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Academics, Community Activists, Muslim Leadership, 

Limits, and Collaboration: A Case Study 

Nancy A. Khalil 

Abstract 

How can community organizations and academics work together to acknowledge, 
analyze, and intervene to mitigate matters of injustice and violence in relation to sexual 
abuse? What role should academics play beyond documenting and analyzing instances and 
trends if they are interested in decolonizing scholarship and the academy?  Facing Abuse in 
Community Environments (FACE) and Nancy A. Khalil, Assistant Professor at the University 
of Michigan, Ann Arbor, co-produced a case study that is both public scholarship and 
community engagement, as well as an example of partnership between academics and 
activists. Based on an instance of sexual abuse disclosure, the case study is designed as a 
resource and pedagogical tool for best practices in community response to instances of 
sexual assault disclosures in US mosque communities.  The case study also contributes to Dr. 
Khalil’s scholarship on the profession of imams, becoming an example of articulated public 
engagement that can benefit both scholarship and community interests, demonstrating that 
those two are never mutually exclusive.  This chapter summarizes the construction of the 
case study as an instance to think through how academics and community workers together 
can respond to concerns around sexual abuse, and also demonstrates how such work is 
critical in pursuit of decolonial interests.   

 

 

Introduction 

How can imams become entangled in cases of abuse even if they are themselves not 
abusive or are actively seeking to resist and eradicate abuse? What does research with 
imams teach us about scholarly ethics, service, and accountability? What would it mean to 
conduct research on the lack of accountability facing US imams without holding oneself 
accountable as a scholar? This chapter tells the story of how a case study on a sexual assault 
disclosure in a Muslim community emerged as a public engagement project from a scholarly 
interest in better understanding spiritual abuse. The process and relational layers needed to 
complete the case study are detailed in this chapter as a means of providing answers to the 
aforementioned important questions a scholar on US imams interested in decolonial work, 
like myself, must confront. 
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Community Imams and a Search for Service 

The term imam in the US is overly ambiguous. I write in my forthcoming book, 
Recognizing Community Imams, about the idea of a community imam. I coined this term to 
characterize imams who intentionally identify as having careers in religious leadership, are 
identified as such by Muslims in their locale, serve Muslims, develop long-standing 
relationships with them, and are employed by them. Most popularly, a community imam is 
employed by a mosque, although there exist exceptions of community imams who have their 
own centers. There are also community imams who work for a Muslim non-profit that is not 
a mosque, but they perform some of the roles expected of community imams, like leading 
congregational prayers, conducting marriages, or providing workshops and classes within a 
community. I highlight the community imam here because one of my goals in collaborating 
with Facing Abuse in Community Environments, or FACE1, was precisely to provide some 
sort of service for the population with which I conducted much of my research: community 
imams. I was regularly asked about my work by my research community, approached with 
questions such as when they could read it and what were “the result of the research?” 
Knowing very well the book would offer a lot of information and, I hope, important analyses 
for those invested in this field, I also knew it would likely not be a concrete tool which would 
offer a clear and immediate service to the communities I worked in. How could I serve more 
immediately and more concretely? This mattered to me as a part of what it means to 
decolonize scholarship: that scholarship cannot primarily aim to expand fields and 
disciplines and advance scholars’ ranks at the expense of servicing those the scholarship is 
with and about.2  Searching for a path to resist strictly reinforcing academic ivory towers is, 
in part, what led me to connect with FACE. 

 

Community Collaboration and Locating a Service 

FACE operates in a contentious space. Their public reports about abusive imams have 
been polemically received. The wide-ranging responses include a sense of relief that an 
organization finally exists to help protect community members, most often women, from 
abuse by imams while also resulting in aversion and discontent. Critiques often center on 
FACE’s public calling out methods that critics see as egregious and harmful to Islamic norms 

 
1 FACE is a community organization which formed in 2017 specifically because of what they identified 
as a missing framework that can hold Muslim religious leadership in North America accountable for 
their actions. For more information, see their website: https://facetogether.org/  
2 There is a field of literature on decolonizing ethnographic scholarship that aims in method and 
content to think through what scholarship looks like when it is not serving colonial interests.  For 
some examples in anthropology, see the following four:  1) Carolina Alonso Bejarano Lucia López 
Juárez, Mirian A. Mijangos García, and Daniel M. Goldstein. 2019. Decolonizing Ethnography: 
Undocumented Immigrants and New Directions in Social Science. Illustrated edition. Durham: Duke 
University Press Books.  2) Faye V. Harrison. 1997. Decolonizing Anthropology: Moving Further 
Toward an Anthropology of Liberation. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press. 3) Raminder Kaur 
and Victoria Louisa Klinkert. 2021. “Decolonizing Ethnographies.” HAU: Journal of Ethnographic 
Theory 11, no. 1 (June 3, 2021): 246–55. https://doi.org/10.1086/713966. 4) Susanna Trnka, Jesse 
Hession Grayman, and L. L. Wynn. “Editors’ Note: Decolonizing Anthropology: Global Perspectives.” 
American Ethnologist 50, no. 3 (2023): 345–49. https://doi.org/10.1111/amet.13192. 

https://facetogether.org/
https://doi.org/10.1086/713966
https://doi.org/10.1086/713966
https://doi.org/10.1111/amet.13192
https://doi.org/10.1111/amet.13192
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of hiding sins, while FACE sees these methods as necessary to protecting the vulnerable from 
abusive leaders.  Despite these polemics, FACE staff continue to make personal sacrifices to 
sustain the organization because they believe preventing abuse is paramount to a healthy 
community. The methods they employ are not arbitrary.  To ensure a moral grounding to 
their work, they have a process in place that they diligently adhere to and approach with 
sincerity and sensitivity. As demonstrated through its assessment reports, site visits, verified 
evidence, a clearly identified benefit from publicizing the case, and trusted expert reviewers 
for their reports before release, FACE recognizes the gravity and responsibility of this work. 
It takes staff months, if not years, to fully and thoroughly conduct their research, verify, write, 
validate, and release a report. 

When I reached out to FACE Director, Alia Salem, she almost instantly knew what 
project would work well for us to conduct together. FACE had responded to a public 
disclosure of an instance of sexual assault in a community by conducting an investigation to 
see if any of the mosque leaders or the imam were culpable. It is important to reiterate that 
the vast majority of cases FACE investigates either do not result in written reports or reports 
produced are not made public.  Some of them lack enough verifiable evidence to make them 
public, while others are instances that can be handled privately with no clear community 
benefit identified to justify publication. What drove FACE to this particular case was the 
already public nature of the disclosure. The survivor did not name her assailant, but across 
social media, it was evident that many in the city were traumatized since the survivor posted 
publicly on Facebook describing the attack on her. This was only further affirmed when FACE 
arrived. After two site visits and after conducting many interviews with the survivor, 
different individuals the survivor had reached out to, and the imam of her mosque, FACE 
determined there was no report to be written, and that the imam was not involved in any 
behavior constituting abuse. It also became clear that there were many lessons to be learned 
on how leaders should respond if a sexual assault takes place and is disclosed in their 
community. Given the urgency of the reports FACE receives and often the time sensitivity 
needed to respond to them, FACE knew that releasing a written compilation of lessons 
learned would be beneficial. The organization, however, did not have the capacity for 
proactive work given its avalanche of cases that needed a reactive and immediate response. 
I told Ms. Salem that I had access to potential funds that would support their time, our 
traveling for follow-up research, experts to consult with when writing the case, and the 
production of the case study. Our funding application was successful, and we embarked on 
constructing a case study that could be a teaching tool in training or professional 
development settings for imams and mosque leaders. 

 

How Can a Case Study Serve? 

Modeled after case studies written by Harvard University’s Pluralism Project, which 
are themselves modeled after typical case studies used in business schools, Disclosures Need 
Closure took nearly two years to complete.   I had prior experience with case studies from 
writing one for the Pluralism Project as a part of a summer-long graduate fellowship, being 
a Teaching Fellow for Diana Eck in her case study-based course, and later teaching my own 
semester-long case study-based undergraduate course on religious dilemmas in the US at 
the University of Michigan in Ann Arbor. The case study approach was thus one that was 
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familiar to me and, I believed, quite fitting to achieve the specific goal in this situation. In 
form, case studies are typically written in two parts.  The first is the more substantive of the 
two parts, introducing the dilemma the case is centered on, teaching background 
information on the tradition(s) the case is working with, and introducing the main actors in 
the case – including an identified protagonist.  It most often reads like a story, and it 
intentionally ends at the climax of the story’s arc, leaving the reader wondering what 
decision the protagonist took or what outcome emerged.  Leaving the closure of the case 
unknown to the audience creates space for a discussion to take place. Participants can engage 
the different details of the story while also theoretically exploring the risks and advantages 
of different possibilities – without yet knowing the actual ending. They are encouraged to 
role-play and consider what they might do in the situation, or what they think the 
protagonist could or should do.   Most case studies have a set of teaching questions attached 
to them for facilitators to use to guide the conversation, although experienced facilitators 
may adapt the questions to the conversation unfolding and the interests of the audience. 
After a healthy discussion of about 45-60 minutes, participants receive a break and are given 
the much shorter, concluding part of the case study to read individually or collectively. 
Following the conclusion, another discussion takes place. Sometimes, participants are 
invited to chat with their neighbor about the conclusion for a few minutes before proceeding 
to the larger discussion.  The concluding conversation is shorter, typically 15-30 minutes, 
and guides participants to identifying lessons the case encourages them to take away. Having 
worked with case studies for over ten years, first as a participant and then as a 
facilitator/educator, I can affirm that pedagogically, they are an excellent teaching tool that 
keep most participants continuously reassessing, learning, and engaged.  A case study also 
felt like a perfect fit for the case FACE shared with me. 

 

Learning from the Case Study and its Production 

The case tells the story of a college student, Sakinah, who makes a post on Facebook 
detailing an instance of sexual assault, not naming her assailant (although many of her 
readers could discern who he was) and sharing her disappointment with how her local 
leadership responded when she appealed to them for safety and justice a few months after 
the incident took place. As a survivor, Sakinah’s goal in going public was to protect women 
from any such harm, but her post quickly went viral in the local community and left many 
people feeling deeply scared and insecure. Mosque leadership, including the imam in the 
case, wanted to help heal the fraught community, yet had little concrete knowledge of how 
to handle the situation. It was community members that contacted FACE and asked for their 
support. After traveling to the site and conducting interviews with different actors involved 
in the situation, FACE determined that the community clearly had some talented 
professionals among them that FACE could become an ally to and support.  Yet, the process 
with which situations like this could be handled to center safety and healing of the 
community remained opaque. There were many lessons learned, some a model for other 
communities, while others were examples of things to take heed of. 

Because of the COVID pandemic, FACE and I took longer than initially planned to 
complete the case.  Applying for funding took almost four months; once received, FACE 
shared with me the material they had collected on the case.  It took many weeks to sift 
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through and listen to hours of recordings, read many documents, and hold clarifying 
meetings with FACE staff and some actors involved. After starting to write the case, it became 
clear that details were missing that were necessary to construct an engaging case study. The 
time to visit the community had arrived. Even if all of the materials FACE had procured from 
their visit were sufficient to construct the case study, as an ethnographer, I did not feel 
comfortable writing about a community that had not met me. Owing also to the sensitivity of 
the situation, it was important for me that the community know who I am, know that I 
wanted to listen to them directly, and that their interests would also be centered. It took a 
few months to arrange the travel logistics because of the pandemic.  Once the research trip 
was completed, a few more months were spent recruiting expert consultants while the case 
study was being drafted. The four consultants included an expert each from the following 
areas: mental health, law, religious leadership, and faith-based non-profit organizational 
interests. After the consultants’ revisions were incorporated, the case study text was 
finalized, and then its layout and design were completed by staff at the University of Michigan 
from the office that funded our fellowship. Throughout the process, FACE staff had the 
opportunity to give feedback and offer corrections at each stage of the case study, but 
ultimately, I authored it and am responsible for its content. 

 

Ethnographic Stewardship and the Importance of Scholarly Accountability 

I emphasize my authorship to draw attention to what I call ethnographic stewardship. 
It is an approach to ethnography that focuses on the process of production and the 
relationships of accountability between the scholar and those they work with. Ethnographic 
stewardship accepts as a premise that collaboration (with those the ethnographer is 
conducting research with) is a necessary presence in all ethnography, and it is a decolonial3 
commitment of the scholar that determines whether they engage the existing collaboration 
in their work. Ethnographic stewardship also pushes against the idea that shared identities 
necessarily need specific reflexive attention in ethnographic writing and argues that to be 
truly decolonial in our work is to acknowledge that there are all types of relationships of 
accountability regardless of a scholar’s identity, and all relationships of accountability 
should be equitably engaged in ethical ethnography. To dismiss or erase this reality is to put 
added labor and expectations on scholars with shared identities, who are most often scholars 
of color, and that, in turn, reinforces a bias against them and their scholarship.  In attempts 
at bridging colonial impact and rifts, expecting collaboration and reflexivity of an 
ethnographer’s relationships of accountability only from particular types of scholars can 
reinforce the very colonial hierarchies decolonial work aims to disrupt. Thus, as the 
ethnographic steward of my work, I, as the author, need to be held accountable for it and to 
those I work with for the ethics with which I produced it.  I do so here in my work with FACE 
to make transparent my interest in working with them and what purposes I aim to serve 
through that work. 

I also cannot impose my words and intent on collaborators who did not have 
equitable control over the writing.  Unlike traditional ethnographic writing, however, the 

 
3 I use decolonial here in the same light I earlier described where the scholarship has valued benefit 
beyond the disciplines it is being produced in and foremost to the community it is produced with. 
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case study method typically asks for the approval of all involved in it before making it public, 
and this approval was pursued not only from FACE  but from all the consultants who advised 
on the case. Despite that approval, I still believe that the principles behind ethnographic 
stewardship carry over. FACE did not, for example, read through or approve this chapter, and 
asking them to do so for anything I write that references FACE is both an unfair burden on 
them and also would impose a shared perspective or analysis that may not be present.  One 
does not need to always agree with a collaborator to have a healthy and ethical working 
relationship with them. FACE is accountable to a different audience than I am as a scholar 
and needs to protect its relationships with those whom it serves. These are relationships I 
may not have, though I recognize that I do have a relationship with FACE to honor.  FACE 
may intentionally exclude itself from spaces or conversations that could impact its ability to 
provide services without having conflicting interests, when I may choose to enter them 
because they are of benefit to my audience and my relationships.  It is critical when 
collaborating that our roles and relationships as scholars are not collapsed with those of our 
collaborators and vice versa. 

I use ethnographic stewardship in forthcoming publications to push against the idea 
that collaboration is equality between a scholar and those they work with in their co-
production of knowledge. I push against this not because I believe there is a hierarchy in the 
ability to produce knowledge – there is not. Yet, there needs to be a hierarchy in 
accountability of the scholarship produced: it is, after all, the perceived absence of 
accountability that led to the formation of FACE to begin with. When an ethnographer writes, 
it is the ethnographer, not their collaborators, who needs to be held accountable for their 
words and arguments. Otherwise, there are disparate power dynamics where scholars can 
be interpreted or assumed to have been endorsed or approved by their collaborators when 
that may not be the case. 

 

Valuing Public Service When Decolonizing Scholarship 

When I reached out to FACE to see if there was interest in collaborating on a project, 
I wanted to better understand the ways spiritual abuse manifests and the limits of the 
concept, meaning what simultaneous boundaries and possibilities it can entail.  I was hopeful 
there was some service I could also offer FACE that would allow us to partner and benefit 
from each other’s skills and knowledge. FACE staff and I identified the case study as the area 
of collaboration for us to jointly move forward both of our work and interest in regard to the 
work of imams. I emphasize this collaboration for methodological interests in my efforts 
towards demarginalization and decolonization of my scholarship.  Part of our academic work 
pressures us to interrogate the purpose of our research. If it is primarily to further 
conceptual debates within academic disciplines and qualify scholars for promotions 
necessary to advance their careers, how can it also be decolonial? My scholarship argues that 
conceptual decolonization is not sufficient. Even when the research aims to theoretically 
challenge inequities that emerge from colonization, it can still reinforce academic structures 
and standards that are capitalist and colonial at their core by putting the success and wealth 
of institutions of higher education and their staff ahead of the needs of the communities they 
work with. I resist this, albeit insufficiently, by first calling it out and, secondly, by aiming to 
offer my scholarly training and skills in service of communities I work with in ways they find 
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valuable.  In the case of FACE, we collaborated on a case study. While I stewarded the case 
study and am accountable for the writing, FACE and I co-produced it following their directive 
and our joint desire to fulfill a need FACE believed would be of service to their community.  
In our co-production, I met regularly with FACE, shared writing with them for feedback, 
returned to the site of the case with them for further research, carefully noted their goals for 
the case, as well as the case’s community messaging, and FACE and I also worked together to 
identify and recruit area experts to consult on the case. 

At present, the case study is complete. It is ready and available to be workshopped 
(email me!) at conferences, with imam councils, at conventions, at seminaries training 
Muslim leaders, etc.4 Constructing it was a generative experience that helped me better grasp 
the importance of the work at stake, who the stakeholders are, and who can be impacted.  It 
also helped me better theorize the function of limits that my book engages, and how limits 
do not only restrict but also illuminate neglected sites of openings.  From the case study, the 
imam was not able to respond to Sakinah in a way that made her see him as an ally because 
of the limits of his training.  Limits are not only boundaries outside of our control. In the 
imam’s case, those boundaries can be invoked to prevent higher expectations of people in 
leadership. At the same time, limits are also forces of new direction.  In this instance, those 
manifested in the birth of an organization like FACE to demand leadership accountability and 
in projects like this case study that are designed as a training to help leaders serve their 
communities.  

 

Nancy A. Khalil is an Assistant Professor in American Culture, and Core Faculty in the 
Program on Arab and Muslim American Studies at the University of Michigan, Ann Arbor. 
Her current research interests include Muslims, ethnography, higher education, 
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is an ethnography of Muslim higher education accreditation and the path toward a 
profession for US imams. Dr. Khalil received her PhD in Anthropology from Harvard 
University in 2017 and afterwards completed a postdoctoral fellowship at Yale University's 
Center for Race Indigeneity and Transnational Migration as well as the Collegiate 
Postdoctoral Fellowship at the University of Michigan. She previously worked as a Muslim 
Chaplain at Wellesley College, co-founded the Muslim Justice League, and served on the 
Board of Trustees for the Islamic Relief USA. She currently serves on the board of the Pillars 
Foundation. 
 

 

 
4 The author and FACE agreed to include the case study in this volume, with a request to contact them 
for further instruction and assistance on how to use it.   
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