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Synopsis —

 

The identity of the Muslims in Australia, whether as Australians or as Muslims, hinges
upon the role of Muslim women. The role and status of Australian Muslim women, in turn, can only be
understood by considering the cumulative impact of the situation in which Muslims find themselves in
Australia, religiopolitical developments in the Muslim world, and the recent developments in the inter-
national politics between the Islamic world and the West. Muslim women are caught in the middle. On
the one hand, they feel it essential to demonstrate their loyalty, symbolized through veiling of an in-
creasing number of Muslim women, to the world Islamic 

 

Ummah

 

 [community]. But by doing so they
place themselves on the margin of the wider Australian community to whom Muslim women’s veiling
symbolizes the “Other,” the peculiar and dangerous foreigners. This article deals with these dilemmas of
Australian Muslim women and their role as defenders of Islamic heritage. © 1999 Elsevier Science Ltd

 

INTRODUCTION

 

In this article, I consider how Muslim women
in Australia have responded to their overall
situation within Australian society and, in par-
ticular, to the various challenges of feminist
and Islamist movements. I will begin by look-
ing at the general parameters of Islam and mo-
dernity in relation to women, and at the kinds
of responses Muslim women have made across
the globe, both in the predominantly Muslim
countries of North Africa and Asia, and in the
larger and older Muslim communities of West-
ern Europe and the United States, such as that
of the United Kingdom. Then I will briefly
sketch some relevant features of Muslim com-
munities in Australia as a background to pre-
senting my own research on the specific situa-
tion in Australia.

 

ISLAM AND MODERNITY

 

The impact of feminism on Muslim women
cannot be dissociated from the impact of the

Islamist movements, which have spread through
most parts of the Muslim world in recent
years and deeply transformed how many
Muslims view themselves in relation to the
West. Here I am deliberately referring to “Is-
lamist” movements rather than using the
loaded and often misleading term 

 

fundamen-
talist.

 

Islamist movements everywhere are preoc-
cupied with the position of women, and with
women’s role in the family and community.
This preoccupation, in turn, is related to an ob-
session with preserving the integrity and purity
of Islamic culture, which is seen as linked more
to gender roles and to the family than to affairs
of the public world. The central symbol of this
preoccupation for Islamist movements, as for
Western commentators on Islam, is the veil
(

 

hijab

 

).
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 In their effort to legitimize the veil
and women’s proper role in the family, the Is-
lamist movements routinely use the West and
Western feminism as examples of corruption
and decadence, something the Islamic world
must resist at all costs.

Piscatori (1986) argues that in trying to un-
derstand this situation, we should remember
that:
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Muslim societies have been caught up in the
universal crisis of modernity. Most Muslims,
like virtually everyone else in the developed
and developing world, are feeling ill at ease
with a way of life that places less and less em-
phasis on loyalties to the family and seems to
find religious institutions increasingly irrele-
vant. . . . Modernity gives rise to a basic
search for identity, in which many people ac-
cept that knowing oneself comes through as-
sociating with the crowd rather than seeking
to rise above it. . . . Religion, precisely be-
cause in the past it answered questions on
the life and death and provided its followers
with moral links to each other, becomes the
means by which individuals hope to answer
the new question of what it is to be modern,
and in so doing, to gain perhaps a reassuring,
common worldview. In this respect, born-
again Christians and veiled-again Muslims
are responding to the same broad phenome-
non. (pp. 30–31)

 

I have discussed elsewhere (Rozario, 1996)
why women and the veil came to have such a
central role in Islamist movements, both in the
Muslim world as well as among Muslims in the
Western cultures. Their centrality derives from
their similarly central role in colonialist dis-
courses. Thus in the colonial discourse veiling

 

2

 

and the allegedly degraded situation of women
in Muslim societies became prime symbols of
the oppressive and backward nature of Islam,
and prime legitimators of colonial role. Ironi-
cally, therefore, it is Western discourse that
determined, in the first place, the new mean-
ings of the veil and gave rise to its emergence
as a symbol of resistance. The very veil that
had been used as the indicator of Islamic infe-
riority, has been adopted by the Islamist move-
ments as the symbol of dignity and validity of
all native customs. In particular “those cus-
toms coming under fiercest colonial attack—
the customs relating to women” have been te-
naciously affirmed “as a means of resistance to
Western domination” (Ahmed, 1992, p. 164).

At the same time, as Laura Nader has
pointed out, Arab and other Muslim societies
form their own images of the West, which vali-
date the worth of their own tradition by em-
phasizing the negative aspects of Western soci-
eties. This process, which Nader refers to as
“Occidentalism,” is a kind of inverse of the

“Orientalism” through which the West con-
structs its own images of the Islamic world as
backward and barbaric. Thus, Western news of
scandal, rape, drugs, murders, and molestation
is covered widely in the Arab media, while the
same problems at home may receive little or
no coverage. The impression is created that
these social problems of the West are absent
from the Muslim world because of their reli-
gion—Islam. “Knowledge about the West has
a strong bearing on the position of women, for
it is through this knowledge that the grip on
women is justified in many countries of the
Middle East” (Nader, 1989, p. 327). Women
are perceived as “potential Westerners,” pos-
ing a severe identity crisis. Re-establishing
veiling and divesting women of their rights
made available under Western-derived legal
systems is thus justified in terms of the need to
protect them from harmful Western influ-
ences.

With the increasing dominance of Islam
over secularism in the postcolonial period,
women living in Muslim countries have found
that what little space there might be for dissent
from Islam as such has vanished. In such a situ-
ation, women have had little choice but to
work within the framework of Islam. Yet it is
worth noting that this framework is broad
enough to offer some scope for maneuver, of
which some women have been quick to take
advantage.

In practice, Islamist movements often share
considerable common ground with more secu-
lar political positions in Islamic societies, and
with Third World nationalist movements more
generally. Both have tended to respond to the
challenge of the West by creating a division
between an outer, public, male sphere—that of
government, industry, and public life—and an
inner private sphere. In the public sphere, tra-
ditional practices were seen as backward and
obstructive and appropriately replaced by the
modern State. The inner, private sphere, that
of the domestic life and the family, had to re-
main sacrosanct. This female and private
sphere was the appropriate place for the main-
tenance of the traditional cultural heritage,
symbolized and ensured by the maintenance of
woman’s traditional role within the family
(Rouse, 1996). The secular nationalist and Is-
lamist parties might differ on how far the new
State was to be modelled on the West and how
far it should derive from textual Islamic
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sources, but both agreed, for the most part, on
the place of women.

Thus Shahnaz Rouse (1996) has suggested
that, in Pakistan by the late 1960s

 

. . . [both] the left and the religious right . . .
denounced women who had achieved eco-
nomic and social independence. The latter
saw them as no better than prostitutes, trai-
tors to their heritage; the former saw them as
frivolous and victims of a consumerist, impe-
rialist ideology. Thus two very divergent ide-
ologies coincided in their construction of
women struggling against a patriarchal social
order as deviators from their respective
“truths.” (p. 61)

 

Rouse’s argument, which builds on Partha Chat-
terjee’s earlier work on Bengali nationalism
(Chatterjee, 1989), seems to me to have valid-
ity for much of the Islamic world, and it helps
explain why both secular nationalist and Is-
lamist movements reject Western feminism,
with its emphasis on the need for autonomy
and the identity of the woman as an individual.

For the Islamists in particular, modernism,
colonialism, and feminism became combined
into a single composite enemy (Rouse, 1996, p.
54). However, all three forms of discourse—
Western, indigenous nationalist and Islamist—
conspired, in effect, to marginalize and silence
the lived reality of women’s experience in Is-
lamic societies. Women became symbols, ei-
ther of oppression or of cultural survival. “The
Muslim woman” served her purpose for the
West as for the indigenous male elites of Mus-
lim societies, while the variety and complexity
of positions, roles, and identities for women
within Muslim societies disappeared behind
this generalized stereotype (Lazreg, 1990).

The Islamist movements, and the wider Is-
lamic revival of which they form a part, thus
have to be understood in global terms, in rela-
tion to the internationalization of capital and
the uneven development, the resultant insta-
bility and confusion, not only in the Islamic
world, but everywhere. In addition, the
present confrontational stance between the Is-
lamic world and the West has its roots in their
historical relationships, for example the age-
old antagonism between the Muslim Middle
East and the Christian West, linked to the his-
tory of colonial domination of the former by
the latter (Ahmed, 1992; Kandiyoti, 1991).

One of the major thrusts of the Islamist
movements is for the Muslims to return to or
hold on to an “original” Islam and an “authen-
tic” indigenous culture. There is an assumption
that the initial Islamic scriptures and tradition
(

 

hadith

 

),
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 the Prophet Mohammad’s deeds and
acts, are unambiguous and precise (Ahmed,
1992). Yet, as the writings by Muslim feminists
(Ahmed, 1982, 1992; Al-Hibri, 1982; El Saadawi,
1980, 1982; Hussain, 1984; Mernissi, 1975,
1991) have demonstrated, this is far from the
truth. The fact is that throughout history the
different interest groups have taken advantage
of the ambiguous nature of the Islamic scrip-
tures and used them to their advantage. In a
way, it is this deliberate manipulation of Is-
lamic scriptures for political reasons that con-
tinues to be one of the main problems with the
way women’s position is defined in Islam, or
rather in the name of Islam. In her book 

 

the
Veil and the Male Elite

 

, Mernissi (1991) skill-
fully illustrates the mechanisms at work in
such political ploys. Similarly, Leila Ahmed
(1992) argues that

 

. . . the meaning and social articulation of
gender informing the first Islamic society in
Arabia differed significantly from those in-
forming the immediately succeeding Muslim
societies, including most particularly those of
the society that contributed centrally to the
articulation of the founding institutional, le-
gal, and scriptural discourses of dominant Is-
lam — Abbasid Iraq. (p. 238)

 

The androcentric and misogynist biases of this
dominant Islam has the effect of marginalizing
the egalitarian tendency of Islam. Thus, Ahmed
(1992, p. 238) goes on to argue that even as Is-
lam “instituted a sexual hierarchy, it laid the
ground, in its ethical voice, for the subversion
of the hierarchy.”

The scope exists here for the kind of dis-
tinction made by Ahmed (1992) herself, be-
tween an “establishment Islam” identified
with the structures of male power and a “lay
Islam,” which could be much more favorable
for women’s interests. While a previous gener-
ation of Islamic feminists, such as Nawal El
Saadawi, had come out in opposition to the Is-
lam of the establishment, a younger genera-
tion, whether from personal conviction or for
tactical reasons, chose to assert their adher-
ence to a “lay Islam” within which women
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might have a positive and creative role. For
them, the Quran

 

4

 

 and Islam are the source of
an ethical teaching that affirms and supports
rather than undermines the position of women.

The Islamist movements allow some scope
for such arguments, because they do not imply
a simple rejection of the modern world in fa-
vor of the status quo in traditional Muslim so-
cieties. These movements make a distinction
between modernity and modernization (Bay-
kan, 1990). The positional superiority of the
West is justified in terms of development, sci-
entific development, modernism, etc., while
the positional superiority of the Arab world is
justified in terms of Islam. Modernism and sec-
ularism of the West challenge the very core of
Islam (Nader, 1989).

On the whole, Islamist movements have
been in favor of modernization, but are
strongly against modernity. Wider definitions
of modernity, which include new roles for
women, are rejected as mere Western ideology
(Baykan, 1990, p. 143). One of the major con-
cerns of Islamist movements has to do with the
institution of 

 

shari’a
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 (Islamic law). Thus, in
most Muslim countries today, modern technol-
ogy and other modern development in the eco-
nomic spheres, including the participation of
women in higher education and in paid em-
ployment, are common features, while in sharp
contrast, the laws governing personal and fam-
ily matters are regulated almost universally
through Muslim jurisprudence and are justi-
fied by reference to Islamic injunctions.
Throughout much of the Muslim world, there-
fore, the Muslim identity of a community ap-
pears to be hinged almost exclusively on the
regulation of family and personal matters
(Shaheed, 1994, p. 1002).

The favorable attitude to modernization of
the Islamist movements also has payoffs for its
female members. Islamist women may be
veiled or reveiled, but they are no longer con-
fined within the four walls of the house. They
are encouraged toward higher education and
take responsible public positions. Indeed,
many Muslim women join the Islamist groups
as they are offered various benefits, for exam-
ple, educational grants, free medical care, or
interest-free loans. In this new situation 

 

hijab

 

[veil] “makes possible women’s entry into an
activity within the public spaces dominated by
men” (Mogadham, 1993, p. 252).

For women living in Muslim societies, en-

dorsement of Islamic values, or adopting the

 

hijab

 

 as a mode of dress in public, therefore,
does not imply a simple submission to a male
elite. Instead, it can best be seen as part of
what Deniz Kandiyoti (1988) has referred to as
the “patriarchal bargain,” in which women ac-
cept the structures of the dominant system but
negotiate a more positive position and role
within it. “Modern” changes in the socioeco-
nomic spheres have led to changes in gender
relations everywhere, weakening what Kandiyoti
called “classic patriarchy.” Nevertheless, de-
spite some gains made by some women from
them, “it is clear that sexual politics is at the
center of Islamist movements, which seek the
reordering of society and the construction of a
new moral and cultural order based on rigid
sex roles and the exaltation of the [patriarchal]
family” (Mogadham, 1993, p. 260).

Women living in Muslim communities in
the West are in a more complex situation
again, particularly for those who are born and
educated in Western societies. The espousal of
Islamic values, in a form of the “patriarchal
bargain,” may be an attractive option for many
of these women, particularly those from mid-
dle-class and relatively privileged back-
grounds. Writers such as Rana Kabbani in the
United Kingdom (Kabbani, 1989) have pre-
sented the positive aspects of Islamic identity,
for women as well as men (cf. also Rozario,
1996, pp. 216, 219).

For other Muslim women, such options may
be more problematic. Younger, Western-born
or predominantly Western-educated women,
particularly from working-class and poorly ed-
ucated families, are perhaps most likely to find
themselves in conflict with their family and
community over issues such as marriage, rela-
tions with men outside the community, and
personal autonomy in general. Living in a
country whose values contradict those of their
own community offers these women the possi-
bility of contesting Islamic values, but to do so
means to reject their own community, and the
personal price can be high. Elsewhere I have
discussed UK women’s organizations such as
Southall Black Sisters (SBS) and Women
Against Fundamentalism (WAF), much of
whose work is with women who find them-
selves in such positions (Rozario, 1996, pp.
217–219). WAF and SBS met considerable op-
position within the Muslim community, both
from the male community leaders and from
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“Islamist” women, but they have succeeded in
establishing a viable support network for
women who choose or are forced to choose a
position of outright rejection of Islamic and
communal values.

 

ISLAM IN AUSTRALIA

 

With this background in mind, I now turn to
look at the situation of Muslim women in Aus-
tralia. First, however, it is useful to have some
kind of a picture of the Australian Muslim
community as a whole.

Although the first Muslims came to Austra-
lia at least 130 years ago, their presence in
Australia only became visible within the Aus-
tralian ethnic landscape with the arrival of
Turkish and Lebanese Muslims from the early
1970s onward. According to the 1986 Census,
the Muslim population of Australia was
109,521. By the 1991 Census, this figure had
grown to 147,487. Some Muslim organizations
have suggested that this is a drastic underesti-
mate, and that the true number is nearer
350,000 (about 2.2%). Muslims, nevertheless,
remain a small minority within the Australian
population, concentrated in specific areas in
the big cities, particularly Sydney and Mel-
bourne. Turkey and Lebanon are still the ma-
jor countries of origin, with smaller communities
originating from Cyprus, Malaysia, Indonesia,
and elsewhere, but according to the 1991 Cen-
sus, more than one third of the Muslim popula-
tion was Australian-born (Kandil, 1994–1995).

Sayed Kandil has suggested that a “typical”
Muslim family in Australia, according to the
1986 Census, would probably be

 

. . . of Lebanese or Turkish origin, consisting
of a married couple, with two or less chil-
dren; the parents are unqualified, aged be-
tween 15-64 years; the father is employed
and the mother is also probably employed,
both working on an assembly line or similar
manual labour, with an annual income be-
tween $10,000–$25,000; the family is living in
Sydney, NSW, or Melbourne, VIC. (Kandil,
1994–1995)

 

Not all Australian Muslims are working
class, of course. Around 15% of the adult pop-
ulation in 1986 worked in professional or man-
agement jobs and 5% had university degrees
(Kandil, 1994–1995). This educated, middle-

class elite had no doubt grown by 1991, and a
high proportion of ethnic community leaders
and spokespersons clearly come from this sec-
tor. Muslims of Australia can thus be charac-
terized as a minority population, mostly first or
second-generation migrants, with substantial
divisions along lines of class and ethnic origin.
The relatively small size and recent origins of
the Australian Muslim communities make the
situation of Muslim women in Australia some-
what different from that of women in the
larger and older Muslim communities of West-
ern Europe and the United States, let alone of
Muslim women in the predominantly Muslim
countries of North Africa or Asia. Their re-
sponse to the complex issues of modernity and
the Islamist revival need to be seen in this light.

 

AUSTRALIAN MUSLIM WOMEN AS 
DEFENDERS OF ISLAMIC HERITAGE

 

In talking about Australian Muslim women,
which Muslim women am I referring to? My
findings are based on some fieldwork I did
with Lebanese, Pakistani, and Turkish Muslim
women in Melbourne in 1990–1991 and from
interviews with female social workers and with
members of the Australian Muslim Women’s
Association in Melbourne and Sydney. I also
draw from my observations and findings from
a number of Australian conferences on Mus-
lim women that I have attended or read mate-
rial from. This is supplemented by my reading
of various Muslim magazines as well as discus-
sions of Muslims in the wider Australian media.

My research in Melbourne was intended to
be on Muslim women and health. In practice,
it was dominated by issues of Islamic identity
and relations with the host community. My re-
spondents were all well-educated, most having
grown up in Australia, and they were very vo-
cal and politicized.

 

6

 

 What was most striking
about them was they all either wore head-
scarves or a complete veil, and also that they
had all started to use the veil fairly recently.
For instance, a medical doctor told me that she
only started to wear the veil since visiting
Mecca on pilgrimage in late 1980s, when she
realized the significance of veiling for Muslim
women. While one woman told me that
women adopt veiling for business reasons, in
order to attract customers—as a medical doc-
tor, lawyer, or a welfare worker—the vast ma-
jority clearly use the veil for other reasons.
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A very common response of my inter-
viewees was that “if the Australian (i.e., An-
glo-Celtic) population changed their negative
attitudes about the Muslims, we would have no
problem, in health system or anywhere else.” I
found it almost impossible to persuade the
women that I interviewed to speak more di-
rectly about health issues. The problems that
they were prepared to point out regarding
health focused on the lack of provision for Is-
lamic cultural practices. For instance, they
complained that in hospitals they faced prob-
lems with food, such as the lack of 

 

halal

 

 [ani-
mal slaughtered according to Islamic custom]
meat, pork or ham being mixed with other
food, cakes or biscuits being cooked in animal
fat or with alcohol. In the toilet, they needed
the facility of using water instead of toilet pa-
per. Women who wanted to see women doc-
tors were not able to do so.

 

7

 

These Muslim women kept returning to the
theme that their main problem was one of mis-
perception of Muslims by the non-Muslim
Australians. They pointed out ways in which
the media played a big role in generating vari-
ous misperceptions about them, and they were
very anxious to present a true picture of Islam
to me. This “real” Islam gives Muslim women
rights to property, rights of divorce, and the
right to be maintained by husbands. Few
women failed to point out how Islam had im-
proved the status of women. They were all
very articulate and convincing and I had diffi-
culty detecting any signs of ambivalence be-
hind their support for Islam.

The kind of arguments and sentiments that
I came across in Melbourne were replicated
in most of the papers presented by the
Muslim women in the National Conference
on Muslim Women (organized by the Austra-
lian Muslim Women’s Association) that was
held in Sydney in October 1992, and at the
Seminar I attended on “Muslim Women in the
Hunter” organized by the Migrant Resource
Centre, Newcastle in July 1993. The Hunter
Seminar was attended by some Muslim women
in the Newcastle and the Hunter region, a
number of welfare workers as well as several
people from various service sectors. The pre-
senters were all from Sydney and members of
the Australian Muslim Women’s Association,
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except for an elderly Muslim woman and a
young woman, both from the Hunter region.
Again, most of the Muslim women attending

and presenting papers were either veiled or
used headscarves.

Muslim women at this seminar and at other
such events evidently considered their main
problem as having to do with misperceptions
on the part of the non-Muslim population.
They attempted to counter these mispercep-
tions by presenting an entirely positive view of
Islam, especially in relation to women. Thus,
Maha Abdo started her presentation at the
Hunter seminar by saying that

 

I would like to congratulate the organizers of
this seminar for taking the initiative in orga-
nizing this seminar which will undoubtedly
go a long way in improving people’s under-
standing of the world’s most misunderstood
religion, i.e. Islam, and that of half of its fol-
lowers, Muslim women.” (Abdo, 1993, p. 1)

 

Similarly, Nada Roude, the previous (and first)
President of the Association, had begun her
presentation at the Sydney Conference by say-
ing “what I hope to do today is to correct just
some of the misconceptions held by the West
about Islam and Muslim women” (Roude,
1992, p. 1). Her paper contained several quota-
tions from the Quran supporting the idea that
Islam is about equality and justice.

At the same conference, Aziza Halim ar-
gued that “Australians were confusing equal-
ity of sexes with ‘sameness.’ The fact is, men
and women are not the same and this is most
obvious in the physical sense. . . . While men
and women may be equal, their roles in life are
different” (

 

Australian Muslim Times

 

, 1992c, p. 2).
Again, at another Conference held on “Is-

lam in Australia” in May 1984, Wafa Chafic (a
social worker) began her paper, 

 

Muslim
Women in Australia

 

, by saying “Contrary to
popular belief, Islam doesn’t brand women as
evil or without a soul and therefore inferior . . .
[Women] in Islam—and I hope this is not too
much of a surprise to most of you—are recog-
nized as the full and equal partner of men, es-
pecially in the procreation of humankind”
(Chafic, 1984, p. 48). Discussing the inherit-
ance rights of men and women in Islam, she ar-
gues that even though men receive more than
women, the fact that a woman has no financial
responsibilities for her family means whatever
she inherits is entirely her own. It is men who
have to provide for her and for his children,
leading Chafic to comment that “it seems to
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me what we should be asking is ‘are men being
treated equally!’” (Chafic, 1984, p. 50).

There is no doubt that all these women see
it as their responsibility to present a picture of
Islam in which Islam does not treat women in
the way portrayed in the Western media. Op-
pressive aspects of life for women in Islamic
societies (such as female circumcision) are
seen as deriving from local cultural practices
rather than from Islam itself. A genuinely Is-
lamic society would be free of these imperfec-
tions. Thus Nada Roude says

 

Worldwide, there has been an Islamic awak-
ening [but] it is important for people to dis-
tinguish between what is essentially Islamic
and what is traditional and culture specific.
A lot of things are blamed on Islam that have
their roots in specific ethnic cultures and this
is unfortunate. (Musgrave, 1989, p. 15)

 

I do not want to be dismissive of these claims.
They have at least some historical validity, as
the work of authors such as Ahmed (1992) and
Mernissi (1991) have demonstrated. More im-
portantly, they allow women to reject some of
the negative features of life in Islamic societies
on the grounds of Islam itself. However, the
scope for such rejection is limited, as we will
see below, and there are signs that it does not
provide a satisfactory solution for at least
some Muslim women in Australia.

So far, dissenting voices seem few and far
between, and are easily dismissed in relation to
the more dominant discourse of the Muslim
community. The one paper at the Hunter Val-
ley Seminar that took a relatively critical ap-
proach to the Muslim community was by
Amgijada Begic (1993), a young Muslim
woman who was not actually present to
present her paper. This paper, which was read
out in the author’s absence, acknowledged that
the problems faced by Muslim youth in Aus-
tralia do not only derive from prejudices and
misperceptions of non-Muslims about Muslims
and Islam. They are also linked to problems
and tensions within the community, especially
conflicts between parents and teenage chil-
dren. She argued that the Muslim community’s
insistence that religion and culture are one and
the same thing, an insistence common to many
migrant communities, was at the root of much
of the crisis faced by Muslim youth in Austra-
lia. This is a significant point, but, interest-

ingly, there was no reaction at all from the
members of the Australian Muslim Women’s
Association.

This author was undoubtedly right in argu-
ing that Muslim youth, especially girls, can
have a difficult time dealing with the conflict
between their parents’ cultural values and the
expectations of the wider Australian commu-
nities. Such conflicts are common among most
Australian migrant communities, and are cer-
tainly present among those from Muslim back-
grounds. Going through the “Talking to Teens”
section of an Australian Arabic community
newspaper, 

 

The Arab World

 

, almost every
problem discussed related to the difficulties
faced by teenage Muslims in trying to keep
peace with their parents on the one hand, and
live a “normal” life to suit the Australian edu-
cational and other institutional regulations on
the other. Pressure to conform with peer
norms of sexual behavior doubtless also con-
tributes to the dilemmas faced by these chil-
dren, though it is less explicitly articulated
(

 

The Arab World

 

, 1994).
More extreme cases of conflict are not

uncommon and can lead to intervention by
government agencies, such as the New South
Wales Child Protection Council, to remove
children from parental care and place them
in foster homes. The Australian Muslim
Women’s Association has taken an active
role in attacking such interventions, justifying
strict parental control over, and sexual segre-
gation of, adolescent Muslim girls and ar-
ranged marriages. Maha Abdo, quoted in 

 

The
Australian Magazine

 

 on this issue, points to
the positive side of the Islamic attitude to
girls and women, saying “it might become a
problem for some but for the majority of girls
it’s not a problem because they know the con-
sequences” [of being allowed to have boy-
friends and premarital sex] (

 

The Australian
Magazine

 

, 1994, p. 27).
It is important to remember that the domi-

nant discourse of the Muslim community goes
well beyond simple problems with “misunder-
standings” by the dominant community and
shares in the worldwide Islamist rejection of
Western culture. From this perspective, as we
saw earlier, Western feminism is seen as sim-
ply another aspect of the corrupting influence
of Western ideas. A regular columnist in the

 

Australian Muslim Times

 

 states this position
very directly:
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Feminism has been a major tool of division
in this country. It has brought with it a great
increase in divorce, sexual promiscuity, ho-
mosexuality, abortions, alcohol and drug
abuse, as well as juvenile crime. . . . Feminist,
anti-Muslim texts are being taught to student
teachers for use in the classrooms. The Mus-
lim, particularly the Muslim woman, who
sincerely lives her Islam, is the greatest
threat to feminism in all countries. (

 

Austra-
lian Muslim Times

 

, 1992b, p. 11).

 

9

 

The limited scope for dissenting voices
within the dominant Islamic discourse in Aus-
tralia was illustrated by the Muslim commu-
nity’s reaction to Imrana Jalal, a Fijian Muslim
feminist from a South Asian background, and
a member of the Women Living Under Mus-
lim Law Network (WLUMLN). Jalal pre-
sented a paper on Muslim women at a
“Women and Religion” seminar in Sydney on
28th of June 1992 (

 

Australian Muslim Times

 

,
1992a; 

 

The Gazette

 

, 1992). Her talk was an-
nounced beforehand by the Sydney University
campus newspaper.
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Jalal’s paper on Muslim women did not
take an anti-Islamic approach. She dealt with
the rights of women in Islam, but in doing so
remained within the framework of Islam. She
was not saying anything that was not already
part and parcel of the discourse of Muslim
feminists outside Australia seeking to improve
the position of Muslim women by reinterpet-
ing Quran and the 

 

hadith

 

 (e.g., Al-Hibri, 1982;
El Saadawi, 1980, 1982; Mernissi, 1991). How-
ever, she did make some passing comments on
the Islamic notion of 

 

ijtihad.

 

11

 

 At the risk of
oversimplification, this concept, which has
been a contentious issue in Islamic politics for
centuries, refers to individual reasoning and
intellectual freedom in Islam.

 

12

 

 Jalal used the
word, much as Mernissi has done in her writ-
ings (Mernissi, 1991, 1993), in the context of
reinterpretation of some of the Islamic scrip-
tures in relation to the position of women. Im-
mediately after Jalal’s presentation, there was
a commotion outside the seminar hall, where a
group of Muslim men had apparently been
waiting for their wives and sisters who were at-
tending the talk. These [self-styled] “represen-
tatives” of the Australian Muslim community
got into a violent argument with Jalal about
the use of this word 

 

ijtihad

 

 in relation to the
Quran. Police had to be called in by the con-

ference organizers in order to disperse the
group.

 

YES TO MODERNIZATION,
NO TO MODERNITY

 

We need to appreciate that those Australian
Muslim women who adopt the Islamist posi-
tion are not just blindly following a tradition of
Islam. They are educated and know their Qu-
ranic text well, especially as it applies to gen-
der relations. Thus, at one of the conferences
on Muslim women in Australia, Halim argued
that “it’s not the 

 

shariah

 

 that is unjust to
women, but the interpretation of 

 

shariah

 

 that
is unjust to women” (

 

Australian Muslim
Times

 

, 1992c, p. 2). Her paper included some
criticism of Muslim men who, “in the name of
modesty, piety and Islam, are trying to prevent
Muslim women playing their rightful role in
the Islamic 

 

Ummah

 

13

 

 and in life” (

 

Australian
Muslim Times

 

, 1992c, p. 2). It is also clear
from examples of Islamist women elsewhere,
“that women do not merely submit to the
strictures of religious fundamentalism as in-
terpreted by men but are active participants
with their own versions of the ways in which
Islam might further their gender interests”
(Kandiyoti, 1991, p. 18). We have to see the
unqualified support of Islam by Australian
Muslim Women’s Association as one of the
numerous responses of Muslim women in
contemporary societies to the increasingly
politically dynamic situations they are con-
fronted with. Helie-Lucas (1994, p. 398) argues
that Muslim women’s organizations “range
from participating in the fundamentalist
movement, to working for reform within the
framework of Islam, and to fighting for a
secular state and secular laws.”

The Australian Muslim women I encoun-
tered have adopted the Islamist option. How-
ever, as we saw earlier in this article, this does
not imply a simple rejection of the modern
world. That Islamist movements, both in Aus-
tralia and elsewhere, have a large urban, mid-
dle-class, and educated following has to be un-
derstood in terms of the overall solution they
propose, which involves a limited adoption of
the modern world on an Islamic model along
with a dismissal of other aspects of modernity.
This solution offers women some real benefits,
both in relation to their past position within
their own communities (now seen as merely
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“cultural,” and not Islamic) and in relation to
Western society.

It is perhaps not merely a coincidence that
the Australian Muslim Women’s Association
was founded in 1983 with the support of the
new Imam in Sydney, Sheikh Rajel Din Hilaly.
According to Maha Abdo (1992, p. 2) and
Nada Roude (1990, p. 44), Muslim women had
been marginal to activities, organization, and
religious associations within the Muslim com-
munities until 1982, when Sheikh Rajel Din
Hilaly arrived in Australia. Hilaly also encour-
aged Muslim women to undertake education.
Nada Roude says of Imam Sheikh Hilaly “be-
fore he came to Australia, Moslem women
were basically out of sight, out of mind, so far
as the Moslem religious leaders were con-
cerned” (Roude, 1990, p. 44). The support of
the Imam was seen by a significant section of
the Muslim community as a “retrograde step.”

This history of the Australian Muslim
Women’s Association helps us to understand
their strong support for Islam. It was through
the Imam Sheikh Hilaly, the most influential
and controversial Islamic authority in Austra-
lia, that they gained access to much material
benefits. Generally, Australian Muslim women,
in adopting Islamist positions, are accepting, in
Kandiyoti’s terms, the “patriarchal bargain.”
The strategy of women who join the Islamist
movements is not to confront the ideologues
directly, but to gain recognition from within
the existing constraints. Thus they use the pro-
women arguments from the Quran and 

 

hadith

 

in order to get Muslim men live up to their ob-
ligations.

I tried pointing out to the Muslim women in
Melbourne that the Islamic system might be
very good if everyone played their part accord-
ing to Islamic rules, but that men did not nec-
essarily live up to Islamic expectations. What
happens, for example, if a man were to desert
his wife? What about domestic violence? What
if a man simply failed to give the economic and
legal protection to his wife that Islamic teach-
ings enjoined? Their reply was simply that “men
have to follow Islam.” The idea was that a wife
should persevere with her role so that every-
one else would play theirs. The possibility that
Islam allows men a degree of autonomy that is
not allowed to women was not entertained by
the women.

Given that many of the problems Muslim
women face cannot really be traced back to

the Quran, but rather to the culture and politi-
cal situation of their particular society, it is not
difficult to appreciate the stand taken by the
Islamist women, including the Australian Mus-
lim Women’s Association. The Islam to which
they appeal is very much Leila Ahmed’s
(1992) “lay Islam.” It stands for a community
concerned with the well-being and moral wel-
fare of all its members, and it allows these
women at least some scope to improve their
position in the “patriarchal bargain.”

In the process, however, they marginalize
and dismiss the very real problems of those
women who have to deal with the destructive
aspects of “establishment Islam.” Michael
Humphrey’s (1984) discussion of the conflict
between Australian law and Islamic Law in re-
lation to divorce, custody of children, and
property is a case in point. Thus, even when a
divorce has been granted by the Australian
Family Court, a Muslim “husband may refuse
to divorce his wife under Islamic law and
thereby leave her married in the eyes of the
community,” making it impossible for this
woman to remarry in her community, while
the “husband can manage to remarry because
Islam allows polygamous marriage” (Hum-
phrey, 1984, pp. 44–45).

 

14

 

It is important to note that this kind of com-
munal pressure works to the particular disad-
vantage of women in lower socioeconomic
groups. The choice of opting out of the “sys-
tem” is likely to be more open to the middle-
and upper-class Muslim women. Thus, Wafa
Chafic (1984, p. 50), a middle-class Islamist
woman, finds it quite sufficient to draw atten-
tion to the provisions of the marriage contract,
which allow a Muslim woman to include condi-
tions favorable to herself in situations of di-
vorce. But I would argue that such provisions
and choices are not universally available to all
Muslim women, but mainly to middle- and up-
per-class women. The controversy sparked by
the Shah Bano affair in India is a compelling
example. Shah Bano was a 62-year-old Muslim
woman, whose husband remarried after 46
years of marriage to Shah Bano and threw her
out of the house, and then divorced her when
she dared to assert her right to maintenance
from him (Awn, 1994; Lateef, 1990). While
through the cooperation of the Indian women
activists and the intervention of the Indian le-
gal system in India Shah Bano was finally able
to obtain a nominal amount of maintenance
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from her husband, the events and commotion
surrounding the case were not only telling of
the Indian religious-communal politics at play,
but were also very revealing of the vulnerabil-
ity of poor Muslim women in cases of divorce.
However, the point is that Shah Bano is not an
exceptional case, but her fate is typical of the
vast majority of the poor Muslim women in
many cultures. For instance, the poor rural
Muslim women in Bangladesh cannot even
dream about having any say in the marriage
contract. First, they are usually not aware of
their rights and even if they were, they and
their families would usually be at the mercy of
the grooms’ families. In Muslim Bangladesh,
not only do the women have no say in the mar-
riage contract, they rarely claim their 

 

mohr

 

[dower], part of which Muslim husbands are
obliged to pay their wives upon marriage and
the other part at divorce (Ahmed & Naher,
1987; Rozario, 1992).

Thus, while the position of the Muslim
women in Australia—that is, their total sup-
port of Islam—is understandable in view of the
dilemma they are confronted with, it is also
very important to remember that their Islamist
position provides support to the male-domi-
nated patriarchal social order within the Is-
lamic community. This has the effect of further
weakening the position of those women who
are most vulnerable to the oppressive aspects
of that social order: the women who are drawn
from the poor, the working class, the unedu-
cated, and the younger segments of the com-
munity. It would be fair to argue that patriar-
chal bargaining does not usually work for poor
women (Ahmed, 1992; Mogadham, 1993, 1994;
Siddiqui, 1991).

 

CONCLUSION

 

It is clear that the public discourse by Muslim
women in Australia has been monopolized by
the “Islamist” position, as represented by the
Australian Muslim Women’s Association. As I
have said, I do not want to be dismissive of the
Association and its politics. Their concerns
with their image as adherents of a backward
religion that is monstrously oppressive to
women are real, and there is no doubt that
popular non-Muslim stereotypes of women in
Islamic societies are crude, demeaning, and in
urgent need of demolition. The members of

the Australian Muslim Women’s Association
quite understandably feel that it is their duty
to rectify this image by presenting a very posi-
tive (“Islamist”) view of Islam and its position
on women.

However, the kind of stand taken by the
dominant discourse of Islam and adopted
largely by the Australian Muslim Women’s
Association is detrimental to the interests of
lower-class Muslim women whose experiences
are marginalized in this discourse. Women in
this category have no resources for opting out
or escaping from the pressures to conform, for
example, in cases of arranged marriages, di-
vorce, or restriction of dress code, etc. Thus, it
is true that for Muslims, as Rana Kabbani ar-
gues in her book 

 

Letter to Christendom

 

 (Kab-
bani, 1989), the 

 

hijab

 

 can represent rejection
of and opposition to Western imperialism and
racism (cf. Siddiqui, 1991). It is true too that
the 

 

hijab

 

 or veiling can act as a safeguard
against women being regarded as sexual ob-
jects. Yet we cannot assume, as Kabbani and
the Muslim women in Australia do, that ar-
ranged marriages, the wearing of the 

 

hijab

 

,
and other features of women’s position in Is-
lamic communities in the West are always pos-
itive. As Hannana Siddiqui argues in her cri-
tique of Kabbani’s book, “such a perspective
militates against the long-term interests of
women . . . . Such position can only be retro-
gressive because it makes alliances with the
forces of patriarchy, conservatism, and funda-
mentalism within our communities” (Siddiqui,
1991, p. 81).

Similarly, Arlene MacLeod argues that

 

. . . women may choose to veil for their own
reasons; yet the symbol maintains a some-
what separate life of its own, carrying both
intended and unintended messages. The ac-
quiescing and accommodating aspects of
women’s mode of hegemonic renegotiation
open the gates to possible co-optation. (Mac-
Leod, 1992, p. 556)

 

Earlier I mentioned women’s organizations
in the United Kingdom such as SBS and WAF,
that have attempted to confront similar kinds
of dilemmas (Rozario, 1996). While SBS and
WAF challenged both the patriarchal struc-
tures of their own communities as well as the
racist British State and other racist elements in
the United Kingdom, there are, as far as I
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know, as yet no parallel Muslim women’s orga-
nizations in Australia.

It is worth speculating on the absence in
Australia of organizations such as SBS or
WAF. Two possible causes are the different
history and structure of the Australian Muslim
community, and the more developed role of
ethnic institutions in Australian society.

Compared to the United Kingdom, the
Australian Muslim community is fairly recent,
with fewer second- or third-generation mi-
grants. I have suggested that in the United
Kingdom it is Western-born or Western-edu-
cated young women in conflict with their fami-
lies and communities who are likely to turn to
organizations such as SBS. There are fewer
such women in Australia, as yet. In addition,
the Australian Muslim communities are small,
and more varied in national origin and class
composition, perhaps leading to a greater ten-
dency to close ranks in negotiations with the
wider society than in the United Kingdom,
where the Muslim community is large, and a
very high proportion is of South Asian back-
ground.

In fact, organizations such as SBS involve
alliances between ethnic communities (in par-
ticular South Asian and West Indian), and be-
tween women from Muslim and non-Muslim
(Hindu, Sikh, Christian) backgrounds. It could
be argued that the greater commitment to and
investment in multicultural politics in Austra-
lia has inhibited such developments, by em-
phasizing the divisions between communities
through the extensive development of commu-
nity-based institutions. By providing formal
positions and funds to the leadership of ethnic
communities, the position of these leaders has
been reinforced, and sources of possible pro-
test perhaps coopted or marginalized.

In any case, it will be interesting to see
whether the growth to adulthood of increasing
numbers of Australian-born Muslims will lead
to the development of overt oppositional
groups among Australian Muslims, and
whether such groups will succeed in building
effective alliances across communal bound-
aries.

However, despite the limitations faced by
the members of the Australian Muslim
Women’s Association in their present circum-
stances, they have clearly come a long way.
Their position is an almost impossible one.
Yet, like Muslim feminists elsewhere, they

have been able to question the androcentrism
that is being practised in the name of Islam.
That they see it their duty to be protective of
Islam is also understandable in view of the fact
that the West, including Australia, continues
to identify the problem of Muslim women as a
religious one (El-Solh & Mabro, 1994). What
we need to appreciate is that the Australian
Muslim Women’s Association is seeking solu-
tion to their problems, not in terms of Western
feminist agendas, that is by negating family,
kinship, and religious ties, but within the
framework of Islam. This strategy enables
them to defend their Islamic heritage as well as
defy the Australian culture, which is racist and
ethnocentric. As Mernissi (1993, p. 160) com-
ments about Muslim women’s struggle for
their rights, “What we are seeing today is a
claim by women to their right to God and
the historical tradition . . . The Mosque and
the Koran belong to women as much as do the
heavenly bodies. We have a right to all of that,
to all its riches for constructing our modern
identity.” While the Australian Muslim Women’s
Association may not identify with Mernissi’s
position 100% at every level, we can see some
parallels in their overall position as they strug-
gle for women’s rights in Islam. Thus the Aus-
tralian Muslim Women’s Association has the
potential to challenge not only the misinter-
pretation of Islam by the Westerners, but to
question the abuse of Islam by their own com-
munities, to question their right to control, and
thereby subordinate, Muslim girls and women.

 

ENDNOTES

 

1.

 

Hijab

 

: Appropriate mode of clothing for a Muslim
woman, often used to refer specifically to the head-cov-
ering. 

 

Hijab

 

 does not necessarily include covering the
face, though “all of the hair, the neck and arms must be
covered” (Khattab, 1994, p. 17).

2. Veil, veiling: I use the terms 

 

veil

 

 and 

 

veiling

 

 to refer to
the whole complex of normative principles associated
with the physical veil (

 

hijab

 

, etc.). In other words, the
norm of veiling refers to women’s modesty and restric-
tions on their interactions with males who do not fall in
the specified categories with whom contact is permit-
ted (Jahan, 1975; Papanek & Minault, 1982; Rozario,
1992). While, increasingly, Muslim women are taking
to veiling, there are wide range of styles and multiple
meanings attached to the practice (see MacLeod, 1992;
Milani, 1992; Odeh, 1993; Tohidi, 1994).

3.

 

Hadith:

 

 Compilations of traditions relating to the life
and sayings of the Prophet Muhammad, regarded as
authoritative sources for Islam for all matters not
explicitly addressed in the Quran.
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4.

 

Quran:

 

 The holy Book of Islam, containing the revela-
tions made by Allah (God) to Prophet Mohammad
over the last 23 years of his life. The principal authority
for Islamic law.

5.

 

Shari’a

 

: The Islamic law code, developed on the basis
of the Quran and 

 

hadith

 

 by four traditional law schools,
each of whom regarded as authoritative in one or
another part of the Islamic world.

6. The high educational level of my sample and the poor
representation of overseas-born and low-income
women may have been, in part, a consequence of my
inability to speak Arabic or Turkish.

7. They further reported about women having problems
with undressing in public hospitals for x-rays, ultrasound
pregnancy monitoring, or for operations. Women who
are accustomed to veiling had problems sharing wards
with other patients’ male visitors, or male doctors.
Some health clinics require the presence of husbands
when consulting gynecological problems with women.
Many women find this situation unacceptable.

8. The Muslim Women’s Association appears to be an
organization with strong “Islamist” leanings.

9. The author, Shifa Mustapha, is apparently a White
Australian converted to Islam.

10. I was present at the seminar, which was attended by
some 150 academics from around Australia. I noticed
during Jalal’s presentation that there was a small group
of veiled women sitting right at the back of the seminar
room.

11. Individual reasoning by legal authorities on the basis of
analogy from Quran and 

 

hadith.

 

12. However, it does not mean that “each person is free to
do or think as he pleases; it means that Muslims need
not address new issues according to rigid old formulas”
(Lippman, 1990, p. 82).

13. The word 

 

Ummah

 

 refers to the community of Muslims
across the world.

14. Polygamy is very rare in Australia except under these
circumstances (Humphrey, 1984, p. 45).
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