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|  Kevin M. Dunn

Australian Public Knowledge of Islam

Abstraksi:Beberapa tahun terakhir ini, hubungan Australia dar Indonesia sedikit
terganggu menyusul serangkaian peristiwa yang menyulut ketegangan antara
Islam dan Barat. Sebagai bagian dari masyarakat Barat, Australia tentu menda-
pat imbas dari fenomena global yang tengah terjadi ini berupa ketegangan per-
adaban antara Islam dan Barat. Ditambah lagi terdapat sejtomlah aksi teror yang
jelas-jelas ditujukan kepada masyarakat dan sintbol-simbol Australin. Sebut saja
dua kali peristion Bom Bali dan pengeboman Kedubes Australia di Jakarta yang
mengundang kemarahan sejimlah warga Australio. Menurut Huntington per-
adaban antara Islam dan Barat memiliki nilai-nilai yang berbeda bahkan bertolak
belakang. Karena itu peristiwa-peristiwa pengeboman yang terjadi di Tanal Air
harus dipahami sebagai “benturan peradaban”.

Setelah terjadinya peristivwa 11 September, yang dztengarm dilakukan Osama
bin Laden, sejumlah warga Australia melakukan tindakan “pembalasan” yang
menyiratkan kebencian dan antipati mereka terhadap kelompok Muslim yang ber-

ada di negara tersebut. Tindakan-tindakan tersebut berupa aksi teror, perusakan
 masjid, penyerangan, maupun pernyataan-pernyataan sinis yang dikeluarkan
media maupun anggota masyarakat biasa. Meskipun memang tindakan tersebut
dapat dikendalikan, hal tersebut perlu dicermati kavena ini menyaigkut tentang
pandangan dan sikap warga sebuah negara terhadap Islam dan masyarakat Mus-
lim.

Populasi muslim di Australia yang miencapai 1,5 persen dari fotal penduduk,
ataw sekitar 280.871 jiwa, merupakan bagian penting dari masyarakat Australia
secara unm. Mereka wmuminya pendatang yang berasal dari Timur Tengah,
Turki, Iran, dan hidonesia, dengan mata pencaharian sebagai pedagang, buruh,
profesional, dan akademisi. Sejak lebil kurang tiga puluh tahun yang laht mereka
bermigrasi ke Australia dengan tujuan mencari kehidupan yang lebih baik. Aus-
tralin merupakan negara yang menerapkan prinsip-prinsip multikul turalisme. Se-
genap kelompok masyarakat dengan budaya dan agama yang berbeda lndup sa-
ling berdampingan dan hormat menghormati.

Bagaimana sebenarnya pandangan dan sikap warga negara Australia terfiadap
Islam dan kavum muslim? Apoakah tindakan-tindakan yang mencoreng semangat
mudtikudturalisme Australio yang terjadi pasca 11 September atau Borm Bali mencer-
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2 Kevin M. Dunn

mirtkan pandangen dan sikap wmum warga Australio ataukah tindakan segelintir
orang saja? Di sinilah lefak signifikansi artikel ini, yang berisi laporan hasil survei
yang dilakukan pada 2003 oleh Roy Morgan Research.

Berdasarkan hasil survei, sebanyak 40,1 persen responden menyatakan mereka
tidak tahu sama sekali tentang Islom. Sementara generasi yang lebih muda terda-
pat kecenderungan untuk tidak tahu tentang Islam. Sebanyak 46,85 persen res-
ponden, berumur antara 14 s/d 24 tahun, menyatakan mereka sama sekali tidak
tahu tentang Islam dan para pemeluknya. Hanya 16 persen responden yang me-
nyatakan mereka memiliki pengetahuan tentang Islam. Pengetahuan masyarakaf
Australia tentang Islam berupa kritisisme (38 %), amal ibadah (20 %), dan keya-
kingn (40 %,).

Sementara itu survei memberi penekanan yang lebih khusus mengenai Is-
lam di Indonesia. Pada wmummya masyarakat Australia beranggapan bahwa Islam
Indonesia berbeda dengan Islam Timur Tengah. Islam Indomesia lebik moderat
dan foleran, sementara Islam Timur Tengah lebil radikal dan fanatik. Namun
ketika ditanya tentang peristitva bom Bali, masyarakat Australia menjawab itu
merupakan bukti bahwa radikalisme Islam bevkembang di Indonesia dan Jama'ah
Islamiyah terlibat dalam peristiwa tersebut.

Yang menarik dari survei ini adalah, pengetahuan warga Australia fentang
Islam dan masyarakat muslim sangat terbatas. Ini pada gilirannya menyebabkarn
timbulnya prasangka dan generalisasi, Banyak prasangka dan generalisasi yang
muncul di masyarakat apalagi setelah terjadinya bom Bali, Mungkin ada benar-
nya untuk mengatakan bahwa Barat pada umumnya tidak maw talu tentang Islom.
Narmuin pandangan ini perlu diberi catatan khusus, karena pada sisi lain tumbuh
perhatian kalangan generasi Australia untuk mengenal Islam lebih lanjut. Pada
dasarnyn pengetahian kawm muda Australia lebih miskin dibandingkan generasi
tuanya. Namun mereka ingin terus belajar. Sementara itu pengetahuan generasi
tua Australia tentang Islam lebih banyak berupa prasangka dan generalisasi. Pada
kalangan pekerja kasar (blue collar), kaum perempuan, dan warga yang berpen-
didikan hunya SMP {non-tertiary education), pengetahuan dan kontak tentang
Islam lebih miskin lagi. '

Berdasarkan temuan survet, dapat disimpulken bahwa terbatasnya penge-
tahuan masyarakat Australia tentang Islam membuktikan bahwa pada unumnya
masyarakat Australia masa bodoh (ignorant). Pada sisi lain terbatasnya pergaul-
an mereka dengan masyarakat muslim juga menyebabkan timbulnya ketakutan
yang berlebihan (Islamophobia} di lingkungan mereka. Akan tetapi yang me-
narik dari survei ini adalah, masyarakat Australia bisa membedakan secara kritis
varian-varian Islam yang ada. Mereka misalnya berpendapat bahwa Islam di In-
donesia lebili ramah dibanding Islam di Timur Tengah. Kritisisme ini penting
untuk membangin sebuah pemahaman yang lebih komprehensif tentang Islam di
lingkungan warga Australia. '

Studia Telamika. Vol 17, Na. 12008
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is research outlines the extent and nature of the Australian
peoples” knowledge of Islam. Only one-fifth of respondents
.I_ had a reasonable or better knowledge of Islam, and half knew
a little about Islam. Males, middle-aged (25-49) and older respon-
dents (50+) were much more likely to claim a fragmentary or better
knowledge of Islam. By far the greatest variation in knowledge of
Islam was between those with and without some tertiary educa-
tion. The forms of respondent knowledge of Islam took the form of
critique of Muslims, knowledge of Amal (key performances), or un-
derstandings of Iman {core theology}. Forty-two per cent of respon-
dents stated “they knew a few people who were Muslim”. Older
respondents had lower rates of direct contact with Muslims, yet
those Australians claimed higher rates of knowledge of Islam, this
took the form of the critiques and stereotypes of Islam. A majority
of Australians were aware that [slam was the faith followed by most
Indonesians. Those with tertiary education, males, and older re-
spondents were more likely to demonstrate this competency. A bare
majority of respondents felt that Islam in Indonesia was different
to that practiced in the Middle East. Dominant perceptions of this
variation were focussed on a stricter or more fundamentalist Islam-
ic practice in the Middle East. Respondents were more likely to
mention direct experiences of Indonesia, and relied more upon
media images of the Middle East. Direct experience and contact with
Islamic countries seems to generate a much more positive percep-
tion of Istam than media representations. Many Australians are ig-
norant of, or have a partial knowledge of Islam, and low levels of
contact with Muslims. This research demonstrates that knowledge
of Islam, and more especially contact with Muslims, can have dra-
matic and positive effects upon Western Islamaphobia and teler-
ance.

Knowledge, Ignorance and
Stereotypes of Islam-

There is now a considerable range of scholarship on Western per-
ceptions of Islam, beginning most seminally with the work of Ed-
ward Said (1981). The central thrust of this scholarship has been
focussed on the poor Western portrayals of Islam and of Muslims.
Key spheres of critique have included the media, academe, creative
literature and government texts. Australian research has similarly
identified very problematic representations of Islam in these forms

5 Studia Istamika, Vol. 12, No, 1, 2005
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of media. A range of reports and academic analyses has demon-
strated how key western stereotypes of fanaticism, fundamental-
ism, alien-ism, and misogyny circulate in such documents (Dunn,
2001; Goodall et al. 1994: 61-5; Human Rights and Equal Opportu-
nity Commission, 2004; Klocker & Dunn, 2003; Lowe 1985; Poynt-
ing et al., 2004; Shboul 1988). In recent years, Islam has continued
. to be prominent in Western media, perhaps more so than ever be-
fore. There is also, in countries like Australia, evidence for some
considerable public interest in Islam. Wider and deeper awareness
of Islam in the West is likely to be a core means for assuaging the
power of the abovementioned stereotypes. This paper reports find-
ings on the state of Australian public knowledge of Islam, and
knowledge of Islam in Indonesia in particular, and ends with re-
flection on the implications of knowledge and ignorance.

The Australian Bureau of Statistics 2001 Census data indicate
Muslims constitute at least 1.5 per cent of the Australian popula-
tion, which is approximately 280,871 persons (Dunn, 2004a). In a
city like Sydney the civic presence is even greater with 134,366
Muslims comprising 3.4 per cent of the city’s population. The dom-
inant birthplace of Australian Muslims is Australia (36.4%}), the
major overseas birthplaces include Lebanon (10.4%), Turkey (8.3%),
and then a range of other countries including Afghanistan, Bang-
ladesh, Bosnia, Cyprus, Egypt, Fiji, India, Indonesia (2.8%), Iran,
Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, Malaysia (1.0%), Pakistan, Singapore, Soma-
lia and Syria. Islam in Australia is very ethnically diverse. Muslims
constitute a significant and diverse component of the Australian
citizenry.

Method

Between June 11 and 20 of 2003 Roy Morgan Research conducted
the Attitudes Towards Islam Survey for the Australia-Indonesia
Institute. The telephone survey addressed ten questions regarding
Islam, to 1311 respondents. Respondents under the age of 14 were
excluded, and the sample was stratified to ensure representative-
ness by age, gender, and state of residence. Details of the sample
composition are outlined in Table Al. Answers to the first six ques-
tions are reported in this paper. Questions 1, 2, 4 and 6 generated
data on the respondents’ knowledge of Tslam, of Istam within Indo-
nesia, and of their own personal contact with Islam (Table 1). The
open response to Question 3 was intended to elicit a justification

Cheidim Tedaemibhn I720 9% AFe =7 =~ro-—
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from the respondent following their answer to Question 2. Respon-

A~ irmva avamankad do draokifrr varlaer tlaney Tl 3l ek Toloann Ton
aents were CA}JCLLCLJ. W0 JUSLLLY Wiy gy nal S5aid widc LSianm inn In-

donesia was either the same as, slightly different, or very different,
to Islam in the Middle East. The wording of Question 5 (on percep-
tions of followers of Islam) was not contingent on a previous ques-
tion, although it had followed a question on the degree of the re-
spondent’s knowledge of Islam. The various data are reported as
frequencies, in the case of the closed response questions {(Qs 1, 2, 4
& 6), and in a qualitative manner for the open response data (Qs 3
& 5). Findings from answers to the other questions in the survey
are reported elsewhere (Dunn 2004b;2004c). Cross tabulations, by
age, gender and indicators of class, have been run against the above-
mentioned frequencies to demonstrate the demographic variation
in knowledge of Islam and contact with Islam.

Table 1

Survey questions, and respense options offered,
Attitudes Towards Islam survey, June 2003,

Qis1 : “Te the best of your knowledge what religion is followed by most
Indonesians? Would you say: Buddhism; Hinduism; Muslim / Islam;
Christianity; Judaism (Other and Don’t Know, not read)”.

Q152 1 “Which of the following statements best describes your perception of
Islam as practiced in Indonesia as compared with Islam practiced in
the Middle East Would you say: ... (Islam in Indonesia ig very different
to Islam practised in the Middle East; Islam in Indonesia is Slightly
Different to Islam practised in the Middle East; Islam in Indonesia is
the same as Islam practised in the Middle East)”.

QIS3A : “Why do you say Islam practised in the Middle East and Indonesia is
very different?” (Open response).

QIS3B  : “Why do you think Islam practised in the Middle East and Indonesia is
stightly different?” (Open response).’

QIS3C :  “Why do you think Istam practised in the Middle East and Indonesia is

the same?” (Open response).

QIS4 : “Which of the foilowing best describes your knowledge of Islam and
its followers? (I don't know anything about Islam and its followers; §
know a little bit about Islam and its followers; I know a reasonable
amount about Islam and its followers; T know a lot about [slam and its

followers)”.
QIS5 1 “Describe your perceptions af the beliefs held by followers of Islam?”
QIS6 1 “Which of the following staternents best describes you? (I am a Muslim

myself; I know a few people who are Muslim; I don't know any
Muslim people)”.

Studia Islamika, Vol. 12, No. 1, 2005
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A lack of understanding, or knowledge, of Islam is a contributing
element of community apprehension regarding Muslims. The final
column of Table 2 demonstrates the proportion of respondents who
had a reasonable, fragmentary or a lack of knowledge of Islam. The
least encouraging aspect of these data is that not even one-fifth (16%)
of respondents had a reasonable or better knowledge of Islam. This
converts to only about 2.5 million Australians. However, half of the
sample felt that they knew a “little bit” about of Islam, and this
reflects the greater proportion of the sample. This extent of knowl-
edge among a largely non-Muslim sample is an expected finding.
One-third of the respondents (446) admitted they knew nothing
about Islam (Table 2). According to Roy Morgan weightings, this
group represents 5.3 million Australians. In Question 5, respondents
were asked to detail their perceptions of Islam. It is noteworthy,
that 40.1 per cent of respondents felt unable to enunciate a percep-
tion when asked to. This indicates that the degree of ignorance is
even higher than one-third. A very common statement was “I don't

"o

know”. Others included “I'd only be guessing really”, “Can't think of
anything”, "I am stumped, actually”. Respondent statements on their
perceptions revealed not only the lack of knowledge, but also mis-

understandings.

They [Muslims] make peace rings and place themt on the skreets — not too sure if it's
true.

Are they the people whoe can'’t eat cows? No. They have a God,

Cows are sacred. They believe in God.

Clearly, lack of knowledge is a setting onto which any construc-
tion or idea can take root, such as the misunderstanding that Islam
has a prohibition on the eating of beef, not to mention other out-
landish ideas. This suggests that there is considerablé scope for a
widening of community knowledge of Islam as a faith, and of Mus-
lims in Australia and the region.

Studia Islainika, Val. 12, No. 1, 2005
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by age groups, gender, and education

Table 2

Knowledge of Islam, June 2003,

Some
Men Women No- tertiary
Extent of respondent stated knowledge of 14 to 24 25-49 50+ {n: 646) | (n: 665) tertiary | education Al} Ya
Islam {n: 254) (n: 612) {n: 445} education {n: 501)
(n: 810)
I don't know anything about Islam and its .
followers 46.85% 31.86% 29.66% 29.57% 38.35% 44.20% 17.56% 446 34.02%
1 know a little bit about Islam and its :
followers 40.55% 50.98% 50.34% 50.00% 47.52% 44 .69% 55.29% 639 48.74%
I know a reasonable amount about Islam and
its followers 10.63% 14.71% 15.73% 16.87% 11.73% 8.64% 23.35% 187 14.26%
I know a lot about Islam and its followers 1.18% 2.12% 1.80% 2.17% 1.50% 1.11% 2.99%% 24 1.83%
Nemne of these 0.00% 0.33% 0.67% 0.46% 0.30% 0.49% 0.20% 5 0.38%
Can't say 0.79% 0.00% 1.80% 0.93% 0.60% 0.86% 0.60% 10 0.76%
Total 100.00% | 100.00% | 100.00% | 100.00% ! 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 1311 | 100.00%

Source: Attitudes Towards Islam Survey, Roy Morgan Research, Commissioned by Australia-Indonesia Institute. Question wording: Which of the
following best describes your knowledge of Islam and its followers? (options in first four rows of first column above).

Studin Islomika, Vol. 12, No. 1, 2005
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Knowledge of Islam varied quite dramatically by the age of re-
spondents. Middle-aged and older respondents were much more
likely to have a reasonable or at least fragmentary knowledge of
Islam. Those in the youthful category (ages 14 to 24} were much
more likely to know nothing of Islam (47%)}, compared to about 30
per cent for the other two groups (Table 2). It is to be expected that
non-Muslim Australians, over the course of their lives, are more
likely to absorb some knowledge of Islam, and this is reflected in
Table 2. The sources form, and desirability of such acquired knowl-
edge are explored in the section after this.

Gender was another clear separator of respondent knowledge of
Islam. As Table 2 demonstrates male respondents had much higher
rates of reasonable or better knowledge (19% against 13%). By far the
greatest variation in knowledge of Islam was between those with
and without some tertiary education. Ignorance regarding Islam was
more than double among the non-tertiary educated {Table 2}. The
reverse was also frue: the tertiary educated were almost three times
more likely to claim a reasonable or stronger knowledge of Islam.
This is not to suggest that the subject matter of tertiary education
accounts for this variation. It is more likely that tertiary education
provides learning skills and thinking patterns that are more condu-
cive to a higher awareness of Islam. Both the gender and education
variations in knowledge demonstrate that community awareness
initiatives outside of the education sector are necessary. The varia-
tion among those in blue- or white-collar professions or not possess-
ing an occupation, and by income categories or affluence (data not
shown here), reflected the findings for the tertiary and non-tertiary
education. These data indicate the importance of initiatives to ad-
dress the greater lack of knowledge of Islam among wormen, the non-
tertiary educated, and blue-collar employees. There is a need for com-
munity awareness initiatives outside of the education sector, among
popular cultural products and media consumed by these groups (such
as in magazines and in popular television programs).

Forms of Knowledge of Islam
among the Australia Public

The dominant forms of respondent knowledge of Islam took the
form of critique of Muslims (38%), key performances or Amal (20%),
and understandings of core theology or Iman (40%). As discussed
in the previous section, older respondents claimed a higher knowl-

Studie Islamika, Upl 12 Np. 1. 2005
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edge of Islam. However, the life course accumulation of impres-
sions and representations may not of itself be particularly helpful
to community relations. In the previous section it was noted that
40.1 per cent of respondents were unable to provide a comment on
their perceptions of Islam (Question 5), which was itself a substan-
tial indicator of ignorance. These data suggest that some of what
passes for knowledge of Islam is quite problematic.

Thirty-eight per cent (307 comments) of the commentary made
in response to Question 5 (perceptions of Islam) contained a criti-
cism of Islam, such as comment on the perceived problems of the
faith or of Muslims. Many of these criticisms were non-specific. “I
think they're a bit crazy”, “1 am worried aboitt i, “ A bad thing for us is
a good thing for them”. Just under half of the ‘problem as knowledge’
comments could be coded by the key stereotypes of Islam {see Dunn,
2001). The most common references to problems included sugges-
tions that Muslims are intolerant of other faiths, that they are fun-
damentalists, as well as references to fanaticism, militancy, misog-
yny and alien-ness (Table 3). These are clearly a poor form of knowl-
edge of Islam and of Muslims, and may mitigate a more rounded
understanding. They are not a strong basis for improved commu-
nity attitudes.

Table 3

Key stereotypes of Islam, offered as ‘perceptions of Islam’,
percentage of all such ‘problem’ references

Category of stereotype Count Proportion
Fanatic 15 11.11%
Intolerant 33 24.44%
Militant 12 8.89%
Fundamentalist 36 26.67%
Misogynist 15 1L11%
The Other (alien) 13 9.63%
Ilegality 4 2.96%
Natural calamity 0 0.00%
Other negative 7 5.19%
TOTAL* 135 100.00%

* Only 135 of the problem references in response to Question 5 could be coded using the
stereotype calegories above, other criticisms or findings of fault were non-specific.
Source: Latent coding of open responses to Attitudes Towards Islam Survey, Roy
Morgan Research, Commissioned by Australia-Indonesia Institute,
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One-fifth (180 comments) of those able to offer a perception of
Isiam spoke about key performances or Amal. This category of per-
ceptions included references to some of the five pillars, such as Salat
{prayer regimes), Sawm (fasting), and Hajj (pilgrimage), but also to
dietary prohibitions, gender relations, dress and family arrange-
ments. The Zakat (charity) pillar of Islam was not prominent among
the stated knowledges of Islam. Some core aspects of the Iman pil-
lar (belief) were present, and these are outlined later in this section.
Many respondents qualified their statements by noting their igno-
rance, or the shallow nature of their understandings.

They have certain food ... ok, not sure, haven't really gof a clue.

Beliewe in Mohamed. Religion is based on tasks rather than beliefs. After they dic they
go to a place where they indulge in alcohol and women, I think its called paradise.

They believe in Buddha. I'm not sure about tat.

As the quotations above demonstrate, many of the references to
‘performances as knowledge’ were also inaccurate. The most gen-
erous comments on performances were made in regard to family
and community values. Examples included:

Family oriented, religious, moral, close-knit community in Australia. More diverse
than portrayed on TV,

Very sinilar to Christianity only a bit more moral and stricter than Christians are
these days. Can be o nice religion.

Many of the above types of comment entailed a positive percep-
tion of Islam, and some were suggestive of the similarity of Islam to
their own faith or moral order. The two commonest forms of ‘per-
formances as knowledge’ concerned Salat (prayer) and diet.

The most prominent of the Salat references were mentions of the
frequency of prayers (five times per day) and the facing towards
Mecca.

Follow Koran. Pray much more than Christians do. Observe extended periods of fast-
ing as Christans do less and less.

They follow the Koran. Shyle of dress-wonten should be covered hend to toe. Think it's
fanatical. Females are circumcised. Don't eat certain meat (pork). Use specific fypes of
meat. In some countries they believe war is a holy thing, permitted by Koran.

They pray to Mecca, they pray several times a day. They cover tieir women. They take
their shoes off to.pray. They face worth for prayer.,
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They follow Allah. Mohammed is their prophet. Share same religious sites as Chris-
tians. Pray FTJE tinies a dmt Must Far? Merea, Must take mfm rimage to Mecea once in Higlr

life. Koran is peaceful to read o

Other lesser-mentioned aspects of Salat included the use of
mosques on Fridays, the removal of shoes, and gender separation.
However, most ‘knowledge of performances’ type comments fo-
cused on what respondents’ would consider as extraordinary per-
formances of Muslims, as judged against their own fa1th commit-
ments and cultural mores.

The most prominent dietary references were to prohibitions, spe-
cifically the exclusion of pig products and alcohol, but also to the bless-
ing of butchered animals and the system of halal and haram food. There
were references to the Hajj (pilgrimage) that each Muslim must at-

" tempt to make once during their lifetime, and a handful of respon-
dents actually made references to there being five pillars of Islamic
faith. Other comments regarded gender relations and dress, the sup-
posed prohibition of make-up, and hair cover and length. Initiatives to
improve community attitudes towards Islam in Australia should cap-
italise upon what are generally held as positive cultural performances.
It would also be productive to increase community understanding of
those performances that may seem odd or arduous to non-Muslims in
the West. This could be done through enhanced celebration and visi-
bility of key events, such as Eid festivals and Hajj departures.

The most frequent form of expressed knowledge of Islam was in
regard to key aspects of Islamic theology or Iman {(40% of responses}.
These included references to Kalimas (core beliefs) such as Allah or
God, monotheism, Mohammed (pbuh!) and the other prophets includ-
ing Jesus (pbuh), belief in Heaven and Hell, and the key role of the
Koran and other texts as spiritual guides. The three most common forms
of reference were to three specific Kalimas: monotheistic belief in one
God, to the prophets of Islam, and the core role of the Koran.

They believe in a single god who holds no characteristics to Creation. 13 fundaniental
principles. They share a brotherhood with Christions and Jews. And every-one else is an
uribeliever.

Stems from the sume Moses, follow different branch of it. Sante branch as the Old
Testament. David as well I Hiink. Prophet that came, bit like Jesus, but e came and tasught
stightly differently. I don’t knoiw a lot about it.

! Peace be upon him (pbuh). In some Muslim texts this acronym, or similar, tradi-
tionally follows any written mention of the Prophet Mohammed. As a simple courtesy
to the Islamic communities of Australia I have also adopted this reference of respect to
the first mention of Mohammed.

Studin slamiika, Vol, 12, Ne. 1, 2005
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Theyfol ow the prophet Mokammed which is a different branch of the family of Abra-
furm front the Christians and jews, Alf ihree religions have the same God and rone of them
listen to anything you have o say.

- Reference to the monotheistic belief in one God was generally
assoc1ated with a very positive disposition towards Islam. Many
respondents identified the monotheism of Islam, and went on to
articulate the similarity to Christianity and also Judaism. The above
quotations also indicate how similarities between Islam and Chris-
tianity and Judaism were articulated in one of two ways. Firstly, as
a statermnent of how Islam was like “us”, by which the respondents
meant Christianity. Alternatively, the respondents were casting all
three faiths as being within the same tradition or spiritual root. The
latter would seem to be the strongest manner of articulating equiv-
alence and inclusive citizenship.

References to Mohammad, and the other prophets of Islam, es-
pecially Jesus, generated a sense of similarity to Christianity. How-
ever, more often a sense of deviation was constructed.

They believe in the interpretation of the old testatnent as lnid down by Moharmied, the
basis of the religion is of peace, Moharmted is the prophet to Isinm as Jesus is to Christinns.

They're monotheistic, they hold their prophet Mohammed in high regard, but not in
the sanie way as Christians worship Jesus. It is a religion based on compassion, peace and
goodwill to all people.

Mohanimed is the praphet of god, don't betieve Jesus is the son of God, he is a prophet.

References to the Islamic recognition of Jesus as a prophet em-
phasised the shared teachings of Islam and Christianity. However,
the status of Mohammad as last and senior prophet, and more es-
pecially the refusal to accept Jesus as the “Son of God”, was seen as
a major division between the Islam and Christianity.

The “Koran” was referred to by 153 respondents. As for refer-
ences to Mohammed, parallels to the Judeo-Christian texts were
sometimes drawn when the Koran was mentioned.

They believe in one god Allah.-They believe Molmmmed as being his prophet and fore-
most amongst the propliets. They recognise the prophets of the Old Testament including
Jesus whant they alse see as a prophet. Religion is based on the writing of the Koran.

A handful of comment {2.5% of answers to Q.5) was made in
regards to the origins of Islam, both geographically and temporal-
ly. The nature and quantity of such references to Islamic theology
and its origins are indicative of a good deal of community knowl-
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the Koran.

Aninteresting anecdote collected through the Human Rights and
Equal Opportunity Commission’s (HREOC) IsmaU project was that
recent geo-politics and terror events had created an enhanced com-
munity inferest in the principles of Islam by Australians. A mem-
ber of the Indonesian Muslim community in Victoria stated to HRE-
OC researchers that:

edge of Islam. That is, at least ten per cent of the community knew
4 + 1
[8

Since 11 September and the Bali bombings, people at work are starting lo learn
about what is Islam. I pray in a special room at work and [ am the only Muslim.
Because of this [ have been asked a lot about Islam (Statenent to Ismall Project, 28"
May, 2003, HREGC, 2003:9).

Events of the last few years have no doubt generated a stronger
Australian public interest to learn more about Islam. The knowl-
edge of Islam outlined in this section, problematic and limited
though some are, may well partly reflect that enhanced interest.
Public information campaigns, aimed at improving community at-
titudes towards Islam, should capitalise upon this period in-which
non-Muslim interest is at its highest. Older people are more likely,
over the course of a longer life, to have accumulated some ‘aware-
ness’ of Islam, albeit problematic. Structured forms of awareness
generation (school-based), especially among the information poor
(younger Australians), are clearly a key means for improving both
the extent and content of awareness of Islam. There is a clear and
continuing need for schooling programs and learning objects that
spread awareness of Islam. However, information raised among
older Australians, the blue-collar and non-tertiary educated, requires
initiatives outside of the education sector, such as in popular cul-
ture and media.

Australians” Contact with Islam

The sociology of inter-comimnunal relations has long held that lack
of communication (interpreted as understanding) between differ-
ent cultural groups is a cause of indifference, and provides a fe-
cund circumstance for mis-understandings and the reinforcement
of stereotypes. For this reason, urban sociologists in the Chicago
School argued that cross-cultural contact was a positive influence
(Burgess, 1925:54; Park, 1550:82-4). While the Chicago School no-
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tions of assimilation are now generally held as problematic, their
basic premise regarding contact stiil hoids merit. For example, con-
temporary work on the geography of racism has found that parts of
Australian cities that have a longer history of cultural diversity have
higher rates of ‘tolerance’, whereas areas with more recent contact
are least tolerant (Dunn & Geeraert, 2003; Dunn et al., 2004). The
nature of such cultural contact is also critical. For example, com-
pulsory forms of contact (within the workplace) are not as effective
as more voluntary forms (e.g. social settings) (Geeraert, 2003). Non-
Muslim contact with Muslims, especially with Australian Muslims
in everyday life, should be a force for improved community atti-
tudes to Islam, through a ‘normalising’ of the faith and by confront-
ing pre-conceptions.

Table 4 shows that 42 per cent of respondents stated “they knew
a few people who were Muslim”. This is quite high, and says a lot
for non-Muslim / Muslim relations in Australia. According to Roy
Morgan Research population weightings, this represents over six-
and-a-half million Australians. This is suggestive that Australian
Muslims are by no means a segregated set of communities. The spa-
tial distribution of Australian Muslims confirms this. Muslims have
been found to be located in parts of the city associated with [ower
socio-economic status with immigrant reception and industrial ac-
tivities (Burnley, 1996:288; Omar & Allen, 1996:29-30). Two such
Sydney contiguous Statistical Local Areas {SLAs), Canterbury and
Bankstowrn, do account for over a quarter of all Sydney Muslims in
2001 (Dunn, 2004a). However, in both SLAs the proportion of the
population that is Musiim remains at only about 12 per cent. Final-
ly, Australian Islam in these areas is culturally diverse, as it is gen-
erally. While most Australian mosques were built by ethnic-based
associations they have developed increasingly diverse Jamaah (con-
gregations). Australian Muslims have diverse cultural and linguis-
tic backgrounds, migration and settlement experiences, different
needs and varying approaches to their faith and religious perfor-
mance. Deen’s (1995) personal survey of Australian Islam found
that Muslims defined themselves in a variety of ways, some of which
included: “practising Muslim, pious Muslim, devout Muslim, prag-
matic Muslim, part-time Muslim, statistical Muslim, nominal Mus-
lim, strict Muslim, fanatical Muslim, secular Muslim, etc” (Deen,
1995:44-6). This reflects another everyday aspect of Australian Is-
lam: its complexity and diversity. Nonetheless, Table 4 demonstrates
that a considerable proportion of non-Muslim Australians (55%)
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Contact with Mustims, June 2003,

Table 2

by age groups, gender and education

Some
Respondent stated contact 14 to 24 25-49 50+ Men Women |No-tertiary, tertiary
with Muslims (n: 254) {n: 612) {n: 445} (n: 646) {n: 665) | education | education All %
(rc 810) (n: 501)
I am a Muslim myself 0.79% 1.14% 0.67% 1.24% 0.60% 0.74% 1.20% 12 .92%
I know a few pecple who are Muslim 43.70% 45.26% 37.53% 47.06% 37.74% 34.20% 55.49% 555 42.33%
I don't know any Muslim peopie 53.94% 52.45% 59.55% 50.15% 60.00% 63.58% 41.52% 723 55.15%
None of these 0.79% 0.49% 1.12% 0.46% 1.05% 0.74% 0.80% 10 0.76%
Cart't say (3.79% 0.65% 1.12% 1.08% (0.60% 0.74% 1.00% 11 0.84%
Total 100.00% | 100.00% | 100.00% | 100.00% | 100.060% | 100.00% | 100.00% 1311 100.00%

Source: Attitudes Towards Islam Survey, Roy Morgan Research, Commissioned by Australia-Indenesia Institute. Question wording: Which of the

following statements best describes you? {options in first three rows of first column above).
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do not know any Muslim people. Hopefully, the everyday pres-
ence and distribution of Australian Muslims will mitigate this lack
of contact over time.

Contact with Muslims by non-Muslim Australians was socially
uneven. Older Australians, and women, the non-tertiary educated
and the poor appear less likely to know any Muslims. Table 4 dem-
onstrates the effect of age. Only 37 per cent of respondents aged 50
years and above knew a few people who were Muslim, whereas the
proportion amongst the two younger aged groups was close to 45
per cent. In an earlier section the point was made that younger re-
spondents tended to express lesser rates of awareness of Islam. The
opposite was true for contact. It may well be that while older Aus-
tralians feel able to claim some knowledge of Islam, they have col-
lected this knowledge without first hand contact with Australian
Muslims, and have depended on other sources for their informa-
tion. This information may well have been provided during the
period of the White Australia Policy and the assimilation era, when
a Christian hegemony was officially sanctioned, and when non-
Christian faiths were branded as inferior. While older Australians
claim higher rates of knowledge of Islam there is cause for concern
that much of the knowledge they retain is of the problematic form
outlined in the previous section. Community relations campaigns
aimed at improving non-Muslims attitudes towards Islam should
retain a sub-emphasis upon the specific stereotypes and informa-
tion that has been inculcated to older Australians.

Male and female knowledge and contact with Islam were con-
sistent. That is, women were less likely to know Muslims {only 37%
against men at 47%) and less likely to claim a reasonable knowl-
edge about Islam. Among those respondents without tertiary edu-
cation 64 per cent said they did not know any Muslims, whereas
the rate was almost half that for those with some tertiary educa-
tion. This could indicate two things. First, that higher education
and professional employment, enhances contact with Muslims. Sec-
ond, tertiary education may have attuned respondents to the fact
that people they are in contact with are Muslims. That is, they are
more aware of, and perhaps less reluctant to inquire after, the reli-
gious status of people in their workplace, social circles, sports, or
other clubs and societies. Those with higher incomes were much
more likely to have had contact with Muslims. Sixty-two per cent
of those respondents in the lowest household income category did
not know any Muslim people (Table 5). Conversely, half of those in
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the richest category did know a few Muslims, which was well above

r +] £ th P
the average of 42 per cent. This may partly reflect the greater mo-

bility of the affluent; they have greater opportunity to travel (in-
cluding internationally) and to seek wider social circles {including
those based around the creative and performing arts, or even ecu-
menical exchanges). Approximately forty respondents noted that
they had personal contact or experience with Islam in Indonesia or
the Middle East. However, much of the difference in contact by in-
come is most likely linked to the employment and education varia-
tions mentioned above.

Table 5

Contact with Muslims, June 2003,
by household income categories

Less than| $50K & | Above Nao
Respondeni stated $50K $100K | $100K | answer

contact with Muslims | (n:326) | {n:346) | (n: 250} | (n: 389) All Ya
[am a Muslim myself 1.53% 0.58% 0.40% 1.03% 12 0.92%
I know a few people
who are Muslim 35.58% | 44.51% | 50.40% | 40.87% 555 42.33%
[ don't know any
Muslim people 61.66% | 53.18% | 48.00% ! 56.04% 723 55.15%
None of these 0.61% 0.58% 0.80% 1.03% 10 (.76%
Can't say 0.61% 1.16% 0.40% 1.03% 11 0.84%
Total 100.00% | 100.00% | 100.00% | 100.00% | 1311 160.00%

Source; Attitudes Towards Islam Survey, Roy Morgan Research, Commissioned by
Australia-Indonesia [nstitute. Question wording: Which of the following statements
best describes you? (options in first three rows of first column above).

Table 6 demonstrates some obvious links between contact and
knowledge. Those who were Muslim (only 12 respondents) had the
strongest knowledge of Istam. Those without contact had by far the
highest rates of stated ignorance (45.7%), which was more than dou-
ble the rate for those with some contact (21%). Indeed, more than
half of the non-Muslim respondents with some contact claimed to
know a little bit about Islam, and a quarter claimed even higher
competencies. This again affirms how important contact with Mus-
lims in Australia is to community attitudes.
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Table 6
Contact with Muslims, June 2003,
by knowledge of Islamn
Respondent stated contact with Muslims*
Extent of respondent Contact No '
stated knowledge of Iam a with contact | None of
Islam** Muslim | Muslims with these All
Muslims

[ don't know anything 16.67% 21.08% 44.67% 19.05% 34.02%
I know a little bit 8.33% 53.33% 45.50% 61.90% 48.74%
A reasonable amount 16.67% 22.52% 8.16% 4.76% 14.26%
I know a lot 58.33% 2.70% 0.28% (.00% 1.83%
None of these 0.00% 0.00% 0.55% 4.76% 0.38%
Can't say 0.00% 0.36% 0.83% 9.52% 0.76%
Total 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% | 100.00% | 100.00%

Source: Attitudes Towards Islam Survey, Roy Morgan Research, Commissioned by
Australia-Indonesia Institute. Question wordings:

*Which of the fellowing statements best describes you? (I am a Muslim myself; I know a
few people who are Muslim; I dont't know any Muslim people)

“*Which of the following best describes your knowledge of Islam and its fellowers? (I
don't know anything about Islam and its followers; I know a little bit about Islam and
its followers; I know a reasonable amount about Islam and its followers; I know a lot
about Islam and its followers}”.

Knowledge of Religion in Indonesia

Respondents were asked to indicate which religion was the faith
followed by most Indonesians, Most (65.5%) correctly stated that it
was Islam, or they said Muslim (see final row of Table 7). However, a
quarter selected one of the incorrect response options, which included
Buddhism, Hinduism, Christianity, Judaism or another faith. The most
cormmon incorrect answer was Buddhism, followed by Hinduism and
then Christianity. Hinduism is indeed a major faith in Bali, with which
many Australians have had contact as tourists. The prominence of
Buddhism as an answer may also be associated within the Chinese
minority present within Indonesia. A further ten per cent could not
answer, or replied that they didn’t know. Table 7 also reveals that old-
er Australians had a much stronger understanding of the religion of
Indonesia. This mirrors the findings on knowledge of Islam reviewed
above. Respondents from the youngest age group were much less likely
to state that Islam (only 50%) was the dominant faith in Indonesia, and
were much more likely to select incorrectly (38%). These findings sup-
port the argument for more learning objects on Islam in the Asia-Pacif-
ic region within Australian schools.
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Table 7

Respondent understanding of the dominant faith in Indonesia,
June 2003, age groups, gender and education

Some
14 to 24 25-4%9 S0+ Men Women |No-tertiary| tertiary
Faith (n: 254) {r: 612} (n: 445) {n: 646) (n: 665} education | education ALL Yo
(n: 810} (n: 501) .
Buddhism 18.11% 11.44% 6.07% B.36% 13.33% 6.99% 143 10.91%
Hinduism 11.81% 10.78% 6.97% 7.28% 12.03% 9.63% 9.78% 127 9.69%
Muslim / islam 50.00% 64.05% 76.63% 73.68% 57.74% 58.40% 77.25% 360 85.60%
Christianity 5.91% 3.10% 1.35% 2.01% 4.06% 3.58% 2.20% 40 3.05%
Tudaism 1.57% 0.33% 0.00% 0.77% 0.15% 0.74% 0.00% 6 0.46%
Other 0.39% 0.16% 0.45% 0.46% (.15% 0.37% 0.20% 4 0.31%
Dor't Know 12.20% 10.13% 8.54% 7.43% 12.48% 13.95% 3.59% 131 $.99%
Total 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 1311 100.00%

Source: Attitudes Towards Islam Survey, Roy Morgan Research, Commissioned by Australia-Indonesia Institute. Question wording: To the best of your
knowledge what religion is followed by most Indonesians? Would you say: Buddhism; Hinduism; Mustim / Istam, Christianity; judaism (Other and

Don’t know, not read).
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Gender variations in knowledge of religion in Indonesia were
quite dramatic, more so than for knowledge of Islam (see earlier)
(Table 7). Almost three-quarters of male respondents correctly an-
swered Islam, whereas only 58 per cent of women did. This sup-
ports the argument for educative campaigns that target Australian
women. Another key variable across which respondent knowledge
of Islam in Indonesia was divided was education. The differentia-
tion was a little stronger than that for gender, with those having
been exposed to some tertiary education having much higher rates
(77%) of correct understanding of the main faith in Indonesia (Ta-
ble 7). The non-tertiary educated had an average correct response
rate of 38 per cent, and had almost four times the rate of ‘don’t
know’ responses. Buddhism was the most prominent of the incor-
rect choices by the non-tertiary educated. The findings for respon-
dents in blue-collar and white-collar occupations (not shown here)
largely reflected, though to a less strong degree, the findings for
education. And those with no occupation had the weakest, and most
incorrect, understandings of religion within Indonesia. More afflu-
ent respondents (as indicated by household income) were more like-
ly to select Islam, and half as likely to reply that they did not know
what was the main faith in Indonesia. These trends reflect the earli-
er data on education and type of occupation. Poorer respondents
are generally less likely to have travelled to Indonesia, and would
therefore have had less contact and experience with the cultures of
that country. Together these data confirm an earlier recommenda-
tion on the need for information campaigns directed towards blue-
collar workers and those without tertiary education.

Perceptions of Islam in Indonesia

Respondents were asked to comment on whether Islam, as prac-
ticed in Indonesia, varied from how it was practised in the Middle
East (Table 1: Question 2). Islam is a universalising faith that has a
core set of beliefs (Iman) and performances (Amal) that are con-
stant across the countries and cultures where it is practiced. How-
ever, it is also fair to say that there is a varied array of appearances
and performances of Islam, often reflecting the cultures, dynamism
and other aspects of the societies where it is practiced. This diversi-
ty also pertains to various prohibitions and prescriptions, includ-
ing those regarding dress, tolerance of non-Muslim practices, the
centrality of Sharia law, and secularism.
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The last column of Table 8 shows that around one-fifth of re-
spondents felt that Islam in Indonesia is the same as that practiced
in the Middle East. This proportion varied little across the socio-
demographic variables available in this sample. Around a quarter
of respondents were unable to say whether Islam as practiced in
Indonesia, is the same, or different, from that in the Middle East
(Table 8). Cross-tabulations with socio-demographic variables re-
vealed that inability to express a view on this question was stron-
gest among women, the non-tertiary educated, blue-collar employ-
ees, and poorer respondents. These trends strongly mirror the above-
mentioned findings on knowledge about Islam, and of knowledge
of religion in Indonesia. The respondents who were more likely to
state that Islam in Indonesia varied from that in the Middle East
were younger respondents, the tertiary educated and white-coliar
employees (Table 8). Again, this demonstrates the influence of edu-
cation, both in tertiary and perhaps secondary education, in gener-
ating more rounded impressions of Islam, and of Islam as practiced
in the Asia-Pacific region.

Respondents were asked to justify their answers as to why Islam
in Indonesia was either the same or different from the Islam prac-
ticed in the Middle East. Of those who had commented that the
religion was the same (287 respondents) most provided a justifica-
tion for that view (241). Similarly most of those who expressed the
view that the religion was very different provided an explanation
(183 out of the 206). Whereas, those who thought the religion var-
ied only slightly were less able to provide a reason for that view
(192 of the 490). This is suggestive that the wording of the question
itself may have encouraged many respondents to select the “slight-
ly different” response option, even though they were unsure. In-
deed, another problem with the framing of this question was the
comparison of a region (the Middle East) with a country (Indone-
sia). More problematically, the use of the term “Middle East” is likely
to have activated particular stereotypes, specifically those to do with
terrorism, military actions and political tensions (Said, 1981).

The reasons given for either variation or similarity are instruc-
tive (Table 1: Question 3). Those asked to justify their response that
Islam was different in Indonesia and the Middle East provided three
very different forms of reply. Some provided examples of how Is-
lam as practiced, so far as they knew, differed in the two places
(176 comments). Another form of reply, attempted an explanation
for why Islam differed, such as to do with different cultures (196
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Table 8

Perceptions on the similarity of Islam in Indonesia and
the Middle East, June 2003, age groups, gender and education

Some
14to 24 25-49 S50+ Men Women [No-tertiary| fertiary
{n: 254) n: 612) (n: 445} {n: 646) (n: 665) | education| education Al Yo

(n: 810) (n: 501)

Islam in Indonesia is very different to

Islam practised in Middle East 14.57% 17.32% 14.16% 16.25% 15.19% 14.57% 17.56% 206 15.71%
Islam in Indonesia is slightly different to

Tslam practised in the Middle East 47.64% 35.78% 33.71% 38.85% 35.94% 33.21% 44.11% 490 37.38%
Islam in Indonesia is the same as Islam

practised in the Midd]e East 18.90% 25.65% 18.43% 23.53% 20.30% 21.85% 21.96% 287 21.89%
None of these . 0.79% 0.98% 1.35% 1.08% 1.05% 1.11% 1.00% 14 1.07%
Can't say 18.11% 20.26% 32.36% 20.28% 27.52% 29.26% 15.37% 314 23.95%
Total 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 1311 106.00%

Source: Attitudes Towards Islam Survey, Roy Morgan Research, Commissioned by Australia-Indonesia Institute. Question wording: Which of the

following statements best describes your perception of Islam as practiced in Indonesia as compared with Islam \ practiced in the Middle East Would
yousay: ... (options in first three rows of first column above).
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comments), and the geographic distance and differences between
the two places {46 comments). Finally, some offered explanations
for why they had come to a view that Islam varied, and these in-
cluded personal experiences (35 comments) and media representa-
tions (55 comments). Many respondents gave multiple justifications.
These three categories of justification are reviewed below.

The most prominent comments on the different practices of Is-
lam regarded the perceived strictness or fundamentalism of Isiam-
ic practice in the Middle East, and the more moderate or relaxed

nature of Islam in Indonesia.

I think they're wmore fundamentalist in the Middle East. Indenesia is a little bit niore
relaxed. Not so strict with the practice of Islam.

Just from reading different books in the early ages. Do not see any people in [ndonesia
without hands and feet as in the Middle East. Mere cruel in Middle East than in Indonesia,

Idon't know, just get He feeling it's a bit more suppressive towards wonten in the
Middle East as opposed to in Indonesia. That's not the focus in Indonesia,

A sub-theme of the comments on fundamentalism were com-
ments made in regard to the more formal institution of Sharia law
in the Middle East, and there were also references to differing lev-
els of secularism. Another key rhetoric, beyond sirictness and fun-
damentalism, were assertions regarding the relative fanaticism or
radicalism of Islam in the Middle East. The latter was also construct-
ed as more aggressive, militant, and more associated with cruelty,
and severe punishments for outlawed performances. Prominent
among all of these comments were concerns that gender relations
in the Middle Fast were more problematic than in Indonesia. It is
noteworthy that quite a few respondents, while accepting the gen-
eral proposition that Islam was different in the two places, ques-
tioned the extent to which that was still correct.

Well, I normaily would have said that it was less fanatical but with the recent Bali
bombing it appears that some of the Islamic views are very fanatical.

Respondents were pointing to the terror bombings in Bali, and to
Jemaah Islamia, as events and groups that undermined a simple dif-
ferentiation. However, in most of the commentary reviewed above,
Islam in the Middle East was portrayed as reprehensible, whereas
Islamic practise in Indonesia was portrayed as ‘less reprehensible”:
“Less extremists in Indonesia than the Middle East”. There are two
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immediate problems with this construction. First, it affirms the pres-
ence of the Western stereotype of the ‘bad Muslim’ in the Middle
East and elsewhere. Second, Indonesian Islam is not portrayed as the
‘good” Islam per se, but as the least bad or less reprehensible form.

The most prominent category of responses to Question 3, on why
respondents thought Islam in Indonesia was different to that in the
Middle East, were those explanations of why, rather than in what
way, this variation occurred. Broadly there were two related themes.
The first was to argue that the cultures of these parts of the world
gave rise to a different form of Islam, and the second was to assert
the importance of place and context upon culture, and through that
to religious interpretation and performance.

They are a different culture, They have different traditions so they would practice their
religion differently to other cultures.

They are a different race to the Middie Enst. They are not as radical as the Middle Cast.

Many respondents simply pointed to the specific cultural back-
grounds of Indonesia, others simply asserted that religion was always
variously interpreted. Some respondents noted that it was the pres-
ence and mix of a diversity of faiths in Indonesia that had generated a
more tolerant form of Islam. Others pointed to a stronger influence of
‘Western culture’ on Indonesia. Respondents often overtly used a so-
ciobiological language of ‘race’ to demarcate between Indonesian and
Middle Eastern Islam. On occasion this involved the identification of
‘Asians’ as a ‘race’ with whom certain laudable characteristics were
attributed, such as tranquillity, peacefulress, and docility. While the
former were associated with modesty and politeness, and the latter
associated with violence and volatility.

The second key theme presented to explain variations in practices were geo-
graphic in nature {48 overt references).

Different geographies create different people and practices. Cuitures are different.
Because they [Indonesians] are not as close to the birthplace of Islam.
These included references to national variations, and to Indone-
sia being an archipelago of islands and ‘local places’. There were
aiso a handful a bio-physical references to environment and climate.

Another geographic explanation offered to explain variation was
the distance between Indonesia and the Middle East and to the geo-
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graphic origin of Islam. An underlying suggestion is that the Islam
of the Middle East remains less changed and ieast progressive. It
was encouraging to detect this general level of community literacy
on the importance of place and context on culture and through that
upon religious practice. It is also generally desirable that non-Mus-
lim Australians are aware of the variations and diversities of Islam.
However, the generally more disparaging perceptions of Islam in
the Middle East generate the problems identified earlier: they con-
firm the Western stereotype of the fanatical Muslim.

As stated earlier, respondents offered two types of explanation
for why they had come to think that Islam in Indonesia was varied
from that in the Middle East. About 55 respondents made reference
to the role of news media and other texts in influencing their opin-
ion, and about 35 based their decisions on personal experiences of
those countries or second-hand stories from friends or relatives
whom had. The former sources of knowledge include not only news
media, such as television and newspapers, but also formal texts
(some within schools or tertiary education).

I'in studying it in history at scheol. Every country has different perceptions about
their religions and everything.

fust  perception [ lurwe. Maybe because we hear so much about the Middle East in the
media, more so than Indonesia.

I've been to Indonesia and have met good Islamic people but I hove heard bad things in
the medin about Islant peaple in the Middle East.

Most of these observations were based on knowledge of Indone-
sia alone. In only a handful of circumstances did respondents have
personal knowledge of both places. Respondents mostly relied upon
media images of the “Middle East”. Clearly, direct experience and
contact with Islamic countries seems to generate a much more posi-
tive perception of Islam, insofar as it leads respondents to have views
which run counter to the dominant Western media image of Islam.

Around 22 per cent of respondents were of the view that Islam
in Indonesia was the same as that in the Middle East (Table 8). They .
were of this opinion despite the question wording that lent itself to
agreement on variation rather than similarity, suggesting a stron-
ger degree of conviction among those respondents. They also were
those most likely to be able to support their view with a justifica-
tion, 241 of the 287 respondents (84%), whereas only 54 per cent of
those who selected variation were able to provide a justification of
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their view. There were three key reasons provided for why Islam in
Indonesia and the Middle East were the same. The first, and by far
the most common, was the view that Islam was a universal faith
comprised of core beliefs that would pertain in all national circum-
stances (189 comments). The second reason for similarity involved
reference to the core problems of Islam, so far as the respondent
saw them (38 comments). A final, and least popular, reason was a
reference to media, in which it was suggested that Islam in both
places was portrayed in much the same way (17 comments).

These findings provide further information about Australian
public knowledge of Islam generally (or lack thereof), of Islam in
Indonesia specifically, and of the sources of their knowledge. The
key problem with the notion that there is a bad Islam, and a less
bad Islam, is that it affirms the general negative Western percep-
tion of that faith and of Muslims. Information campaigns aimed at
generating an improved set of community attitudes of Islam should
avoid any such simplistic and ultimately un-helpful dichotomies.
At the same time, it would be generally productive and accurate to
encourage an understanding of the complexity and diversity with-
in Islam and among Muslims. Drawing upon Australians’ own con-
tact with, and understanding of, Islam as practiced within Indone-
sia would also appear to be a generally productive means of im-
proving community attitudes.

Conclusion: Ways Forward

The findings from the Attitudes Towards Islam Survey are both sad-
dening and hopeful. The more pessimistic picture suggests that non-
Muslim Australians are ignorant of, or have only a partial knowl-
edge of Islam, and low levels of contact with Muslims. Knowledge of
Islam, and more especially contact with Muslims, has dramatic and
positive effects upon Islamaphobia and tolerance (see Dunn, 2004c).
It would be generally productive and accurate to encourage a wider
Australian understanding of the complexity and diversity within Is-
lam. Drawing upon Australians” own contact with, and understand-
ing of, Islam as practiced within Indonesia would also appear to be a
generally productive means of improving community attitudes. In-
formation campaigns aimed at generating an improved set of com-
munity attitudes of Islam should encourage an understanding of the
diversity of Islam. Such campaigns would be best to eschew sugges-
tions of good and bad regional versions of Islam.
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To address the greater lack of knowledge of Islam among women,
the non-tertiary educated, and blue-collar employees, there is a need
for community awareness initiatives outside of the education sector,
among popular cultural products and media consumed by these groups
{(magazines, popular TV shows). Improving non-Muskim tolerance of
Islam would benefit from the normalising of key performances, in-
cluding those of Salat (prayer), Sawm (fasting), Zakat {community
works and charity) and Hajj (pilgrimage). This could be done through
enhanced celebration and visibility of key events, such as Eid festivals
and pilgrim departures. Government departments and agencies should
also work to further normalise Muslim performances within work-
places and public spaces. Such initiatives are especially important with
regard to older Australians, who claim higher rates of understanding
of Islam, but whose stated knowledge is heavily (mis)informed by ac-
cumulated stereotypes. For youth, education campaigns within for-
mal schooling will be the most effective initiatives.

Events of the last few years have generated a stronger public in-
terest in Islam. Public information campaigns, aimed at improving
community attitudes towards Islam in Australia, should capitalise
upon this period in which non-Muslim interest is at its highest. There
is considerable scope for widehing community knowledge of Islam
as a faith, and of Muslim communities in Australia, and of Islam as it
is practised throughout the Asia-Pacific region. Collaborative re-
search, between government agencies, academics and peak Islamic
associations, is needed on the nature and diversity of Islam in Aus-
tralia and in nearby countries. Nearby countries would include In-
donesia and Malaysia, but also countries with Islamic minorities such
as Singapore and Thailand. Such research should critically examine
the extent to which Muslim performance and politics can be consid-
ered to be fundamentalist, radical or extremist.
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Note

“Tmust thank Biil Richardson and Elaine Burns-Dunn for proof reading the first drafts
of the original report and of this article. Elaine’s provision of dates and sources for reli-
glous proverbs was also much appreciated. I am grateful to Karen Schwensen and others
from Roy Morgan Research who collected and assembled the ‘Attitudes Towards Islam
in Austratia’ data set. I acknowledge the Australia-Indonesia Institute, for cormnmission-
ing this important survey of Australian public attitudes, especially Bill Richardson (Di-
rector), Philip Flood (Chairman) and the other Members of the Board.
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Appendix: Table Al

Sampie characteristics, age, gender, class and
geographic variables, Attitudes Towards Islam Survey, June 2003

Variables Categories and proportions
Age 14 to 24 25-49 50+
1937% 46.68% 33.94%
Gender Men Women
49.28% 50.72%
Education’ Nen-tertiary educated Some tertiary education .
61.78% . 38.22%
Employment Employed, home duties, stpdents | Looking for work, don't work Retired
SHHUS 73.53% 9.23% 17.24%
White or T.o?mm.mo:ur Semi-, sales, other | Skilled trades, semi-, and un-
blue collar white collar skilled No occupation recorded
62.09% 33.26% 4.65%
Household Less than $50K $50K to $100K More than $100K No answer
income 24.87% 26.39%, 19.07% 29.67%
Urban or Capital cities Country areas
rural 62.55% 37.45%
State or NSW Victoria QLD SA WA Tas. NT
territory 36.00% 25.40% 17.54% 7.63% 10.45% 2.28% 0.69%

Source: Roy Morgan Research, Attitudes Towards Islam Survey, 2003,
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