(GO easy on
the prayer. Sink a few
coldies. Then you'll be
true blue, iate. Muslim
Anstraliang are being
asked to “fit in" bui, asks
Randa Ahdel-Fattah,
who has the right to
define what is Aussie?
And why do we need to?

Buy a bikini.

*Do you ever wish you were fully Aussie?”

This question was posed to me by a teeniage girl in a Sydney
school last year,

“What do you mean by fully Aussie?” I asked.

“Urn ... like Anglo, you knowt” There was no malice or sarcasm
intended. “The girl was sincere, and simply curious 2s to whether
T yearned to be liberated from what she saw as the shackles of my
hyphenated identity as an Australian-born Muslim of Palestinian
and Egyptian heritage, to take refuge in the more convenient and
legitimate hyphenated identity of Anglo-Aussie.

My first reaction was to Jaugh. Unfortunately, her sentiment
could pot be attrituated to a naive, schoolgitl view of Australian
identity and citizenship. It was the kind of comstruction of
Australian identity  have been hearing for some time now - from
politicians, journalists, radio hosts, public figures, none of whom
can hide behind the excuse of puberty or inexperience in life.

When the political rhetoric is spun, demands are made for citi-
zenship tests, Australian values are invoked to justify an “us and
themn” mentality, some migrants are deerned less Australian for
their inability to spealc English, 2 ban on the hijab is called for in

secular schools and the deportation of an Anstralian citizen of ,

Egyptian background is demanded because of outrageous com-
ments he has made, it becomes blatantly obvious who our gov-
ernment and spin doctors have identified as the so-called
ideclogical threat to Australian values,

“Mushim” and *Australian” are widely percelved as being mutually
exclusive, as polar opposites. One does not need to adopt a victim
complex to arrive at this rather obvious conclusion. Muslims —
whether Austrzlian-born, migrants or converts of convict ancestry
— are the new Public Enemy No L. Such an enemy has been con-
structed because, like it or not, Australians have been undertaking
a rather urgent and almost parasitical soul-searching exercise since
September 11, 2001, Our status as Australians feeds off the un-

- Australian status of others. We can only feel truly Australian by

measuring ourselves against thosz we deem to be truly not.

As somebody who falls readily into the category of “other”,] am
curious as to why Muslims — and indeed people who qualify for
the crude misnomer “of Middle Eastern appearance” - are on this
side of the deep and bitter chasm that has been created in Australia,
There is a fracture in our society and, rather than feel optimistic



it heating, I iced increasingly appreliensive
it becoming worse,

. becpuse e criminals who alfacked [
2z un Seplember 11, 2001 professed Lo be
» (although their actions clzacly abrogated
<h claim)? The langaoge of he “coalition
willing” lias only cver been coloured with
cnts aboul the “terrurists aliacking our
life” azd "vuc values”. By the crude logic of
jocks and politicians anxious [or votes, the
*led alliance of the lecrorists with lslam
& Australinn Muslims and Austealinns of
background (bevause the misconceplion
very Arab is a Muslim) equally suspect of
miagunistic to “Australian values®

HERL HAYE BEEN YARIOUS ATTEMPTS TO
define Australian values: a fair go, egali-
tarianism, gender equality — all values,
itics have pointed out are universsl humnn
. certainly not values over which Australia
1im intellectual properly cights.
vever, the way in which The debate plays out
utrales that it is not 4 general values de-
4w Muslinas view Jabour Tnws, free trade,
vironment or capitalism hos never been at
art of he issue. The values debate has pri-
{vcused un women's dress and altitudes to
1 sucial norms (such as aleohol, & day al the
or sexunlity). lintegration, fitling in, assimi-
it doesn't matter whether you belopg lo a
or recycle your plastic, it's whether you
bikini 1o the beach, date, or can joinin a
who-got-miore-pissed-on-lhe-weekend
ay morning waler cooler conversation that
: pivola) poims Lthat rale you on the 1-19
£ What Makes You Aussie,
. i5 why sl young schoolgitd asked me
2 1 ever wished 1 was fully Augsie. I'd just
1ed that observan Muslims don't drink al-
st take drugs, don't have boyfriend/gidfrisnd |3
nships and don't wenr bikinis or swimsuis
bieach vr pools. There were e lot of don'ts
wlk and the gir, cather thoa sexing these
ralter of personnl choice, tovk pity on me. f
w assessment of me as different and weird

| don't need to fesl

tely reflects o widespread wariness among | Ty Aussiz’s (above)

neral population sbrout gvert eeligion. author Randa Abdel-
. Faliah; {previous pags}

the place of observant Muslins in s secular 10-pear-cld Somal-

*thal conjures up this lrational lear and the | Ausimten 15t Mohsand

tion that Muslins represent an kdeological | snd her companions wear

Av o seadar fifestyle. I is not o Muslim's hi“‘f;‘\;s"as;a‘hgs as

iels 1 i s 1o cel 1e
wl belicls in heaven and hell, the big bang, Hamnony Day last Warch,

nism or Darwintsni. 1 is the hijab, the beard,
Lie prayey, the fsting during work hours, the
g ducing hench breaks, the self-discipline
t inculging (even in moderntion, even in tiny
in the hings our sociely promoles as nor-
! acceplable (having a drink, relationships
e of marriage, Wying a juint) that seem to
be the point of divide For Muslims, such
remabi laboo. We are considered oulsiders
it some of our social norms and morel
are andeniably dilferent. One coukld say we
1-fashioned, bul we are proudly so.
1eL think the divide that has made Muslims
te "the other™ is based on race, colour or
= It is a divide based on religious observ-
ltalinns and Greeks may go to church on
y or wear a cross around their necks, but
Iate, enjoy a drink and have the appearance
pivus anonypmity. The religious observance
explicit, and that is why Uheir “integration”
xeived o5 a success of multicuiturslism,
a5 the Australian-ness of o non-drinking
A bluke who steps out of work e go pray al
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lunchtime, or & waman al the bus stop with a suit
and hijab on, is suspect.

Yell, what about Orthedex Jewish women, 1
hear you protest. As 2 symbol of modesty, they
cover their hair with a wig and expose their real
hoir only 1o their husbands, And what about
nuns who also wear s veil? And Mormons, who
have strict dress codes and alse do not drink? $o
many similarities between Islam and other fziths
and yel for every five or more documentaries a
week aboul Muslims, Muslini women or the veil,
there are virtually none about the almost identi-
cal principles of modesty found in Judaism, or
Paul's admonition to womnen in Corinthians that
their hair should be cut off if it is not covered.

1t is Islaun that has the public fascinated and en
edpe. Perhaps it is because of the Inereasing size of
the Australian Musliny population. Do we accept
people as Australians a5 long as we can menage
the size of their minority ststwst The less notice-
able they are, the more acceptable they become?

Time and time again, the values debate has cen-
tred on the role of women in Islam (perceived as
oppressed) and the role of women in the West
{championed as liberated). In the recent past,
Prime Minister john Howard has called for "senie
Mustim migrents to learn Enplish and treatwomen
betler in order 1o fit in with Australia values”. He
Iater defended himself, saying he was referting to
a smal} seciion of the Muslim population.

The qualification was Jaughable. If the Prime
Minister was so genuinely concerned sbout
women's rights in religion, he should not have
stopped at Muslims, What of Orthodox Jewish
men who cach day say, “Blessed art thou, O Lord
our zod, King of the Universe, who has noi
made ine a woman"? No headlines sbout that And
;LAnsuenicy so innocent Accu ding w Buiesises
25:1%, 24: *“No wickedness comes anywhere near
the wickedness of 2 woman ... Sin began with
& woman and thanks-to her we all must die”
Anglican women are stil struggling to be
ordained in Australia's supposed utopia of femaie
liberaion, Our society is notebly silent when
other religions deny women their rights. And yet,
when s Muslin displays a patriarchal, misogynist
attitude, the public and vur politicians are out-
raged, a5 though — God forbid — there are no sex-
ist, chauvinistic non-Mustim men.

That owr sports heroes bave been entbroiied in
shocking scandals involving the degradation (and
alleged rape and sexual assault) of women is for-
gotten. That there have been gang tapes perpe-
trated by Anglo-Austrabians (whose ethnicidentity
is never revealed) is ignored That there have been
teports of date-rape drugs being administered on
cruise ships is met with silence,

The hypocritical way in which the Shelkh Taj el-
Din al Hilaly affair unfolded is a case In point, for

while the Sheikh'’s comments were undoubtedly .

appalling, the reaction of the Prime Minister,
politicians and the media exposed a supzriority
complex on the part of those who ralse Western
slandards of mascubinity as the yardstick, The "us
and them” cord was whipped out We respect
women. We believe in equality. We stand [or iber-
ation, They belleve differently. Was the ferocity of
public indignation elicited by the words in the ser-
mon, or by the fact that the petson giving the ser-
mob was Mustim? After all, commments hat Loply
women invite rape by the way they dress have been
made by members of the judiciary, Barristers
roulinely seek to lender evidence a5 Lo the way &
tape victim was dressed in order (o impugn her
credibility. Mo public or political frenzy there.

The effect of this marginalisation on Australian

Muslims frightens me. It is simply naive to think
that the pelitical discourse and Aussiel Aussiel
Aussiel Cif Qil Qi) rhetoric is simed at empower-
ing Muslims - migrants and the Australian-born
- or inspiring a sense of citizenship in them, 1t is
no stretch of my cymicism Lo see the rheloric and
puffed-up chests of "our values or go home” as,
an appalling vote-grabbing exzrcise- Stir up the
politics of resentment under the pretence of a
celebration of Aussie pride, The result is aliena-
tion, defensiveness and, ainong young Australian
Muslims, confusion sbout one’s identity and
place in Ehe only country one knows as home.

1 kavow of such confusion becauss | have felt it
manty times. The kind of identity politics that has
been thrown up by the pressure to define Australian
values and jdentity hit me straight in the eye on
e trip | ook to Sweden last yeor I was invited
to speak a the Gothenburg Book Festival ln
September 2006, snd it was there that I befriended
a Swedish journalist and rap artist, Nabils, who
was raised in Sweden but born in Lebanon 1o 2
Kurdish mother and Lebanese father.

As we mingled with other intermnational guests,
one person asked Nabila: "Do you feel Swedishi™

™Yes,” she replied. "Until you asked me”

- When we reflected on her response later that
day, I asked her: “What about your Kurdish and
Lebanese backgroundt How does it impact on
your identityi” She gave me a ponchalant smile
and then shrugged “To be honest, I'm tired of
defining myself. Am | Swedishi Am { Kurdish?
Am ] Lebanese? I'm al! of these things, and none.
Sometimes I'm more Swedish than Kurdish,
sometimes I'm more Lebanese than Swedish. In
ite eud, I jusi rue”

Her angwer resonated with me. It so perfectly
t:m.nyau}u&:l: arr Jead opucs reain Wiith 35 =
tion one’s sense of self As jdealistic and naive as
her expression of seli-definttion wes, I longed for
the freedom to detach myself from hyphens and
fabels and the need to prove loyalty o one part of
my identity at the expense of the other —something
that seemed to underpin the values debate back
home. At times 1 felt intensely Austealian; my chest
swelled with pride at the sound of an Australian
accent in the streets of Gotherburg. Listening, 1o
Palestinion writer Suad Amiry talk about her
matvellous book, Sharen avd My Mother-in-Law,
1 felt intensely Palestintan and craved to walk thr
streets of Jerusalem again. Eating at an Egyptic
restaarant in Stockholm, 1 instantly connecteu
with the owner and reminisced with him about
the chaos and magic of Cairo.

HE INCONSISTENCY IR MY EMOTIONS AND
Tdcwtions used to foze me. It used to

arouse in me o sense of disloyalty 2nd
insincerity. But Nablla showed me that there is
no weakness in loving many things with equal
strenpth. I returned to’ Australia conscious, for
the first time, of the utter fuidity of my identity.
I don't need to feel “fully Aussie” Not because
1 am not of Anglo background (I deon't believe
Anglo equals Australian), but because it is an
impossible dernind of a country founded on im-
migration to expect 2 pure demarsation between
citizenship and heritage, One's past, whether an-
cestral or as a migrant, necessarily shapes one’s
present. The issue is the place of this construction
of self in Australia’s future. QW
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