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Glossary






	
Abaya


	A loose cloak/dress worn by some Muslim women






	
Al-Fatihah

	‘The Opening’, an important verse of the Qur’an, which is recited in daily prayer and is the first chapter in compilations of the Qur’an






	
Alhamdulillah


	‘All praise is due to God’, a common exclamation of acceptance and praise






	
Burqa

	Usually refers to an over-garment like an abaya but with a semi-transparent piece of fabric that, when worn with a niqab, covers the entire face






	
Da’wah


	‘Invitation [to Islam]’. Similar to ‘proselytise’ in English but refers to efforts to increase religious practice within the Muslim community as much as seeking conversion outside it






	
Deen


	‘Religion’ or ‘faith’






	
Dhikr

	‘Remembrance [of God]’. Repetition of important phrases or supplications, often counted using ‘tasbih’ (prayer beads)






	
Hadith


	Collected narrations about the life and religious practice of the Prophet Mohammed






	
Hajj

	Pilgrimage to Mecca, one of the five pillars of faith in Islam






	
Halal

	‘Permissible’. A phrase from Islamic jurisprudence that classifies actions according to levels of permissibility






	
Haram

	‘Impermissible’/’prohibited’. A phrase from Islamic jurisprudence that classifies actions according to levels of permissibility






	
Hijab

	A screen or veil, most often used to refer to a head-scarf that covers the hair but not the face






	
Hijabi

	Colloquial; a woman who wears the [image: image]







	
Iman

	‘Belief’/‘personal faith’. Refers most simply to a Muslim’s intellectual acceptance of the theological tenets of Islam






	
Jahiliyyah


	‘Ignorance (of God)’. Usually used to refer to pre-Islamic Arabia, but is sometimes used to refer to the period before an individual’s conversion or sometimes Western societies generally






	
Jihad

	‘Struggle’; refers to both the military and the individual efforts of Muslims






	
Jummah


	Friday congregational prayers






	
Kafir

	‘Disbeliever’ or ‘non-believer’ of Islam (plural: kuffar)






	
Keffiyeh

	A square patterned scarf worn as a headdress. It has been a male fashion in the Levant and Arabian Peninsula for several centuries






	
Khalas


	‘It’s finished’/‘that’s enough’






	
Kufi

	A brimless hat traditionally worn by Muslim men






	
Masha’Allah


	‘God willed it’; an exclamation of gratitude, admiration or amazement






	
Minhaj


	Way or path






	
Najas


	Major ritual impurity; a term used in Islamic jurisprudence






	
Nikkah

	An Islamic marriage contract or the ceremony where it is signed. Often used as a shorthand for ‘wedding’






	
Niqab

	A face veil that usually covers the entire face save the eyes






	
Salat

	Ritual prayer. One of the five pillars of Islam and an obligatory religious duty for every Muslim






	
Shahadah


	The Islamic ‘testification of faith’, namely the phrase in Arabic: ‘la ilaha illallah, Muhammadur-rasulu-llah’ (‘There is nothing worthy of worship save God, and Muhammad is the messenger of God’). Shahadah is one of the five ‘pillars of Islam’, and recitation of the phrase is the act by which a person converts to Islam






	
Shaykh


	An honorific title usually used to refer to Islamic scholars






	
Subhan’Allah


	‘Glory to God’, an exclamation of awe and sometimes bewilderment






	
Thawb

	An ankle-length robe worn by men










Introduction


Race is irrelevant, but all is race.


David Theo Goldberg


Since the mid-2000s, media commentators and scholars alike have alluded to the idea that we live in a post-racial world. In academic and popular discourse, Barack Obama’s 2008 election as the first Black President of the United States was heralded by some as the key marker of the post-racial moment (Dawson and Bobo 2009). It was a symbol that the United States had successfully solved its ‘race problem’; a sign that racial prejudice and inequality had been relegated to the nation’s history books. As President Obama took the stand to give his inaugural address on 20 January 2009, a collective sigh of relief rippled across parts of the country. There had been no riots, no attempted assassinations and no revolution of outraged white people desperate to reclaim power. The United States had its first Black President, and it was a cause for celebration.


Almost a decade later, Obama was replaced by President Donald Trump, whose ideological commitment to white supremacy in both rhetoric and policy has been well documented (Coates 2017, Desjardins 2017). But even before Trump took his place in the White House, commentaries in support of post-racialism as a political reality in the United States had been overshadowed by the voices of its detractors (Bonilla-Silva 2015; Dawson 2011; Goldberg 2013; Lentin 2014, 2015; M’Baye 2011). In his chapter entitled ‘The postracial contemporary’, eminent critical race theorist David Theo Goldberg asks: ‘Are we postracial yet?’ and immediately answers himself: ‘Hell, no, the evidence screams back’ (2013, p. 16). ‘The evidence’, he states, is clear: the rise of racial segregation in housing and education in the United States, significant and structural racialised disparities of wealth in South Africa, and systemic racism in policing and immigration policies in Europe, all speak loudly and clearly to the fact that race continues to have social and material relevance.


In Australia, the evidence of race is just as clear. Race is found in the laws, policies and institutions that enable the ongoing dispossession of First Nations peoples by forcibly removing them from their lands and by incarcerating them at a rate higher than any other group of people on the planet (Anthony 2017). It is apparent in the immigration detention centres that imprison men, women and children seeking asylum, for indefinite periods—often years—in dehumanising and brutal conditions. It is in the criminalisation that accompanies media reporting on ‘African gangs’, and in the state surveillance of Muslims. Race is found in death: in Black deaths in custody and suicides in detention centres. Race is in the trauma that such structures engender. The state of race in Australia reminds us of Collette Guillaumin’s pithy observation that ‘La race n’existe pas, mais elle tue’ (Race does not exist, but it does kill people) (2002, p. 107).


Alongside these examples, we also find a growing body of empirical and theoretical work documenting the racialisation of Muslims in Western nations such as the United Kingdom (Kyriakides, Virdee and Modood 2009, Meer and Modood 2009; Moosavi 2015a, 2015b), the United States (Joshi 2006; Selod and Embrick 2013), Canada (Nagra 2011), France (Galonnier 2015) and Australia (Poynting et al. 2004; Dunn, Klocker and Salabay 2007; Humphrey 2007). What this scholarship illustrates is that rather than race receding from public life (as a post-racial politic would suggest), it continues to have as much resonance and relevance as before, and is encroaching on areas that were not previously thought to be racialised, such as religion. For Muslims, racialisation is manifest in institutional and interpersonal Islamophobia, increased surveillance of Muslim communities, and repeated demands from representatives of Western governments that their Muslim constituents ‘prove’ their allegiance to the state.


It is from within this political climate that my research on the function of race in the lives of white Muslim converts emerges. White converts to Islam are implicated in both post-racial discourses and the argument that Islam is a racialised religion. As posited by scholars of whiteness studies, whiteness is an ‘unraced race’ that is experienced by white people as a racially neutral identity (Dyer 1997, p. 70); its presence is found in the silence that surrounds it. Whiteness is anchored to race through the notion of its racelessness, a concept that Goldberg states is at the heart of the post-racial, along with the colour-blindness of the US Civil Rights movement and the non-racialism of anti-apartheid (Goldberg 2013, p. 17). But white Muslim converts are also Muslim and, as this book will illustrate, the social category of ‘Muslim’ is far from raceless. White converts occupy an ambiguous and conflicted social location, but one that can help us to better understand how race functions in Australian society, particularly with regard to Muslims. Unlike non-white Muslims in Australia who have always experienced life as racialised individuals, and unlike white ‘born Muslims’ who identified as Muslim from childhood, white converts can provide unique insight into their experience of race as a white Muslim and a white non-Muslim.


In this book I explore the lived experiences of thirty-six white Australian converts to Islam, and analyse the effects of racialisation on white Muslim converts in a national context where Islam is racialised as non-white and pitted in opposition to the Australian nation. This book adds to the sociological literature that deals with macro-level racialisation of Muslims deployed through institutions, legislation and policy, social structures and national discourses, to detail how racialisation is reproduced and experienced in everyday interpersonal encounters by white converts. The figure of ‘the Muslim’ is constructed by both Muslim and non-Muslim Australians as incongruent with whiteness, and through their conversion white Muslim converts shift from a ‘raceless’ or invisible white racial positioning to one that is highly racialised.


This book is divided into seven chapters. Chapter 1 sets out the conceptual framework of the study by situating the research within existing academic race scholarship. I provide a theoretical introduction to the idea that Islam and Muslims are racialised as ‘non-white’ in Australia, and describe how ‘Australianness’, whiteness and Christianity have come to be discursively intertwined. I do so by briefly reviewing a selection of the diverse range of sociological texts that speak to the topics of race, racialisation and whiteness in nations that cohere around a white racial identity. Chapter 1 also includes an outline of the methodological framework, featuring a summary of my research methods and a reflection on ethical considerations that arose during the course of the project.


Chapter 2 examines how participants’ whiteness came under question once they converted to Islam, a religion that in Australia is often conflated with ‘Arab’ or ‘Middle Eastern’. This chapter explores the notion that white Muslim converts have actively ‘left’ whiteness through the process of their conversion, and are told that they are no longer white, experience racialised abuse or are accused of race treason. I pay particular attention to the ways in which the racialisation of objects of clothing such as the hijab and kufi allow for the wearer of such items to become racialised themselves, by proxy. This process occurs despite the fact that their bodies might not otherwise be available for racialisation—the hijab and kufi replace the need for traditionally understood markers of race such as skin colour or facial features.


Participants in the study revealed that one of the key concerns they encountered from their family and friends was the belief that converts are no longer truly Australian. Chapter 3 looks at four ways in which Islam is constructed as incompatible with Australianness: as a departure from Christian-coded secularism, a threat to the Australian nation, culturally foreign and as oppressive towards women. I argue that characterisations of Islam as culturally deviant from Australianness rely on whiteness being a pivotal aspect of Australian nationhood. For white Muslim converts, their changed relationship with aspects of Australian culture presents a challenge not just for their Australianness but also for their whiteness.


Chapter 4 addresses Muslim constructions of the West. Here, I contend that for Muslims and non-Muslims living in the West, ‘Western’ has come to mean ‘white’ in most contexts, with minor exceptions. I refer to participants’ reports to demonstrate that rather than being celebrated, the white West is articulated by Muslims they encounter as a site of superficiality, immorality and privilege gained through colonialism and foreign military interventions; a social location lacking in culture and human connection.


White Muslim converts meet a range of responses from non-white Muslims, from questions about why they converted, to disbelief, glorification, suspicion and scepticism about their religiosity. In chapter 5, I contend that these different and in some cases even contradictory reactions all hinge on the idea that whiteness and Islam are if not diametrically opposed, then at the very least inconsonant. While some white converts are forced to prove their devotion to the religion through often racialised acts of piety, others indicate that their spiritual devotion is assumed because the large cultural gap they had to bridge in order to become Muslim was perceived as a symbol of strong religious observance. The spectrum of reactions to white converts hinge on two separate but related conceptualisations of whiteness—one that considers the barrier between whiteness and Muslimness to be insurmountable, and another that sees the transition as achievable but only when accompanied by exceptional levels of piety.


Chapter 6 returns to the overarching research question that guides this book: how do white converts to Islam experience race and navigate their racial identity after conversion? This chapter recentres the focus on how white converts to Islam think about race and whiteness, and how they negotiate their racial identities in the face of the racialised cognitive frames through which they are viewed. I focus on participants’ self-characterisation of their whiteness and racial identity before and after their conversion to Islam and examine them through the racial repertoires developed by Ruth Frankenberg: essentialist racism, colour and power evasive, and race cognisant. The findings of chapter 6 suggest that among participants who were comfortable with talking about race and whiteness, converting to Islam either precipitated their cognisance, reinforced their perception of themselves as white, made them feel ‘less white’ than they were previously, or led to a repudiation of their whiteness.


While some converts expressed their feelings of being a white Muslim through explicit references to race and whiteness, others did so indirectly by talking about belonging and their attitudes toward ‘culture’, often seen through racialised lenses. Their stories are examined in chapter 7. On one hand, a number of participants described adopting certain cultural customs, traditions and attributes associated with purportedly Islamised ethnic groups in order to ‘fit in’. On the other, some converts actively rejected the idea that converts should adopt an ‘ethnic’ culture. Still others advocated for the development of an ‘Australian Islam’. The vast majority of participants described feeling as if they were in an in-between space, on the borders of both white and Muslim identities, and simultaneously on the borders of two communities—unsettling the dualistic division between ‘whiteness’ and ‘Islam’.


This book concludes with some reflections on the contributions of the book to the sociological scholarship on race and conversion, as I draw together the findings of the previous chapters to reiterate the salience of race in Australia.


Finally, a note on terminology. Throughout this book I use the term ‘convert’ to refer to participants who became Muslim after being raised in another faith or no faith, in keeping with the standard language set by the literature. Some participants use the word ‘revert’ when speaking about themselves. The term ‘revert’ is preferred by some people within the Muslim community because it better invokes the Islamic idea that all human beings are born with an innate and primordial inclination towards Islam. ‘Revert’ implies a returning to Islam. I juxtapose the ‘convert’ with the ‘born Muslim’, referring to those who were born into Muslim families and raised as Muslims. But the term ‘born Muslim’ is problematic as well, as it implies that Muslims remain static in their faith and religiosity from birth to death. Indeed, some may rightfully argue that these two terms concoct a false dichotomy that forever marks the convert as a convert, even when he or she has been Muslim for several years and no longer views themselves as a convert. For the sake of brevity, however, they are the two terms that I will use throughout this book, while acknowledging their limitations.





CHAPTER 1


The white Muslim convert in theory and method


‘Where exactly do white Muslims fit into this whole race thing?’


Daniel


Readers who have picked up this book because of their interest in race or Islam could be forgiven for thinking: why white converts? At first glance, the suggestion to centre the voices of white people might seem a strange task for a project that seeks to challenge the hegemony of whiteness in Australia. Writing almost two decades ago, Ghassan Hage said of whiteness that ‘Its new visibility is in a sense a mark of the decrease in its hegemonic power’ (1998, p. x). It is my hope that by reversing the analytical gaze onto white people—taking the lead of such thinkers as W.E.B. Du Bois and bell hooks—this study can disrupt the normalisation and naturalisation of whiteness and ‘make whiteness strange’ (Dyer 1997, p. 10).


This book interrogates the role of race in the lives of white Australian Muslim converts, and in doing so makes theoretical and empirical contributions to the study of race in a nation that coheres around a white racial identity and Christian-centric secular religious identity. In this chapter, I situate my research project in relation to existing race scholarship and establish my conceptual framework. While this book does engage with the sociological study of religion, with a particular focus on Islam and secularism, the religious dimension of the lives of the white converts interviewed is far less salient than the racial dynamic engendered by their conversion. In other words, I am primarily concerned with religion as a conduit through which racialisation can occur.


In order to understand how racial meaning can be so readily extended to and projected upon a religious community, the way that religion is conceptualised in this book—primarily as a social marker of difference, with less attention to the substantive elements of Islam itself—needs to be briefly clarified, before attending to the primary analytical frameworks of racialisation and whiteness. Functional approaches to religion have long asserted that religious affiliation plays a significant role in constituting and symbolising group identity and social cohesion, reinforcing communal borders, and providing ‘believers’ with a common moral framework (Chidester 1988, Durkheim 1965, Mitchell 2006, Yang 1997). The similarities between functional understandings of religion as a ‘dynamic between personal and group identification’ (Mitchell 2006, p. 17), race and ethnicity have been expounded upon in great detail by Tseming Yang, who contends that religion, race and ethnicity are ‘types of cultural groupings and consequently are important sources of self-definition; they serve as reference points of identity for an individual and others’ (1997, p. 128). Additionally, as Henry Goldschmidt points out, ‘one cannot understand “religion” as an autonomous sphere of individual experience and belief set apart from everyday social life, from underlying social structures, or from hierarchical relations of power’ (2004, p. 19). Removing the emphasis on substantive elements of religion such as belief, practice and ritual, in favour of group belonging and social identification, more easily enables the conflation between religion, race and ethnicity, and allows for racialisation to occur more fluidly. In order to critically explore the racialisation dynamic, then, this book uses a functional approach to religion both in its theoretical framework and also methodologically, by recruiting participants based solely on their identification as ‘Muslim’ and affiliation to Islam, rather than asking about their specific religious beliefs and practices.


By approaching religion from this perspective, we find that the collective identity of ‘Muslim’ can at once be a marker of religion, culture, ethnicity, lineage, politics and, as I will argue, race and nationality. This phenomenon is not limited to Islam. Goldschmidt contends that far from being discrete and autonomous, race, religion and nation have long been intertwined as co-constituted categories (2004). As he persuasively argues,




[R]eligion has been inextricably woven into both racial and national identities, to such an extent that ‘race’, ‘nation’, and ‘religion’ have each defined the others. These seemingly distinct discourses of difference have at times borrowed and at times contested each other’s rhetorical authority, reinforcing and undercutting each other’s social hierarchies, mixing and mingling in unresolved dialectics irreducible to any one term. (2004, p. 5)





It is this characterisation of religion that I employ in this book. I am interested in how race, religion and nation operate with and through one another. The following sections establish the conceptual framework for this task.


Racialising religion


The word ‘race’ is used in this book to describe a political idea (Lentin 2004) that is culturally and socially constructed, historically contingent, but nonetheless has a material impact on people (Alcoff 2006). While the biological basis of race has long been discredited, the body is crucial to the operation of race: race is ‘done’ by drawing upon visible, bodily differences between people and projecting moral significance upon these differences. To this day, race remains ‘central to everyone’s identity and understanding of the world’ (Omi and Winant 1994, p. 55), and needs to be named in order to be interrogated and ultimately destabilised.


To analyse the function of race in the lives of white converts to Islam, it is crucial first to understand how the process of racialisation creates and maintains race. ‘Racialisation’ has become a common word in the sociological lexicon, the magnitude of its usage belying the relative newness of its coinage. One understanding of racialisation offered by American sociologists and race theorists Michael Omi and Howard Winant sees it as ‘the extension of racial meaning to a previously racially unclassified relationship, social practice or group’ (1994, p. 64). Writing from Britain, Miles uses the word ‘racialisation’ to refer to the ‘historical emergence of the idea of “race” and to its subsequent reproduction and application’ (1989, p. 76). Other descriptions indicate that racialisation most often occurs around perceived social problems, such as immigration and crime, which become associated with certain racial groups (Murji and Solomos 2005).


Drawing on Gramsci’s theory of cultural hegemony, Omi and Winant’s racial formation theory asserts that racialisation is an ideological and historically informed process that is integral to the construction of a racial order. Racial hierarchies are continually contested by competing ‘racial projects’ that change and adapt, depending on the dominant sociopolitical discourses of the time. Racial projects can be created not only at the institutional level of government, big business and mass media but also by the ways in which people interact with each other and view their own identity, and take part in political action based on race (1994, p. 59). Its anchoring in political structures means that racialisation is an inherently political process ‘by which racial categories are created, inhabited, transformed, and destroyed’ (1994, p. 55). This is so even though the reproduction and performance of racialisation on an everyday level might be seemingly apolitical, ordinary and indeed banal.


Omi and Winant’s racial formation theory challenged traditional ideas of race that saw it either as an essentialised and static form of identity rooted in biology or as a purely illusory system of categorisation. Their framework does not deny that there are observable differences between people, but they posit that how difference is constructed, the way these differences are categorised and the meanings that individuals give to physical features are informed by social factors. Since Omi and Winant first published their theory, contemporary discourse on race has shifted away from a preoccupation with physical differences to an understanding of race that does away with physical descriptors altogether and focuses instead on cultural or religious differences between groups (Barker 1981, Gordon and Klug 1986, Solomos 1989). Anthias and Yuval-Davis (1992) integrate this expanded concept of race and racialisation into their research, and argue that a narrow view of racialisation that refuses to entertain culturalist forms of racism overlooks the experiences of groups that are portrayed as inferior but not in ways that employ the same racial nomenclature as classical racism does—for example, immigrants and refugees are constructed within dominant discourses as inferior on ethnic grounds, using the notion of ‘undesirability’ to ‘assimilate, exterminate, or exclude’ (Anthias and Yuval-Davis 1992, p. 11). Their description of racialisation is supported by Murji and Solomos, who propose that racialisation often occurs around issues that are at the heart of social and national anxieties (2005, p. 3).


Emerging literature about the racialisation of religious communities draws on similar definitions of racialisation that preclude the need for ‘race’ as it has historically been understood. In a post-September 11 political climate, sociologists and race theorists have become particularly interested in the racialisation of Islam in Western societies, such that a substantial body of work has emerged since the mid-2000s (Al-Saji 2010; Amiraux 2012; Bayoumi 2009, 2010, 2015; Dunn, Klocker and Salabay 2007; Gotanda 2011; Elver 2012; Meer 2013; Meer and Modood 2009, 2012; Moosavi 2015a, Peucker and Akbarzadeh 2014; Selod and Embrick 2013). The work of Selod and Embrick in this area is particularly illuminating, as they provide a compelling account of how Muslims have come to be racialised in popular Western discourse. They do this by ‘situating the Muslim experience in race scholarship’, employing racialisation as an analytical tool rather than a description of an assumed fact. Selod and Embrick demonstrate that long before the emergence of racial classification, non-Christian religious groups were demarcated and placed into hierarchies on the basis of whether they were considered ‘godless’ and therefore capable of being enslaved and treated cruelly, and those who were of the ‘wrong religion’; in other words, Judaism and Islam. Jewish and Muslim people were treated better than those who belonged to a pagan religion, but were classed as innately inferior to Christians because their blood was considered impure. Religious differences and perceived inferiority were viewed as a product of biology, a logic that in conjunction with racial classification schemes served as the ideological foundation for colonialism in much of Asia, Africa and the Middle East.


This historical phenomenon is sufficient to situate Muslims and Jews firmly in race theory, because the process of categorising people into religious hierarchies based on the purity of their blood operates on the same logic as the hierarchisation of races. Selod and Embrick use it as a basis to explore the contemporary racialisation of Muslims and Arabs in the United States, suggesting that after the September 11 terrorist attacks, Arabs in the United States became a visible minority, although they were still racially classified as white. They propose that racialisation occurs unevenly across Arab American populations, with Arab Muslims less like to identify as white than Arab Christians at 50 per cent versus 73 per cent (2013, p. 649). Selod and Embrick attribute this difference to the cultural motifs and markers that are associated with Muslims.


The form and function of contemporary racialisation differs depending on the national context in question and the broader racial and religious dynamics in play. Writing about the United States, for example, Joshi elaborates on the multi-tiered process of racialisation in which race, religion and ethnicity combine to racially mark young South Asian people, stating that the ways in which Hinduism, Sikhism and Islam are represented in popular American discourse blurs the boundaries between race and religion to the point where particular sets of phenotypical attributes come to be associated with a particular religion (2006, p. 216). The racialisation of religious Others is used as a dehumanising tool by political leaders, the discursive ramifications of which include the theological conflation of Hinduism, Sikhism and Islam, and the representation of each religion as monolithic, dismissing the possibility for differences and diversity within them (Joshi 2006).


Similar arguments have been made in the United Kingdom, where the large population of South Asian Muslims—primarily of Bangladeshi, Indian or Pakistani backgrounds—has led to the conflation of ethnicity and religion to the point where Muslims are automatically racialised as South Asian (Modood, Berthoud and Nazroo 2002, p. 422). The racialisation of Muslims in the United Kingdom rarely uses the rationalisation of biological or genetic inferiority, but instead relies on a discourse of inferiority anchored in religion, culture and community (Modood 2002). Despite this, physical appearance is still a significant part of the racialisation process as physical attributes such as skin colour, clothing, headgear and facial hair can and are connected to particular religions at any given sociohistorical juncture, which might also correspond with a racialised ethnic group (Modood 2002, p. 118). The racialisation of Muslims occurs because of the characterisation of Islam as a ‘non-white’ religion, as Islam becomes imagined as an extension of South Asian culture (Moosavi 2015a).


The Australian experience of racialisation is different once again. In Australia the term ‘Muslims’ is more likely to be used interchangeably with ‘Arab’ or ‘Middle Eastern’ than with ‘South Asian’, despite the existence of sizeable Muslim South Asian communities in major Australian cities. Anti-Muslim racism often conflates Muslim with Arab/Middle Eastern, and utilises discourses of inferiority that denigrate Muslims as being culturally backward and incompatible with the Australian way of life (Dunn, Klocker and Salabay 2007). Dunn, Klocker and Salabay argue that anti-Muslim attitudes in Australia are ‘reproduced through racialisation that includes well-rehearsed stereotypes of Islam’ (2007, p. 564) and that create a ‘culture’ rather than ‘colour’ racism. They draw on three data sets, including surveys and print media, to illustrate that Muslims are constituted as culturally inferior, barbaric, misogynistic, fanatical, intolerant and ultimately alien. Dunn, Klocker and Salabay contend that this perception is a racialised one that sets up ‘Muslim’ as a homogenous and reified identity that is incompatible with Australia as a white/Christian culture (2007, p. 569). Importantly, they suggest that the contemporary racialisation of Muslims is primarily derived from ‘observable elements of culture’ (2007, p. 567) that are based on either clothing or phenotypical attributes, such as skin colour, having a beard or wearing Islamic clothing. The negative moral appraisals made of Muslims are projected onto visible aspects of Muslim bodies. Dunn, Klocker and Salabay suggest that Islamic clothing operates to racialise Muslims in the same way as observable differences in the body are racialised in other groups.


Embedded in the arguments of the aforementioned scholars is the warning that the racialisation of Islam leads to Islamophobia. Research on Islamophobia conducted in Muslim-minority contexts worldwide indicates that Islamophobia is often conceptualised as a form of cultural racism that stems from the racialisation of Muslims (Allen 2010, Modood 1997, van Nieuwkerk 2004, Werbner 2005, Dunn, Klocker and Salabay 2007, Meer 2008, Meer and Modood 2012, Morgan and Poynting 2012, Dagistanli and Grewal 2012, Atie and Dunn 2013). Such studies demonstrate how cultural racism is invoked against religious communities who are portrayed as being incompatible with and even hostile to the West, in order to fulfil political agendas. As observed by Dunn, Klocker and Salabay (2007), the threat of the undesirable ‘Other’ to national cohesion is evoked through the language of cultural difference rather than racial inferiority. Writing in the 1980s, Gordon and Klug provide a concise summary of the meaning of ‘new racism’:




The new racism, therefore, may be summarised as a cluster of beliefs which holds that it is natural for people who share a way of life, a culture, to bond together in a group and to be antagonistic towards outsiders who are different and who are seen to threaten their identity as a group. In this, the proponents of the new racism claim that they are not being racist or prejudiced, nor are they making any value judgements about the ‘others’, but simply recognising that they are different. (1986, p. 22)





In the above excerpt, Gordon and Klug refer to cultural racism as ‘new’ compared to the ‘old’ or ‘biological’ racism that they claim preceded it. It is debatable, however, whether so-called cultural racism is new at all, or whether it has in fact always been a feature of racism, from its very inception. Here, I employ the perspective of Alana Lentin, who persuasively argues that it is the latter, and that attempts to attribute certain forms of racism to ‘culture’ rather than to ‘colour’ belie the historical complicity of both in constructions of racism and processes of racialisation (2014). She uses the example of anti-Semitism to support her position, stating:




While European anti-Semitism constituted the Jews as a race apart, the tropes of their difference were cultural as often as they were ‘biological’, just as in the case of Muslims today. Because it has become taboo to refer to race in biological terms, culture has become the means through which difference is now most commonly marked. Whereas this is often merely descriptive, the reference to cultural difference also implies a hierarchy in societies that are stratified along ethno-national and often colour-coded lines. (2014, p. 7)





Thus, treating ‘culture’ and ‘race’ as autonomous and discrete is an inaccurate representation of how both function in the social world, historically and contemporaneously. There is little discernible distinction between so-called ‘old’ and ‘new’ forms of racism—culture and colour have both been implicated in racism from its very inception, as well as in Islamophobia.


Facing whiteness


Implicit in the racialising discourses that construct Muslims in Australia as culturally inferior is the idea that Islam is diametrically opposed to the ideals and values of whiteness. This is despite a reluctance to talk about race where it pertains to whiteness, with a preference to framing discussion in terms of ethnicity (e.g. Anglo-Saxon) or nationality (Australian) instead. Whiteness scholars have contended that whiteness is rarely discussed in such nations as Australia because in white-dominant countries it is not racialised; it is a ‘non-race’, invisible but omnipresent (Bonnett 2005, Dyer 1997, Garner 2007, Moreton-Robinson 2004). Several scholars have argued that whiteness is thus naturalised, and constructed as normative (Frankenberg 1993, Hartigan 1997, McIntosh 1998). According to Dyer, whiteness is constructed and lived by white people as a racially or culturally neutral identity (Dyer 1997, p. 70). The cultural practices and values associated with whiteness are viewed as normative and ‘common sense’, while ‘race has come to mean that one is interested in any racial imagery other than that of white people’ (Dyer 1997, p. 1). Dyer calls on people to deconstruct white hegemony by treating it as a racial identity rather than a racially neutral experience, and racially mark whiteness in the same way as whiteness racially marks anything that is unlike it.


Dyer’s assertions are compelling, although it should be noted that he is speaking to white people; it is only those who occupy whiteness as a site of power who are unable to perceive whiteness. As scholars such as hooks and Dubois have made abundantly apparent, for Black people, an already racialised group, whiteness has never been invisible or culturally neutral but is indeed omnipresent; a factor that governs their lives through racially inflected institutions, social structures and political systems. Whiteness is perceptible on the bodies of white people, as hooks points out in relation to her experiences teaching in a US university:




Usually, white students respond with naïve amazement that black people critically assess white people from a standpoint where ‘whiteness’ is a privilege signifier … Many of them were shocked that black people think critically about whiteness because racist thinking perpetuates the fantasy that the Other who is subjugated, who is subhuman, lacks the ability to comprehend, to understand, to see the working of the powerful. (1992, pp. 339–40)





hooks situates whiteness as the subject of the Black gaze, following the example of Du Bois, who wrote evocatively of this same phenomenon in his 1920 essay, ‘The Souls of White Folk’. However, Du Bois not only talks of being able to perceive whiteness but also emphasises that he can see through whiteness precisely because his ontological and epistemic blackness has been moulded by whiteness, as all racialised groups have. Of ‘white souls’, Du Bois states:




Of them I am singularly clairvoyant. I see in and through them. I view them from unusual points of vantage. Not as a foreigner do I come, for I am native, not foreign, bone of their thought and flesh of their language. Mine is not the knowledge of the traveler [sic] or the colonial composite of dear memories, words and wonder … I know their thoughts and they know that I know. This knowledge makes them now embarrassed, now furious! They deny my right to live and be and call me misbirth! My word is to them mere bitterness and my soul, pessimism. (2007, p. 44)





For Du Bois, whiteness is not simply one racial identity among many but a social location conferring structural privilege upon those who inhabit it. It is for this reason that Dyer and hooks have proposed that the white gaze be flipped back onto whiteness, in the hope that by exposing whiteness the racial structures that sustain it will also be exposed and eventually dismantled. hooks suggests the need for ‘the production for a discourse on race that interrogates whiteness’, claiming that ‘In far too much contemporary discourse—though there are some outstanding exceptions—race is always an issue of Otherness that is not white’ (1992, p. 54).


Central to any discussion of whiteness, then, is the understanding that whiteness carries significant privilege and authority within a racialised hierarchical schema that centres white experiences and white bodies. The privilege that whiteness affords white people is sustained through structures and schemas that normalise whiteness and construct it as both natural and common sense. Through this process whiteness becomes, in the words of Homi Bhabha, ‘a screen for projecting the political phantoms of the past on the unfulfilled surfaces of the present; but at the same time it resembles what house painters call a primer, a base color that regulates all others, a norm that spectacularly or stealthily underlies powerful social values’ (Bhabha 1998, p. 23). Whiteness is not just a racial identity but also a ‘strategy of authority’ (Bhabha 1998, Du Bois 2007).


Dyer, hooks, Du Bois and Bhabha provide arresting introductions to the concept of whiteness in race scholarship. Importantly, however, the function and motility of whiteness differs significantly according to national context, so it is necessary to further interrogate whiteness from the perspective of Australian scholars. The centrality of whiteness to the formation of the Australian nation state and the Australian national identity is indisputable. It is apparent both in Australia’s violent colonial past and present and in its policies on immigration, which have operated in tandem to attempt to affix ‘Australianness’ with a white racial identity through the exclusion of Indigenous Australians and non-white immigrants and refugees. The origin of ‘White Australia’ began with the myth of terra nullius, meaning ‘no one’s land’, whereby in 1788 white British colonists declared Australia to be uninhabited, denying the existence of the land’s Indigenous inhabitants while simultaneously exterminating them (Grimshaw et al. 1994). The claim of terra nullius enabled colonists to ‘claim’ Australia without having to formally ‘conquer’ it. Aileen Moreton-Robinson argues that the formation of Australia as a nation state was built on the dispossession of land from Indigenous people, just as Canada, Hawaii, New Zealand and the United States were (2015). The process of dispossession has continued since white invasion by denying Indigenous sovereignty and making ‘piecemeal concessions’ (2015, p. xi). By dispossessing Indigenous people of their land, she argues, the Australian nation is constructed as a white possession (Moreton-Robinson 2005, 2015). Moreton-Robinson asserts that in Australia ‘white possession operates socio-discursively to produce the racial contract that enables, constrains and disciplines subjects in various ways. The possessiveness of white subjectivity is thus regulated through its relationship with the nation state’ (2015, p. 54).
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