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Contemporary Black Muslim Women’s Voices in The Final Call, 1979-2018

Introduction
African American women’s contributions to the Resurrected Nation of Islam (NOI) and its national newspaper, The Final Call remain largely undocumented. Indeed, there is little published scholarly work on contemporary Nation women.
 Moreover, doctoral dissertations such as those undertaken by Toni Sims in 2002 and Kathy Bennett Muhammad in 2008 remain unpublished.
 Scholars have produced a number of important studies on Minister Louis Farrakhan’s religious community. However, women are rarely discussed in this body of literature.
  Moreover, much of this material stops short of examining the NOI or Louis Farrakhan’s leadership after the Million Man March in 1995. Nation women exist in the popular imagination as victims of male control.  Such notions surrounding the oppression and exploitation of contemporary Nation women are based largely on misunderstandings of the religious community’s gender norms, Minister Farrakhan’s motives for banning women from the Million Man March in 1995 and pervasive stereotypes of what Sylvia Chan-Malik refers to as the “Poor Muslim Woman” who is commonly perceived to be “oppressed by Islam and coerced into subjugation by Muslim men.”
  Nation women hold fundamental positions of authority in the NOI, its plethora of small businesses and its national newspaper. The Final Call newspaper provides women with a space in which their contributions to their religious community, their professional pursuits, talents and achievements can be documented.  Thus, the paper itself is invaluable in that it provides a window into women’s activities in the community. Historian, Toni Sims recognized the value of the newspaper in her 2002 doctoral thesis when she concluded that that “…without the Nation’s newspaper, the Nation women would receive little or no coverage.”
 It is important to note that unlike their Sunni Muslim counterparts, Nation women are not featured in and nor do they contribute to popular American Muslim magazines such as Azizah or Islamic Horizons. Nation women, and the NOI more broadly, sit outside the fold of Americas 3.45 million Muslims. Their isolation from mainstream American Muslims is a result of numerous factors. However, it is undoubtedly the NOI’s teachings regarding the divinity of their founder, Fard Muhammad that fuels charges that NOI converts are guilty of shirk (polytheism). Equally, their teachings relating to the origins of the races violates the fundamental Muslim belief that “all people and all races are created equal before God.”
 
Louis Farrakhan’s NOI advocates traditional gender roles for its male and female members. Such roles are encouraged through weekly gatherings of gender segregated classes within the community. Men in the community are expected to fulfil the traditional role of provider and protector whilst their female counterparts are encouraged to be model wives and homemakers. Such roles are encouraged during Fruit of Islam (FOI) classes for men and Muslim Girls Training (MGT) classes for women. The performance of traditional gender roles does not mean that women are discouraged from working, pursuing education or restricted in their pursuit of a professional career. Indeed, on numerous occasions Minister Farrakhan has exhorted women to be “…active in every field of endeavor except those that degrade them.”
  Minister Farrakhan’s female followers suffer multiple oppressions linked to their race, gender and membership in a minority Muslim community. Louis Farrakhan’s following in the U.S. was estimated to total around 50,000 in the U.S by the late 1990s.
 However, a 2017 Pew Research Center survey suggested that the number is much lower and may stand at just over 8,000 members. 
 Moreover, Islamic Studies scholar, Edward Curtis recently noted that the NOI may have “as many as 10,000 members.”
 Thus, NOI members are certainly a minority within the American ummah. 

The absence of Nation women from popular Muslim and African American magazines has contributed to misunderstandings of and misinformation about them.  Nation women are very conscious of this dilemma and have sought to address it in their national newspaper. Unlike smaller NOI publications and Nation women’s magazines, The Final Call has both a national and international readership.
 Moreover, it is commonly read by non-Muslims. Thus, it provides women with an important platform to present themselves and their work to the larger society. It is important to note that whilst the newspaper is not the only tool that Nation women employ, it has the largest audience and thus presents them to their larger religious community and those beyond the community. Minister Farrakhan places particular importance on the newspaper’s ability to reach a large audience. NOI convert and author, Hashim Hakim, for example, notes that “The Honorable Minister Louis Farrakhan said that other than himself, The Final Call is the number one minister of the Nation of Islam.”
 The Final Call is aimed at a national and international audience. Hakim notes that the paper “reaches people all over the world…” Nevertheless, the primary audience for the paper is African American non-Muslims, or those Hakim and NOI leaders describe as the “mentally, spiritually and morally dead.”
 

This article examines women’s contributions to The Final Call from 1979 to the present day. It assesses the varied ways in which women have used the newspaper to give voice to their understandings of NOI teachings and the extent to which it provides a platform for them to document their experiences in the NOI. Moreover, it highlights the important role that female staff writers have played in diversifying coverage of women and contributing to discussions about Islam in America beyond the NOI.   The article argues that whilst women have freedom within the newspaper to express their interpretation of NOI norms they nonetheless hold fast to core aspects of traditional NOI teachings and in particular those teachings that relate to their primary roles as wives and mothers. As noted above, NOI members sit on the periphery of the American ummah. Yet, they share with their Muslim counterparts a commitment to Quran-based teachings regarding gender roles.
  Fulfilling such roles should not be read as compliance with NOI norms alone. Rather, it should be viewed as part and parcel of how Nation women see themselves fulfilling what they construe to be a religious obligation.  
Early Days  

In May 1979, Minister Louis Farrakhan launched The Final Call as the official publication of the Resurrected Nation of Islam. The paper’s first publication came two years after Minister Farrakhan departed from Imam W.D. Mohammed’s, World Community of Al-Islam in the West to relaunch the NOI on what he construed to be Elijah Muhammad’s original teachings. Imam Mohammed’s succession in February 1975 produced something of a dilemma for Farrakhan. The rapid theological and structural changes that Mohammed implemented coupled with the demotions he ordered effectively ended Farrakhan’s ministerial career.  Farrakhan had enjoyed much success in Elijah Muhammad’s community.  He joined the NOI in Boston in 1955 with his young wife, Betsy at the age of twenty-two. In doing so, Farrakhan embraced what other Muslims regarded to be an unorthodox set of beliefs and practices.
 The NOI was founded in Detroit in 1930 by a peddler turned prophet known as W.D. Fard Muhammad.  Muhammad taught his African American converts that they were by nature divine and that their white oppressors were by nature evil. The blue-eyed devils, for NOI converts, were the product of a wise scientist’s experiments on the island of Patmos 6,600 years ago.
 Moreover, NOI theology advocated that Heaven and Hell were conditions on earth and that Fard was God in Person. Fard Muhammad disappeared from Detroit in 1933 and a faction of the group was subsequently led by Elijah Muhammad.  It was through Elijah Muhammad that Fard’s mission and teachings were relayed to converts. NOI converts embraced an ascetic lifestyle in their religious community. They were known to be industrious, close-knit and hard-working. Other Muslims however regarded their practices such as fasting during December instead of Ramadan unorthodox. Farrakhan embraced the NOI fully in 1956. In 1957 Elijah Muhammad provided him with a ministerial post at Temple Number eleven in Boston making him the youngest minister in the NOI.
 Historian, Fatimah Abdul-Tawwab notes that under Louis’s leadership the MGT in Boston “was no second rate organization” and that Louis took steps to ensure “adequate leadership and training for the development Muslim Women.”
 Farrakhan’s insistence on providing the MGT with equal training to their male counterparts in the FOI highlights an early appreciation for the contributions that women could make to the NOI.  Farrakhan was promoted in the NOI to the post of National Minister and Minister of Harlem Temple Number 7 following the assassination of Malcolm X in 1965.  Rebuilding the ruins of Temple Number 7 following a backlash over the NOI’s treatment of Malcolm and questions regarding NOI involvement in the assassination were no small feat.  Indeed, Farrakhan acknowledged as much in the second edition of The Final Call when he commented that: “It took years of painstaking work to rebuild the confidence of Black people in the Honorable Elijah Muhammad and the Nation of Islam.”
  Farrakhan’s early efforts to rebuild the NOI proved difficult due to a lack of finances and converts.  The Final Call was for Farrakhan an effort to both promote the Resurrected NOI, generate income and introduce himself to a new generation of potential converts.   
The newspaper was described as “A Monthly Message Dedicated to the Resurrection of the Black Man and Woman of America and the World.”  The name of the paper was taken from the first paper that the NOI published in the 1930s entitled, The Final Call to Islam. It appears that Elijah Muhammad published this paper irregularly in the mid-1930s. Indeed, it is not clear whether more than four copies of the paper were ever published.
 The entire first issue of the Resurrected NOI’s newspaper was written by Minister Farrakhan and included an image of a trumpet on the left hand side of the paper.  According to Minister Farrakhan, his spiritual father and predecessor, Elijah Muhammad considered the trumpet the most fitting symbol for his work in that was construed as a “sign of the resurrection of the dead.”
 Minister Farrakhan’s family and his daughter, Donna Farrakhan designed the “layout, did the typesetting, copyediting and assisted in the research.”
 The entire first issue was financed personally by Minister Farrakhan and published from the basement of his home in Chicago. The paper was sold for 50 cents.  Minister Farrakhan appears to have underestimated the costs involved with publishing a monthly newspaper. This may not be all that surprising given his lack of involvement in the management of the NOI’s Muhammad Speaks newspaper in the 1960s and 1970s. Indeed, by his own admission he abhorred the exploitative NOI practice of forcing male members to buy and resell a set quota of newspapers. So much was his distaste for the practice that he threatened to resign from his post as a temple minister in Boston under Elijah Muhammad’s leadership.
 The second issue of The Final Call newspaper was also published in 1979. However, it cost twice as much as the first issue and was no longer described as a “Monthly Message.” The Final Call was certainly not the only Black newspaper to experience financial problems in the late 1970s. Indeed, as Patrick S. Washburn notes African-American newspapers were “largely struggling” in the post-civil rights era and “never regained the influence and power that they had during and immediately after World War Two.”
 In the absence of having the paper published regularly, Farrakhan had a weekly column in a number of African American newspapers including, Chicago Daily Defender, Detroit Courier, Michigan Chronicle and The New York Amsterdam News.  The Final Call continued to be published irregularly until 1984 when it was estimated to have a “press run of about 25,000”.
 According to Religious Studies scholar, Mattias Gardell circulation of the paper increased to 500,000 in 1994.
 However, not until June 1996 was the paper published weekly.
 

 By 1980, Nation women began securing editorial and management positons at the paper. NOI convert Patricia Muhammad, for example, overseen subscriptions and Casandra Malone, graphics. In 1982, Minister Farrakhan purchased a new home for the newspaper at West 79th street in Chicago.
 The Final Call Administration building, as it became known, also served as a weekly meeting place for NOI members and a place from where Farrakhan would give lectures until the community purchased the former NOI headquarters on the south side of Chicago in 1988.  Throughout the 1980s women came to occupy a more dominant role in the newspaper both in terms of their contributions to the paper and their work on its editorial board. Rosalind Muhammad, for example, was employed as a staff writer from 1980 and Nation women such as “Mother” Tynetta Muhammad began a regular column in the paper entitled, The Woman in Islam – a column she had also contributed to the Muhammad Speaks newspaper.
  Women’s contributions to the newspaper reflect but also depart from the areas they are instructed in in the NOI’s classes for women, known as the Muslims Girls Training and General Civilization class (MGT-GCC), which according to the paper offered women training in “how to keep house, how to rear our children, how to take care of our husbands, sewing, cooking, how to act at home, and how to act abroad.”

Early issues of The Final Call reveal women’s readings of traditional and conservative NOI norms such as the prohibition on artificial forms of birth-control and the importance of motherhood.  In 1982, for example, NOI convert Barbara X reiterated Elijah Muhammad’s teaching that the “black woman is the field in which the black man produces his nation” in a section of the paper entitled, What Islam Has Done For Me.
 Barbara construed this mandate not as a prohibition on birth-control but as a way of both protecting Black women from the possible side-effects of oral contraceptives and Intrauterine devices and as a way to circumvent what she construed to be an effort on the part of the U.S. government to “commit genocide against people of African descent in the United States.”
  Barbara’s article closed with a call for women to use “natural birth control methods, such as the Rhythm Method, and the Nursing Mother’s Method.”
 It is important to note that natural forms of birth-control were also permitted in the original NOI. Historian, Ula Taylor, for example, notes that Malcolm X met with representatives from Planned Parenthood in Harlem in the early 1960s and that he sent the local Muslims Girls Training captain, Sister Clotelle to classes run by the group so that she could educate Nation women about family planning.
  Barbara’s reading of NOI norms relating to birth-control was also shared by other women such as Fahizah Alim who joined the NOI whilst attending University in California. Fahizah notes, for example, that after listening to Minister Farrakhan “speak about how potent” oral contraceptives were she stopped “poisoning herself” by taking them and was no longer a “guinea pig” for pharmaceutical companies.
 Motherhood, the importance of home schooling and ideally sending children to the NOI’s schools, The Muhammad University of Islam, were also stressed in early editions of the paper.  In May 1982, for example, NOI convert Yolanda Muhammad contributed a piece to a column in the paper entitled, Around the Nation, in which she exhorted mothers to “take the time to TEACH THEM YOURSELF.”
  The NOI has a long history of championing both home schooling and the development of community schools such as the MUI. Indeed, the first MUI was initiated in the 1930s by Elijah Muhammad’s wife, Clara and several such schools still exist today under the leadership of NOI educator, Dr. Larry Muhammad.
 At the root of the NOI’s preference for homeschooling is both a distrust of the public school system and secular education.
  Nation women’s embrace of traditional gender roles is evident within these early and irregular editions of the paper. It is the embrace of such roles that has contributed to charges that they are complicit in their own oppression. Nation women’s readings of conservative NOI norms and their interpretations of them, as voiced in The Final Call, should be understood with an appreciation of the inequality and discrimination that impinges on their lives and family structures but also on an understanding that the NOI is a religious community and that its members do regard traditional gender norms as divinely ordained.  Women’s writings in these early editions of the newspaper reveal that they tended to reproduce in a female voice Minister Farrakhan’s views. Yet, their work was certainly important and allowed for later writers to diversify women’s coverage in the paper. 

Minister Farrakhan’s Resurrected NOI gained traction in the 1980s in the midst of complex and deepening inequalities for minorities and African Americans in particular.  The War on Drugs, championed and funded by the Reagan administration, and the exponential growth in incarceration rates for Black men as a result aided the mass disenfranchisement of Black communities. The era of mass incarceration has been read by Farrakhan and indeed others outside the NOI as part of a genocidal ploy to destroy and remove Black men from their families and communities.
 According to legal scholar, Michelle Alexander drug convictions have accounted for much of the increase in the prison population from 300,000 thirty years ago to more than two million today.
  Minorities and African American men in particular have been impacted disproportionately by mass incarceration.  Mass incarceration removes Black men from their wives, daughters and mothers and thus further burdens women.  The implications for Black women are clear.   Political Scientist, Melissa Harris-Perry outlines a number of statistics that highlight the unique challenges that this context produces. She notes that: “One in four Black women lives in poverty…compared to white women, black women are significantly more likely to be the sole wage earner in their household, to never marry, to suffer divorce, or to be widowed young and therefore have to raise their children without a husband’s emotional or financial assistance.  Black women heads of households are twice as likely to live in inadequate housing, and earn 35-50 percent of what their male counterparts earn…On the whole, black women have less education and higher rates of underemployment, poverty, disease, and isolation than white women.
 It is with an appreciation of this particular context that Nation women’s writings should be read.  Nation women’s writings in both early and later editions of The Final Call reveal an acute awareness of and efforts to circumvent the challenges presented by poverty, mass incarceration and structural racism in particular. Such articles highlight that Nation women consider the performance of traditional gender roles and the practice of conservative NOI teachings as part of the solution to their unique challenges also. 

Challenging Boundaries



Women’s coverage in The Final Call was not limited to representing them in exclusively traditional roles. Indeed, from the mid-1980s the diversity of women’s activities in the NOI was given greater coverage in the newspaper.  In January 1986, for example, the paper carried a story relating to NOI member, Ati Muhammad’s modelling success and victory in the Miss Black Arizona State University competition.   According to Ati, she entered the competition to “…show the black students on campus how the Honorable Elijah Muhammad teaches sisters to represent Black womanhood and be an example of the type of woman the Honorable Elijah Muhammad produces.”
 Modelling was prohibited within the original NOI. The coverage of Ati is thus significant because it clearly highlights a departure from Elijah Muhammad’s stringent ideas about both women’s dress and conduct. Indeed, Muhammad chided Black men for failing to “guard” women from the unwelcome advances and stares of whites.
  Ati’s comments reveal a freedom to interpret Muhammad’s teachings for herself.  Photographs of Ati in the paper show her to be fully covered in the competition, though her hair is left uncovered. Thus, it appears she embraced Muhammad’s and Farrakhan’s calls for women to wear modest clothing whilst simultaneously engaging in a pursuit that was certainly unconventional for Nation women. The fact that Ati’s success was given coverage in the paper reveals a number of important points. First, that Ati interpreted for herself what activities and dress were appropriate for a Muslim woman. Second, that the author of the piece considered Ati’s success in an unconventional endeavor for Nation women something to be promoted to the wider NOI community and lastly, that such unconventional endeavors were being encouraged as early as 1986. 

Similarly in July 1985, in an article by Venetre X, Nation women’s accomplishments in martial arts were celebrated.  The piece featured Ruthie Muhammad who achieved a black belt in karate. Ruthie noted that she took up karate “…for many reasons, but my main reason is for self-defense. There is too much crime in the streets today, and it’s to a woman’s advantage to know something in the form of self-defense so she can ward off a would-be attacker or a “rapist.”
 

Ventre’s article detailing Ruthie’s success is significant. Historically, Nation women were prohibited from engaging in sports including karate and thus this piece suggests that the ban on women’s sports was either covertly lifted by Farrakhan or ignored by his female following. If the latter is true, it would indicate that Minister Farrakhan lacked the kind of control and authority that Elijah Muhammad once had on the original NOI. It should be noted that FOI in Elijah Muhammad’s NOI engaged in “boxing, judo and wrestling,” however this was regarded as inappropriate for women.
 Moreover, Nation women were often discouraged from walking unchaperoned by a male member of their religious community. Thus, this piece reveals that women were celebrated for breaking with such historical norms in their community and taking active measures to ensure their own protection. These two articles present Nation women not as marginalized members of their religious community but as independent women, charged with interpreting and navigating their religious community’s teachings for themselves.      

The representation of professional women within the community also heightened in the 1980s and from 1982 onwards Ava Muhammad was given regular coverage in the newspaper.  A promising defense attorney in New York City, Ava joined the NOI in 1982 whilst suffering from cancer.  She was appointed to Minister Farrakhan’s legal counsel and in 1985 she became the NOI’s first female minister.
  Ava was utilized by the staff at the newspaper to highlight the professional occupations of Nation women. However, her commitment to Minister Farrakhan’s and the NOI’s traditional gender norms was also often emphasized in articles relating to her work. In 1986, for example, the paper ran an article highlighting Ava’s “many roles at the final call.”  In the piece, staff writer James Muhammad, noted that: 

Sister Ava believes that the misconception by non-Muslim women that a woman gives up her freedom and personality when she accepts Islam is being laid to rest. And she believes that she is an example of that. But she’s still a strong believer that “a nation can rise no higher than its women.” The petite and pretty minister said as long as the Black woman is running loose and wild and is available to any man from any community, then there’s no such thing as a Black nation.

Ava’s coverage in the paper throughout the 1990s celebrated both her talents and professional successes but like the earlier articles in the 1980s they also highlighted her commitment, first and foremost, to Minister Farrakhan. In June 1996, for example, the paper covered reactions to Ava’s address at the NOI’s new Mosque No. 43. Staff writer, Kimberley Muhammad, noted Ava’s “profound message” but ended with a comment from NOI minister Donell Muhammad who stated that Ava had “…given herself totally over to Minister Farrakhan and he has birthed in her a spiritual attorney that elevates her above any ordinary attorney that goes to the law schools of (this country).”
 

From the early 1990s, The Final Call ran a new column entitled, “Women and the New World.”  The column featured interviews with Minister Farrakhan and set out to address questions related to what the paper described as “women’s issues.” Minister Farrakhan’s interview with columnist Tynetta Muhammad was featured in the column in early July 1992.  In the piece, Minister Farrakhan was asked whether a “woman should aspire toward and attain a position of leadership equal to men in today’s society?” In response, he noted: “The Honorable Elijah Muhammad said that women should aspire to attain all that their talents and their gifts would allow them to attain, with the exception of those fields that God disapproves. All other fields are open to women.” In the same interview, Farrakhan went on to stress the importance of domestic science, marriage and family life concluding that women were the “cornerstone” of home life and that strong homes were needed to build “strong communities and a strong nation.”
  Minister Farrakhan’s interview with Tynetta Muhammad reveals a rather progressive reading of Elijah Muhammad’s mandates. As a former polygamous wife of Elijah Muhamad, Tynetta held an important role in the NOI more broadly. Finley, for example, observed that even Minister Farrakhan was in some ways “beholden to the weight of her religious authority.”
 Tynetta Muhammad’s work for the paper tended to reinforce traditional gender norms but increasingly the diversity of women’s work and perspectives were also given space. 

Staff Writers 
Women became more prominent in The Final Call as the 1990s progressed, not only in terms of coverage relating to them but also in their management of the paper. In 1992, for example, half of the paper’s editorial and management positions were filled by women.
  The increased coverage of women in the paper was initially tied directly to Minister Farrakhan’s speaking engagements which in 1994 included several “women only” events. The first of such events occurred in Atlanta in July 1994 where 12,000 women attended the NOI’s “first such gathering of women only…”
 These speaking events provided Minister Farrakhan with an opportunity to reiterate the NOI’s critiques of race relations, white hegemonic notions of beauty and to also raise money for the organization of the Million Man March in October 1995.  A number of women became regular staff writers for the paper in the early 1990s: including Audrey Muhammad, Charlene Muhammad, and Nisa Islam Muhammad. Audrey, Charlene, and Nisa are all distinguished professionals in their own right and their contributions to the NOI go well beyond their work at The Final Call. Audrey Muhammad, for example, is the founder and editor of the popular NOI magazine, Virtue Today Magazine. She describes the magazine as a “little helper” of The Final Call.
 Audrey Muhammad’s articles typically cover issues relating to women’s health and fitness more generally. In her articles for the paper, she exhorts women in particular to observe the NOI’s traditional dietary laws, which prohibit pork, field peas, corn bread, sweet potatoes, whole grain bread and lima beans.
 Whilst she does not appear to subscribe to Muhammad’s teachings regarding eating one meal a day, she does encourage healthy eating and regular exercise.  Audrey Muhammad is a certified personal trainer and thus her articles carry a measure of professional expertise. In her numerous articles, for example, she exhorts women to observe Elijah Muhammad’s dietary laws and thus “lengthen our lives.”
 For Audrey Muhammad, much of Muhammad’s dietary laws in How to Eat to Live, serve as a blueprint for a healthy life. In a piece for the paper in April 2007, for example, she noted that: “We must practice eating to live more than ever today. The basic diet of eating to live encompasses navy beans, whole bread, pure milk, fresh fruit and vegetables.”
 She also, however, encourages exercise, including dance as a “good form of cardio exercise.”
 Here, her advice marks a departure from Muhammad’s teachings as he prohibited dancing in his community.
 Audrey Muhammad encourages women to exercise at least once a week as a way to maintain and lose weight.
 She reminds women, for example, that “there is no pill or supplement that will replace the benefits of exercise.”
 Muhammad’s articles tend to reinforce a number of core teachings offered to NOI women in their respective MGT classes, not least those relating to cooking and looking after ones family. In this regard, her work at the paper can be seen to support the most traditional aspects of NOI teachings. 

Other staff writers however, have contributed more diverse topics to the paper, none more so than Nisa Islam Muhammad.  Nisa Muhammad is the founder of both Wedded Bliss Inc and the Ramadan Prayer Line. She describes Wedded Bliss as a “community based organization helping teens, singles and couples develop healthy relationships and healthy marriages to improve their lives, better the outcomes for children and create stronger communities.”
 Her work with the organization was featured on CNN’s Black in America series in 2009.
 The Ramadan Prayer Line, which she founded and hosted from 2006 brings together popular NOI ministers and well-known African American Imams such as Imam Siraj Wahhaj, Imam Zaid Shakir and Imam Johari Abdul Malik.
   Nisa Muhammad has contributed a host of articles to the paper on traditional issues such as modest fashions for women and parenting. In 2007, for example, she contributed an article to the paper that highlighted the emergence of new fashions for NOI women known as Project Modesty in which she remarked: “…are you sick and tired of looking for clothes to dress your adolescent girl in and only finding knock-offs from Paris Hilton and Britney Spears’ closet? Well, if that is not how you want your daughter, who should be a reflection of God, to look, then Project Modesty may be the answer for you.”
 Nisa Muhammad covered similar topics in articles related to sewing competitions for Nation women, parenting and inequality in housing and employment.
 Subsequent articles have tended to address the unique needs of Nation women in regards to modest clothes which are also fashionable. Her articles in more recent years, however, have dealt much more with non-conventional topics such as developments within the American ummah and examples of interfaith outreach in the community. In 2010, for example, she penned an article for the paper celebrating Minister Farrakhan’s friendship and interfaith work with Reverend Willie Wilson.
  Wilson was one of the many African American Christian pastors who reached out to Minister Farrakhan when he started to rebuild the NOI.  In doing so, Wilson lost half of his congregation in 1977.
 In his interview with Nisa Muhammad, Wilson remarked that because his congregants thought that “God was going to strike me dead” for inviting the Muslim Minister, he invited him again year after year to speak at his Union Baptist Church in Washington, D.C.
  Minister Farrakhan’s rapport with pastors such as Wilson has been enabled by his willingness to embrace rather than censure Christianity and African American churches.  In his first issue of The Final Call in May 1979, for example, Farrakhan made clear that referring to the church as an oppressor would be a thing of the past. He noted that “…I am a Christian…because I have been crystallized into oneness with God…How can we be against the church when the church has been the institution from which has come every good thing that we have had…and if they open the doors to us, we shall certainly go in.”
 Farrakhan’s cordial relationship with Christians is a result of numerous factors but perhaps none more so than the fact that many of his own converts are former Christians and thus the community already have a network amongst churches and their pastors.  Farrakhan’s comments in 1979 relating to his embrace of Christianity should not be read as a move away from the NOI’s foundational teachings regarding the divinity of Fard Muhammad. Rather, these comments signal that both then and now Minister Farrakhan believes that “a good Muslim and a good Christian are one and the same.” At the 2018 Saviours’ Day convention in Chicago, for example, he remarked that “Reverend Wilson befriended me when nobody else would…true Christian love is what we’ve shared. I’m just as much a Christian as he is and he’s as much a Muslim as I am.”
 Minister Farrakhan’s early lectures and writings suggest that he embraced African American Christians as a way to overcome divisions amongst Black leaders also. In one of his first pieces for The Final Call, for example, he argued that “unity” was crucial for “survival” amongst Black leaders. Such efforts to reach Black Christians have been particularly fruitful for Farrakhan.  Both in 1995 and 2015 it was Black Christians who promoted and worked to make the Million Man March and the Justice of Else march a success.
 

Minister Farrakhan’s relationship with Muslim communities has by contrast been quite strained.  In the aftermath of 9/11 Minister Farrakhan joined other Muslim leaders in condemning the terrorist attacks.
 He also amended the NOI’s line of faith and for a short time embraced the Imam W.D. Mohammed community. NOI members are rather isolated from their Sunni counterparts and historically knowledge of traditional Islamic practices has been limited amongst some NOI members.  NOI convert, Rasheed Muhammad gave voice to this ignorance of traditional Islam in his 2017 book entitled, My Testimony to Minister Farrakhan in which he remarked that as an NOI member he “…only knew one type of Muslim – Black Muslims. I did not know anything about orthodox Islam.”
 Nisa Muhammad’s articles covering developments in the American Muslim communities are thus significant. They afford NOI converts an opportunity to learn about developments within other Muslim communities without ever having to directly engage non NOI-Muslims. In 2010, for example, Nisa wrote an article for the paper that covered developments at Zaytuna College, which also included an interview with Imam Zaid Shakir.
  Again, in October 2010, she contributed a further article to the paper that called attention to Jumu’ah celebrations in Washington D.C. The story included an interview with Imam Johari Abdul Malik who was quoted as commenting that:

Most people have a misconception of Islam. Arabs make up less than 17 percent of Muslims. We’re teaching people who we are. This is not just about showing America Islam, we have to also show the greatness of America. We can make a distinction between the government and the people and many Americans have shown great hospitality to the Muslims. We can look at America’s imperfections but we have to also look at her possibilities. We are shaping a positive image of Islam.
 
Again in 2011 Nisa Muhammad covered a story condemning Rep. Peter King’s congressional hearings on “Radicalization in the Muslim community” and in 2012 she covered a story relating to the NOI’s involvement in the 30 year celebration of the work of Imam Siraj Wahhaj in Brooklyn.
 Interviews with Imams such as Wahhaj, Malik and Shakir have proven to be important for Nisa. Indeed, she has further introduced these Imams to NOI members through her work with both the Ramadan Prayer Line and the Deen Intensive Academy.  Nisa Muhammad formed the Ramadan Prayer Line in 2006 but in more recent years these Imams have each hosted and contributed to the Prayer Line. 
 The Ramadan Prayer Line brings together NOI ministers and Imams and has facilitated greater dialogue and work between them, as evidenced with the work of the Deen Intensive Academy.  The DIA was formed in 2013 by Muhammad’s husband, Imam Abdul Jalil Muhammad. It brings together NOI ministers and Imams who offer workshops on various aspects of Islam.  Minister Farrakhan has approved of the DIA’s work and spoke at the workshops also.  In December 2013, for example, the newspaper quoted NOI Minister Akbar Muhammad as commenting that: “By Minister Farrakhan addressing the Deen Intensive Academy, it shows the importance of the Nation of Islam continuing to learn aspects of the faith.”
 Minister Farrakhan is acutely aware that his followers are at times regarded as infants in their faith. Indeed, he has addressed the accusation that NOI members are “fake Muslims” multiple times, including at the 2018 Saviours’ Day Convention.
 The work of the DIA is ongoing and Nisa Muhammad has addressed and contributed to its various workshops.  Muhammad is no longer a staff writer at the paper. However, she does irregularly contribute articles for the paper and is very much involved with various inter-faith initiatives such as the DIA. 


Charlene Muhammad is perhaps the longest serving female staff writer at the newspaper.  Charlene’s work at the paper commenced in 1996 after she joined the NOI and she continues to contribute on a weekly basis to the paper. Her articles carry a regional focus and tend to deal exclusively with California and race relations more generally.
  Her articles tend to shy away from conventional women’s issues and instead offer damning critiques of discrimination, police brutality and inequality.   Charlene Muhammad’s journalistic endeavors are not limited to the NOI’s newspaper. Indeed, she regularly contributes to the LA Sentinel and hosts a popular radio program entitled, Liberated Sisters on KPFK90.7.  She has won numerous awards for her work as a journalist and most recently she was the recipient of a Legacy Award at the African American Cultural Centre.
 Her articles remind readers that The Final Call is first and foremost a NOI publication concerned with race and inequality.  The paper has not however lost its determination to include women’s voices on more traditional issues impacting their lives, as evidenced with the creation of the new Sister Space column in the paper in 2012.   

Sister Space and Beyond 

Sister Space: By, For and About You first appeared in The Final Call in 2012. The new column borrowed its name from a column that was written by Harriett Muhammad for the Muhammad Speaks newspaper entitled, For and About You.
 Harriett Muhammad was the MS newspaper’s agony aunt. She adhered strictly to NOI gender norms and often chided women for falling short of MGT expectations.
 The Sister Space column was overseen by NOI convert Laila Muhammad until 2015. Laila Muhammad notes that she started the column after years of working at the newspaper because she “wanted to give women a platform to express themselves. It didn’t matter what race, nationality, or religious affiliation they were.”
 Her articles lacked Harriett’s tough stance and in fact empathized with women’s concerns about modest clothing and marriage problems in particular.  Laila Muhammad shared the Sister Space column with numerous Nation women who utilized the space to outline their experiences of the NOI and their perspectives on marriage, modesty, work and their religious community. Women’s contributions to the column appeared to be largely uncensored. Indeed, the column carried a disclaimer noting that “opinions expressed by columnists are uncensored and are not necessarily the views of Minister Louis Farrakhan, the NOI, the MGT-GCC or the Final Call.” Laila Muhammad’s articles do however convey a favourable reading of NOI norms and in particular those norms relating to modesty, marriage, motherhood and work.
Female converts to the NOI often comment that one of the most difficult aspects of membership in the organization is adopting the traditional MGT uniform.  Indeed, many find the traditional MGT uniform restrictive and unattractive.
  Laila Muhammad and her colleagues have addressed the issue of modest clothing in numerous editions of the Sister Space column. In the December 2013 column entitled: “Who are you: The immeasurable, limitless value and beauty if a woman” Muhammad wrote: “A lot of us wrangle with trying to find modest clothing in a world where there is over-indulgence in sexual messages and images. But until we learn how to sew, and produce our own clothes, we will continue to be fashioned by a wicked industry.”  Similarly in a June 2014 piece Sister Space columnist Saffiyah Muhammad noted that: “…the clothes we wear and even the clothes we don’t wear speak volumes about what we believe and what we don’t believe in.”

These comments highlight and indeed corroborate narratives from current Nation women which indicate that they find the dress code rather problematic.  Yet, as a result of their collective efforts the dress code has been relaxed and modernized.  For, example women are no longer required to wear the traditional uniform or indeed, the head covering.
 
Marriage is also a common issue addressed in the column. The NOI’s preference for marriage within the community also leads to pressure on women to marry. The trials and triumphs of marriage are discussed in numerous Nation women’s magazines but they have rarely been discussed in The Final Call in the past.  Louis Farrakhan’s NOI encourages its members to marry within the organization and to fulfil traditional gender roles. Marriage outside of the NOI is allowed but it is more often than not frowned upon. Inter-racial marriage likewise is permitted but it is discouraged.
 Indeed, in the 21 October 2014 Sister Space column, Laila Muhammad chided Black men and women for marrying “outside of their race.” According to Laila, inter-racial marriage occurs because Black men are unfairly incarcerated, “… have decided to switch teams” and their desire to be accepted leads them to marry white women: 
Now we have those successful, educated Black men who think attaining success is integrating into white society and marrying a white woman with hopes of being accepted in that world.  Newsflash: They will never accept you as one of their own, no matter how many mixed children you produce, or how much money you make for them.  They are simply trying to destroy you Black man, and get their seed into the hereafter.
  
Inter-racial couples are certainly a minority in the NOI but they do exist.  Marriage takes on particular importance for Nation members for unlike traditional religious communities they often encounter rampant prejudice from their peers, family networks, employers and surrounding communities. Marriages between Nation and non-Nation members have historically presented problems for Nation members.  Current NOI member and writer, Charlene Muhammad, for example, argues that marriage to “other than an FOI” means “leaving the faith.”
 As noted above, Minister Farrakhan does permit marriage across religious and racial lines.  The stigma attached to it however may mean it is seen as something of a last resort for Nation members. Pairing up NOI members on the basis of their commitment to the NOI has had the effect of swelling the divorce rate within the community.
 Nation women have utilised the Sister Space column to exhort the benefits of marriage but also to highlight that troubles in early marriage and later trials are common.  Sister Space columnist, Nyla Mahreen, for example, remarked in the 10 December 2013 issue that:  
The marriage experience “grows us up” and makes us better people, if we allow it. Prophet Muhammad declared: “When the servant of Allah marries, he has fulfilled half the faith: so let him be conscious with respect to the other half” …Hard trials are necessary to establish truth. The truth is whether it be your first year of marriage or your 30th, we can endure and will survive.

As noted above, the NOI’s rising divorce rate has emerged as a much discussed theme in NOI lectures and Nation women’s writings.  The concern over the rising divorce rate is also reflected in Laila articles for Sister Space in which she, like other Nation members and ministers notes that divorce is a threat to national security.  Laila Muhammad is herself a divorcee and as such her writings on the topic appear more balanced than those of NOI ministers. Yet, even she concurs with Nation ministers in terms of the damage that divorce creates within the NOI.  Rather than suggest that Nation women should remain married regardless of hardships, Muhammad argues that: “If we are contemplating divorce, try every avenue to save it if love and God are at the center.”
  

Laila Muhammad’s articles on relationships tend to focus equally on marriage and divorce. Interestingly in her relationship pieces she also addresses men directly. For example, in the 24 September 2013 Sister Space column she contributed an article entitled “How to be a good husband” in which she remarked that: “A lot of men read “our” space…I am no expert on marriage, I am divorced and I accept my part in the breakdown of the relationship. But I have seen wonderful examples of positive marriages.”  In her advice to men, she noted that men should treat their wives as their equals and compromise.
  Laila’s article highlights the extent to which attitudes towards gender roles in marriage have changed in Minister Farrakhan’s NOI and they certainly highlight vast differences in the advice offered to women in the 1960s and 1970s by Harriett Muhammad who noted that women were responsible for the breakdown in marriage and that if a husband was found to be unfaithful, his wife should seek to “compete”, “charm” and “pamper” him.
 
Sister Space carried numerous articles which highlighted women’s agency within the NOI and their work outside of their religious community.  Indeed, the column enabled women to highlight their work as professionals.  Some of the women who have featured in Sister Space are students, entrepreneurs, midwives, teachers and fashion designers.  The column provided a space in which women’s achievements could be celebrated. For example, in the 18 November 2014 issue of the paper Aminah Muhammad’s fashions were noted as having debuted during the Washington D.C Fashion Weeks Haute and Modesty Institute.  Similarly, Casey Muhammad’s educational success was also celebrated in a recent edition of the paper.
  

Laila Muhammad’s work on the Sister Space column came to an abrupt end in 2015. However, she continued to be employed as a videographer for the NOI.  Indeed, not until early 2017 did the column again feature in the paper.  Throughout 2017 and 2018 the Sister Space column featured in the paper on only three occasions. Two out of those three issues highlighted Nation women’s activism in Houston and the third issue focused on Minister Farrakhan’s lecture on pregnancy.
  Yet, women continue to feature heavily in the newspaper. Moreover, they hold prominent roles in the management of the paper. Currently, six members of the editorial board are female. Starla Muhammad now serves as the managing editor at the newspaper and Michelle Muhammad serves as the paper’s distribution manager.  Nation women continue to exhort the benefits of the MGT and the NOI more generally in numerous issues of the paper. In July 2018, for example, Kenya Muhammad offered her own interpretation of the MGT’s conservative teachings whilst conceding that she understood why such teachings may initially appear regressive to women:

Now, now, now…please don’t let your eyes roll to the back of your head as your superwoman cape blows in the wind and proclaim that “this is outdated and there’s more to being a woman than cooking, cleaning and taking care of some man.” Let me say this: I can understand how as women we wouldn’t want to be reduced to what can be portrayed as just physically maintaining other people as the measure of our value. We have been mistreated for so long that when God comes with a criteria, we are still weary because it may seem to run parallel with the misogynistic views we have been so accustomed to defending ourselves against. However, if we are honest with ourselves, we would admit that it’s not us having those skills that is the problem; it’s us being reduced to tools by men and undervalued as if we are only good for servitude. If we are honest with ourselves, we would admit that all of those skills would absolutely be beneficial to us as individuals and us as a community and society. 

Conclusion 
Nation women’s contributions to The Final Call newspaper provide important insights not only into the contemporary NOI but also into women’s interpretations of norms and their activism in their community and beyond. Women’s contributions to the newspaper reveal diversity of opinion amongst them and highlight their elevation to prominence.  A careful reading of women’s writings in the paper reveals the full extent of their efforts to engage their religious community and shift perceptions about them in the larger society. In doing so, Nation women have challenged what they regard as misconceptions about them, their religious community and the NOI’s teachings more broadly. Nation women’s work at The Final Call reveals them to be fully engaged members of their religious community. They present themselves as women who are active in a range of diverse pursuits and who are anything but silent, suppressed bystanders in a patriarchal religious community. Their work thus serves to undermine and directly challenge stereotypes of women oppressed by Muslim men. Nation women rarely receive any coverage in publications beyond those published by the NOI.  However, such publications rarely reach a national or international audience.  By contrast, The Final Call does reach both national and international audiences. The paper is now available to download on a weekly basis in digital format, for example. Nation women’s contributions to the newspaper from 1979 to the present day speaks to their unique concerns and challenges. However, their work continues to engage and challenge misconceptions about them as a minority Muslim community. 
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