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Friends in peace, Assalamo alaikum.

Let me first acknowledge the indigenous people on whose land we are holding this symposium and pay my respect to their elders, both past and present and thank them for their generosity in allowing all of us to share this beautiful land with them. 

“Treatment of Muslims: Multicultural era to present day”

I greet you, with the greeting of Islam – PEACE -  Assalaamu Alaikum
I thank the organizers for this opportunity to share with the audience  a range of views, anecdotes and experiences which I hope will be the beginning of new friendships, I see new faces and cherishing old friendships, yes, familiar faces…

Firstly, allow me to take you on a journey, a journey of Australia first settlers. You have all read the history, although the  journey I’m about to take you on  will be an insightful one – the journey of  Muslims in Australia…… 

It started in the 17th century, well before  European contact with the mainland. The Makassan traders from Indonesia had a harmonious relationship with the Indigenous people of northern Australia. The early fleet of settlers also used Muslims, from coastal Africa and the islands and territories under the British Empire, as slaves and navigators. There were also a number of convicts who were sent to Australia for the crime of “disobedience”. Most of these early Muslims inter-married with the local community and their descendants were assimilated into the society.

However, in the 1860’s a large number of “Afghan” cameleers arrived in Australia to work the camel trains which opened up the interior of the continent. They also accompanied the great explorers and were instrumental in guiding the teams  through the hot and arid terrain. They eventually settled in the areas near Alice Springs and in the Northern Territory and many inter-married with the indigenous population. The remains of the oldest mosque in Australia is situated near Maree in South Australia and the Great Mosque of Adelaide was built by the descendants of the cameleers.

Muslims have continued to contribute positively to this nation. The Bosnian and Kosovar Muslims participated in the Snowy Mountain Scheme in the 1960’s and in recent times, the largest and most lucrative Halal foods export trade in the world is operated by Muslims here in Australia.

So what is multiculturalism?
Multiculturalism means many cultures – different arts and customs of different race groups occurred and shown in society. The word Multiculturalism comes from two Latin words, ‘Multus’ meaning many and ‘Cultura’ meaning cultivation. So Multiculturalism can mean many different racial groups with its own culture mixing into one nation. Given our diverse countries of origin, makes  Australia a multicultural country, a country with many races, ethnic groups and cultures, all calling Australia home. So where do Muslims fit into multicultural Australia?

According to the last census over 35% percent of Muslims are born here. The major countries of birth of Australian Muslims is   28% of Australian Muslim were born in the Muddle East or North Africa. 16% were born in Asia. 9%  were born in Europe, 4% were born in Africa (excluding North Africa), 3% were born in Oceania (excluding Australia). From a   character and outlook perspective there are over 100 ethnic groupings of Muslims from  around the world. 

Australia has been a land of opportunity for immigrants – Muslims and other faiths. The diversity of the Australian population has many positive and exciting aspects, but it also poses many challenges.  There is a noticeable change in the opportunity and access  to employment with  immigrants who speak little or no English. The oldest dominant  immigrant group replaced English over the  prevalent Aboriginal language and culture, and every group of immigrant  since then, other than  English speaking immigrants have experienced  a range of challenges which impacted on their ability to seek meaningful employment  and chances of integration. 

 Australia’s  latest immigrants, other than family reunions, skilled  & business migrants are refugees. Their inherent challenges in most instances stem from tragedy and trauma experienced in their country of birth and  exacerbated by lack of or very little English language skills. And it is these language and cultural barriers that prevent many non English speaking, most recent arrived  immigrants (Muslims) gaining equal access to  education, training, employment and social welfare services available to others. These newly arrived settlers continue to suffer extremely high levels of unemployment; skills and qualifications brought to Australia from overseas are not  recognized here. These challenges are magnified when it comes to non English speaking women who  face additional problems of poverty, isolation and cultural tensions and conflict about the appropriate place of women in society.

Having said that, we must be mindful of inherent prejudice and racism in certain sectors of Australian society that threatens and marginalizes  Muslims, Aboriginal and to a lesser degree Asians.

According to Abe W. Ata ( Us & Them),  a survey was conducted amongst students who were asked: “ What are the first words that come into your mind when the word “Muslim” is mentioned?

Respondents overwhelmingly (82%) offered either negative comments or comments that alluded to the difference between them and Muslims. Only 7% mentioned anything unequivocally positive . Of the 28% offering negative comments, 20% mentioned terrorism (half of them in combination with another comment) and the rest (8%) gave some other negative comment. Of the 54% alluding to differences, 13% stressed the appearance of Muslims. About one respondent in eight (12%) gave no response.

When the group was asked: “ What do you like least about Muslims”?

Just under 2/3 offered a comment of some kind. 27% mentioned terrorism, 8% alluded to poor media image of Muslims and 5% alluded to threats to the Australian way of life, and 9% stressed the strangeness of Muslims. 7% of respondents gave ambivalent comments of some kind and 9% explicitly stated that they could not think of anything they liked least about Muslims. Just over 38% gave no response.

A case in point was the recent Camden's proposed Islamic School which  had been rejected by Camden Council and currently, an ALP-dominated western Sydney council has lobbied the NSW Government to prevent an Islamic school opening in its area, despite Land and Environment Court approval for the development. Would similar responses have been made if the prospective School were Christian based?

However, when the school survey respondents were asked:  “ Do Australians have good feelings about Muslims”? Twice as many respondents (35% +7% contrasted with 19% + 2%) who believe that most Australians have good feelings for Muslims. As a result it is correct to conclude that they are perceived as been accepted in the wider mainstream society.

Muslims are seen in such a negative light, despite their positive contributions to Australian society. Australian Muslims are well educated. 71.2%  of Australian Muslims have completed years 11-12 or tertiary education, compared with 56.1% of all Australians.  

Take a look around you, Muslim academics, Muslim men and women professionals from various backgrounds who’s dedication and devotion to redress this bias aimed at any “ Muslim/Islamic” project that somehow is incompatible with western society.   Islamic culture  within a diverse range of  faiths and ethnicities in Australia adds to the richness and contrasts of this very land – rugged and wild at the same time luscious and tranquil!!

There is, however, a notable increase in  abuse, prejudice and violence against Muslims  when international events are reported in the media.  

An upsurge of anti-Arab racism and 'Islamophobia' in Australia after 9/11, Bali and London bombings arose, as did similar episodes during the 1991 Gulf War, from the exacerbation of existing tendencies.  We cannot deny the racist history and policies of the White Australia policy and  during the reporting of these events there seems to be a resurgence, sadly towards that policy.  And sadly, some of these ill informed people do vent their anger and target  violence against Muslim individuals, Mosques and Islamic Schools. 

 What we have witnessed since then, through our offices in Sydney and Melbourne and also through our State Islamic Councils,  a dramatic reduction in  the number of reported incident of violence against Muslims, their property or Mosques. Having said that however, my experience  indicates, reports of incidence of abusive phone calls or the like have a tendency to increase or show  more prominence, when news item or    media stories/documentaries about or related to identifying an offender, for example who has an Arabic/ Muslim sounding name and soon enough you would be subjected to the history of the offender, where his  parents have come from, whether they are employed, which Mosque the offender may or may not have attended, who his Sunday school teacher was and is this offenders behavior typical of an average Muslim and what he is taught at Sunday School!!!, That’s when there is a resurgence of hate mail etc. 

Surely if it’s in the public’s interest to know the ethnic and religious background of an offender of one religious persuasion (be he practicing or not) then surely it is in the public’s interest each time a crime is committed to identity the offender’s ethnic and religious background and possible consider whether immigration from the offender’s parents country of birth may be black listed! 

The Muslim community in general, to a large extent has moved on and is focused on being part of a society that appreciates rich and diverse in culture, language and religion and is accepting of all people as one humanity, abiding by the laws of Australia and always being cognizant of the fact that unfortunately the indigenous inhabitants of this beautiful land too have been torn away from  their culture and beliefs and only now is some restitution being provided.

In conclusion, I believe education is the key. Our Australian experience is indicative of this model. The partnerships that we, as AFIC and other Islamic organisations have forged with  faith groups, education departments, local, state and Federal governments, service provider and the like have been tremendous in terms of support , understanding and cooperation.

The threat to co- existence is prejudice and mistrust. We can sit around a table and have eloquent discussions and deliberation  - but if we  fail to LIVE our lives in a way that  God has created this beautiful land:  for ALL people . It is up to  all of us – individually on a daily basis during every interaction and collectively from an organisational and  Government standpoint to promote social harmony, to ensure a fair go and to harness our energies into a positive future for ALL.
It is only  through education that we can start to have some impact on attitudes, We need to do more – education needs to start at school, our curricula needs revisiting -   subjects  covering Australia’s indigenous inhabitants and a more comprehensive account of the  history of first settlers – not only focusing on one group but also including migration since 1950. An understanding of Australia diverse people, their culture and beliefs will equip our young citizen with a sense of pride and  acceptance of each other’s uniqueness and commitment to a well balanced, tolerant and peaceful Australia.

I leave you, with a reminder “Islam came as a mercy to humanity, setting humanity free from the clutches of slavery and inequality”

And this verse from the Holy Quran:

“ O Mankind! Verily, We have created you from a single pair of male and a female, and have made you nations and tribes that you may know one another. But verily the noblest of you, in the sight of Allah is the best in conduct. Verily Allah is Knower, Aware” Quran 49:13

The above verse indicates humanity is one. Our value as human beings is attained through piety, compassion, kindness and acceptance. 

Australia’s Muslim communities want to live in Australian society and not separately and the subsequent building of an identity of Australia that embraces all cultures and is demonstrated by a willingness to participate in the cultural, artistic, literary and political expression of Australian society as a whole!

I leave you with the greeting of PEACE – “Assalaamu Alaikum”
PAGE  
2

