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29 July 2009 at Nexus Multicultural Arts Centre

Ikebal Patel 

Ikebal is an Australian Citizen, born in Fiji. He has an extensive CV, among his many positions he is:
· President of the Australian Federation of Islamic Councils, the peak national body representing and articulating the interests of all Australian Muslims in the areas of education, political representation, social and religious integration and halal food certification.
· Chair, Muslim Advisory Council of ACT

· Chair, Islamic Council of ACT, a council affiliated with the peak national Islamic body, (AFIC) 

· Board member of a number of Islamic colleges including Islamic College of South Australia and Chairman of the Islamic School of Canberra
· Member, Civil Liberties Australia
· Board Member, Australian Partnership of Religious Organisations 

· Committee Member, Melbourne University Centre for Excellence in Islamic Studies

· Board Member, National Dialogue for Australian Jewish, Muslims and Christians

Abstract
This is an account of a unique journey of Muslims through the Ages, the contribution  of  Islam and Muslims to  civilization. This journey also reflects upon the diverse and changing face of Muslims in Australia. Their social, cultural, linguistic and education impact on the Australian landscape since the first settlers of Australia. Their contribution as educator and facilitators of opportunities to equip young and old to reach their full potential, to be active, valued and productive members of this beautiful country.
Janine Evans 

Janine grew up in Adelaide after migrating from England with her family when she was 2 years old. She is an author and mother of three. In her own words: I ‘grew up Christian…I didn’t have any Muslim friends until I met my husband when I was 28 and converted in 1992 before my wedding’. In 2005 they lived in South Africa when the London bombings happened. They came back to Australia just before the Bali bombings: ‘there it was again - all that anti-Muslim sentiment. I wanted to reach all the people I’d never meet to show them Muslims are just normal Australians trying to get by and make a living. That’s why I wrote my book “to 2 veil or not 2 veil: the life of an Aussie Muslim”. It’s about my journey from mainstream Christian Australian to minority Muslim Australian. It’s also a resource book aimed at teenagers, and hopefully it’ll go a way to showing our common humanity.’ Janine is a very active community member, and has been working with the Nexus staff as our very own bridge-builder coordinator on the Islamic Spectrum program. She is also a member of the Nexus Cultural Ambassadors program.
Abstract: 2 Veil Or Not 2 Veil - The Life Of An Aussie Muslim 
Author of '2 veil or not 2 veil - the life of an Aussie Muslim', Janine has worked extensively to break down media stereotypes about the 'Australian Muslim' community. Her book describes her journey from mainstream Christian Australian to minority Muslim Australian and how the current world political climate affects her and those in her community on a daily basis. It also sheds light on misconceptions we have in the West about Islam & the 'veil'. She is married with 3 sons.
Kuranda Seyit
Kuranda is the Executive Director of FAIR an Islamic think tank. He works closely with the media and acts as a consultant on Islam to government and other agencies.  He has completed a Masters in Conflict Resolution at Sydney University and is an accomplished documentary filmmaker.  He is editor of the popular Muslim newspaper Aussie Mossie Review and works with young Muslims in the areas of leadership and personal development.  He was the first Australian Muslim to begin interfaith education in schools, running a successful program called the Goodness and Kindness Project. He was formerly the media officer and spokesperson at the Australian Federation of islamic Councils and was selected for Australia's top SMART 100 people by the Bulletin Magazine in 2004.  He is also an executive member of the Sydney Peace Foundation and Youth Peace Initiative and a white Ribbons Ambassador for the elimination of violence against women. He is married with two young children.

Abstract: Normalising Islam
Ned Flanders, Krusty the Clown and Apu, what do they have in common? Nothing accept that they are regular characters on the Simpsons. These characters have been bombarded into our households for over a decade making them household names and with whom every Australian from 5 years and up is familiar with. In its lengthy history there has never been a Muslim character or an episode about Islam.  In other western media demonic stereotypes of villainous Muslim or Arab caricatures abound in shows like Collateral Damage or 24.  The 'othering' of Islam is a constant in western societies like Australia.  However, Australian Islam is unique and a wonderful component of the mosaic of Australian identity, yet it is still not normal to be Muslim AND Australian.  The normalisation process of Islam begins in our language and our attitudes and those attitudes are shaped by our leaders and the media. For Islam to be fully integrated into Australian culture and society we must see a change in how we represent Islam in the media and on a daily basis with every day normal things like turning on the six o'clock news and seeing the channel 7 news reporters with names like Mohamed, Abbas or Fatima.

Philip Griffin 

Philip studied conducting and singing at the Western Australian Conservatorium of Music. While his grounding has been in the Western classical field, he has spent much of his life immersed in other musical traditions.  These include Macedonian gypsy and folk, Turkish classical music, Greek regional styles, and Anglo-Celtic folk music from both sides of the Atlantic.  For several years Philip lived and travelled in the Middle East, experiencing not only formal lessons with local masters, but many impromptu jam sessions with bands from Aswan to Istanbul. Philip Griffin has been playing music from the Middle East and the Balkan region for more than 25 years. He works as an instrumentalist, conductor and singer across a range of musical styles, including Balkan gypsy, Turkish classical, music-theatre and oratario.
Philip has played on a number of occasions at concerts here at the Nexus Cabaret including the celebrated ‘Music in Paradise - The Oud Project’: series of community workshops and concerts a couple of years ago,

Abstract: Music in the Islamic world

A brief overview of music from various parts of the Islamic world are touched on including a discussion on what is the definition of music in the

Islamic scholars, and what problems are there with music and its performance. Demonstrations of some important Islamic instruments and recorded examples from Turkey, South Sinai Egypt, Tunisia, Pakistan, Indonesia.

Bahariah Mahmud

Bahariah arrived in Australia when Nissan huts were still around and palatable food to a Malaysian Muslim was scarce! Graduated with a BA and Dip Ed from the Adelaide University, taught in several schools in S.A., was a lecturer in vocational education at Underdale Campus, ex-Coordinator of the MRC in Woodville, ex-Executive Director of Nexus ,was on several boards and committees as a multi-cultural advisor, involved in SSABSA in various aspects, now working in the travel industry and now extending and enjoying the range of  the various types of food available in SA!

Abstract: Being a Muslim and “Surviving” in Australia – a food-lover’s personal view  
Food is undoubtedly everyone’s favourite topic. We all love our food but in Malaysia, where I was born, food is the favourite pastime. Our food preferences and tastes are moulded during childhood within our homes and further influenced by culture and the environment, including our interaction and communication with other ethnic groups. Each one of us  develop our own individual approach to food and eating practices. Being a Muslim, however, also introduces one common denominator  that transcends all this and connects one to the global Muslim community – that some food are Halal and some Haram and some best to be avoided whenever possible. Moreover, there is also a period that happens once every year when one has to abstain completely from eating during the day. During my life journey ,these 2 most important characteristics of the Muslim food practice are also the 2 that arouses the curiosity of non-Muslims and causes a lot of misunderstanding. 

My talk will briefly discuss these characteristics and will then concentrate  on what it means personally to me from the  practical aspect of living in Australia.

 

Dr. Ameer Ali 

Dr Ali, an academic at Business school, Murdoch University, WA is the vice president of the Regional Islamic Council of Southeast Asia and the Pacific, which has Muslim organizations from 22 countries including Australia as its members. Ameer Ali was the former Chair of the Muslim Advisory Council under the Howard Government. He was also the past president of the Australian Federation of Islamic Councils. He writes and publishes in Research journals on Muslim minority affairs. He is also an associate editor of the Journal of Muslim Minority Affairs.  His latest article, “Assimilation, Integration or Convivencia: Dilemma of Diaspora Muslims from Eurabia to Londonistan, Lakembanon and Sri Lanka” is soon to be published. He is one of the few progressive thinkers on Islam in Australia.

Paper
Do Muslims Laugh? The Missing Face of Islam in Contemporary Muslim Societies

Long before the infamy of 9/11 and for nearly one thousand years since the High Noon of Islam in the 9th and 10th centuries Muslim societies had been moving along a social trajectory that showed to the outside world only the serious and angry face of Islam. Not only as a faith, based on the tenets of the Quran and practices of the Prophet Muhammad, but also as a way of life governed by the shariah, as differently designed by a variety of Muslim jurists, Islam has been presented to the world as a serious affair, not to be mocked at or even to be satirised. “I felt astonished that the tradition for religious satire in the Middle East had so disappeared, and that a satirical stance on religion has become the privilege of the West”, lamented one of Kenan Malik’s Muslim interviewees during his research for the book, From Fatwa to Jihad. Islam in the hands of the Mullah has become a highly codified religion winning converts to the faith by promising blissful rewards to the adherents and threatening with hell fire to the deniers. Worshippers are being asked by these preachers to fear Allah rather than love him. It was Ayatollah Khomeini who succinctly captured this terrifying sentiment when he said that “there is no humour in Islam. There is no fun in Islam. There can be no fun and joy in whatever is serious.” The incendiarist and violent street riots by Muslims against perceived blasphemy in written and spoken words and in art and films is nothing but the product of this dying sense of humour. No wonder then Akbar S. Ahmed, the professor at the Cambridge University, in his Postmodernism and Islam, raised the question, “Do Muslims laugh?” 

Of course they do. The jokes of the legendary Mullah Nasruddin of Persian folklore, for example, are a classic example of Muslim humour. How can history forget the satire and eroticism of Abu Nuwas, a quintessential Arab poet and a well known homosexual, who made fun of even the most sacred of icons in Islam the Ka’aba? He was a Muslim but had little respect for the clerics. Once, while attending prayers, when the imam recited the Quranic verse, “O ye unbelievers …” Abu Nuwas is said to have interrupted the imam and said, “Here I am.” Even the most obdurate Islamist like the former President of Pakistan Zia ul Haq appears to have had a lighter side to his life. Professor Ahmed relates a jovial anecdote from Zia’s life. Let me relate the joke to inspire some laughter in this audience.

An attractive middle class lady went to see Zia. “Madam”, he said, “you are wearing a saree. This is unpatriotic. Please take it off.” Being a loyal Pakistani she obeyed. Eying the bra and panties he said, “And what about those Marks and Spencer’s things? Do you know they help finance Israel?” When she had removed them, she asked, “What shall I do now?” Opening his arms, he said, “Come and embrace Islam.”

My objective today in raising the question ‘do Muslims laugh?’ is not to narrow down my talk to just laughter and humour but to draw the attention of this audience to a wider problem in contemporary Muslim societies. It is the problem of deliberate downgrading of the aesthetic side of Islam in the current sweep of an Islamist rage. This is the missing face of Islam that I am referring to and it is one of the tragic casualties of the second wave of ‘expansive jihad’. I borrow the phrase expansive jihad from Bassam Tibi, the professor of International Relations at the University of Goettingen in Germany. This global jihadism is challenging the existing world order that is based on democracy, human rights and secularism, and it wants to replace it with an Islamic world order under the hakimiyyat Allah (rule of God). Although the Taliban, Al-Qaida and Hizb ul Tahrir are the institutionalised representatives of this global jihadism their ultimate objective of Pax Islamica is shared even by their moderate cohorts like the Tabligh Jamaat. The teachings of these groups form the essential substance of current orthodoxy in Islam. The aesthetic side of Islam is devalued and relegated to the periphery by this orthodoxy.         

State and public appreciation of beauty through its myriad manifestations like art, music, dance, sculpture, painting, cuisine, and so on, added variety, vitality and vibrancy to an Islamic civilization that became the envy of Christian Europe in the medieval era. Damascus and Baghdad, Alhambra and Cordoba, Cairo and Delhi, and Istanbul and Isfahan, were not only centres of poetry and philosophy, metaphysics and mathematics, and medicine and science but also of art and architecture, music and dance, sculpture and painting.  The latter half of this list now stands condemned by the orthodoxy as wasteful engagement in frivolities and a source of diversion to true religious devotion. The orthodoxy also sees in these manifestations the root cause for the collapse of Islamic Empire in history.  Thus, the Taliban’s fatwas against even the most basic of aesthetic enjoyment like watching television, listening to music, and even flying kites, let alone Taliban’s dastardly destruction of the Bamian statue, a heritage of world humanity. This should not be assumed and passed over simply as the expression of an extremist fanatical fringe in the world of Islam. Underlying these fatwas and actions is an attempt to promote a politically manipulated ideological, restrictive, alienating and oppressive culture whose echoes can be heard in the preachings of other institutionalised Islamist movements like the Tabligh Jamaat and Hizbul Tahrir. 

The time has arrived to ‘rethink Islam’, as called by Mohammed Arkoun, the Emeritus Professor at Sorbonne University in Paris, and to create a ‘civil Islam’ as Tibi suggests, based on the historical precedent of Hellenization of Islam in the 9th and 10th centuries. This new venture to discover the missing face of Islam and to bring it back to the centre stage of contemporary Muslim societies has to start from the West, and in Australia the activities of the Islamic Spectrum in South Australia is a vital step in this direction. This is one of the ways by which Muslims can contribute to build cultural bridges and understanding.     

Samer Akkach

Samer is Associate Professor of architectural history and theory and Founding Director of the Centre for Asian and Middle Eastern Architecture (CAMEA) at the University of Adelaide. He is an expert on Islamic art and architecture, Sufism, and the intellectual history of Islam in the 17th and 18th centuries. His major publications include Cosmology and Architecture in Premodern Islam (2005); ‘Abd al-Ghani al-Nabulusi: Islam and the Enlightenment (2007), and Letters of a Sufi Scholar (2009).
 
Abstract: Islamic Art: Form and Meaning

Whether it is approached as a subject of historical enquiry, an object of cultural practice, or a form of personal expression, the question of what is Islamic art? remains a challenging and perplexing one. Easier to recognise than to define, Islamic art has been the subject of debate among scholars and artists for over two centuries. Through an exploration of its distinctive identity and rich diversity, this talk will address the question of what is Islamic art? It will shed light on its inherent difference, being traditionally thought of as a mode of knowledge rather than an exercise in aesthetics. It will examine the notion of symbolism as a way of understanding its form and meaning.

Dr Katharine Bartsch 

Dr Bartsch is a lecturer at the School of Architecture, Landscape Architecture and Urban Design at the University of Adelaide. As a graduate architect Dr Bartsch has practised in Australia and India. Her scholarship explores architecture in the Islamic world, with emphasis on the impact of human mobility (including migration, pilgrimage and travel) on the conceptualisation and production of the built environment.

Abstract: Australia’s Muslim Pioneers, their Mosques and their Legacy: A Celebration of Cultural and Architectural Diversity
The Adelaide Mosque, the first urban mosque built in Australia, was financed by Muslim cameleers who originated from the Indian subcontinent (today - Afghanistan, Pakistan and India). These cameleers made an invaluable contribution to European exploration and the subsequent development and settlement of the arid interior of Australia. This presentation aims to enrich knowledge of this important but neglected community which precipitated the quiet arrival of Islam in Australia. Moreover, through this examination of the mosque—a material expression of the prototypical Islamic mosque and the local context within which it was built—the presentation considers the Adelaide mosque as an important precedent for the foundation of subsequent mosques which are focal points for South Australia’s culturally rich and increasingly diverse Muslim community.

