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Introduction


Muslim communities are among the least well understood in Australia, and yet they form a vibrant element of the multicultural society that Australia aspires to have. Constituting 2.2 per cent of the population, Muslims are Australia’s second-largest non-Christian religious group and are forecast to grow to 714 000 by 2030, an increase of 80 per cent.1 As a result, there is great interest in issues related to Muslims and Islam; however, a large concentration of the scholarly literature as well as media and political discourses focus predominantly on political issues and actors related to fundamentalism, radicalisation, militancy and terrorism. The dominance of these issues in the discourses does not provide a holistic understanding of Muslims, particularly their role, place and identity as minorities in a Western society. Moreover, while a small contingency of Muslim militants and jihadist groups gain much attention and focus, we know relatively little about the larger number of Muslim political actors engaged in civil society. Indeed, in contrast to the much publicised militant jihadist and radical groups, Muslim civil society organisations (MCSOs) are far more representative of Muslim communities and integral to the long-term position of Islam in Australia. Accordingly, this book examines the much neglected scholarship and discourse about the emerging phenomenon of Australian MCSOs, firstly by identifying and mapping all possible MCSOs in Australia, and secondly by collating, delineating and explicating comprehensively their narratives and experiences.


The central research question of this book essentially is: what are the experiences of Muslim civil society actors in responding to the Australian socio-political context? In order to gain a comprehensive, detailed, yet nuanced understanding of Australian MCSOs, this book examines:


1.  the nature, focus, goals, aims, and activities of MCSOs;


2.  how MCSO actors have responded to the challenges of the Australian socio-political context and the perceived impact these experiences have had on them;


3.  how Islam is manifested in this milieu, in terms of what aspects of the faith are emphasised and de-emphasised, how sacred texts are interpreted and applied and how the religion engages with the wider society; and


4.  the implications for future inter-community relations and Islam in Australia.


Significance of the Research


This book is a result of my own extensive activism and founding of several MCSOs in the last fifteen years as well as my connections with the other MCSOs in Australia throughout that time. I have observed that while their militant political counterparts gain considerable public attention, the work of MCSO actors is largely unrecognised in the public sphere as well as in the scholarly research. These MCSOs in the West engage in a broad spectrum of activities, including charity work, women’s empowerment, youth advocacy, education, mental health, civil and human rights advocacy, environmental sustainability, interfaith understanding and dialogue as well was providing for the social, recreational and cultural needs of Muslims in the West.


In order to provide a richer understanding of Muslims, attention needs to shift towards those who do not necessarily play ‘an explicitly political role’.2 As Jung argues, ‘although they may be less conspicuous, these Muslim civil society organisations represent a much broader and possibly more important dimension of public religious engagement … than their [in]famous political counterparts’.3 Significantly, the continuing challenge and response from this investigation is to present the MCSOs’ stories and counter-narratives and highlight them in the public sphere.


In addition, an important contribution of this book is in respect to methodology. This book is unique in its application of phenomenology to Muslim issues; it has particularly demonstrated the utility of the descriptive phenomenological research approach and design for understanding the Muslim experience in the West. This is significant as a central problem in respect to Islam in the West has been the prevalence of media commentators, politicians and socalled experts on Islam speaking on behalf of Muslims, presuming to fully understand their reality and Islam. Ultimately, Islam is what Muslims understand it to be, subject to their interpretations and based on their experiences,4 and this book has provided space for those narratives to be articulated.


Chapter Structure


This first chapter lays the foundation for the rest of the book. It provides the background and context, introducing key concepts, contending definitions and approaches related to civil society. In particular, it broadly explores the literature concerning the intersection of religion and civil society. The chapter also provides an overview of the relationship between Islam and civil society and discusses the differing views associated with this relationship, especially with respect to the problematic Eurocentric view of civil society as demonstrated by the literature. Furthermore, it progresses the concept from a political focus to one based on community building, which underpins this present inquiry. Following this discussion, an introduction to the research framework is outlined, highlighting the past and present context of Muslims in Australia. The chapter also notes that although Muslim presence in Australia dates back to the sixteenth century with the arrival of the Macassan fisherman and traders, it was only in the 1970s that Muslims started establishing MCSOs to meet the needs of their communities.


The second chapter discusses and provides justification for the use of phenomenology as the epistemological and methodological underpinning of this book. It argues specifically for descriptive phenomenology as the basis for the research paradigm and design. Moreover, this chapter outlines how, in order to achieve the book’s aims and objectives, the research design is divided into two parts and is multi-layered to encapsulate a richer understanding of this phenomenon. The first part involves identifying and mapping MCSOs in Australia in a database; this provided a reference point to locate the participants for the purposeful sampling as well as to gauge the diversity of services provided by all possible MCSOs in Australia. The second part focuses on interpretive, phenomenological interviews and outlines how participants were selected, how the interviews were structured and how the data was analysed and described. The ethical considerations concerning the role of the researcher are also examined in this chapter, and pertinent issues related to trustworthiness (validity and reliability) are explored and concerns addressed. Finally, this chapter reveals that the phenomenological interviews with the Australian MCSO actors indicate that there are four main themes which they are concerned about and which impact on them. The delineated themes are community building, issues of social inclusion, the events of 9/11 and the negotiation of identity and place as a minority group.


Extending this discussion, the third chapter presents findings from the first part of the research design, in addition to the delineation of one of the related major themes which emerged from the second part of the research design. Firstly, in attempting to answer the specific research question, which is, what is the nature, focus, goals, aims and activities of MCSOs, as well as to ascertain a general overview of the phenomenon, the first part of the research framework involved empirical research by identifying and mapping MCSOs and distributing the organisations according to their geography and categories. It also provides an overview of the MCSOs interviewed: their background and context, their vision and the key services they offer.


Secondly, one of the major themes which emerged from the phenomenological interviews was that the Australian MCSO actors were keen to discuss establishing and building community as part of their lived experience. Specifically, the actors spoke about the establishment of their own organisation, independent from the mosque and mosque societies, in order to fill a much-needed void in the community as well as to assist the community in accessing important resources, including government grants. Before the empirical data from the first part of the research design and the description of the themes are presented and discussed, the chapter begins by providing a brief overview of the Muslim community-building process, including the formation of religious associations and societies, community organisations and educational institutions.


The fourth chapter explores the issue of social inclusion and the Muslim community in Australia, another major theme derived from the phenomenological interviews. Before any discussion on social inclusion can occur, it is essential to outline the associated essential concept of social capital.5 As noted by a number of scholars and social policy experts, the theory of social inclusion alone is inadequate and ineffective in creating participation, equity and cohesion. Thus, Bollard and others argue that it needs to be combined with the theory of social capital; otherwise, social inclusion would risk following ‘a path of ideology, rather than one based on empirical evaluation’.6 It is also suggested that the combination of these two theories provides a deeper understanding of what is needed for a more inclusive society. Accordingly, this chapter attempts to define social capital in the context of actors involved in MCSOs in Australia and how this extends into and creates opportunities for social inclusion.


As articulated by the actors, Australian MCSOs are extensively involved and proactive in generating high levels of all forms of social capital allowing for a more inclusive and cohesive society.7 This is especially beneficial for Australian Muslims who feel socially excluded or marginalised from mainstream Australian society. Moreover, when Australian MCSOs are able to provide the bonding, bridging and linking forms of social capital, they are better able to facilitate pathways to social inclusion. This chapter then delineates the sub-themes of social inclusion as presented by the actors in this book, particularly demonstrating that Australian MCSOs are full agents in the social inclusion process, providing the vital education, training, employment, voluntary, networking and advocacy opportunities and initiatives for their clients, members and others in the community.


Finally, this chapter also expounds that while many reports and studies provide pragmatic suggestions on how to work towards the social inclusion of Australian Muslims, these suggestions tend to focus on how the government can provide these solutions. What is lacking in the literature is the recognition of the Australian Muslim community’s role and agency in initiating and executing the programs needed to address such issues of social inclusion. Indeed, this study reveals that Australian MCSOs are proactively engaging with their communities to ensure that they are responding appropriately to these issues.


One of the main clustered themes relates to the impact the tragic events of 9/11 had on MCSOs. The fifth chapter begins with an outline of how studies focusing on the responses of Muslim organisations and individuals to 9/11 revealed that many MCSOs were ‘obligated’ to participate and engage in three main activities—interfaith dialogue, media engagement and consultation with all levels of government. The interviews from this book, however, reveal that what is lacking in the literature is the impact these engagements have had on the organisations, even a decade after 9/11. This chapter proceeds to present the related sub-themes about the impact 9/11 had on MCSOs, which were a shift in focus; feeling ill-equipped to deal with the frenzy; mistrust and criticism from within the Muslim community; exhaustion; resilience; creating a more transparent, open community; and emphasising pluralism. These findings have also revealed how Islam is manifested within these contexts. In particular, the events of 9/11 have forced Australian MCSOs to become more introspective about their own faith as well as examine how it informs their organisation’s ethos, vision and goals. The actors revealed that during this process they acknowledged and committed their organisation to the emphasis of higher objectives and principles in Islam (maqasid), including the importance of religious pluralism, inclusivity, diversity and openness.


The final chapter presents the clustered sub-themes related to the negotiation of identity and place in multicultural Australia. The actors, particularly, noted these sub-themes: asserting the Australian Muslim identity; adaptation; integration not assimilation; contributing to the wider society; and an emphasis on universalism. Finally, this chapter illustrates that the phenomenological interviews with Australian MCSO actors have demonstrated that the intersection of Islam and civil society, played out in the wider Australian context, results in the emergence and development of religiously grounded cosmopolitan ideas.


This book makes a unique contribution to the literature by comprehensively mapping and identifying for the first time all possible MCSOs in Australia. In doing so, it presents the diverse work of MCSO actors and the broad spectrum of their activities that is largely unrecognised in the public sphere as well as in scholarly research. Additionally, four key themes emerged from the phenomenological interviews about the lived experiences of the Australian MCSOs. They were key themes related to community building, social inclusion, the impact of 9/11 and the negotiation of identity. Importantly, based on these four major themes, the analysis demonstrates that one of the universal essences of Australian MCSOs clearly highlights that Islam does not exist in Australia in isolation from the wider socio-political context. Indeed, there is a constant, albeit under-recognised, process of negotiated exchange with Australian cultural norms and values.


The other universal essence which emerged from this study indicates that external events have brought Australian MCSOs full circle in their building of community. When they first began establishing permanent communities throughout Australia, the emphasis was particularly inward-looking; they needed to lay permanent roots in their new country and, thus, concentrated on the internal needs of their communities. However, the impact of the events of 9/11 and other domestic and global political events meant that so much focus and resources were spent on the external needs that the Australian MCSOs found themselves neglecting the internal needs of the communities in which they were originally established to serve. A number of recent issues related to troubled Australian Muslim youth have confirmed the urgent need for MCSOs in Australia to re-shift their focus, concentrating particularly on youth capacity building and issues related to youth identity negotiation. The actors argued that the inward focus will allow them to create a more harmonious relationship externally.


The findings from this research help to better inform researchers, community developers and policy makers in their understanding of community building, engagement and agency at the local level. Moreover, utilising phenomenology as the methodology provides a unique, yet comprehensive and holistic approach to studying Muslim communities in Australia, allowing Muslims to articulate for themselves their rich experiences, through their own narratives. Thus, the robust, interpretive phenomenological narratives provide an experientially based understanding of MCSO actors’ experiences in adapting to the Australian socio-political context. The findings also explore how Islam is manifested in this milieu, in terms of what aspects of the faith are emphasised and de-emphasised. Specifically, the actors’ narratives elucidate how the sacred texts are interpreted and applied and how Islam, as it is practised, engages with the wider society. This is an important area of research which has not been sufficiently investigated nor discussed in the literature related to Islam and Muslims, particularly as minorities in the West. The lack of study in this field does not match its importance nor reflect the major implications the findings will have on inter-community relations in Australia.


Notes


1   Pew Research Center.


2   Jung in Sparre and Petersen, p. 7.


3   ibid.


4   Rane, pp. 13–29.


5   The majority of scholars agree that any worthwhile discussion on social inclusion should also include a discussion about social capital (see, for example, Lou Wilson).


6   Bollard, p. 16.


7   Kawachi and Berkman, pp. 458–67.





CHAPTER 1


Conceptualising Civil Society, the Intersection of Religion and Muslims in Australia


Introduction


This first chapter lays the foundation for the rest of the book. It provides the background and context, firstly introducing concepts, contending definitions and diverse approaches related to civil society which form part of the theoretical framework for the first part of this book’s research design. It also explores literature concerning the intersection of religion and civil society and, additionally, presents an overview of the relationship between Islam and civil society and discusses the differing views associated with this relationship. This chapter then progresses the concept from a political focus to one based on community building. Following this discussion, an introduction to the research context, that is, the Australian Muslim community and their long history in Australia, is detailed.


Civil Society: Origins, Characteristics, Boundaries and Definitions


Any study of civil society must first begin with defining this term, but this is no easy task as there is no consensus due to the varied nature of this field. There are so many meanings and conceptualisations posited by the different disciplines (at times with contradictory meanings) that Post and Rosenblum have aptly referred to civil society as the ‘chicken soup of social sciences’.1 Even within the same discipline, there is still a breadth of interpretations, and consensus as to what civil society means and encompasses remain elusive. Accordingly, Obadare adds, ‘For all this analytic intensity however, civil society continues to evade the critical gaze, and seemingly definitive statements about its meaning or origin have merely given rise to even knottier dilemmas’.2 Because the concept is highly contested, scholars like Young and Edwards offer a solution and contend that civil society should not be understood as a onesentence definition; rather, the understanding should encompass its inherent plurality, diversity and contexts.3 This view becomes clearer when we explore the genealogy of this term.


Many scholars observe that the concept of civil society became an en vogue term starting from the late seventeenth century, continuing on in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in Western societies with the writings of Adam Ferguson (1723–1816) and Thomas Paine (1737–1809), for example, and thus, start their discussion on this topic from that milieu.4 It is worth noting, however, that the term, like most relating to political discourse, can be traced back to ancient Greece, with Socrates, Plato (The Republic) and Aristotle (Politics) discussing the concept of an ideal society. The ideal society (that is, the polis),5 is one in which society and the state are merged into one entity. For these philosophers, an ideal polis evolved into a good society (societas civilis) where a person’s sense of personal, family and religious identity ‘became subordinate to the role of a free citizen and the needs of the polis’.6 To ensure this, rules were needed to maintain order, peace and civility. Roman philosophers, such as Cicero (106–43 BCE), held similar views, and European intellectuals, such as Rousseau (1712–78) and Kant (1724–1804), held that civil society was synonymous with the state. Edwards notes that these thinkers, like the early philosophers, did not necessarily distinguish between the state and society because for them the state propagated and maintained the ‘civil’ part of society; thus, the end goal of civil society was a ‘civilised’ society.7


The main characteristic of civil society in early history, aligning civil society with the state as discussed by these philosophers, started to be questioned by many writers in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, such as Thomas Paine and John Locke (1632–1704). These thinkers began conceptualising civil society as its own entity, not necessarily independent from the state, but rather one which provides the counterbalance or prevents the state from assuming all power. In particular, Locke was one of the first thinkers in modern times to impress on this point. For him, the foremost responsibility of civil society is to protect the individual, their rights and their property from the imposing arbitrary powers of the state.8


In the late nineteenth century, George Wilhelm Freidrich Hegel (1770–1831) developed the discussion further in his Elements of the Philosophy of Right. Pelczynski remarks that ‘the conceptual separation of the state and civil society is one of the most original features of Hegel’s political and social philosophy’.9 For Hegel, civil society (buergerliche Gesellschaft) represents the stage or position on the dialectical relationship of perceived opposites—the macro-community of the community and the micro-community of the family. In this understanding of the civil society sphere, the social interactions relate to one’s economic needs. It needs to be noted that these interactions may not always be harmonious and can be diverse and even divisive. Accordingly, Hegel was not against the state or its strong powers; rather, he believed that civil society is dependent on the state and recognised that the state can and should unify and reconcile these divergent interactions. This trichotomy of relationships is often referenced to be behind the contemporary ‘third way’ or the ‘third sector’ understanding of civil society.10 Hegel’s contemporaries and supporters pursued this split into the political left and right. For Karl Marx (1818–83), the split to the political left became the foundation for his economic visions and all non-state aspects of society. For others on the right, such as the neo-Tocquevillians, it became the source for a deeper understanding of the third sector, comprising voluntary associations and institutions between the market and the state.


While Hegel’s discussion on civil society contributed to an important evolution in the understanding of the distinction between state, civil society and family, it is Alexis de Tocqueville (1805–59),11 a French political philosopher, who is credited to be one of the first scholars to study, discuss and extend the concept of civil society extensively with his influential work Democracy in America (1835 [volume 1]; 1840 [volume 2]).12 On his nine-month visit to the United States in the early nineteenth century, Tocqueville concluded that the free voluntary associations he witnessed provided the true role of civil society—that is, they were positioned well between the citizens and the state. He also contended that through civil society, democratic ideals and civic virtues can be learned and better realised. Tocqueville’s thoughts on civil society continue to be influential in this field, especially his early ideas about ‘social capital’, which will be explored further in the subsequent sections.13


In contemporary times, the works of social anthropologist Ernest Gellner (1925–95) also provide much reflection on these issues. For Gellner civil society is a natural state of human freedom and consists of diverse non-governmental associations powerful enough to act as a set of checks and balances against the state, ‘while not preventing the state from fulfilling its role of keeper of the peace and arbitrator between major interests’.14 Putnam’s often-quoted works, Bowling Alone and Making Democracy Work, argue that civil society associations are vital in a vibrant, functioning society. The main role of these organisations is to socialise people, by building networks, reciprocity and trust. Correspondingly, this produces social capital (social connections; social networks) and ‘should be positively associated with good government’.15


For the purpose of this book and to localise this heterogeneous, global and complex concept, I will be using the definition put forth by the Australian Centre for Civil Society, which states that civil society ‘refers to the relationships and associations that make up our life at grass-roots levels of society, in families, neighbourhoods and voluntary associations, independent of both government and the commercial world’.16 With respect to this definition, civil society organisations (CSOs) include non-government organisations, nonprofit and professional associations, trade unions and community, neighbourhood groups, registered charities, men’s and women’s groups, educational and religious organisations.



Religion and Civil Society



It has been observed by some theorists that the earliest forms of civil society were religious institutions.17 Some further argue that these religious-based institutions may have even pre-dated the governmental and state institutions we know of today.18 Henningham, for example, states that ‘the oldest continuing institution in the world is the Catholic Church’.19 Despite the rich history, it has been only in recent times that greater attention, recognition and scholarship have been given to the relationship between religious institutions and civil society.20 The definition advanced for religious civil society organisations (RCSOs), like many concepts within the social sciences, can be ambiguous. Referring to the definition of civil society as highlighted in the previous section, as well as drawing inspiration from Anhelm’s and Berger’s conceptions, this book defines RCSOs as independent, non-governmental and non-profit associations whose identity, vision and aims are derived from one or more religious or spiritual traditions.21


Putnam concludes in Bowling Alone that in the twentieth century the rapid disappearance of CSOs (especially community-based organisations) is linked to the decrease in religious practice. As a result, scholars like Wagner encourage the study of the interplay between religion and civil society, and suggest two models for analysing the relationship: the contractualist model of deliberate democracy and the communitarian model of associational democracy.22


The contractualist model is inspired by Rawls’s and Habermas’s views of public reason and civic engagement respectively.23 This model also borrows heavily from Rousseau’s Social Contract, which emphasises the equality of all citizens, not by voluntary activism or associational membership, but by their engagement in deliberative democracy, by voting, for example. On the other hand, the communitarian model is theoretically based on Tocqueville and Putnam. Expanding on the communitarian model and focusing specifically on Putnam’s research, a few scholars, such as Locke and Ivereigh, argue that while one does not have to be religious to engage in selfless acts of service, faith groups and organisations are better equipped to generate engagement and participation, thereby providing the necessary social connections or social capital as expounded by Putnam.24 Jochum, Pratten and Wilding agree and observe that faith-based organisations can provide the impetus and renewal for civic engagement. They also note that these organisations can play a vital role in promoting community cohesion and social integration. Additionally, faith-based organisations can provide access or be gateways to hard-to-reach communities.25


Other scholars also note that RCSOs engender strong moral and social values.26 Kilby contends that these faith-based organisations are able to provide a moral approach which governments sometimes lack and stresses that ‘the whole concept of service and altruism is a fundamental precept of most religious traditions; private aid for addressing injustice and alleviating poverty at home and in foreign lands occurred well ahead of any thoughts by government to do the same’.27 As a result of what Berger and others term cultural power, RCSOs are able to effect great change.28


Proponents also note that faith-based CSOs provide both much-needed human and material resources, including paid staff, membership funds, donations, links to community and volunteers. With respect to donating to charity, research by ICM found religious people are more generous than those with a no-faith background. In particular, the survey of over 4000 Britons found that Muslims gave an average of $567, Jews an average of $412, Christians an average of $272 and atheists an average of $171.29


However, there are a number of scholars, agencies and policy makers who are sceptical about the true nature of the RCSOs’ agenda—whether it is purely altruistic or simply another proselytising exercise, masked under the guise of altruism.30 Manji and O’Coill assert that ‘with the rise of the anti-colonial movement colonial missionary societies and charitable organisations were clearly tainted in the eyes of the majority by their association with racial colonial repression’.31 Moreover, Thomas argues that RCSOs prey on the vulnerability of the poor, marginalised and disadvantaged. He contends that these people convert, not because of religious or conscious conviction, but, rather, for ‘material exigencies’.32 Yeoman highlights similar situations occurring in Somalia. He cites Robert MacPherson, a security director for an aid group, who informed him RCSOs appeared at sites for food distribution ‘handing out Christian literature, giving the impression that food aid was contingent on conversion to Christianity’.33


It is important to note, however, that both proponents and critics of the role of religion in the context of civil society admit that not enough research has been done in this area to offer any conclusive arguments. Locke observes that the interplay of civil society and religion is quite complex and more research is needed to offer a better understanding, especially the ‘connection between the helper, the helped and the act of helping’.34 Indeed, as Kennedy and Nowland state, there is an absence of religion ‘from contemporary conversations around intersectionality. Other forms of identity … are acknowledged and ever present in the scholarship … it is important to place some of the issues surrounding faith “on the table”, in order to provoke further reflection and deepen the debate and understanding around these issues’.35 Similarly, Berger concludes that because RCSOs are connected to an extensive network and represent an abundance of capital—social, cultural, spiritual and financial—it is imperative to actively engage with religious civil society actors in order to source and develop meaningful solutions for the major problems in society today.36


Islam and Civil Society


While there needs to be more research on the intersection of religion and civil society in general, there is an even more noticeable absence of literature on Muslim-based organisations in studies on civil society than is the case with some other religions. The scant literature available focuses on the importance of community in Islam,37 rather than the participation of MCSOs in society. A few scholars, such as Mardin, suggest that civil society is a ‘Western dream’ and ‘does not translate into Islamic terms’.38 Similarly, Gellner concurs and insists that Islam ‘exemplifies a social order which seems to lack much capacity to provide countervailing institutions or associations, which is atomised without much individualism, and operates effectively without intellectual pluralism’.39


Some scholars acknowledge that while views like Mardin’s and Gellner’s are insightful, they are very limited. Rather, these scholars argue that civil society can be applied to Islamic culture, albeit overcoming some barriers which relate to some of the pre-modern aspects of Islam.40 For instance, Sajoo rejects the claim that Islamic values and teachings are not compatible with civil society, regarding it as theoretically and empirically ‘grounded in dubious assumptions’. He adds that Islamic scriptures and philosophy have ‘resources rich in their expressions of social solidarity, pluralism and ethics’.41


Bamyeh in Civil Society and the Islamic Experience extends this discussion and states that the problem lies not in the issue of Islam and civil society, but, instead, in the concept itself. He contends that because the term civil society is rooted in European social and political history, it needs to be ‘adjusted somewhat when applied to other parts of the world to allow for local and regional histories and experiences’.42 In order to allow for this, Bamyeh suggests surveying the subject in question, rather than the concept itself.43 Thus, applying the general understanding of civil society as society organised outside of the state, as discussed earlier, and then applying it to the Muslim experience, one can find corresponding categories and social organisations and associations such as qabila (tribe), ayan (urban notables), or the ulama (learned networks of scholars).44


The broad term of civil society and the specific interrelated concept of social capital, as previously discussed, can also be traced back to discussions by fourteenth century Muslim sociologist Abdul Rahman Ibn Khaldun (1332–1406) who is considered by many scholars to be the father of sociology.45 Ibn Khaldun devoted much thought and discussion to the concept of asabiyah (a term he coined), which has been translated by Rosenthal as ‘a group feeling’;46 by Talbi as ‘at one and the same time the cohesive force of the group, the conscience that it has of its own specificity and collective aspirations, and the tension that animates’;47 and by Anderson as ‘a concept of relation by sameness opposed both to the state (dawlah) based on relations of difference or complementarity, and to religion, which alone supersedes it’.48 Lawrence, commenting on Anderson’s definition, states that religion supersedes, not by negating it or denying it, but by simply ‘redefining it’.49 These definitions combined provide a similar concept to what we know as social capital—that is, asabiyah refers to the essence of solidarity, a bond, a sense of cohesion and collective identity, autonomous from the state as well as religion. Ibn Khaldun also argues that civilisation has a cyclical period—a strong society is based on strong asabiyah and a weak one leads to its downfall. Thus, asabiyah, specifically denoting social capital, was expounded upon much earlier than previously thought, and asabiyah referring broadly to civil society was discussed during the Islamic civilisation by one of the greatest Islamic scholars and theorists.


With these contending views, the heavy focus is on civil society in the political arena, particularly its relationship with democracy and its associated terms such as human rights, freedom and equality.50 This can be problematic and limited as Herbert observes and notes that the role of civil society in mobilising and maintaining democracy is increasingly questioned.51 Similarly, building on the works of Keane, Howell and Pearce,52 Haren states that there are three reasons why this relationship should be criticised. Firstly, not all organisations (even voluntary-based ones) are democratic in their vision, goals and activities, with examples including Adolf Hitler’s Nazi Party, the Ku Klux Klan and Al-Qaeda. Secondly, not all CSOs are fully independent from the state and/or market. Thirdly, Haren finds that CSOs do not necessarily promote human rights, especially in respect to economic justice; indeed, wealthier and more powerful organisations and associations hold more political, economic and social power than those less privileged. Thus, it is important that the relationship between democracy and civil society be de-emphasised or even re-focused. Accordingly, more attention should be given to the other roles MCSOs play in the public sphere.53


The limited available literature which does explore the other roles MCSOs play in society generally focuses on organisations in Muslim countries such as Sullivan’s study in Egypt,54 Yilmaz’s investigation in Turkey,55 and Wardak, Zaman and Nawabi’s case studies in Afghanistan.56 Additionally, Sparre and Petersen investigate the role Islam played in CSOs in two Middle Eastern countries: Jordan and Egypt. In Jordan, they focused on traditional social welfare organisations, and in Egypt they studied the newer youth organisations. Their study found that Islam did play a major role in these organisations. Their participants highlighted numerous verses of the Qur’an and traditions of the Prophet Muhammad to emphasis their points. One of the participants explained, ‘In general, human kind tends to do good work, but in Islam this is highlighted; giving and doing good are just as important as praying … This is what Islam is all about—doing good deeds’.57 Significantly, the authors found that Muslim women were key actors and participants in both types of organisations as these organisations allowed them space for participation, empowerment and overall social mobilisation.58 Their finding is in contrast to Wiktorowicz who states that he encountered very few female staff and volunteers when he visited MCSOs in some of the Muslim countries.59


Unlike discussions of civil society in Muslim countries, only a few have investigated MCSOs and their role in a Western society although it is an emerging field of study since the events of 9/11 and the subsequent ‘War on Terror’.60 Phillips, using the context of the War on Terror, locates his investigation in the United Kingdom (UK) and explores how the Muslim Association of Britain (MAB) was able to build bridges with others of different faith or no-faith backgrounds and emerged as a strong key player and voice, specifically in the antiwar movements and more broadly against a resurfacing orientalism. However, he contends that this bridge, while effective in some respects, is very limiting if it remains at just that. He suggests, instead, that these initial connections be transformed into more substantial and long-lasting relationships, where no actor involved has to resign their own identity in this process, yet realises that their identity may transform as a result of this. Phillips notes that this view is congruent with Hardt and Negri’s argument and writes that ‘progressive forms of global democracy depend upon the production of networks comprising disparate communities, which need not surrender their identities or melt into masses, but collectively form a politicised “multitude” … Though they do not leave their identities at the door, they do not remain unchanged either’.61


Hussain also explores Muslim actors in the UK and argues that because a large focus has been on counter-terrorism measures and building relationships with non-Muslims, MCSOs have not been able to effectively respond to some of the more pressing public policy issues affecting not just the Muslim community, but British society as a whole, such as socio-economic, education, and health challenges as well as issues relating to gender, including domestic violence, honour-based crimes and forced marriages. Hussain notes, however, that there are indicators that Muslim-based organisations are slowly responding to this need and instructs the British government to respond in kind, rather than just engaging with Muslims on issues related to terrorism, security and counter-terrorism.62


Muslims in Australia: An Overview of the Research Context and Setting


According to the latest Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) Census in 2011, there are 476 291 Muslims in Australia. While this is a marked increase of 69 per cent since 2001,63 the latest Census shows that Muslims account for only 2.2 per cent of the population, making Muslims the fourth-largest religious group in Australia.64


Australian Muslims are commonly viewed as one huge homogenous group due largely to their representation in the mass media in ways that too often fail to portray the ethnic, cultural, linguistic and ideological diversity of Muslim communities. The reality is that Muslims make up one of Australia’s most diverse cultural, ethnic and linguistic groups. Of the Australian Muslim population, 294 824 (62 per cent) were born overseas and over 32 per cent were born in Australia. The four places of birth after Australia for Australian Muslims are Lebanon, Pakistan, Afghanistan and Turkey, which are the countries from which the early Muslim immigrants came, from the 1800s; this will be discussed in the subsequent sections. About 24 000 (5 per cent) of Muslims did not indicate where they were born. In the 2011 Census, 1145 Indigenous Australians identified themselves as Muslim.


The geographic distribution from the 2011 Census reveals that the majority of Australian Muslims live in New South Wales (46.5 per cent) and Victoria (32.1 per cent). This is followed by Western Australia (8.2 per cent), Queensland (7.1 per cent), South Australia (4.1 per cent) and the Australian Capital Territory (ACT) (1.9 per cent). The lowest percentage of Muslims live in the Northern Territory (0.1 per cent), followed by Tasmania (0.4 per cent). This settlement pattern, with almost half of the Australian Muslims living in New South Wales and a third residing in Victoria, impacts on community dynamics, especially with regard to establishing community. This point will be discussed further when we explore Australian Muslim community building in Australia.


The majority of Australian Muslims are young, with over 67 per cent aged 34 years and younger, compared to 46 per cent of the total Australian population aged 34 years and under. The gender distribution is 52 per cent Muslim males, 48 per cent Muslim females in Australia. The implications of having such a youthful community in a country with an aging population does play a role in how these Australian Muslims see and identify themselves. This discussion will be further examined in the final chapter, which explicates, analyses and describes the negotiation of minority identity.


Establishment of Muslim Communities in Australia: Post–World War II


Although Muslims have a long association with Australia since the Macassan fisherman and traders came in the sixteenth century, and the arrivals of the Afghan cameleers and the Malay pearl divers in the mid-nineteenth century, the establishment of permanent communities is a relatively recent phenomenon. It is also worth noting that while some of these earlier communities, such as the ones in Marree and Broken Hill, did not themselves endure, their role in establishing mosques served as an important foundation for the establishment of the more permanent Muslim communities that succeeded them, post–World War II.
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