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Oral History Interview with Amer Abdelrasoul
Muslims in Brooklyn oral histories, 2018.006.09
Interview conducted by Liz H. Strong on March 20, 2018

at the Brooklyn Historical Society in Brooklyn Heights, Brooklyn

STRONG: I'll start by saying today’s date, which is Tuesday, March 20th, 2018. My name is
Liz Strong. I'm here with Amer Abdelrasoul. This is for the Brooklyn Historical Society
Muslims in Brooklyn oral history project. I'll just ask you to start out by saying when
and where you were born.

ABDELRASOUL: Okay. I was born in Brooklyn -- raised most of my childhood -- [date
redacted for privacy] 1991. I come from Palestinian heritage. And my parents are both
Palestinian, and they were born in Palestine and moved here for, you know, better
career opportunities.

STRONG: Tell me a little bit about your life growing up in Brooklyn. What are your
memories of your childhood, your -- what were your parents like?

ABDELRASOUL: I had a very good childhood. You know, my parents were -- my father,
actually, at the time, was a very hard worker. And basically, lived in a -- different
communities. At first, we lived in Bensonhurst and Sunset Park, and finally moved to
Bay Ridge, where most of the Middle Eastern community now lives -- and used to live. I
could say I had a very nice childhood. You know, I did a lot of sports, a lot of activities.
And, yeah, just basically lived a good life, you know? Just like any -- you know,
Brooklyn neighborhood kid.

STRONG: Did you have siblings or are you -

ABDELRASOUL: Yes.

STRONG: -- an only child? Tell me about them.

ABDELRASOUL: I have a brother. Two years younger than me. And he’s also, actually, part
of the dance team. And I have a older sister. And I have another younger brother -

actually, who was born in Palestine. He’s way younger than us.
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STRONG: How old were you when you went back to Palestine for a little while with your
family -- with your mother?

ABDELRASOUL: I actually did my high school there - in Palestine. So, I only lived there for
four years. And I just -- I learned a lot, you know? You know, living in Palestine. It was a
big difference in culture and community -- totally different atmosphere.

STRONG: Give me an example.

ABDELRASOUL:  Well, it’s just -- you know, the schooling systems are different. You
know. You know, the lifestyle is different, you know, in terms of -- you know, fun, you
know, for example. You know, like, when I grew up here, you know, we did a lot of
sports and activities -- mixed sports. There, it was just soccer. It was just soccer. A lot
more traditional weddings and events than here. You know, the freedom to move
around here is much -- you have more freedom to move around here than there. And
security issue, you know, also -- like, we have much -- better security here than there,
also, so that also comes into - a key factor.

STRONG: Can you give me an example about what you mean -- the balance of freedom and
security?

ABDELRASOUL: Well, you -- well, when I -- you know, when -- growing up here, people, I
guess -- the community was -- it’s much safer to do things. You know, not only
politically -- in many different aspects. You know, you always had a sense of protection.
But, you know, back home, it wasn’t that case, you know?

STRONG: Okay. You also mentioned traditional weddings. Can you describe one and what
that was like?

ABDELRASOUL: Yes. You know, one of the beautiful things that we -- that I got an
opportunity to experience was the traditional weddings that took place two, three times
a week in the summer in Palestine. And the music and the, you know, festivals. They
were fun. And that’s where I had - you know, began my passion in Pal- into dabka and

the dance that I -- that we do now.
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STRONG: Can you describe, you know, one of your early encounters with dabka -- your
thoughts on it, what drew you to it?

ABDELRASOUL: You know -- you know, as -- you know, as a child -- or a kid, should I say --
when I used to hear dabka music and people, you know, do dabka in weddings, I used
to love it. You know, I used to -- I was very highly interested in learning. And I used to
always sit to the music. And eventually -- and I always wanted to be part of a -- you
know, a dabka team, because there’s so many of them in Palestine and so few of them
here. I never had the opportunity to be part of a dabka team. And when I had the
chance to learn -- from, you know, my cousins back home -- they taught me some
moves and stuff and I slowly began to, you know, just improvise some different moves
by myself. And when I come back -- came back to the States, a few of my older cousins
had wanted to make a new team -- a new dabka team. And I joined them. And
eventually made my own, you know, a successful one.

STRONG: So, you had already encountered it in Brooklyn when you lived here?

ABDELRASOUL: Yes.

STRONG: How was it different in Palestine?

ABDELRASOUL: It’s -- it’s much more -- it’s different -- it’'s much more different. Because,
first of all, here, you're very limited to the amount of people that sing and do dabka.
And the musicians. It’s very basic here. And it’s not very formal -- in a -- in a dance
perspective. Back home, you have a very -- a lot of different varieties from different
villages. A lot of different musicians and singers. And it’s just -- it’s a different feeling
when you do it back home.

STRONG: Do you have the opportunity for live music here usually? Or -

ABDELRASOUL: Yes. We do. We have opportunity for live music here. But like I said, it’s -
it’s the same. It’s usually -- the singers who do sing the live music here are all basically
the same. They do the same thing. So, there’s not much difference. And it’s not -- to -- to
the traditional standard -- not going to say the traditional standard, but to the

standards back home, it’s - it’s much less quality.
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STRONG: [laughter] It sounds like you’re putting that lightly.

ABDELRASOUL: Yeah.

STRONG: [laughter] Tell me a little bit about the distinctive style of dabka music. What sets
it apart from other things?

ABDELRASOUL: Dabka -- dabka music is -- it’s very basic. But it can be very high-energy at
the same time. So, you know, modern music -- or even regular music - is sometimes
subtle. You know, you dance to it to a -- in a particular way. But when you hear dabka
music, even -- you know, you can automatically associate your legs and jumping and -
you know and taking it to the next level. The musical instruments they play -- for
dabka, there’s three main types. It’s usually wind instruments -- the mijwiz, the arghul,
the shabbabi are the three popular dabka instruments. And the way they’re played -

the tune that they’re played with the dabka is different than -- in other songs.

And it has -- the musicians can improvise when they do -- when we do dabka. So, it’s
not like when you play a regular song and you -- and you stay with a certain note or a
certain tune and you play it over and over again. With dabka, you stay -- you have both.
You have the tune of certain dabka songs that you do dabka to, and then there’s -
there’s a time in -- within the songs where the musicians improvise. And usually, it’s
very - it’s high-energy. And when the musicians start improvising, the dancers start
improvising.

STRONG: How does that work -- coordinating and directing the improvisation around the
group -- not just between the musicians, but the dancers?

ABDELRASOUL: There’s a -- there’s a respect. Well, I'm going to first say that dabka is - is a
common dance within the Middle East. So, you have -- and not only -- and particularly
in the Middle East, in Bilad as-Sham, which is Lebanon, Palestine, Syria, Jordan. In
Bilad as-Sham, they do dabka. Not all the parts of the Middle East. And also, dabka is

not a religious dance. It has nothing to do with religion. In fact, some Islamic sheikhs
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or scholars might not think it’s -- it’s -- it follows Sharia law. So that’s a very important

thing to put in consideration. So, it’s more of a cultural dance than it is a -- religious.

So, within Bilad as-Sham, they have different type of styles and different types of
criteria they use when they do dabka dance. In the Palest-- you know, with my dance
team, what we follow and the way we do dabka is, we do it the Palestinian way, which is
very similar to the Lebanese or Syrian or Jordanian way. And - and it’s very distinctive
-- the Palestinian type of dabka. Because the true way to -- to -- to perform the dabka is
to have a respect for the musician and for the singer and -- what’s that word? -- and to
put in consideration when everybody has to play their role. So, we have to part -- we
have to be in sync with each other. Usually, there’s a tune for the dabka. And there’s
special songs that are played when we do the dabka. So, there’s special songs like Al
Dal‘Ona [phonetic], Jafra, [Ya] Zarif Attul [phonetic 0:11:20], and a few other songs.
The two major songs that Palestinians love to use is Al Dal‘ona and Zarif Attul. And
there’s special tunes for them. And when these tunes are played by the musician, then
the singer knows when to sing. And when the singer finishes singing, then the
musician knows when to start improvising. And when the musician start knows to
improvising, we know when to start dancing. And then the dancers give the signal to
the musician to repeat the sequence again. So, this type of coordination is highly -- it’s
done professionally. And it’s done the Palestinian way.

STRONG: That’s so interesting.

ABDELRASOUL: Yes.

STRONG: I'm curious when you say some scholars think it stands outside Sharia law, what
does that mean specifically? What are their concerns?

ABDELRASOUL: I'm not a sheikh, but I can be confident in saying that -- you know, music
in general is not -- is -- is -- it’s not part of Islam. Yeah. It’s not part of Islam. You don’t
have music in Islam -- that -- that has wind instruments. And which -- the dabka -- we

have to have instruments. It’s not going to look nice if it doesn’t have wind instrument.
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Me, I wouldn’t call it dabka. So -- and also, the dancing in Islam is -- is also not within
Sharia law. So - this is something cultural, not -- not religious.

STRONG: I'm curious, then, what -- what would you like to share about your own faith or
your family’s faith and how you were raised and your relationship to Islam?

ABDELRASOUL: Well, we -- we -- you know, I can -- my family can -- are religious, you
know? But they’re not very religious, you know? They -- you know my mom -- my mom,
she wears the hijab. I try to pray five times a day. I fast Ramadan. But we don’t follow
the rules a hundred percent, you know? If a - if a true Muslim follows the rules a
hundred percent, he wouldn’t do dabka.

STRONG: So -- I'm curious about how your faith informs your life in other ways. What do
you gain out of praying five times a day? What do you gain out of being part of these
religious communities?

ABDELRASOUL: It’s a - it’s a good spiritual cleanser. I do truly highly believe in - in my
religion. I -- at one point, I was very religious -- in my lifetime, and I did feel very good
about it, you know? My parents tried to -- their best to give us a Islamic teaching, you
know, when we were kids. That’s why I went to Al-Noor School, which is Islamic school.
And that’s why I also went back home -- to learn more about our religion and our
culture. But those things -- those two kind of -- some -- some aspects can conflict. And -

STRONG: Between religion and culture, you mean?

ABDELRASOUL: Yes.

STRONG: Interesting. Say more about that.

ABDELRASOUL: Yeah. Like, you know, the prime example is the way we -- we hold the
weddings, you know? That’s the number one aspect, I guess. That’s the very, very clear
example.

sTroNG: NN

ABDELRASOUL:
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