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I. Introduction: 

The Question of Illegibility 

What does it mean for an enslaved person to write when no one who reads can 
understand, and no one who could understand is permitted to read? This question 
haunts Mbaye Lo and Carl W. Ernst in I Cannot Write My Life: Islam, Arabic, and 
Slavery in Omar Ibn Said's America and constitutes a philological and hermeneutic 
breakthrough in the study of enslaved Muslim self-writing. Through meticulous 
retranslation and contextual reading of the eighteen surviving Arabic manuscripts of 
Omar ibn Said (ca. 1770–1864), a West African scholar kidnapped and transported 
to America in 1807, the authors reconstruct an intellectual interiority that missionary 
mediation, colonial translation, and racial epistemology systematically distorted. 
Omar's life and texts, Lo and Ernst remind us, have consistently elicited "both 
wonder and incomprehension" (2023: 1). Such incomprehension is not accidental 
but is historically produced. 

The book's title—I Cannot Write My Life—is not a confession of failure. Lo and 
Ernst interpret it as a diagnosis of a structural condition. Omar could not write his 
life not due to a lack of skill or memory, but because the conditions under which he 
was asked to write made truthful self-accounting impossible. No audience existed 
that could receive what he would have had to say. The title thus encapsulates the 
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central paradox of enslaved Muslim self-writing: one may write abundantly and still 
remain utterly unread. 

Omar ibn Said occupies a paradoxical place in American and Atlantic 
historiography. He is among the most documented enslaved Muslims in the United 
States, notably as the author of the only known autobiography written by an enslaved 
person in a non-European language. Yet, Omar remains persistently misunderstood. 
Over time, his figure has transitioned from missionary curiosity to popular icon—
most recently inspiring an award-winning opera by Rhiannon Giddens—without 
shedding the burden of interpretive distortion. The persistent illegibility of Omar, Lo 
and Ernst argue, is itself symptomatic. It reflects the racial and religious limits of an 
archive that often refuses, albeit unspoken, to recognize the possibility that an 
enslaved African Muslim could produce intellectual, theological, and ethical self-
expression. At best, Omar's literacy was conscripted as evidence of slavery's 
'civilizing' benevolence. At worst, his Arabic writings were reduced to exotic 
performances of an obscure devotional residue, stripped of argument, intention, and 
critique. 

I Cannot Write My Life intervenes decisively in the history of misreading. In contrast 
to previous analysts who treated Omar's manuscripts as inert relics or transparent 
testimonies, Lo and Ernst read them as dynamic acts of self-writing shaped by, yet 
not reducible to, the conditions of enslavement. Their method combines rigorous 
Arabic philology with deep literacy in Islamic theology, Sufi traditions, West African 
intellectual history, and the coercive structures of Atlantic slavery. Central to their 
approach is a sustained attentiveness to tafsīr-inflected interpretation and to ʿajamī 
practice (the use of Arabic script to write African languages and, remarkably, 
American English as heard). In their reading, Omar's manuscripts emerge as 
carefully calibrated modes of address, layered with Qurʾanic citations, ethical 
disputation, and theological self-positioning. 

The task the authors set for themselves is therefore not merely recuperative but 
epistemological. Restoring Omar's voice is not about recovering an originary 
authenticity or extracting a resistant hero from the archive. Rather, it is to 
demonstrate the presence of substantive knowledge production under conditions 
designed to deny enslaved Africans intellectual interiority altogether (p. 73). Doing 
justice to Omar ibn Said requires far more than linguistic competence; it demands 
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an interdisciplinary discipline capable of reading across Islamic jurisprudence, Sufi 
pedagogy, Fulani scholarly culture, American Protestantism, and the asymmetries of 
power that shaped what could be written, preserved, translated, or misread. 

This raises a problem that runs throughout Lo and Ernst's analysis: the problem of 
audience. Omar writes, but to whom? His 1831 autobiography addresses three 
distinct audiences: "Shaykh Hunter" (a white minister), "my brothers" (fellow 
students from his West African seminary), and "the people of America"—none of 
whom can read Arabic. The text is therefore addressed, as Lo and Ernst put it, to "an 
absent audience" (p. 55). This structural condition of address-without-reception is 
not a failure of Omar's authorship; it is the signature of writing under slavery, 
necessarily a form of soliloquy. 

In so doing, the book reframes a question that has long haunted Omar's archive and 
lends it philosophical weight: why could Omar not write his life? Lo and Ernst 
suggest that the answer lies neither in biographical deficiency nor expressive failure. 
The violent constraints of legibility imposed by slavery rendered certain forms of 
knowledge, memory, and ethical reasoning unreadable to enslavers and their 
interpreters. Omar's writings register this condition obliquely through an eclectic 
production that includes a mediated 'autobiography,' prayers, talismanic inscriptions, 
and Qurʾanic citations, oriented toward God rather than the demands of abolitionist 
sentiment, missionary surveillance, or historical transparency. 

The present essay argues that I Cannot Write My Life succeeds precisely because it 
refuses to force Omar's manuscripts into the familiar frameworks of slave narratives, 
resistance, or cultural survival. The book opens new pathways for understanding 
enslaved self-writing as a form of temporal, ethical, and intellectual labor that 
necessarily transcends the binaries of conversion and resistance, assimilation and 
refusal. By (re)situating Omar ibn Said within the longue durée of Islamic 
scholarship, stretching from Fuuta Toro to the American South, Lo and Ernst reveal 
a sui generis archive. This compels us to further ask: what does it mean to read a life 
when the conditions for that life's full telling were structurally impossible? 

To trace the implications of this intervention, the essay proceeds in five sections. It 
first revisits the dominant narratives that have shaped and constrained scholarship 
on Omar ibn Said, before turning to the canonical meanings ascribed to slavery in 
his life and writings. It then examines Omar's subjectivity as a temporal and self-
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styling practice that addresses the fragmentary forms through which his intellectual 
engagement persists. From there, the analysis considers the intersection of religious 
practice and human tragedy, where Islamic ethical reasoning confronts the violence 
of captivity. The essay concludes by reflecting on how Lo and Ernst's study opens 
pathways beyond historicist impasses and offers new conceptual resources for 
reading enslaved African Muslim thought without downplaying its irreducible 
complexity. 

The essay also seeks to read with and against the book's own method, asking not 
only what Lo and Ernst have recovered, but what their recovery leaves unresolved. 
In particular, this essay examines the relationship between philological 
reconstruction and the silences of the archive, the temporality of Islamic eschatology 
as a counter to social death, and the comparative dimensions of enslaved Muslim 
self-writing across the Atlantic and Indian Ocean worlds. The aim is not to correct 
Lo and Ernst but to extend their insights into territories that their rigorously 
historicist method deliberately sets aside. 

II. Reimagining the Slave Narrative 

In many respects, scholarship on Omar ibn Said has been a history of mediation 
through abolitionist agendas, missionary translation, retrospective theory, and the 
unspoken assumptions of the slave narrative genre. Sylviane A. Diouf's foundational 
work, Servants of Allah (1998), documented the presence of African Muslims across 
the Americas, from Brazilian quilombos to Gullah Geechee rings, and reconstructed 
fragmented evidence into a collective history of Islamic resilience. In her broad 
comparative scope, Omar appears emblematic of larger patterns of strategic 
dissimulation (taqiyya), clandestine prayer, and the endurance of Qur'anic literacy. 
Lo and Ernst build on Diouf's insights but depart decisively from her panoramic 
method. They examine Omar's corpus as a micro-archive of Sufi devotional practice, 
citation, and address that resists reduction to survival strategies alone. Their 
translations unveil Sufi odes in his "unheard sermons" and reveal texts that function 
less as evidence of endurance and more as sites of theological reasoning shaped by 
Fulani scholarly traditions. What emerges is not a generalized Muslim subject but a 
specific intellectual voice formed within Islamicate lineages that predate and outlast 
captivity. 
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Ala Alryyes's A Muslim American Slave (2011) marked another pivotal moment by 
framing Omar as a "literary slave" whose literacy unsettled Southern elites. Alryyes 
historicizes Omar within Enlightenment Orientalism and draws parallels with 
Equiano's Interesting Narrative (1789). Lo and Ernst demonstrate that Alryyes's 
pioneering philology relies on translations that flatten Sufism and underplay the 
intellectual work of ʿajamī. Under closer scrutiny, texts such as al-Manẓūma al-
Dimyāṭiyya reveal citations from al-Ghazālī and Ibn ʿAṭāʾ Allāh, as well as ethical 
commentary drawn from long-standing Sufi pedagogical traditions. Omar belongs 
to a scholarly tradition that extends from Baghdad to the Maghrib, and from al-
Andalus to Fuuta Toro. 

Allan D. Austin's African Muslims in Antebellum America (1997) provides an earlier 
comparative synthesis. Drawing on the biographies of fourteen enslaved Muslims, 
he argues that they had a disproportionate influence on African American cultural 
formation. Austin's work was crucial in countering erasure and demonstrating that 
around 30% of Senegambian captives were Qur'anically trained. However, his 
account often filters Muslim presence through Protestant civilizational frames by 
emphasizing Islam's "civilizing" influence. Lo and Ernst complement Austin's 
archival breadth by restoring biographical granularity to Omar's life and 
reconstructing the Fuuta Toro of Omar's youth with the help of untranslated Wolof 
sources. They also extend a comparative framework into linguistic multivocality, 
where ʿajamī serves as a deconstructive tool that Austin overlooked. 

What distinguishes I Cannot Write My Life is its refusal to impose familiar evaluative 
criteria of autonomy, resistance, and authenticity onto Omar's texts. Lo and Ernst 
demonstrate how both radicalist and nativist currents have influenced Omar's 
reception. The former casts him as a proto-revolutionary figure, while the latter 
reduces him to an exotic African relic tethered to geography. Rather than treating his 
writings as flawed examples of the slave narrative genre, they approach them as a 
coherent intellectual corpus shaped by Islamic learning, captivity, and constrained 
expression. They resist the urge to fit his writings into neat slave-narrative 
categories. In doing so, they elevate Omar from a mediated exemplar to a thinker 
whose manuscripts reflect sustained contemplation on time, authority, and ethical 
life under enslavement. 

III. The ʿAj_amī_ as a Theory of Reading 
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This methodological recalibration is most evident in Lo and Ernst's treatment of 
ʿajamī, the practice of writing non-Arabic languages in Arabic script. In much 
existing scholarship, ʿajamī is viewed as a technical feature or a curiosity of 
paleography. Lo and Ernst, however, make a bolder claim: for them, ʿajamī serves 
as a deconstructive tool that disrupts the colonial association of script with 
civilization. When Omar writes "Jim Owen" as Jīm Ūwīn in Arabic script, he is not 
merely transliterating; he is re-inscribing the enslaver's name into an Islamicate 
symbolic order, rendering the master legible only on terms the master cannot read. 

ʿAjamī can be framed as a minor literature in the sense proposed by Deleuze and 
Guattari, through a deterritorialization of language. Omar writes in Arabic, a 
language of prestige, but from a position of enslavement and for an audience that 
does not exist. His Arabic is thus always ʿajamī in that it is consistently influenced 
by another tongue—his native Pulaar, Wolof, and crucially, English, heard but not 
read. As Fallou Ngom argues in Muslims beyond the Arab World, ʿajamī is not a 
degraded script but an epistemic practice, a mode of knowing that operates outside 
the categories of legibility established by the colonial archive. 

Methodologically, Lo and Ernst's study is characterized by its dual focus on tafsīr-
inflected exegesis and ʿajamī intellectual practice. They analyze Omar's Qurʾanic 
citations through interpretative traditions shaped by Sufi ethics and moral pedagogy, 
rather than as isolated proof texts. Simultaneously, they treat ʿajamī not as a 
peripheral linguistic synthesis but as an intellectual practice that applies Arabic script 
to new social contexts. Omar's transliterations of American names, biblical passages, 
and everyday observations reflect neither assimilation nor loss but a deliberate 
reorientation of meaning. His manuscripts thus emerge as acts of self-writing that 
challenge the epistemic violence of enslavement without presenting resistance in 
forms recognizable to enslavers or later readers trained to expect explicit protest. 

IV. Beyond the Atlantic Frame 

Lo and Ernst's study is firmly rooted in an Atlantic geographical perspective. The 
middle passage, the Carolina plantation, and the Presbyterian church in Fayetteville 
serve as the coordinates within which Omar's manuscripts must be understood. The 
book's method is finely attuned to quotation networks, scribal practices, rhetorical 
address, and audience calibration. It also expands the comparative horizon by 
prompting us to consider what it means to read Omar alongside enslaved Muslim 
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writings from other imperial contexts where Islamic legal norms retained some 
influence. 

Behnaz Mirzai's recent edition of Life of an Enslaved African in the Ottoman Empire 
and Iran (2025) offers a compelling counterpoint. Mahboob Qirvanian, who was 
enslaved in the Ottoman world and later in Iran, wrote an autobiography in Persian. 
Like Omar, he was a literate Muslim from Africa (Ethiopia) who composed his 
narrative while in bondage. He also addressed an audience that included his 
enslavers and their associates. However, the differences between the two are as 
revealing as the similarities. 

Qirvanian could appeal, albeit unsuccessfully, to Islamic legal norms that 
theoretically prohibited the enslavement of Muslims. The Ottoman and Iranian 
polities were, nominally, Islamic states, and their legal systems recognized 
categories of lawful and unlawful enslavement. Qirvanian's narrative therefore 
operates within a discursive field where his status as a Muslim might have, in 
principle, provided grounds for manumission. His continued enslavement highlights 
the gap between legal norms and actual practice. Nonetheless, the existence of these 
norms shaped what he could say and how he could express it. 

In contrast, Omar had no such discursive recourse. The antebellum United States 
lacked Islamic legal jurisdiction, with no qadi to petition and no recognized category 
of "unlawful enslavement of a Muslim" that any court would acknowledge. His 
Arabic literacy was perceived by his enslavers only as exotic performance or 
evidence of missionary success. His appeals to Qur'anic justice, his invocations of 
divine sovereignty over life and death, and his quiet insistence on the blessings of 
Sūrat al-Mulk were not arguments addressed to a juridical order. As Lo and Ernst 
demonstrate, they were messages in bottles cast toward an absent audience. 

The difference between the two is also epistemological. Qirvanian wrote within a 
context where Islamic categories of knowledge still held institutional weight, albeit 
compromised. Omar wrote in a world where those categories had no institutional 
existence whatsoever. His illegibility was therefore not a strategic choice but a 
structural condition. Lo and Ernst's achievement lies in illustrating how he made that 
condition productive; his manuscripts became a form of intellectual life that could 
not be extinguished precisely because it could not be read. 
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This comparison suggests a broader methodological lesson. The study of enslaved 
Muslim self-writing has tended to align with imperial geographies: Atlanticists focus 
on Omar, Sana See, and Baquaqua; Ottomanists study Qirvanian and the Crimean 
Tatars; Indian Ocean scholars examine the habshi and sidi populations of South Asia. 
Lo and Ernst's work demonstrates the value of deep, local philology, while also 
prompting us to consider what might be gained by reading these archives together. 
This approach does not aim to flatten their differences but to clarify, for instance, the 
specific nature of the Atlantic's epistemic violence—namely, the complete absence 
of any Islamic legal or institutional framework that could render a Muslim's 
testimony audible. 

From a methodological perspective, Lo and Ernst center the Arabic originals. They 
retranslated all known surviving documents with philological care, exposing how 
earlier mediations distorted Omar's voice. Early American experts translated Omar's 
writings selectively. As for his inner life, the only evidence is the small body of 
Arabic writings he left behind, which strongly suggest continuous Islamic practice 
despite his regular church attendance (2023: 2). 

Omar's 1831 autobiography, commissioned by the Owen family and circulated as 
proof of Christian benevolence, does not open with a narrative confession but with 
Qurʾanic invocations of mercy and authority. In Chapter 2 ("A Life Unread"), Lo 
and Ernst illustrate how Omar presents himself as a learned Muslim (ʿālim), rather 
than as a racialized victim or redeemed convert. Throughout his manuscripts, the 
contours of his identity emerge through intellectual practice, blending ʿajamī 
transliteration, Sufi poetry, and ethical reflection within conditions designed to 
foreclose interiority. 

In this sense, Lo and Ernst do not seek to provide yet another interpretation of Omar 
ibn Said. The book's intervention lies not so much in what it argues but in how it 
reads. They meticulously dismantle the interpretive conditions that made misreading 
inevitable. Their work restores access to a voice long filtered through a complex 
economy of representation without forcing that voice to conform to the expectations 
of the slave narrative genre or to the demands of retrospective political coherence. 
In regard to the latter, this reader cannot help but wonder whether Islam's perceived 
'respectability' among enslaved Africans later shaped diasporic Islamic revivalism—
a question the book raises implicitly but leaves for others to explore. 
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V. A Canonical Event and Its Disruption 

Slavery has often been assigned a canonical meaning within modern formations of 
'Blackness,' a notion heavily framed by alienation, dispossession, and degradation 
into what Orlando Patterson theorized as social death. I Cannot Write My Life does 
not deny the centrality of enslavement as a life-defining trauma for Omar. However, 
Lo and Ernst resist the tendency to treat slavery as a totalizing horizon that exhausts 
meaning or collapses experience into a singular "African catastrophe." Instead, the 
authors show that Omar theorized alienation through disciplined reflection and the 
subtle crafting of forms of thought that registered rupture without surrendering 
ethical continuity. 

Chapter 1, "A Land Lost," reconstructs what can be known about Omar's life in 
present-day Senegal's Fuuta Toro prior to his capture. Born around 1770, Omar spent 
roughly twenty-five years in an Islamic seminary, mastering Qurʾanic recitation, 
Arabic grammar, theology, and devotional literature while participating in the social 
obligations of a Fulani scholarly community. Francis Moore, an eighteenth-century 
visitor, remarked on his native Bundu that Pulaar-speaking communities were 
"generally more learned in the Arabic than the people of Europe are in Latin, for they 
can most of them speak it" (quoted in Kane, Beyond Timbuktu, 7). Like his peers in 
the Fuuta, Omar trained in at least four fundamental subjects: exegesis of the Qur'an 
(tafsir), Maliki jurisprudence (fiqh), theology (tawhid), and Arabic grammar (nahw), 
in addition to engaging with scholars ranging from Ibn Rushd (Averroes, d. 1198) to 
Mawlana 'Abd al-Qadir al-Jilani (d. 1166), as well as the Sahelian chronicles of 
Timbuktu scholars al-Hajj Mahmud Kati (d. 1593) and 'Abd al-Rahman ibn Abd 
Allah al-Sa'di (d. 1656). As a former doomu daara, he belonged to a respected 
scholarly class whose members advised rulers and provided spiritual care (p.27). 

His enslavement in 1807, amid regional warfare, marks a decisive rupture. Omar 
later records himself as thirty-seven at the moment of capture and as having lived 
twenty-four years in "the land of the Christians" by 1831. Lo and Ernst do not view 
these temporal markers as incidental biography; instead, they approach them from 
the perspective of subjectivity-as-time, a framework in which slavery is seen not as 
an eternal condition but as a violent interruption within a longer moral and 
intellectual life. The book reflects on aspects of Omar's dispossession: the erasure of 
kinship (he lost six brothers, five sisters, and extended family), the loss of wealth, 
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and eventually his reduction to an object of display by the Owen family, who paraded 
him as a 'converted' exhibit under the guise of Christian benevolence. Although little 
is recoverable about Omar's early life beyond what he himself chose to record, Lo 
and Ernst treat this scarcity as a condition that sharpens interpretive responsibility. 

Chapter 2, "A Life Unread," exemplifies this approach. Lo and Ernst argue that 
Omar's Arabic annotations should be read not as residual testimony but as deliberate 
acts of contemplation. His repeated Qurʾanic citations on judgment, repentance, and 
divine sovereignty disrupt the Owen family's logic of exhibition. Omar does not 
chronicle or narrate suffering directly; instead, he situates his condition within an 
Islamic moral universe that exceeds the plantation's claim to define reality. 
Enslavement is acknowledged, but it is not granted interpretive authority. Christina 
Sharpe's concept of wake work clarifies what is at stake here, even though Lo and 
Ernst arrive at similar insights through philology rather than critical theory. Wake 
inscriptions, in Sharpe's sense, do not merely record catastrophe; they maintain 
vigilance within its aftermath. Omar's writings function similarly; they do not seek 
closure or redemption through narrative confession. Instead, they insist on thought, 
address, and ethical reckoning within the conditions of enslavement, which were 
designed to foreclose interiority. However, where Sharpe's wake is post—that is, 
after the ship and after the drowning—Omar's writing is mid-wake, composed while 
the catastrophe is still unfolding, with no guarantee of a reader on the other side. 
Omar's manuscripts insist on thinking, praying, and writing within this context, 
sustaining a self that remains unfinished, responsive, and accountable beyond the 
reach of the slave master and indeed any named audience (pp. 109–10). 

This logic becomes more pronounced in Chapter 3, "Sermons Unheard," where Lo 
and Ernst analyze Omar's devotional texts and mystical prayers. Composed in exile, 
these writings function as ethical wayfinding rather than private solace. They engage 
with death, injustice, and divine judgment without resolving them into protest or 
accommodation. Even Omar's performances of Christian piety, discussed in Chapter 
4, appear less as capitulation and more as a constrained inhabitation of a hostile 
symbolic order. His veiled rebukes of wealthy oppressors and persistent Qurʾanic 
framing reorient meaning away from Protestant moral triumphalism. 

Omar's consciousness finds unexpected expression in talismanic practice, a well-
established Senegambian mode of spiritual care that Lo and Ernst treat with unusual 
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seriousness. Omar prepared talismans not only for himself but also, remarkably, for 
his enslavers. The authors interpret this practice as neither simple accommodation 
nor solely evidence of coercion. Such acts extend an Islamic ethical economy into 
the space of captivity, recalibrating obligation and protection beyond the terms 
imposed by bondage. The blessing function of sacred texts wrapped in talismans—
what Lo and Ernst call "the power of their recitation" (p. 101)—operates as a form 
of spiritual labor that does not negate violence but refuses to let it dictate the limits 
of meaning. In Chapter 3, Lo and Ernst reflect extensively on the blessing function 
of sacred texts wrapped in talismans. 

Here, a critical question emerges that Lo and Ernst do not fully address: If talismanic 
practice extends an Islamic ethical economy into the plantation, to whom is that 
economy addressed? Not to the enslaver, who cannot read the Arabic invocations. 
Not to other enslaved Africans, many of whom may not have shared Omar's 
scholarly training. The talisman, like the ʿajamī inscription, presumes an audience 
that is not present. It is a form of address that is structurally unreceived, and yet 
Omar continues to produce it. This persistence suggests that the talismanic is not 
primarily communicative but performative in a different sense; it can be read as an 
act of world-maintenance for a self that refuses to be reduced to the relationship of 
master and slave. 

By treating slavery as a catastrophic rupture that nonetheless failed to extinguish 
intellectual life, I Cannot Write My Life disrupts the canonical grammar through 
which enslaved existence has so often been read. Omar's writings do not transcend 
slavery, but they think alongside it, within and against it. More importantly, they 
sustain forms of ethical time that modern frameworks of loss alone cannot fully 
apprehend. The question that Lo and Ernst's philological restraint leaves open is 
whether such thinking can ever be received as thinking or whether it will always 
appear to the archive as mere residue or superstition. Omar could not write his life, 
but he could write something. The book's greatest achievement may be to show us 
how much that something is. 

VI. Subjectivity as Time 

A central contribution of I Cannot Write My Life lies in its shift from static identity 
to subjectivity understood as temporal practice. Lo and Ernst do not read Omar's 
writings as fragments of a failed autobiography or as evidence of a stable religious 
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or racial essence. They approach his corpus as a dispersed archive of acts of self-
styling composed over decades through prayers, talismans, Qurʾanic citations, 
marginal notes, transliterations, and changing negotiations with enslavement, 
surveillance, and belief. In this account, subjectivity can never be resolved into 
identity; it unfolds through time. The imposition of roles such as driver, gardener, 
domestic laborer, and exoticized curiosity is intended to shape Omar's subjectivity, 
even as he remains grounded in scholarly and devotional routines pursued in private. 
Omar instead appears as a "time-being," answerable to God rather than to race, 
nation, or master. In this sense, his subjectivity takes shape as an orientation toward 
God rather than toward recognition by owners, missionaries, or later readers. 

Beyond "temporal practice, "Omar's subjectivity is more accurately understood as 
embodied eschatology. While his body is enslaved, his memory carries a timeline 
that exceeds the plantation's present. In The Walking Qur'an (2014), Rudolph Ware 
argues that in West African Islamic pedagogy, knowledge is memorized in the ṣadr 
(chest) and is therefore not reducible to text. Lo and Ernst show Omar quoting from 
memory for decades. 

Omar's 1831 autobiography does not begin with capture or suffering. Instead, it 
opens with Sūrat al-Mulk (Qurʾan 67:1–30), a chapter that asserts God's sovereignty 
over life, death, and time itself. Lo and Ernst interpret this choice as a theological 
counterpoint to slavery's claim to total domination. By reasserting divine 
sovereignty, Omar rejects the plantation's design to portray enslavement as an 
unchanging present. Slavery is instead framed as a bounded condition within a 
longer moral horizon. 

Here, Lo and Ernst accomplish something that previous readers of Omar have not. 
They demonstrate how Islamic eschatology—the Day of Judgment and divine decree 
(qadar)—structures a specific temporal orientation that is neither linear-progressive 
nor cyclical-repetitive. Omar's repeated citation of Sūrat al-Mulk is not a gesture of 
resignation; it is an assertion that slavery is not an eternal condition but a bounded 
interval within a divinely ordered cosmos. The angels who "descend" in the chapter's 
imagery and the "punishment of the grave," from which the sura is said to deliver 
the believer, contribute to a temporal order that transcends the plantation's claim to 
encompass all of reality. 



RESEARCH AFRICA REVIEWS                               Volume 10 (2026)                                               Page  

 

 

13 

 

As Lo and Ernst note through a hadith: "There is a sura in the Qur'an, with thirty 
verses, which will intercede for its companion [the one who recites it] until he is 
forgiven" (Riyād al-ṣāliḥīn, Book 8, Hadith 26). The quotation of sura 67 is therefore 
not merely an argument but a blessing or a form of speech that performs what it 
declares. Omar does not argue that slavery will end; he blesses himself and his 
readers with a text that promises deliverance. 

VII. Tragedy and Ethical Labor 

Lo and Ernst excel in positioning Omar at the crossroads of Islam and Christianity 
amid the horrors of slavery. Chapter 4 marks a shift from questions of legibility and 
subject formation to the ethical work performed by religious reasoning under 
slavery. In this framework, Omar is not a convert suspended between or confused by 
competing traditions; he is a Muslim intellectual compelled to engage with a 
Christian archive under coercive conditions. 

The chapter's focus on Omar's Bible allows the authors to dismantle the long-
standing conversion narrative while reframing religious practice as a site of moral 
interpretation. Omar's Arabic marginalia register critique. His Qurʾanic references to 
wealth, arrogance, and divine judgment, particularly his use of the figure of Qārūn 
(Korah) in his annotations, acquire a pointed ethical valence when read within the 
plantation context. These annotations neither name slavery directly nor perform 
resistance in any explicitly recognizable political idiom. However, they sustain a 
moral distance from the religious economy that framed enslavement as benevolent 
stewardship (pp.111-115). 

Lo and Ernst make a crucial methodological point: Omar's engagement with 
Christian scripture follows Islamicate reading practices shaped by tafsīr, 
jurisprudence, and Sufi pedagogy. The Bible becomes an object of evaluation and 
exegetic practice through the application of one intellectual tradition to another text, 
on terms provided by the first tradition. Omar's interpretive stance preserves 
theological distinction while allowing for tactical participation in Christian 
institutions. His regular church attendance, viewed in this light, is not evidence of 
conversion but rather a strategic inhabitation of a surveilled space. 

Lo and Ernst pay careful attention to silence as well as to speech. Omar's mediated 
autobiography, his untranslated ʿajamī passages, and his constrained English 
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recitations highlight the limits of what could be safely articulated. These gaps in 
expression participate in an ethical economy oriented toward God rather than toward 
abolitionist or missionary readability. The authors resist speculative overreach while 
demonstrating how restraint itself functions as moral discipline. 

This is one of the book's most subtle contributions. Scholarship on enslaved self-
writing has often valorized explicit resistance or lamented its absence. Lo and Ernst 
propose a third register: ethical withholding, or the deliberate refusal to make one's 
interiority available to a hostile interpretive regime. Omar could have performed a 
conversion narrative acceptable to his enslavers; instead, he wrote around that 
demand, producing texts legible to no one present. His approach ultimately reflects 
a form of intellectual integrity that refuses to let the master's question dictate the 
shape of the answer. 

Chapter 3's devotional texts reinforce this interpretation. Prayers such as al-
Manẓūma al-Dimyāṭiyya and repeated citations from Khalīl's Mukhtaṣar situate 
Omar within Maliki and Sufi traditions that view suffering as a site of ethical testing 
rather than as a source of redemptive meaning. Here, jurisprudence is not merely 
legal formalism but a principle of responsibility sustained under conditions where 
the law has been turned against the enslaved. This is a striking claim. In the 
antebellum United States, Omar had no access to Islamic courts, no qadi to petition, 
and no legal standing whatsoever. Nevertheless, he continued to write as if the 
categories of Maliki jurisprudence still held authority. The Mukhtaṣar of Khalīl, a 
digest of legal obligations, appears in his marginalia, his autobiography, and his 
Bible annotations. Lo and Ernst argue that this serves as a means of maintaining a 
normative universe that slavery could not destroy because it did not know it existed. 

By rejecting degradation narratives, Lo and Ernst reframe slavery as a site of ethical 
inquiry rather than mere negation. Omar's writings do not transcend enslavement; 
instead, they contemplate it. Omar's resilience is interpreted through the ethics of 
jihad as an inward struggle against the lower self and the cultivation of his own soul. 
In classical Islamic thought, suffering (balā, miḥna) is often seen as a test (fitna) or 
expiation (kaffāra), rather than as a tragic flaw in the Greek sense. Lo and Ernst 
carefully avoid imposing Greek tragic categories on Omar's writings. In his texts, 
suffering is not the manifestation of a fatal flaw but rather theophany—the site where 
divine justice, however inscrutable, reveals itself. This should not be understood as 
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theodicy, but as a refusal to allow suffering to become meaningless. As Sa'diyya 
Shaikh has demonstrated in another context, Sufi ethics view suffering not as 
punishment but as the crucible of proximity to the divine. 

VIII. Escaping Historicist Dead Ends 

The concluding movement of I Cannot Write My Life is best interpreted as an effort 
to escape historicist closure. Lo and Ernst resist treating Omar ibn Said as a 
completed historical object whose meaning can be fixed solely through contextual 
reconstruction. Instead, they emphasize contingency, self-styling, and temporal 
openness as the conditions that keep Omar's writings intelligible. This refusal of 
closure is perhaps most powerfully encapsulated in the photograph reproduced in 
the Conclusion (p. 157). Omar's gaze is steady and unsmiling; it does not 'testify' in 
the conventional sense. It abides and resists incorporation into narratives of loss or 
redemption. It serves as an interruption—a presence that exceeds what the archive 
can safely contain. It compels us to ask not only what Omar wrote, but why he wrote 
it for no one. That question lies beyond philology; it belongs to the realm of the 
ethical. And it is there that Lo and Ernst deliberately leave us, without a final answer. 

Throughout the book, Omar's manuscripts are treated not as fragments awaiting 
narrative completion but as acts of thought composed under constraint. Lo and Ernst 
read these writings as sites of agency without inflating them into overt resistance. 
The book's commitment to archival discipline invites reflection on the limits of 
philological reconstruction. Lo and Ernst intentionally avoid speculative 
reconstruction. They translate, contextualize, and interpret what exists; in doing so, 
they refuse to fill gaps with conjecture. This restraint is one of the study's strengths, 
but it also opens a space for thinking alongside the archive rather than against it. 

Here, Saidiya Hartman's notion of critical fabulation offers a productive 
provocation, not as a corrective but as an additional analytic frame. Hartman's work 
begins with the recognition that the violence of slavery lies as much in what cannot 
be known as in what is recorded: "The irreparable violence of the Atlantic slave trade 
resides precisely in all the stories that we cannot know and that will never be 
recovered" (2008: 12). Her approach does not aim to recover lost truths but to 
confront archival absence through ethical imagination. 
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Applied cautiously, this framework allows one to read Omar's fragmented corpus as 
an index of unrealized possibilities rather than an incomplete body of evidence. 
While Lo and Ernst reconstruct the intellectual density of Omar's extant writings, 
fabulation prompts us to ask: what forms of contemplation, ritual, talismanic 
practice, or relational life necessarily escaped inscription? 

This approach does not contradict the book's findings; rather, it extends their 
implications. Omar's "unheard sermons" and the silences of his mediated 
autobiography already point to an interior life shaped by practices that leave little 
'legible' archival trace. To imagine these practices is not to romanticize them or to 
provide narrative closure. It is to acknowledge that self-writing under slavery always 
exceeded what could be preserved, translated, or rendered legible. This raises a 
question that Lo and Ernst's philological rigor deliberately sets aside. Hartman asks 
what it means to write about lives shaped by violence when the archive itself is an 
instrument of that violence. Lo and Ernst's answer is: we translate more accurately, 
and we provide context. While this is essential work, one might also ask: what would 
it mean to read Omar's silences—such as the eight blank pages in the 
"Autobiography" manuscript between the Surat al-Mulk (written in a careful small 
hand) and the beginning of the autobiographical text proper (written in a larger, 
looser hand)—not as absence but as articulate refusal? Those pages gesture to say: 
I will not fill this space with what you demand. Omar could not write his life, but he 
could leave the page blank. And in that blankness, he made his condition legible to 
anyone who knows how to read what is not there. 

In this vein, Marisa Fuentes (2016) has cautioned that speculative recovery risks 
reproducing the violence it seeks to undo. Hartman's fabulation, properly 
understood, is not free invention but disciplined imagination—a way of attending to 
what the archive cannot say without pretending it said something else. Omar's case 
differs from that of most enslaved people in one decisive respect: there is a 
substantial archive, much of it authored by Omar himself. His unreadability, 
therefore, does not result from absence but from systematic distortion. 

I Cannot Write My Life escapes historicist dead ends not by abandoning the archive 
but by displacing its authority. Lo and Ernst demonstrate that fidelity to documents 
does not require submission to the interpretive regimes that produced them. Omar's 
writings remain unfinished not because they fail to convey a life, but because they 
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resist the forms of narration that slavery made intelligible. What has survived is not 
redemption or recovery, but an enduring ethical presence that continues to unsettle 
the archive that sought to contain it. 

IX. Why Omar Cannot Write His Life 

The question that shadows the entire book returns with force: Why could Omar not 
write his life? 

Omar ibn Said was uniquely positioned among the enslaved in the United States. He 
wrote while still in bondage and produced the only known autobiography by an 
enslaved person in a non-European language (p. 9). He possessed advanced literacy, 
decades of scholarly training, and full command of Arabic prose and devotional 
genres. Therefore, the obstacle was not incapacity. 

Lo and Ernst clarify that Omar could not write his life because no available audience 
could receive it. The problem was not memory, expressive limitation, conventional 
'censure,' or confusion about what was being requested of him. The issue was 
legibility. He could not produce an account that would satisfy his enslavers' 
expectations while remaining faithful to the intellectual and social world from which 
he came. His refusal to write about himself was, as Lo and Ernst put it, "against the 
demand of white enslavers that he should write an account of his personal history 
that they were unable to read and did not want to understand" (p. 67). 

The difficulty was structural. Eighteenth-century European thought increasingly 
elevated writing as the privileged medium of truth. This "literacy gospel" treated 
written documentation as the sole guarantor of knowledge, relegating other 
epistemic forms to the margins: 

One major outcome of the European Renaissance in the eighteenth century was an 
obsession with writing as the only mode of proper knowledge, with modern science 
as the touchstone of truth. In this European "literacy gospel," all other modes of 
knowing or thought was dismissed. As a result, there were literate and illiterate 
traditions, with primacy given to those possessing a writing system. (p. 18) 

Within such a regime, African intellectual traditions were recognized only if they 
could be assimilated to European categories of authorship, confession, or scientific 
record. Omar's manuscripts did not fit these expectations. They were saturated with 
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Qurʾanic citations, legal abridgments, talismanic formulae, and Sufi invocations—
genres that encoded knowledge in ways foreign to Protestant readers trained to seek 
linear narrative and transparent self-disclosure. 

What Omar could not articulate were dimensions of experience that transcended 
both the plantation archive and Renaissance-derived assumptions about what 
constitutes knowledge. There was, of course, tremendous trauma involved. Omar's 
capture in 1807 resulted in both physical displacement and an ontological rupture, 
marked by the collapse of his social standing, name, kinship, and legal status. 
Writing could gesture toward this loss, but it could not restore the totality of the 
world from which he had been severed. The instability of Omar's name, variously 
rendered as Omeroh, Moreau, or Monroe, signaled the broader dispossession of 
identity that accompanied enslavement. The gaps in his autobiography are not simple 
omissions; rather, they reflect the limits of what could be expressed without 
distortion. 

Omar's unreadability, however, does not stem from absence alone. It arises from 
systematic distortion. Chapter 5, "The Treachery of the Experts," examines how 
nineteenth- and twentieth-century interpreters selectively translated Omar's writings 
to advance missionary and colonizationist agendas. Early American experts like 
Theodore Dwight and Isaac Bird, both associated with the American Colonization 
Society, translated Omar's writings selectively. They emphasized his supposed 
conversion to Christianity to promote repatriation schemes to Liberia. As Lo and 
Ernst note, "Omar was regarded as clear evidence of the benevolence of slavery, 
since it had apparently rescued him from a religion that virtually all Americans 
despised" (p. 2). 

More troubling still were those scholars who possessed genuine competence in 
Arabic but chose to misuse it. William Brown Hodgson, the first American Arabist 
in the diplomatic service, owned a copy of Khalīl's Mukhtaṣar and could have 
recognized Omar's quotations. He did not. Instead, he ridiculed Omar's English, 
dismissed his writings as "cabalistic," and falsely claimed that Omar had rejected 
offers to return to Africa. Hodgson, as Lo and Ernst conclude, was among those who 
"misused their knowledge in the service of slavery" (p. 160). 

These misreadings also highlight the troubled emergence of Islamic studies in the 
United States. From its inception, the field filtered Islam through Protestant moral 
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and racial assumptions. The Qur'an was dismissed as a false prophecy; Arabic 
literature was studied only insofar as it illuminated the Bible; and the possibility that 
an enslaved African might be a serious Muslim intellectual was simply unthinkable. 
Omar's illegibility was therefore overdetermined, resulting from the conjunction of 
structural racism, missionary ideology, and professional failure. 

Lo and Ernst demonstrate that much of Omar's surviving archive circulated as a 
missionary artifact. His 1831 autobiography was solicited by the Owen family and 
used as evidence of Christian benevolence. In this context, writing became both 
exposure and risk. To narrate fully would have required an audience capable of 
recognizing Fulani scholarly culture, Maliki jurisprudence, and Sufi ethics as coeval 
intellectual formations rather than as precursors to conversion. Despite this, Omar's 
texts restore presence without offering transparent confession. They reassert his 
name, his learning, and his relationship with God. They inscribe Muslim intellectual 
life into the landscape of antebellum North Carolina in a constrained act of 
preservation. 

Lo and Ernst crystallize the point: Omar's audiences did not possess "the cultural 
and literary resources [...] needed in order to understand [his] situation" (p. 110). He 
could not write about his life because the terms under which it could be understood 
were already foreclosed. Instead, what he produced was something more oblique 
and, in some respects, more enduring: a body of texts that protect interiority, encode 
communal epistemologies, and refuse to reduce a West African Muslim scholar to 
the narrative expectations of slavery. 

X. Conclusion: Sui Generis African Gnosis 

Self-writing in I Cannot Write My Life transcends mere testimony; it serves as a site 
of knowledge production. Here, the book makes a consequential contribution to V. 
Y. Mudimbe's notion of gnosis. For Mudimbe, African thought is not about 
recovering an untouched origin but is a critical reinvention of self against external 
representations that have sought to define Africa from without. Gnosis names a mode 
of knowing that interrogates being, history, and freedom while remaining attentive 
to the power that shapes discourse. Omar writes from within an Islamic scholarly 
tradition that predates and outlasts the colonial encounter. His thought is not a 
response to the West; it continues a tradition of reasoning, indeed of conversation, 
that spans Andalusia, the Maghreb, Timbuktu, and his native Fuuta. 
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Omar ibn Said's manuscripts can be read within this horizon. Composed in 
antebellum America yet grounded in West African Islamic scholarship, they 
constitute a form of knowledge forged under constraint. They neither reproduce 
missionary descriptions nor assert cultural authenticity. Instead, they reorganize 
inherited traditions—namely Qurʾanic exegesis, Maliki jurisprudence, and Sufi 
devotion—within a radically altered setting. Against what Lo and Ernst call the 
"treachery of experts," Omar's Arabic corpus stands as a gnostic artifact: a body of 
writing that recognizes itself as scholarship and addresses its topics through 
intellectual conventions unfamiliar to its interpreters. He could not write in ways 
transparent to enslavers because he addressed issues through a tradition they did not 
recognize as coequal. 

This reframing moves beyond older binaries. Nativist approaches fix African 
thought in metaphysical difference, while radical frameworks reduce it to resistance. 
Omar's ʿajamī writings demonstrate hybrid knowledge-making that bends colonial 
conditions without collapsing into them. His presence also revises American 
intellectual history. As Lo and Ernst emphasize, "Africa is one of the main sources 
of America's encounter with Islam" (p. 8) and "Arabic is an American literary 
language" (p. 175). From Omar's vantage point, antebellum America was not a 
closed Protestant world but a space already marked by African Muslim literacy. 

The book's primary contribution is to re-establish Omar as an inventor of his own 
intellectual position rather than merely as an exhibit of conversion or an emblem of 
loss. Lo and Ernst have produced a study of immense scholarly value that liberates 
Omar from both heroic simplification and exotic marginalization. More broadly, it 
reshapes African intellectual history by demonstrating that Islamic scholarship was 
an integral part of the conceptual fabric of the Atlantic world. A comparative study 
of enslaved Muslim autobiographical writings across the Atlantic and Indian Ocean 
worlds would further extend this insight, but the groundwork is laid here with 
remarkable care. 
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