Muslims and their allies play an increasingly vital role in the American labor movement. By bridging faith-based justice with grassroots organizing, Muslim workers are mobilizing for better wages, safe working conditions, and religious accommodations in low-wage and heavily immigrant industries. [1, 2, 3, 4] 

Key Movements and Organizations 
· New York Taxi Workers Alliance (NYTWA): A prominent force led by immigrant and Muslim drivers, the NYTWA has consistently organized strikes and protests for fairer medallion pricing and labor rights, even leading the shutdown of NYC airports in 2017 to protest the Muslim travel ban. 
· Awood Center: Based in Minnesota, this organization works alongside the Teamsters to advocate for Somali and East African Muslim workers at Amazon facilities, fighting for safer quotas, fair pay, and prayer time. 
· Teamsters Local 117: This local chapter played a historic role in Washington state by defending the rights of Muslim rental-car and rideshare drivers at SeaTac airport, successfully securing their rights to take prayer breaks. [1, 2, 3, 5, 6] 
Labor and Faith Solidarity 
· Labor in the Minbar: Supported by the AFL-CIO, this initiative connects Muslim communities to worker rights movements by dedicating Labor Day weekend sermons (khutbahs) to the dignity of work and the struggle for living wages. 
· Progressive Advocacy: Prominent organizers and organizations, such as the Arab American Association of New York, frequently partner with broader union movements to push back against anti-discrimination, Islamophobia, and anti-immigrant policies. 
· Broad Coalition Building: Major US unions have formed strong solidarity ties with Muslim organizers, working together on movements like the Fight for $15. Union bodies have also increasingly taken outspoken stances advocating for peace and human rights in the Middle East. [3, 4, 5, 7, 8] 
You can explore resources and find local support through the 
AFL-CIO 

or read more about the intersection of faith and worker justice via 
Labor Notes 
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Islam is one of the fastest-growing religions in the U.S., with an estimated 8 million Muslim-Americans projected by 2050. Muslims have long been part of American history, especially within African American communities. Today, Muslim Americans are racially, ethnically, and nationally diverse—and face significant economic hardship and workplace discrimination. According to the Pew Research Center, they are three times more likely to be unemployed and more likely to earn under $30,000 annually than the general population. Despite these challenges, Muslim Americans are politically engaged and active in community issues. Their experiences make them a key group for labor and community organizing.  
In my recent law review article, Muslim American Workers, Faith and Labor Organizing, I argue—through three case studies—that the labor movement must do more to engage this growing faith community and adopt a faith justice approach. This approach links faith and justice to build collective power and improve conditions for all workers, not just Muslims. Historical movements like the Civil Rights Movement and the Poor People’s Campaign show how faith can unify rather than divide. In contrast, conservative religious movements have often used faith to weaken labor and anti-discrimination protections. Without a collective organizing context, religious identity is reduced to an individual rights issue, increasing the risk of workplace divisions. My article includes a brief history of Muslim Americans in the labor movement, two case studies where Muslim workers turned religious accommodation issues into broader labor wins, and one example where a union’s failure to act—due to Islamophobic bias—led to a missed opportunity. In short, labor organizations should prioritize organizing Muslim-majority workforces as part of building a more inclusive, multi-racial, and faith-just labor movement. 
Muslim-American Contributions to the US Labor Movement  
Muslims in America have also long been active in movements for social justice, but their contributions have not always been recognized.  Rarely is the Muslim American community discussed in the context of socio-economic rights, as part of the American working class, or as key contributors and agents in the labor and broader social movements. Religious scholar Imam Al-Hajj Talib Abdur Rashid recounts one of the early Muslim American labor movement organizers Sufi Abdul Hamid. Imam Rashid recounts how Sufi Abdul Hamid would mobilize Black workers and boycott businesses to compel employers to hire Muslim-Americans not unlike the tactics used by the labor movement. Syrian Muslims were active in the Farmers Union in North Dakota. In addition, in the1970s, Yemeni Muslim Farmworkers organized with Cesar Chavez. Arab and Muslim auto workers organized as part of the UAW.  Unions and labor organizations such a UNITE HERE Local 100  and DC37 have Muslims in their leadership and staff.  Muslims disproportionately work in industries that are low-wage, abusive and pose challenges to worker organizing. More historical research is needed to uncover key contributions of Muslim Americans in labor.   
Muslim-American Workers Leading Labor Wins 
In the longer article, I highlight three examples where Muslim American workers led or played central roles in successful labor organizing:  (1) New York Taxi Workers Alliance (“NYTWA”) Post 9-11 Organizing and the 2016 Airport Strike against Trump’s Muslim Travel Ban; (2) Awood Center in Minnesota organizing Somali Muslim Amazon workers; and (3) Teamsters Local 117 advocacy for Muslim majority Hertz airport drivers.  Notably, two of the three efforts were led by worker centers.  Worker centers often serve Black, immigrant, and Muslim workers who are concentrated in sectors excluded from labor protections or overlooked by traditional unions. These organizations provide an essential platform for marginalized workers whose needs often go unmet under mainstream business unionism. This section focuses on the Awood Center, Teamsters Local 117, and a contrasting case where Teamsters Local 455 failed to defend its Muslim members. In both successful examples, workers and organizers transformed what began as religious accommodation issues—such as access to prayer breaks—into broader campaigns for workplace justice benefiting all workers. This is the kind of strategic, faith-based, multiracial organizing I advocate. 
Awood Center and Amazon Workers 

"East African worker protest against Amazon" by Fibonacci Blue, CC BY 2.0
The Awood Center in Minneapolis is a nonprofit that builds East African worker power. It was one of the first groups to organize Amazon workers. Awood estimates that 60% of Amazon’s 3,000 local workers are East African. The center began outreach in 2017 and has since organized broadly across Amazon facilities. In 2018, Somali Muslim workers at a Minneapolis warehouse began organizing to protest poor working conditions, including grueling productivity quotas. In March 2019, about 50 night-shift workers walked off the job for three hours, demanding more reasonable work expectations and religious accommodations during Ramadan, such as prayer breaks and access to prayer rooms. While Amazon tried to frame the issue as solely about religion, Awood used the conflict to spotlight broader problems with quotas and workplace pressure. Their efforts helped shift the conversation from a narrow faith-based concern to a systemic workplace issue. This organizing led to the passage of the Warehouse Worker Protection Act—the strongest law of its kind in the U.S. It bans employers from imposing quotas that prevent workers from taking bathroom, food, rest, or prayer breaks.  
Teamsters Local 117 and Muslim Hertz Drivers 
Teamsters Local 117 represents nearly 80 Hertz drivers at Seattle-Tacoma International Airport—70% of whom are Muslim.  When Hertz fired 25 Somali Muslim drivers for refusing to clock out during prayer breaks, the union filed an unfair labor practice charge with the NLRB and a religious discrimination complaint with the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC). Hertz had unilaterally implemented a policy requiring all breaks, including prayer, to be off the clock—violating the collective bargaining agreement, which allowed on-the-clock mini-breaks for activities like smoking or praying. The employer was targeting Muslim workers in a ploy to subvert a work rule negotiated by the union.  
The National Labor Relations Board (NLRB) ruled in favor of the union and an arbitrator confirmed that prayer during mini breaks did not require clocking out. The arbitrator also faulted management for failing to accommodate a diverse workforce and fostering a hostile environment. He wrote  
The complex issue apparent in this case is the failure to address an ever-changing culturally, socially diverse workforce and its environment.  These changes and inherent challenges require education and training for management, so everyone is aware of the changing workplace and is sensitive to those changes.  
The Local 117 example demonstrates how union organizers can directly address concerns of Muslim-American workers as employees in a collective through the NLRB process and as individual workers through anti-discrimination laws. It also shows how the collective bargaining process can be leveraged for Muslim-American workers and all workers to address working conditions.  Later, when the union organized a Fight for 15 ballot initiative, it registered 900 new voters, mostly new immigrants. The ballot initiative was won by 77 votes. The prior advocacy for Muslim workers seemingly helped the Fight for 15 ballot effort to succeed. 
A Missed Organizing Opportunity: Teamsters Local 455 and Cargill Workers 
In contrast, Teamsters Local 455 failed to support 150 Somali Muslim workers fired from a Cargill meatpacking plant in Colorado after being denied prayer breaks. These workers, who made up over 25% of the plant’s 2,100-person workforce, walked off the job in protest. The union did not file grievances or defend their rights. With support from the Muslim civil rights organization CAIR, the workers filed civil rights complaints against both Cargill and the union. The EEOC found that the Teamsters had a pattern of failing to represent Black, Somali, and Muslim workers, especially on religious accommodation issues. Unlike Local 117, Local 455 did not challenge the sudden work rule or advocate for reinstatement. Their inaction cost 150 jobs and eroded trust among immigrant Muslim workers—people who had shown they were ready to organize and take collective action.  Conclusion: Organizing Muslim American Matter in Labor  
Unions’ reluctance to engage with workers’ social identities—such as race, ethnicity, and faith—has hindered efforts to build a strong, multiracial labor movement. Faith plays a powerful role in workers’ lives. While unions often fear that emphasizing identity may fracture solidarity, ignoring it can deepen divisions and allow employers to exploit differences. It can also prevent workers from learning about each other which is crucial for organizing.    
Conservative religious movements have successfully used faith to weaken labor protections, as seen in the Janus decision. In contrast, faith traditions like liberation theology view unions as having a prophetic role to defend the vulnerable. Islam too shares a strong value to stand up for workers and justice.  
Recognizing worker identities such as faith or race can raise political consciousness and foster deeper solidarity. Muslim Americans—who are ethnically and racially diverse yet often united by shared values rooted in Islam—offer a unique opportunity to build inclusive, faith-rooted, multiracial labor organizing. 
Chaumtoli Huq's expertise lies in labor and employment issues, human rights, role of law in social movements and access to courts. She has devoted her career to the public interest serving as Director of the first South Asian Workers’ Rights Project in the country at the Asian American Legal Defense and Education Fund and as the first staff attorney to the New York Taxi Workers Alliance
Sustained and effective worker power arises out of collective action. By building self-funding, democratic organizations, America’s workers can confront and influence powerful forces, including employers, Wall Street, and the government. Our goal at Power At Work is to contribute to a discourse in the United States that emphasizes the importance of collective action and puts workers and worker power at the center of that conversation.
In too much of today’s public discourse, workers are treated as passive actors. Economic and workplace decisions are portrayed as driven by market forces or government action, not workers’ self-determination. Unions are caricatured as little more than political actors or economic disruptors, while benefits to workers (e.g., plentiful jobs, rising wages) are characterized as inflationary and threats to economic growth and stability.
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DETROIT — Arab Americans are typically not regarded as a subset of immigrants with a history tied to labor movements.
However, Arab American involvement in labor movements is interwoven within the greater framework of workers’ protests in the United States.
This renders Arab American history in the U.S., via its political involvement, virtually inseparable from the social movements endured by their other American counterparts.
Nagi Daifullah organized on behalf of farm workers, right alongside Cesar Chavez, in the U.S. labor movement.
Ismael “Ish” Ahmed, former director of the Michigan Department of Human Services, recalled experiencing, firsthand, this organization come to fruition from the part of Arab organizers.
“Richard Chavez came to us and asked us to become part of the Grape Boycott,” he said. “What happened in the Arab communities is, especially with the ACCESS folks, [is that] they were active in the great boycott in support of the unionization of farm workers, namely by request.”
In the history of organizing, while there has been significant activity in numerous other arenas of union mobilizing with presence in many different industries, the agriculture and auto industries have remained the most significant.
“Arab Americans were part of the organizing for the [United Auto Workers],” said Ahmed, alluding to the Flint Sit Down Strike and the battle of Eagle Pass and Hunger March that took place in Dearborn.
He described the UAW as starting off as a sometimes “antagonistic” group, a microcosm of the tensions between communities marginalized and underserved politically, socially and economically, and larger corporations and organizations.
“Especially in the 60s and early 70s, the auto plants’ [unions]” included “dissatisfactions by Arab American groups and Black workers movements,” Ahmed said.
In fact, the grievances held by Black groups were shared, and in turned helped shape, the mobilization among Arab workers.
“The movement that eventually became the Arab Workers Caucus was inspired by two main developments,” Dr. Pamela Pennock said. “Militant Black workers who were organizing in Detroit auto plants in the late 1960s and early 1970s and staging “wildcat” strikes and other protest actions…and the Arab-Israeli war of 1973.”
Both Pennock and Ahmed identified the 1973 Arab-Israeli war as iconic in bridging Arab economic and political grievances in an international nexus.
“During the war, [groups] were highly active in getting the UAW to get rid of Israeli bonds,” Ahmed said.
Pennock also detailed the impact the rallies had in shaping the economic policy of the auto companies.
“During one of these rallies in Dearborn in October 1973, Arab American activist and attorney Abdeen Jabara decried the United Auto Workers for its holdings of Israeli bonds,” she said. “A petition circulated calling for the UAW to divest its Israeli bonds. Also, they protested at the UAW Local Hall in Dearborn.”
The Arab Workers Caucus received a good deal of outreach from the League of Revolutionary Black Workers activists that also sympathized with the Palestinian cause.
“The League activists saw Arab workers as their “third world” brothers and reached out to them,” Pennock said.
The demands levied by more than 2,500 Arab Workers in dumping Israeli bonds, later aggravated by a mass walkout weeks later of Yemeni workers from the GM plant that resulted in a shut down, culminated with the UAW eventually selling parts of their Israeli bonds and “taking steps to improve relations with Arab American workers.”
By 1975, the AWC’s activity had died down and Ahmed returned his attention to ACCESS.
Today, Unions with a salient Arab presence and history, such as the UAW, retain their powerful alliance with the Arab American community.
“They work together to get people elected, Arab American and non-Arab,” Ahmed said. “In the Democratic party, they [continue to] work on labor issues and organizing issues,” working with organizations such as the American Federation of Teachers, The American Federation of Labor-Congress of Industrial Organizations (AFL-CIO), and other organizations in the skilled trades.
In the Trump Era, however, mobilizing has waged different demands on Arab Americans in labor organizing.
Their old concerns and grievances, while taking new forms in their longstanding issues, have placed added demands on these groups.
On Monday, May 1, protesters in the tens of thousands took to the streets in commemoration of International Worker’s Day, which was marked by activism and protest.
These protesters’ marches in protest of Trump’s immigration policies was reminiscent of demonstrations that started on the day in 2006 to protest federal legislation that made habitation in the U.S. without legal permission a felony.
“The protests this year focused on the issues with immigration and detention affecting both Latino and Arab groups,” one Chicago-based protester, who asked to be called Sam, told the AANews. “We are [all] protesting being treated like criminals in our own country.”
Protests signs in cities ranging from New York to Chicago called for an end to deportation programs, showed an opposition to Trump’s proverbial and literal wall and advocated for an end violence on Black, Latinx, and Arab communities.
For Arab Americans, these struggles continue to carry the burden of Daifullah’s eventual fate in 1973, beaten to death from the blunt force of an officer’s metal flashlight.


Dear All,
Muslims for Just Futures (MJF) sends our deepest condolences to the community of the Islamic Center of San Diego, to the families of the three martyrs whose lives were taken while protecting the community, and to Muslims everywhere carrying grief and fear in the aftermath of this act of anti-Muslim terror.
What happened in San Diego is an act of anti-Muslim terror rooted in white supremacy and decades of structural Islamophobia that has normalized the dehumanization of Muslims. Authorities say the two suspects were radicalized online, consumed racist and anti-Muslim propaganda, and openly idolized the Christchurch mosque shooter. This attack exists within the same lineage of violence that produced Christchurch, Poway, El Paso, Quebec City, and countless other attacks where Muslims and racialized communities are dehumanized and treated as existential threats to the nation.
We encourage our partners and movements to refuse the reductionist language that turns anti-Muslim terror into random “hate crimes,” “extremism,” or generalized violence. This is anti-Muslim terror that has been cultivated through decades of policies and political rhetoric that cast Muslims as permanent enemies both domestically and globally.
At the center of this moment are the lives of three men whose courage prevented a massacre. They model community love, power, and community defense. Despite the heavy focus in the media on glorifying the response of law enforcement, we feel it's imperative to center these three men and what they have modeled for our communities.
Amin Abdullah made the decision to protect Muslim communities after witnessing the Christchurch massacre in 2019. He understood clearly what anti-Muslim terror was becoming and chose to stand watch over his community in response. During the attack, he radioed teachers to lock classroom doors and slowed the gunmen long enough to prevent them from reaching nearly 140 children inside the school. His actions materially prevented mass death. Amin Abdullah represents what community defense actually looks like in practice, sacrifice, discipline, love, and an unwavering commitment to protecting our people even if it results in death. We pray he receives the highest levels of Jannah and that his example continues to shape future generations of Muslims committed to defending and protecting our communities.
Mansour Kaziha gave more than forty years of his life to the masjid. He was an institutional pillar. Communities survive because people like him quietly dedicate their lives to sustaining them day after day. A friendly face and consistent presence is what brings power to institutions; without them our buildings are empty. In one image shared by community members, Kaziha can be seen running the masjid store with a sign behind him stating that the store accepted EBT while helping support the masjid’s endowment. That detail reflects the kind of institutional building labor that is often invisible,  making sure working families can access food and resources while simultaneously sustaining the long-term future of the mosque itself. 
Nadir Awad, a business owner who lived across from the Islamic Center, ran toward danger and put his body on the line to protect others. His courage reflected a profound sense of responsibility and love for his community. His wife worked as a school teacher demonstrating the deep commitment and love they had for the community. That type of sacrifice and love for your community is what is being killed by a deep ideology of white supremacy, hate, and fundamentally extermination. 
Together, these 3 men prevented what the attackers were explicitly attempting to carry out, the massacre of Muslim children and worshippers inspired by Christchurch.  This is what community defense looks like.Their stories must remain central. It must be about the forms of love, protection, and collective responsibility that continue to hold Muslim communities together under conditions of relentless violence.
At MJF, we believe our responsibility is to ensure that when this next generation rises to take the reins, they inherit institutions, structures, and communities far stronger than the ones we inherited ourselves. Many of us joined this work because we too once were children of their age and were moved to these paths because of this violence. It's painful to see that the cycle is repeating again where children cannot be children. 
Unfortunately, San Diego was not the first act of anti-Muslim terror and it will not be the last. But we owe it to those we lost to continue building the forms of collective care, political clarity, institutional power, and community defense necessary for our survival.
We encourage you to read our full statement and below, we have compiled resources to support you, your community, and the ongoing work of keeping our spaces safe and our people protected.
 
· Support the families of the Martyrs of Islamic Center of San Diego → LaunchGood.com/MartyrsICSD
· ICSD Victim & Family Support Fund → bit.ly/SUPPORTICSD
· SD District Attorney Victim Service Line → Call 619-531-4041 for help 
· ICNA Relief San Diego → Crescent Counseling Center 
· Direct Aid for Community → Muslim Community Services of San Diego 
· Resource - CAIR's Safety Guide for Mosques and Community  
· CAIR SD: Here  
 
Additional Anti-Carceral and Abolitionist Resources on Combating anti-Arab, Muslim, or South Asian Hate
· To report a hate crime: CAIR's link is here
· STOP AAPI HATE's resources for BAMEMSA communities: Here
· Abolition Resources - Interrupting Criminalization
 
Furthermore, we are aware that in the event of increased policing and federal enforcement presence, there are genuine concerns of law enforcement and immigration targeting. Please use our resources below to navigate this difficult moment. 
 
· MJF’s Navigating Surveillance and Targeting of Movements Resource Guide: Includes KNOW YOUR RIGHTS RESOURCES: What to do if contacted by the FBI, approached at your home, or subjected to a raid.
· MJF Resources on Immigration KYRs 
· MJF’s MST Guidance: The Criminalization of Solidarity  
 
With gratitude,
Darakshan Raja and Sabrina Akbar 
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