

|MUSLIM FRIENDS. I stand here with Hiroaki Kobayashi, Ashley Julier, and
my new Japanese Muslim friends at the Tokyo CamII & Turkish Culture
Center. Tokyo, Japan.

peace-seeking religion, Islam, in Japan. But since its establishment,
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WHY ISLAM?
I have had so many people ask me “why do you, a Jewish woman,
want to learn about Islam?” I answer, “why not?” Ever since high
school I knew I had to go abroad and see the world. Although I did
face several roadblocks along the way, I made it come true. During
my senior year of high school I took a Middle Eastern Studies class
and became passionate about Islam. I wanted to show the world how
beautiful a religion it is. Since then, I have been on a mission to refute
stereotypes about Islam. By traveling around the world and meeting
Muslims, I have accomplished my goal of shedding a positive light on
this religion that is often viewed solely as a collection fundamentalist,
terrorist groups that hate Americans. No religion is perfect and there
are some aspects of Islam with which I do not agree. However, in each
country I visited, the Islamic community welcomed me with open arms
and I am grateful for that.
I chose the Semester at Sea program rather than studying in just
one country because I wanted to experience what Islam has to offer
in many countries. I focused my investigation outside the Middle
East because the majority of Americans think that is the only place
where Islam resides, when in reality South East Asia has the largest
population of Muslims. This project, which began as a small idea on
a piece of paper, pushed me into becoming a better journalist and has
transformed itself into my dream, this book.

|SELF-PORTRAIT. Semester at Sea observes several traditions. Neptune Day is celebrated when the ship crosses the equator, and students have their
heads shaved. It is adapted from an old sailors’ tradition, except the student’s hair is donated to Locks of Love, a non-profit organization that provides
hairpieces to children suffering from medical hair loss. Port Louis, Mauritius.
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THE BELIEVERS
Ashley Julier
Crown Scholarship
Eric Holzwarth
Gregory Latter
Renée Crown University Honors Program
Semester at Sea
S.I. Newhouse School of Public Communications
Sherri Taylor
Syracuse University
Sung Park
The many Muslims I met along my journey
Tony Golden

| A HOME FOR 100 DAYS. Semester
at Sea’s MV Explorer is the ship that
took me 27,500 miles around the
world. Atlantic Ocean.
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