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Statement of Principles 

The Progressive Muslim Union of North America (PMUNA) aims to provide a forum, voice and 
organizing mechanism for those in the Muslim community who wish to pursue a progressive 
religious, intellectual, social and political agenda.  Progressive Muslims have not yet developed 
sufficient platforms from which to advocate their views within the Muslim community and to the 
broader North American society.  All too often, they have found themselves spoken for and 
defined by others.  PMUNA was formed in recognition of the widespread misunderstanding of 
Islam and the diverse Muslim community, and the urgent need for greater and more coordinated 
articulation of the pluralistic and compassionate sentiments of vast sections of the community. 

Our work is guided by the following principles: 

• We affirm that a Muslim is anyone who identifies herself or himself as "Muslim," 
including those whose identification is based on social commitments and cultural 
heritage. 

• We affirm the validity of Islamic ritual and practice as an expression of love for God, 
while acknowledging that specific forms of ritual and practice are individual choices and 
should never be imposed through coercive means. 

• We affirm the equal status and equal worth of all human beings, regardless of religion, 
gender, race, ethnicity, or sexuality.   Islam holds that this essential dignity is due to 
humanity’s rank as precious creations of God, and recipients of divine breath, as stated in 
the holy Qur’an. 

• We affirm that justice (‘adl) and compassion (ihsan) should be the guiding principles for 
all aspects of human conduct.   Islam holds that these qualities are characteristics of God 
as revealed in the holy Qur’an, divine qualities that are the ethical virtues to which all 
human beings should aspire to emulate. 

• We affirm the diversity of inspirations that motivate people to embrace a commitment to 
justice and compassion, including a profound faith rooted in religious traditions, ethical 
imperatives developed throughout the centuries, and secular and humanist values 
shared by many Muslims today. 

• We reject authoritarian, racist, and sexist formulations as antithetical to the principles of 
justice and compassion. 

• We call for critical inquiry and dynamic engagement with Islamic scripture, early Muslim 
sources, the Islamic intellectual heritage, and traditional and current Muslim discourses.  
Critical inquiry should always proceed from a commitment to justice and compassion for 
all, and not degenerate into blaming or stigmatizing others. 

• We believe that there are multiple paths that lead to truth. 

• We support the political separation of religious institutions and state functions, and the 
strict neutrality of the state on matters of religion. 

• Recognizing our participation in the broader human family, we seek to engage with and 
contribute to other philosophical and spiritual traditions and progressive movements. 
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Executive Board 
 
 
Omid Safi, Chair 
 
Omid Safi is the Co-chair for the Study of Islam Section at the American Academy of Religion, the 
largest international organization for academic study of religion. He is the editor of Progressive 
Muslims: On Justice, Gender, and Pluralism (Oxford: Oneworld Publications, 2003), a highly 
regarded anthology of contemporary Muslim writings which is being translated into many 
languages. He specializes in contemporary Islamic thought, Islamic mysticism, and medieval 
Islamic history. He is a professor of Islamic studies at Colgate University in Hamilton, NY. 
Webpage: http://classes.colgate.edu/osafi/  
 
 
Hussein Ibish, Vice-Chair  
 
Hussein Ibish is the Washington Correspondent for the Beirut-based Daily Star newspaper. From 
1998-2004, he served as Communications Director for the American-Arab Anti-Discrimination 
Committee (ADC). He has made over 3,500 radio and television appearances, and has written for 
many newspapers. Ibish is author of 2 major studies of Hate Crimes and Discrimination against 
Arab Americans 1998-2000 (ADC, 2001) and Sept. 11, 2001-Oct. 11, 2002 (ADC, 2003). He is also 
author of "At the Constitution's Edge: Arab Americans and Civil Liberties in the United States" in 
the collection States of Confinement (St. Martin's Press, 2000), "Anti-Arab Bias in American Policy 
and Discourse" in Race in 21st Century America (Michigan State University Press, 2001) and, along 
with Ali Abunimah, "The Media and the New Intifada" in The New Intifada (Verso, 2001). Ibish 
has a Ph.D. in Comparative Literature from the University of Massachusetts, Amherst.  
 
 
Ahmed Nassef, Executive Director  
 
For the past two years, Ahmed Nassef has been the editor-in-chief of MWU!, the world's most 
popular Muslim online magazine located at muslimwakeup.com. Ahmed studied early Islamic 
texts and history as a graduate student at UCLA, where he also served for three years as the 
president of the university’s Muslim Students Association, one of the nation's largest. His 
experience in community issues has included staff positions with several non-profit 
organizations, including for Jobs With Peace, the Committee for Justice, the Los Angeles 
Coalition Against US Intervention in the Middle East, and the Los Angeles National Lawyers 
Guild. Ahmed’s business background includes over ten years of experience in marketing 
management and consulting. He has served as Vice-President of Marketing for several US and 
international companies. 
 
Ahmed’s articles have been published in the Christian Science Monitor, AlterNet and Common 
Dreams, and he has appeared on national TV and radio programs, including on C-SPAN, Fox 
News, and NPR. He lives in New York. 
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Sarah Eltantawi, Communications Director  
 
Sarah Eltantawi is a consultant to American organizations dedicated to promoting harmony 
among diverse communities and a sound and productive foreign policy toward the Muslim 
world.  Some of her current consulting projects are with the Asma Society, a group dedicated to 
building bridges between the American Muslim community and other Americans, and Bridges 
T.V., a new American Muslim Entertainment Channel. From 2001-2004, Ms. Eltantawi served as 
Communications Director for the Muslim Public Affairs Council (MPAC) in Washington D.C. 
Ms. Eltantawi is a frequent media commentator on American Muslim affairs and Middle East 
policy, making hundreds of television and radio appearances on national media outlets. Ms. 
Eltantawi has also written for publications, such as the New York Times Upfront, on 
Counterterrorism issues. She is also contributing to an anthology on the lives of Muslim women 
to be published by Beacon Press next year. Ms. Eltantawi has a Bachelor's Degree in Rhetoric and 
English from the University of California, Berkeley, and a Master's Degree in Middle Eastern 
Studies from Harvard University. She lives in New York City.  
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 PMUNA's Sponsored Publication: MWU! 
 
The Progressive Muslim Union of North 
America will become the chief sponsor of 
MWU!, the world's foremost progressive 
Muslim magazine located at 
www.muslimwakeup.com. 
 
Until the launch of Muslim WakeUp! (MWU!) 
in January 2003, progressive Muslims had no 
effective way to express and share their ideas 
on a mass scale. 
 
MWU! began as a way of bringing together 
Muslims and non-Muslims in America and 
around the globe in efforts that celebrate 
cultural and spiritual diversity, tolerance, and 
understanding. Through online and offline 
media, events, and community activities, 
MWU! has championed an interpretation of 
Islam that celebrates the Oneness of God and the Unity of God’s creation through the 
encouragement of the human creative spirit and the free exchange of ideas, in an atmosphere that 
is filled with compassion and free of intimidation, authoritarianism, and dogmatism. In all its 
activities, MWU! has attempted to reflect a deep belief in justice and against all forms of 
oppression, bigotry, sexism, and racism. 
 
In January 2003, MWU! launched the first progressive Muslim magazine on the Internet featuring 
commentary and analysis, reviews, art and literature from a progressive Muslim perspective. 
 
The magazine quickly became the most popular Muslim website in North America, garnering a 
higher ranking than the websites of any of the national Muslim American organizations.• Its 
unique sections, including Hug-a-Jew, a feature encouraging solidarity between the Jewish and 
Muslim communities, and Sex & the Umma, the first Muslim column focusing on sexuality and 
erotica, have been featured in national print and broadcast media. 
 
Today, over 60,000 readers visit MWU! on a monthly basis, a number that has increased by over 
600% over the past eighteen months. Regular contributors have included both prominent writers 
and academics as well as new up-and-coming authors. 
 
What sets MWU! apart is its willingness to tackle tough, controversial issues facing the Muslim 
community in an open and honest way. In the past, this has included coverage and analysis of 
the religious conservatism that has become so widespread among the Muslim American 
establishment, hard-hitting examinations of the sectarian violence perpetrated against non-
Muslims in predominantly Muslim countries, the growing HIV/AIDS catastrophe in Africa and 

                                                 
• According to web-ranking company Alexa, the MWU! website is ranked higher than those of the Islamic 
Society of North America (ISNA), the Muslim Students Association (MSA), or the Committee on 
American Islamic Relations (CAIR). 
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the failure of Muslim religious leaders to adequately deal with the disease, the exclusion of 
women in American mosques, and the role of Muslim Americans in the 2004 elections. 
 
In March 2004, MWU! launched the first ever Progressive Muslim Meetups, enabling progressive 
Muslims to begin building a national grassroots movement. Within one week, MWU! readers had 
signed up in over 80 cities throughout North America, and even internationally in places like 
London, Melbourne, and Kuala Lumpur. 
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God and New York 
 
By Sarah Eltantawi 
 
It was the first sweltering, humid, muggy day in New York, at least since I had moved in 
January. 84 degrees on a Monday, and Manhattanites everywhere emerged from their apartments 
in airy blouses, skirts, flip flops featuring colorfully painted toe nails and a variety of shoes and 
accessories, like hot pink sneakers and bright yellow feather earrings.  
 
Though the mood was jubilant in the city, the post office, a much-dreaded bureaucratic-vortex 
that stood in sharp contrast to free-spirited New York, did not have air conditioning. A man who 
looked like Woody Allan said in a booming, yet tinny voice:  
 
“Hi! Do you have the stamps with the vampires on them?” 
 
The postal worker stared at him intently and calmly replied, “what’s that, sir?” 
 
“The VAMPIRES. The stamps with the VAMPIRES on them. Those stamps with the VAMPIRES 
on them sure raised some eyebrows! I wonder if you still have the stamps with the VAMPIRES?” 
 
An audible voice from somewhere behind me in line thought out loud, “Is he kidding me right 
now? He’s kidding me right now. Are we really having a conversation about vampires? He’s 
having a conversation about vampires. Vampires? He’s kidding me right now.” 
 
The 7000-plus people in line, I think it is fair to say, were less fascinated by the possibility of the 
continuation of the vampire-stamp line, and yet, as is the case in many quintessential New York 
situations, we were forced into someone else’s world -- another person’s questions and queries, in 
which we instantly became inextricably linked -- if not only for a few minutes on the subway or 
in line at the post office -- to some one else’s life. Though the vampire inquiry didn’t rank high on 
my personal profundity scale, the fact was, if I wanted to get my business done, I had to listen to 
this guy talk about his preference in stamps: colored, not black and white, oversized, and, thank 
God they got rid of those stamps you lick! Did you know that 10 years ago, that was all there 
was? 
 
I did, actually.  
 
I became engaged in the subject. I wondered with much interest how someone could care so 
much about stamps. I wondered if the man was lonely. I wondered if the man was conscious he 
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was lonely when he talked about stamps to the teller who was kind enough to smile and answer 
his questions. I was forced to gain an understanding of the vampire-stamp lover that forced me 
to gain a deeper understanding of people, and the effect that life has on them. 
 
Because of incidents like this, my perception of God has changed in New York. Needless to say, 
perhaps, this is hard to explain. In the tradition of the Arabs, I will tell a story to paint a picture. 
There is a famous fable of a man, standing on a hilltop in the Holy Land, who is considering all 
the world’s suffering and trauma -- the death of children, wars, aggression, injustice, oppression, 
hunger, pain and suffering. He raises his arms to the heavens and screams, “God! Why have you 
abandoned us?” God replies, “The real question is: why have you abandoned me?” 
 
When we cause pain and misery for others, it is because we ceased to look at them with interest, 
we ceased to understand or to want to understand. Our river of empathy dried up and we 
became cold and selfish. We became arrogant in our beliefs and our conviction that our lives are 
the best lives, the most well lived lives. Many religious people fall into this trap, as well as many 
wealthy people, “artsy” people, educated people, and people in general. New York convinces me 
that God did not mean for us to act this way – there is way too much diversity, way too many 
ways to “skin a cat”, way too many lives that get lived different ways that work. The only way to 
be “better”, it seems, is to recognize how “un-better” any one individual really is, to see suffering 
and take it in and also to feel joy and wish it on others.  
 
In New York, one can, if you look, detect a kind of collective will to test the limits of humanity, a 
life-ambition of sorts. As I look around me now, sitting in a café in the East Village, I see Blacks, 
Asians, Jews, Italians, and White people. But it’s more than that. I see tattoos, green shoes, 
business suits with pearl earrings, trendy hipster trucker hats, a bleached-blonde white man 
engrossed in what looks like an engaging conversation with a Dravidian looking Indian man, 
both of them smiling easily. A Japanese young man with long hair and a bright yellow T-Shirt 
talks to a white woman drinking iced coffee, as an Arab man sits on a bench in front of them, 
smoking a cigarette and staring up at the sky. 
 
Far be it from me to view our society as some kind of idyllic garden with different colored tulips 
flailing playfully in the breeze, each flower more lovely and in full bloom than the next. But there 
comes a time when cynicism must be put aside in the interest of truth, and for a minute, I feel the 
impulse to put the protective cloak of irony aside and report what I see. In New York, everyone 
lives together, and the result, I would argue, teaches us an extremely profound lesson, a 
fundamental truth, an axiom from which many other opinions and policies should spring forth 
like a cool fountain-- 
 
God created an amazing diversity of people, and when you put them together and leave them 
alone just a little, the result is an overwhelming sensation of peace and tranquillity.  
 
The result is beauty. 
 
I must say that this realization comes as a major relief. It’s counterintuitive – this idea that 
crowding a bunch of different people together on a dense, concrete island would be a good thing. 
And yet it is – very good. Working in Washington with politicians, with neatly-packaged people 
and ideas that always stay on message, with the media that forces you to compress the 
complexity of life and existence into a frenzied 30-second sound byte, one starts not to think 
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much of groupings of people in general. When we are bombarded daily with mob mentalities, 
whether they are here in America with the increased levels and intensity of xenophobia toward 
minority communities, especially Muslims and Arabs, but also others, that have become steadily 
more acceptable, or in the Muslim world in terms of group-think, the persistent and evil 
oppression of women, the near-total triumph of simple and narrow minded Imams, one starts to 
give up hope and wonder if a secluded life – not only physically, but in terms of risks one allows 
themselves to take and people one allows themselves to get to know – are really worth it.  
 
I often hear friends say that they have “fallen in love” with New York, and I myself am 
experiencing a sensation of falling in love. But what is falling in love? It’s the abandonment of 
fear and the taking of risks. There’s a reason the word “falling” is used to describe the process. In 
New York, much like the decision to love God, one has to submit to survive. The pace is fast and 
events unpredictable, and the most stubborn proponent of an Ayn Rand-like understanding of 
radical individualism cannot seriously argue that this place is not totally interconnected and that 
there are simply some things that are out of our control. For the stress cases of the world, this is 
an incredible relief. The sensation reminds me of the busses in Egypt that are so overcrowded 
that people are hanging out of the door, swinging in the sweltering heat. But the bus driver, 
acclimated to the situation, sits calmly with upbeat music blasting, as many of the passengers 
sing along, or quietly fill their tiny square foot of space with silent prayers, movements of a sibha 
that might be sitting on their laps, bright eyes darting about, taking in the scene around them. 
Some even start de-stemming their mulukheyyia, or picking the rocks out of their wheat bread. 
And many of them are smiling. And alive. Curious. It can be exhilarating to locate the calm 
within the storm.  
 
And so I realize more what the Qur’an means when it says that God created people in nations 
and tribes so that they can know one another, not despise one another. When 9-11 happened, I 
was in California, and read a lot of press about what New Yorkers were saying about the events 
through their anguish. One of the questions I read people asking stuck out in my mind – they 
asked, “why New York?” I didn’t get it at the time. Now I think I do. Why would someone attack 
this crazy amalgamation of lives that results in a strange and frenetic beauty? I wonder if Bin 
Laden and his goons really knew precisely what they were attacking. One hates to echo the 
hollow and shamelessly self-serving rhetoric of the Bush administration, but there is a sense of 
attacking freedom itself when one thinks deeply about what New York is, or has the potential to 
be. One thing seems very clear to me now: there is no way God wants it this way, and I’ve 
experienced a new level of pain and hurt that the name of God was evoked to carry out that 
attack.  
 
God is very present in New York, whether it’s in the form of submission to the beautiful insanity, 
or in the bright and glaring diversity of God’s creations. I won’t here even use the pronoun “he” 
to refer to God, since the diversity that surrounds me renders that patriarchal use of language all 
the more absurd. Every day, by coming into more and more contact with bizarre vampire lovers 
in the post office, laughing transvestites in the subway, snazzy interracial couples walking hand 
in hand down the street, or simply the strange calm of the East river juxtaposed with towering 
skyscrapers as people go fishing while homeless people cool off by the water, I get more and 
more of a small glimpse, a shade of understanding of what God embodies. 
 
Sarah Eltantawi is a writer and activist in New York, and Communications Director of the Muslim Public 
Affairs Council. 



A c t i v i s m

Justice lies at the heart of Islamic social
ethics. Time and again the Qur'an talks
about providing for the marginalized
members of society: the poor, the or-
phaned, the downtrodden, the wayfar-
ing, the hungry, etc. Progressive Mus-
lims believe that it is time to ÔtranslateÕ
the social ideals in the Qur'an and Is-
lamic teachings into a way of action
that those committed to social justice
today can relate to and understand.
For all Muslims, there is the vibrant
memory of the Prophet repeatedly
talking about a real believer as one
whose neighbour does not go to bed
hungry. Progressives hold that in
todayÕs global village it is time to con-
sider all of humanity as our neighbor.
The time has come for Muslims who
wish to be true believers to be respon-
sible for the well-being and dignity of
all human beings.

Progressive Muslims begin with a
simple yet radical stance: that the Mus-
lim community as a whole cannot
achieve justice unless justice is guaran-
teed for Muslim women. In short, there
can be no progressive interpretation of Islam without gender justice.
Gender justice is crucial, indispensable, and essential. In the long run,
any progressive Muslim interpretation will be judged based on the
amount of change in gender equality it is able to produce in small and
large communities. Gender equality is a measuring stick for the broad-
er concerns of social justice and pluralism. As Shirin Ebadi has stated, it
is imperative to conceive of womenÕs rights as human rights. Progres-
sive Muslims strive for pluralism both inside and outside of the u m m a.
They seek to open up a wider spectrum of interpretations and prac-
tices considered Muslim, and epistemologically follow a pluralistic ap-
proach to the pursuit of knowledge and truth. In their interactions with
other religious and ethnic communities, they seek to transcend the ar-
cane notions of ÔtoleranceÕ, and instead strive for a profound engage-
ment through both existing commonalities and differences.

Is this an ÔIslamic ReformationÕ?
Progressive Muslims are often asked whether their project consti-

tutes an ÔIslamic reformation.Õ The answer is both yes and no. It is un-
deniably true that there are serious economic, social, and political is-
sues in the Muslim world that need urgent remedying. Much of the
Muslim world is bound to a deeply disturbing economic structure in
which it provides natural resources for the global market, while at the
same time remaining dependent on Western labour, technological
know-how, and staple goods. This deplorable economic situation is ex-
acerbated in many parts of the modern Muslim world by atrocious
human rights situations, crumbling educational systems, and worn-out
economies. Most progressive Muslims would readily support the re-
form of all those institutions. However, the term ÔreformationÕ carries
considerably more baggage than that. In speaking of the ÔIslamic refor-
mationÕ, many people have in mind the Protestant Reformation. It is
this understanding that leaves many progressive Muslims feeling un-
easy, for theirs is not a project of developing a ÔProtestantÕ Islam dis-
tinct from a ÔCatholicÕ Islam. Most insist that they are not looking to cre-
ate a further split within the Muslim community so much as to heal this
split and to urge it along. 

A global phenomenon or an American Islam?
It would be a clear mistake to somehow reduce the emergence of

progressive Islam to being a new ÔAmerican Islam.Õ Progressive Mus-
lims are found everywhere in the global Muslim umma. When it comes
to actually implementing a progressive understanding of Islam in Mus-
lim communities, particular communities in Iran, Malaysia, and South
Africa are l e a d i n g, not following, the United States. Many American
Muslim communitiesÑand much of the leadership represented by
groups such as the Islamic Circle of North America,1 0the Islamic Society
of North America,11 and the Council on American-Islamic Relations1 2Ñ

are far too uncritical of Salafi and Wahhabi tendencies that progres-
sives oppose. Lastly, almost all progressive Muslims are profoundly
skeptical of nationalism, whether American, Arab, Iranian, or other-
wise. As such, they instinctively and deliberately reject the appropria-
tion of this fluid global movement by those who espouse it in order to
transform it into an ÔAmerican IslamÕ commodity to be exported all
over the world. The progressivesÕ firm critique of neo-colonialism is
also a way to avoid their appropriation by the United StatesÕ adminis-
tration, which has used the language of reforming Islam to justify its in-
vasion of Muslim countries such as Iraq.

Progressive Muslim Networks 
Perhaps the most exciting part of the new emerging global Muslim

progressive identity is that progressives everywhere are seeking one
another out, reading each otherÕs work, collaborating with one anoth-
erÕs organizations. This is a fruitful process of cross-pollination. One
can point to the impact that Shari'ati has had on South African Mus-
lims, or the impact the Palestinian struggle has had on South East Asian
progressives. Much of this contact is taking place via e-mail. We are
clearly in the initial stages of this formulation, and
it is an exciting process which has the promise of
ushering in a real paradigm shift in the relation-
ship of Muslims to both Islam and modernity. 
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This essay is humbly dedicated to Edward Said's challenge

t oall of us.
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Welcome for
Shirin Ebadi
upon her arrival
to TehranÕs
M e h r - A b a d
airport, 14
October 2003.


