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Introduction to Islam

Islam’s Arrival to America and Settlement in Dearborn, Michigan

When one walks down the streets of Dearborn, Michigan today, in the year 2005, one is sure to see street signs in Arabic as well as Arab bookstores, clubs, grocery stores, restaurants, and schools.  Perhaps one may find it shocking to discover that an Arab culture exists and thrives in the Midwestern state of Michigan, but it is the case.  When did all of these Arabs come to the States? Why? What were their first impressions of America when they arrived?  What is life like in Dearborn today?  Many questions enter the first-time visitor’s mind and challenge the way that he views his traditions, his faith, and the world as a whole.  This paper will give a brief overview of the immigrations that brought many Arabs and the Islamic religion to the United States and then focus on the history, culture, and current areas of interest in the particular location of Dearborn, Michigan.

Arab immigrations to America occurred as early as the sixteenth century.  The majority of the migrations did not happen, however, until the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.  In Islam in America, Jane I. Smith, professor of Islamic Studies at Hartford Seminary in Connecticut and author of numerous books on Islam, noted the various periods of Arab immigration to America as a series of five “waves” beginning in 1875.
  Each wave was made up of different people-groups leaving their countries for economic, political, and religious reasons.  

The first wave, encompassing a nearly forty-year span in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, consisted mostly of Christian Arabs from the Middle Eastern countries of Syria, Jordan, Palestine, and Lebanon.  Their interests in America stemmed from their contact with American missionaries as well as the appealing promise of gaining wealth in America.
  Lansine Kaba in Americans Discover Islam through the Black Muslim Experience stated that there were also a number of Shiites included in this phase of immigration.  He claimed, however, that the majority of them converted to Christianity shortly after their arrival to America because of the stark difference of life in the new world.  

Smith recorded that the second wave of immigration followed World War I and the destruction of the Ottoman Empire.  Again, most of these Arab immigrants were from the Middle East, only this time the majority of them traveled to America to join their relatives who had already established themselves in the new land.  In addition to the middle-easterners, Kaba stated that during this period a number of Africans arrived in the urban areas of America.  These groups mixed with the Arabic groups and resulted in the “Black Muslims” – a group that founded numerous organizations and led to further conversion of Africans to Islam.

The third wave of immigration was a small one because of immigration laws passed in the United States in 1921 and 1924.  These laws restricted immigration to people who had relatives already living in America.  Not until the Nationality Act of 1953, which afforded each country a quota of annual immigrants, did the numbers again significantly rise. 

Following World War II and the passing of the Nationality Act, the fourth wave began.  No longer, however, were migrations primarily out of interest in gaining immediate wealth through business opportunities or entering a Christian country.  A number of elite and educated Arabs chose to travel to America to pursue further education and technical degrees, which would eventually lead to them achieving higher status and more wealth.
  Kaba recorded that because these immigrants were more open to Western culture, wealthier, and of higher social status than the previous immigrants, they adjusted more easily to American life.
  Kaba also listed the establishment of the State of Israel as a reason for migration – specifically for the Palestinians who found themselves in danger if they remained in the Israeli State.  In addition, this wave included people from India, Albania, Yugoslavia, and the Soviet Union.
  

The final wave that Smith described occurred around the time of the Cold War.  It was largely a consequence of President Lyndon Johnson’s 1965 repeal of the quotas established with the Nationality Act.  At that time immigrants from all over the world could enter America without the restriction of a limited number allowed from each country.  Furthermore, in 1967 Israel defeated Arab troops and this resulted in another rush of Palestinians to the West for safety.  Later, in 1979 Ayatollah Khomeini forced many Arabs to flee Iran because of his tyrannical abuses.  Jane Smith wrote that this Iranian revolt was “among the most significant events of the Islamic world in the latter part of the twentieth century” and it led to rapid immigration of Muslims to America.  

Since this fifth wave, Arabs have continued to migrate to America steadily for similar reasons as mentioned above – in pursuit of wealth, education, and training, or in order to flee abuses.  Yvonne Yazbeck Haddad, a professor of history at the University of Massachusetts, reaffirmed this in the opening chapter of The Muslims of America.  He claimed that the dramatic increase of Muslims in the United States occurred mostly in the 60s, 70s, and 80s “in response to changes in American immigration laws and the demands of the labor market.”
  As stated previously, the immigrants came from various countries and when confronted with differences in American culture, they often joined together to form Islamic communities in order to support, strengthen, and preserve their faith. 

Largely because of the economic, educational, and community-based motives for their immigrations, the majority of Muslims throughout history began their American life in urban centers.  New York City, Chicago, Detroit, and other major cities in California and Massachusetts attracted numerous Muslims.  These became permanent fixtures for the world of Islam in America because jobs, educational opportunities, and the security and comfort of already-established Muslim communities attracted more Muslims to these areas each year.    

In order to explore more specifically the adjustment of Muslim immigrants to America in the past two centuries and their life today, the remainder of this paper will focus on Dearborn, a suburb of Detroit, Michigan and “home to America’s largest Arab community.”
  According to Smith’s publication, Islam in America, Dearborn in 1999 had “one of the largest concentrations of Islamic communities in the nation, with sizable groups of Lebanese, Yemeni, and Palestinian Muslims.”
 Sarah Freeman, a writer for the Associated Press wrote in December of 2003, “The Arab population in the United States has nearly doubled in the past two decades, according to the Census Bureau's first report on the group. The bureau counted nearly 1.2 million Arabs in the United States in 2000, compared with 860,000 in 1990 and 610,000 in 1980.”
  Below the history of Islam in Dearborn will be explored more fully by examining the numerical increase of Muslims there in the past century and a half as well as the establishment, purpose, and impact of various Islamic institutions.

The Muslim community in the Detroit area has grown in numbers since 1913 when Henry Ford’s generous offer of “five-dollar daily wages for workers at his Highland Park assembly line” attracted many peddling and trading immigrants.
  The plant was then moved to Dearborn in the late 1920s and consequently brought an increased demand for workers in the automotive industry to Dearborn.
  Nabeel Abraham described, 

The immigrants have been lured to Detroit by the presence of its giant auto-industry and the numerous smaller industrial and manufacturing companies that cater to the city’s principal industry.  Several Arab immigrant-worker residential communities have sprung up around key auto plants, the largest being the Southend community located in Dearborn, in the shadow of the Ford Motor Company’s mammoth River Rouge complex.  The Southend community is today a teeming immigrant-worker ghetto, which is considered to be the “heart” of Detroit’s Arab community.

Southend is one of three neighborhoods of Dearborn and is largely populated by Yemenis.  In contrast, the eastern side of Dearborn mostly consists of Lebanese and the west of Polish and Irish immigrants.
  

The initial adjustment of these early Muslim immigrants to America was difficult because of the differences in their culture from the Americans.  Issues such as food, dress, education, skin color, and family life made it difficult for the Muslims to completely accept the American society that greeted them when they arrived.
  In response to these challenges, American Muslims founded Islamic institutions in order to support and maintain their culture under the pressures of the opposing American culture.  Haddad described, 

These people [Muslim immigrants] organized in response to certain social incidents and pressures.  The death of a relative led to serious consideration of acquiring a grave lot to be used as a Muslim cemetery.  The marriage of a daughter outside the faith led to the early organization of youth groups to bring the young together.  Children’s ignorance of the parents’ language and religious beliefs accelerated the efforts to start a Sunday school.  Such problems and the cultural challenges they presented led to a self-consciousness and the search for identity.
  

Haddad also explained how American religious practices such as the Christmas celebration encouraged the celebration of Islamic holidays such as the Milad al-Nabi – the birthday of the Prophet.  Thus, since Muslims celebrated different religious days than those in America and their religion had different practices, shortly after their initial arrival they began to establish Islamic institutions. 


The center of Islamic religious practices and the main Islamic institution established in America is the mosque.  Similar to the role that churches serve for Christians, the mosque is a place of worship, prayer, classes, counseling, fellowship, and other religious events.  Generally a mosque has a large central area where Muslims gather to hear the Imam read from the Qur’an and to pray.  In addition it generally has classrooms, offices for the Imam and other staff, a lobby, a kitchen, and bathrooms.
  The more recent mosques in America often have banquet halls for weddings and other large religious gatherings.      


In 1919 Sunni immigrants built the first mosque of the extended Dearborn area in Highland Park (about ten miles outside of Dearborn).
  Many of the original mosques and institutions established in America, however, did not survive the second generation of Muslims in the country.  Haddad explains that the children of the first generation Muslim immigrants to America were often less zealous in the practice of their faith than their fathers had been.  Some of them succumbed to American pressures and allowed the institutions to fade.  Haddad records that the mosque at Highland Park was “transformed into a church” while other early mosques in America were “sold, converted to restaurants, or put to other uses.”


By mid-century the first mosque located directly in Dearborn was constructed due to demand by Muslim immigrants working in Dearborn.  The University of Michigan’s “Pluralism Project” web site states, The need for a religious center in Dearborn became apparent to Ford Motor Company employees who lived near the Rouge Plant and wanted a place to practice Islam.
  A couple of decades later, in the 1960s, what was viewed as “the most significant of Dearborn’s – and the nation’s – mosques” at that time was founded by a well-educated Imam named Mohamed Chirri.”
  At this mosque Chirri also started the Islamic Center for America – an umbrella organization to oversee the Muslim church as a whole.  

The Islamic Center of America continued to expand throughout the rest of the century and became the authority that founded new mosques and organizations.  In 2004, this Center introduced to Dearborn the beginnings of a new and elaborate twelve million-dollar mosque – one that when completed will surpass even the grandeur of Chirri’s mosque.  This mosque is slated to open in May 2005 and according to Detroit News-reporter Shantee Woodards it will “eventually be the largest [mosque] in North America.”
  In addition to the building expenses, operation costs will be approximately 1.2 million dollars a year.  Imam Hamad, the director of the American-Arab Anti-Discrimination Committee of Michigan said that projects such as the new mosque “will lead to the greater understanding (of cultures) that we all strive for. This is just a strong reminder of our connections as humans and how we need to connect with our hearts and our minds to move forward.”
  Ed Bedoun, the chairman of the mosque’s construction, stated, “This is showing that Arab-Americans are a part of the American community just like everybody else. We’re part of the community and we aren’t going anywhere.”
  With the construction of the largest mosque on the North American continent and an increased population of Muslims in Dearborn, it is proof to the world of the growth and expansion of Islam in America.  

Although mosques have the same basic physical structure and religious purpose throughout America, in the more recent years some are also experiencing transformation in accord with modernization and liberalism.  Najah Bazzy, an RN for the Transcultural Home Health Care Program and a devout Muslim, explained that the new mosque in Dearborn is more liberal than any previous mosques in the area.
  While it used to be customary for men and women to have separate entrances to the mosque prayer rooms and often even meet in separate rooms from each other, at the new mosque the men and women will enter and worship together.  In addition, Najah described the Imam of the new mosque as young, funny, eloquent, and more modern in his approach than the other Imams.  Also, the new mosque includes a large banquet hall for weddings and large events that can seat over 1500 people.  This is a change from the more traditional mosques that do not provide for, or even allow, weddings.  Najah Bazzy expressed her appreciation for these changes and explained that they were evidence that the Muslim men, women, boy, and girls in Dearborn were more comfortable with their relationships to each other and their religion than they had previously been.  

 Also associated with the Islamic Center of America in Dearborn, the Young Muslim Association (YMA) is an organization which encourages people of all ages to embrace their faith, but specifically reaches out to the youth.  The mission is to “advance morality and promote an Islamic way of life” as well as to foster leadership in the youth.
  The founders of this organization recognize that today’s young Muslims are tomorrow’s leaders.  Accordingly they sponsor Friday night programs at the new mosque, readings of the Qur’an, lectures, and retreats.  In addition the organization publishes articles and provides information on Islamic current affairs and opportunities for involvement through their web site and brochures.  Their web site is aimed at both Muslims (with information about prayer meetings, lectures, and gatherings) and those who do not know the Islamic faith (with explanations under titles such as “What is Islam?” and “Islam 101”).  This organization attempts to connect people with the world of Islam and encourage them in their pursuits through further education and opportunities.  

Another growing organization, which was founded in Dearborn, is the Arab Community Center for Economic and Social Services (ACCESS).  This organization, however, is not specifically Islamic, nor is it limited to Arabs.  Rather, it seeks to serve all Americans.  In its initial years in the early seventies, it established its philosophical goals.  The founders “agreed that ACCESS would be a community-based organization that served Arabs and non-Arabs, immigrants and non-immigrants. They also decided that they would act as a pan-Arab advocates that would work for equity within our communities and the Middle East.”
  The program reflects these goals in many ways today.  One simple example is that the organization publishes information on the Arab world in both Arabic and English (for both sectors of America to read).  The current mission statement reflects this view of developing the Arab American community by aiding Arab immigrants and educating all people about Arab Culture.  The statement reads, To achieve these goals, ACCESS provides a wide range of social, mental health, educational, artistic, employment, legal and medical services. ACCESS is dedicated, in all its efforts, to empowering (enabling) people to lead more informed, productive, and fulfilling lives.”
  ACCESS has achieved many of its goals already through offering inexpensive health services, career fairs, and legal services.  Furthermore, it has developed a cultural arts program and educational opportunities to introduce and inform the non-Arab sector of the world about Arab culture as well.    

Although ACCESS has its roots and main efforts in Dearborn, its effects reach much farther.  One example of this is ACCESS’ recent sponsorship of a 12.8 million dollar Arab American National museum in Dearborn.  ACCESS will soon be informing people from all over the world about Arab culture, history, and practice.  The museum, which will open in October 2005, will cover 36,000 square-feet and will provide an art gallery, theater, and numerous exhibits.
  Frank Provenzano, writer for the Detroit Free Press, recorded that the museum is “dedicated to tracing the Arab-American experience from the first Arab slave in 1527 to the great wave of immigration in the early 20th Century to the struggle to overcome negative stereotypes.”
  The more general goals for the museum are for it to be a symbol of cultural pride, a means of breaking apart current false stereotypes of Arab Americans, and the beginning of cultivating peace between peoples worldwide.   

Next, an examination of a few specific cultural Islamic practices in Dearborn reveals the heart of the religion and its display in the United States.  Islam, in general, is fairly socially conservative in terms of entertainment, dress, and eating habits.  This is found in Dearborn as well.  Muslims in Dearborn have access to their own Islamic televisions shows, radio broadcasts, and newspapers.
  According to a 2002 article by Andrew Stern, sales of “Islamic-oriented books, videotapes and toys” increased in response to American excesses.
  

Similarly, some youth are returning to more conservative dress practices by their own choice.  Detroit News reporter Gregg Krupa wrote in the summer of 2004 about Mona Safiedine – an American Muslim who decided to begin wearing the veil and long robes again explaining that it “is a spiritually liberating exercise, and she objects to the view that it is a symbol of repression.”
  Stern reported that according to Muslims in Dearborn, more young women are choosing to wear the traditional coverings even when they have not necessarily been taught this by their mothers.

  Furthermore, Muslims follow specific eating guidelines, in some ways similar to Jewish Kosher laws.  For Muslims, food that is legal under their faith is called halal and illegal foods, such as alcohol, animal fat, pork, and other animal substances are unlawful, or haram.  In 2001, Dearborn schools were forced with the reality that their lunches often served items forbidden to Muslims and thus made it difficult for the children to receive the sufficient nutrients they needed.  One report stated, “Dearborn schools don’t serve food that is halal, or legal under Islamic faith, prompting thousands of parents to demand cafeteria food that matches the ethnic diversity in a city where some grade schools are more than 90 percent Muslim.”
  

A few years later, Belton reflected on the changes that the schools had implemented due to pressure from Muslim parents and the school board.  He recorded,   

In February of 2001, Dearborn Public Schools began accepting proposals from halal food distributors to provide food to its 28 public schools.  ‘The whole point is to give foods they can eat, so they’re nourished and can function in the classroom,’ Bob Cipriano, the district’s business manager, told the New York Times.  Eight years earlier, Dearborn schools banned pork from their lunches to accommodate Muslim dietary guidelines. 

Just as schools are adjusting to Arab culture by altering their lunch programs, similar changes have been implemented in order to offer Arabic language classes as well as gender-separated gym classes.  Thus, Muslim practices are extending even outside of the private homes and impacting broader American culture through conservative forms of entertainment, styles, and school practices.  


In closing, this exploration of Islam will return again to the broad scope of Islam in America – specifically the five pillars of Islam in America.  These five pillars – the shahada, salat, sawm, and hajj – are the basis of all Muslims living in the world.  They include the profession of faith in Allah and the practices that follow accordingly.  Jane I. Smith in Islam in America explains how these pillars are followed in America despite cultural challenges and difficulties.  Her work is the basis for the explanation that follows.  


The primary pillar of Islam is the shahada, or the profession of faith in Allah as the one God and Muhammad as his prophet.  In America, just as in other countries, those who wish to ascribe to the Islamic faith have to publicly profess this belief three times formally.  This profession is the basis for the following four pillars and without it one cannot truly be a Muslim.


The salat, or ritual prayer, is the second pillar.  This is at times more difficult for Muslims who live in America to fulfill because the direction, repetition, and practice are not clearly provided for in the states.  The salat is a formal prayer that takes place at five set times every day while facing the city of Mecca.  While mosques are oriented toward Mecca, other buildings, especially in America, offer no indication of the direction of Mecca.  In addition, the American culture does not provide for breaks at school or work for Muslims to pray.  Smith recorded the troubles of one Palestinian woman who explained the difficulty her and her cousin faced as the only Muslims at a public school.  She stated, “the school did not want to give us permission to leave the room to pray . . .. I told my teacher that if he wouldn’t let me pray, I was going to walk out of class and do so anyway.  Finally they backed down and let us go.”
  Also in Arab countries, the time of prayer is usually made known to everyone by the mu’adhdhim’s call to prayer.  In America, however, the call has often been limited to the inside of the mosques so as not to disrupt Americans who do not practice Islam.  Finally, the salat requires a bodily cleansing, or purification, before the time of prayer, which although provided for in most American mosques, is not easy to do apart from these.


The third pillar of Islam, the zakat, involves the giving of alms.  It is basically a small tax placed on Muslims that is used for maintaining the mosques in most countries.  In America, since the government does not subsidize the mosques nor place this task on the people, there is still discussion over how the tax should be collected and used.  For the most part, it is a voluntary tax in America at this time, and not required.


Fasting, or the sawm, is the fourth pillar.  This fasting takes place during the month of Ramadan and requires that all who are able and of a fitting age participate by not eating anything from sun-up to sun-down.  For Muslims employed in restaurants or physically demanding jobs during this month, it can be a difficult task to keep the fast.  However, many Muslims declare that it is a rewarding time to which they look forward.  Also, it is common during this time for Muslims to participate in intensive prayer, long readings of the Qur’an, and acts of service toward their neighbors.  


The fifth, and last, pillar is that of the pilgrimage to the holy city of Mecca.  Also known as the hajj, this is an event that every Muslim who is able is expected to take part in at least once during his lifetime.  Smith recorded various stories of both American youth and adults who had journeyed to Mecca.  Some of them found it difficult to earn the money to cover their costs, but they worked hard to earn the money because they believed that the pilgrimage was an important part of their faith and an experience that would strengthen them.  Despite the long distance of travel, the hajj is an important part of the American Muslim practice.


Islam in America is becoming more prominent as Muslim numbers increase through immigration and birthrates and expansion occurs through new institutions and organizations.  Just as American culture has influenced Muslims (evident in conversions to other religions, secularization of dress and entertainment, and liberalization of new mosques), so also Islam has affected America.  Changes in school meal programs to ensure that only halal food is served, organizations such as the Young Muslim Association with their outreach efforts, and the construction of new mosques throughout the United States are evidence that Islam is growing and influencing America.  This impact is apparent in Dearborn with the construction of the largest North American mosque and the Arab American museum (which will seek to educate people about Islam, as well as more general Arab history and practice).  Signs that advertise halal food and women walking the streets with their heads covered with hijabs are visual evidence of Islam in Dearborn.  American Muslims are seeking to establish their religion in this new world.  Furthermore, they wish to show the world that Islam is in America to stay, to expand, and ultimately to draw all people to what they believe is the true religion of the one God Allah.  It will be interesting to see where these developments lead because just as Islam is influencing America, one must not forget that America is impacting Islam as well.  There will be change, but which will change more: America or Islam, Dearborn or the religion of Muslims within?        
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