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Literature Review 

My project seeks to provide context for a Muslim identity in Appalachia through the 

performance of azzans. While the Muslim community both in Johnson City and in places around 

the world consider the azzan to be a recitation and maintain firmly that an azzan is not music and 

the local muzzin is not a musical performer, it bears familiar signs of performance and is useful 

in establishing identity and regional variations. These regional variations find their roots in the 

ethnic and cultural practices around the world. Simple differences like dialect and native 

language contribute to these sounds that alert the faithful to the appropriate time to pray. The 

concept of an Appalachian or Tennessee understanding of azzan will be made through the 

interaction of the specific blend of cultures and converts at this local and diverse mosque.  

 Current literature is lacking on specific aspects that this project would like to address like 

a regional approach to the performance of azzans as well as a thorough background in 

Appalachian Muslim experience. However, there are some good resources that will inform this 

project and allow it to fill the lacuna that currently exists. Several resources are available to 

establish a partial background for the Muslim experience in Appalachia. The Encyclopedia of 

Appalachia published by the University of Tennessee Press addresses almost every topic of 

Appalachian life, including religious experience. It provides the basic historical narrative of 

Islam in America. Islam arrived first through the slave trade. It was typically oppressed by a 

dominantly Christian culture and serves no meaningful bridge to the Muslim experience today. 

Contemporary Muslim experience in Appalachia and the U.S. is more directly tied to 

immigration of the half century. The Encyclopedia of Appalachia also establishes the 

“otherness” of the Muslim experience. Practitioners of Islam experience a sense of otherness 
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within Appalachia, a region marked by historical myth and misunderstanding leading to a similar 

sense of otherness. Likewise, the New Encyclopedia of Southern Culture summarizes the 

historical background and explores the uneasy and often underappreciated similarities that 

Muslims and conservative Appalachian Christians can share, particularly relating to social 

issues.  

 Certain literature I’ve considered deals with place and identity of Muslims in the U.S. or 

the South. Reynolds’ thesis provides an understanding of the identity that Southern Appalachian 

media asserts onto Muslims. Unfortunately, this centers around acts of extremist terrorists and 

contributes to misunderstandings between southern Appalachians and their Muslim neighbors, 

who are often refugees fleeing the very acts of terror that the media is reporting. Nevertheless, 

this media coverage contributes to the perceived otherness of Muslims in Appalachia. An 

example of changing Muslim identity is provided by Tedesco’s work on women of the mountain 

south. This work details the changing and challenged role of women in Islamic faith 

communities. Though the local mosque at least appears to be on the conservative end of the 

spectrum, and does not allow women to enter through the brothers’ entrance or pray in the main 

masjid, this is equally a stance that will contribute to a continuation of male voices performing 

the azzan. Tunagur’s work comparing Appalachian and Arab otherness mainly focuses on film 

but rightly points out that religion is a distinguishing feature of each populations perceived 

difference when compared to “normal” or mainstream culture. Waugh’s article does not deal 

directly with Appalachia but it details a number of differing strains of Islam within Los Angeles. 

It concludes that the differing strains are not without consequence and should banish an idea of a 

monolithic Islamic culture. Which is an idea the Appalachians should be able to get behind.  
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 Lastly, two of the readings listed add to the musical understanding of the performance of 

the azzan. Nooshin explores the role of music and power across Middle Eastern cultures which 

has an important impact on the understandings of immigrants in Appalachia. The role of the 

Appalachian azzan in contesting the understanding of what is and isn’t religious music will 

benefit from an understanding of some of the wider issues at play in the Arab and Muslim world. 

Felton talks of religion and place in a work about church bells across the world. Though I am 

trying very hard not to import my terminology and framework from my Christian experience, it 

seems obvious that certain parallels exist between the musicality of church bells and the 

announcement-like nature of the azzan. Felton’s information of the role between international 

cultures and church bells is rich ground for considering what similar phenomena might be 

happening to listeners of the azzan. 
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