
FROM THE FIELD

Secret Life of Muslims
THE SECRET LIFE OF MUSLIMS is a series of short-form, first-person documentary films that uses humor and 
empathy to subvert stereotypes and employs a cutting-edge distribution strategy, making it available on TV, radio, the 
internet, and at live events from NYC to LA. 
 
Featuring a diverse set of American Muslims from a wide range of ethnic and national origins speaking directly to their 
own respective experiences, the series illuminates the existing complexity and diversity of America’s 3.3 million Muslims, 
while pointing to a common shared humanity. The first season has been viewed more than 35 million times and contributes 
to public engagement efforts that advance dialogue for mutual acceptance and peace in contentious times.

Check out Secret Life of Muslims here:     Learn more about Smartypants Productions at the company’s website:  

The Roles of Arts & Culture in Addressing Islamophobia 

POPULAR CULTURE & SOCIAL MEDIA 
CAN BE EFFECTIVE CONDUITS

Photo: courtesy of Sm
arty Pants Pictures.

The cast of season 1 of “The Secret Life of Muslims.

http://www.secretlifeofmuslims.com
https://www.smartypants.nyc


MAKE REPRESENTATION VISIBLE

We believe that a critical mass of authentic stories 
in Pop Culture can generate an inclusive narrative, 
countering stereotypes and misrepresentations for 
American Muslims. Increasing accurate representation 
in Pop Culture can advance a feeling of belonging and 
being valued. 

HARNESS THE POWER OF COMMUNICATION

Popular culture media has proven effective. We should 
explore multiple communication conduits across the 
spectrum of Pop Culture.

DISRUPT POWER

A powerful way to disrupt the current systems is to 
integrate more diverse gatekeepers and encourage 
existing funders, producers, and distributors to move 
beyond known-quantities, embrace a greater diversity 
of narratives 
and invest 
in a stronger 
pipeline to 
find and 
promote young 
storytellers.

THEMES
According to #PopJustice’s 2016 Report, Popular Culture (Pop Culture) is those 
elements of culture capable of sustaining and perpetuating themselves based on 
endorsement and participation by large groups of people through their own agency*. 
In amplifying the stories of American Muslims, Hollywood movies, commercial TV, 
hit music, video games, celebrity culture, social media, advertising, fashion, popular 
publishing and Broadway shows appear to be some of the most promising media of 
Pop Culture. We must consider how we currently engage with these media and what 
we could achieve by more strategically positioning the story of Muslims in America 
through these Pop Culture forms.

*#PopJustice, Volume 1: Social Justice and the Promise of Pop Culture Strategies by Liz Manne

HOW CAN WE HELP?



QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

 To what extent should we be investing in 
critical thinking and increasing empathy?

 To what extent can we impact structural 
problems (systemic bias)?

	 How	do	our	stories	fit	with	popular	culture	
platforms? 

 How do we influence gatekeepers/decision-
makers?

 How can we manage the risks of these 
platforms?

 Where is the best place in the system to 
make strategic investments?

ABOUT THIS SERIES
On	March	13,	2017,	New	York	University	played	host	to	a	day-long	funders	briefing	“The	Roles	of	Arts	&	Culture	in	Addressing	Islamophobia.”	 The	meeting	was	organized	
by ArtPlace America, the Doris Duke Foundation for Islamic Art, the Ford Foundation, the New York Community Trust, the New York Foundation, and the John Brademas 
Center of New York University.	The	partner	institutions	built	on	an	earlier	conference	at	the	Ford	Foundation	in	2016	on	“Confronting	Islamophobia	in	America	Today”	
that highlighted the social change and policy focused work of Muslim, Arab and South Asian (MASA) led by community-based leaders and their allies including local and 
national funders. All drawings created during the 2017 symposium by Flash Rosenberg, Graphic Facilitator.

OUTCOMES

ESTABLISHED A FORUM FOR COLLECTIVE LEARNING 

• To advance greater understanding and engagement.

• To discover new thinking and approaches.

• To increase a cross-pollination of ideas through connections 
between artists, activists, cultural practitioners and funders.

• To further collaboration and support for solutions.

PRODUCED SHARABLE RESOURCES

• Two short videos inspired by the 2017 symposium keynote 
presentation by Professor Hussein Rashid.

• A summary report of the 2017 symposium by Michael DiNiscia, 
Deputy Director for Research and Strategic Initiatives at  
The John Brademas Center for New York University.                              

• A series of articles inspired by Michael DiNiscia’s report and 
graphic facilitator Flash Rosenberg’s drawings.

https://www.artplaceamerica.org/
http://www.ddcf.org/what-we-fund/building-bridges/
https://www.fordfoundation.org/
https://www.nycommunitytrust.org/
http://nyf.org/
http://www.nyu.edu/community/government-affairs/study-of-congress.html
http://www.nyu.edu/community/government-affairs/study-of-congress.html
https://www.nyu.edu/community/government-affairs/study-of-congress/research-and-initiatives/cultural-diplomacy-project/beyond-islamophobia-how-american-stories-transform-communities.html)
https://www.nyu.edu/community/government-affairs/study-of-congress/research-and-initiatives/cultural-diplomacy-project/beyond-islamophobia-how-american-stories-transform-communities.html)

