CULTURE AND RELIGION

Islam
Introduction
The history of Islam in Australia pre-dates European settlement with Macassan excursions to t he
northern coastline. The Muslim community in Australia is drawn from more than 70 countries and
is one of the nation’s most ethnically diverse religious groups.

The Northern Territory has a longer history of contact with Islam and a greater legacy of the
social and cultural influence of Muslim travelers and traders than for a ny other region in
Australia.
For many years prior t o the celeb rated European exploration of Aust ralia’s eastern seaboard,
Muslim fishermen fro m the Dutch colonial se ttlement of Macassar seasonally harvested and
processed trepang (sea cucumber) and established large w ell-organised semi-permanent camps
on the coastal mainla nd of northern Australia. The Macassan trade rs effectively established
Australia’s first export in dustry and also established the first interfaith contact on the Australian
continent. In many pla ces the pra ctice and p rinciples of Islam had a profound influence on
Aboriginal spirituality, a nd there ar e strong cu ltural ties between the Macassan and Yolng u
peoples to this day.
th
The Afghan cameleers in the later half of the 19
century were the first Muslims to settle
permanently in Australia in large
numbers. The expertise and endurance of t
hese Muslim
pioneers and innovators played a vital role in exploration expeditions an d later in op ening up the
vast Australian outback for settlement and economic development.

The Northern Territory’s Muslims or iginate from about 30 different countries and people from a
range of n ationalities attend and interact at Friday prayers. There are two
mosques in the
Northern Territory: in Darwin and Alice Springs. The Islamic Council of the Northern Territory is
affiliated with the Australian Feder ation of Islamic Councils (AFIC), which is the national Islamic
peak body based in Sydney, NSW.
The present day Muslim population of the Ter ritory, more than one t hird of which is Australian
born, reflects that patterns of i mmigration and settlement from all corners of the world over the
past 60 years. Darwin’s Muslim community has increased in size from 70 at the time of th e
formation of the Islamic Society of the Northern Territory (ISNT) in
1971 to the present day
population of more than 1000.
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Background and Origins
Muslims follow the tea chings of the Qur’an and their la st Prophet Muhammad (peace an d
blessings be upon him), who was born in 570 AC in Makkah (Mecca ) in Arabia. He came of a
noble Arab family, the Quraysh, the descendants of Abraham throug h his first son, Ishmael. He
received the first revelation at the age of forty. As soon as h e started preaching Islam, he and his
followers were persecu ted and ha d faced sev ere hardships. He was therefore commanded by
God to migrate to Madinah (Medina), a city north of Makkah. During a short span of 23 years, he
completed his prophethood and died at the age of 63. He was put to re st in the city of Madinah,
leaving no wealth or property. Muslims believe that he led a perfect life and set an example for all
human beings. His biog raphy illustrates in real life, the meaning and i mplications of the Qur’anic
teachings.
Islam
Islam means “submission to the will of God”. This word comes from the same root as the Arabic
word "salam", which means "peace".
Muslim
The one who submits to the will of God Or does what God wants him to do.
Quran
Muslims believe that Quran is a record of the exact words revealed b y God through the Angel
Gabriel to the Prophet Muhammad. The Quran contains a complete code of life for the individual
and society. Not one word of its 114 chapters has been changed over the centuries.

Key Beliefs
I. Belief in the Oneness of God: Islam enjoins faith in the oneness and sovereignty of God,
which makes people aware of the meaningfulness of the universe and of their place in it.
2. Belief in the Angels: Muslims believe in the angels of God. They are purely spiritual and
splendid beings whose nature requires no food and drink or sleep.
3. Belief in Books of Allah: Allah revealed His books to various Prophets for guidance of their
nations. The four main books that were revealed were Ta urah (the major part of the Old
Testament), Zaboor (Psalms), Injeel (the Gospel or New Testament) and the Holy Qur’an.
4. Belief in Prophets: Prophethood is not unknown to oth er religions, such as Ju daism and
Christianity. According t o Islam, God Almighty created us for a noble purpose: to worship
Him and to lead a virtuous life based on His Guidance.
5. Last Day (Life after Death): The world, according to Islam, is a place of trial and people are
being put to test in it. At the end of the world, the dead will rise to stand for their final and fair
trial. People with good records will be generously rewarded and warmly welcome d to the
Heaven of God, and those with bad records will be punished and cast to Hell.
6. Divine Decree and Destiny: The true Muslim believes in the timele ss knowledge of God
and in His power to plan and execute His plans.
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The Five Pillars of Islam
1. Faith: In the existence of the One &
Only God: Sole Creator o f the universe. He is
Everlasting, All-Powerful, All-Knowing, Self-Sufficient, & Self -Sustaining and Faith in all the
Prophets of the past, and acceptance that Muhammad is the last Prophet.
2. Prayer: Prayer in Islam is a direct link bet ween the worshipper and God.
intermediaries between God and the worshipper.

There are no

3. Charity (Zakat): Zakat means gi ving 2.5% percentage of your ann ual savings to needy
people.
4. Fasting: Every year in the mon th of Rama dan, Muslims fast from dawn until sundown,
abstaining from food, drink, and sexual relati ons. Provisions are made t o exempt believers
in special circumstances.
5. The Pilgrimage to Makkah: The annual pilgrimage (Hajj) to Makkah (in Saudi Arabia) is an
obligation for all Muslims, at least once in a lifetime, for those who are physically and
financially able to perfo rm it. Male pilgrims we ar special simple clothe s which strip away
distinctions of class and culture so that all stand equal before God.

Demographics
Islam is the world’s se cond largest religion with 1.3 billion adherents. In Australia between the
2001 and 2006 censuses, the number of people who i dentified themselves as Muslim increase d
by 58,816 or 20.9% to 340,394. A ccording to the 2006, Muslims comprise 1.7% of the to tal
Australian population.

Greeting
The following sensitivities need to be observed on greeting or introduction:
• Devout Muslims do not shake hands with the member of the opposite sex.
• Muslims do not expect any non-Mu slim to greet them with the Islamic greeting “assalamu
‘alaikum” meaning “Peace be upon you”, with th e response “wa ‘alaikumus-salam” meaning
“and upon you be peace.” So it is not necessary for a non-Muslim to learn the Islamic way of
greeting, since it is acceptable to greet Mu slims with normal English greetings such as
‘good morning’ or ‘good evening’.

Names and Titles
There is no uniformity in Muslim naming systems
as Muslims come from di fferent cultural
backgrounds. There ar e however, three naming systems by which Muslim names can b
e
categorised:
1. Muslims who have a surname or family name.
In general Muslims coming from Turkey, India, Pakistan, South Africa and Arab countries
have surnames or family names. Certain Muslim ethnic groups coming from In donesia,
Malaysia and Singapore, especially those of Arab descent and
Indonesian Batak or
Mandailing (from Sumatra) and some influential families from Java have family names.
2. Muslims whose fathers’ names or second names are treated as surnames.
The Malay people coming from Malaysia, Singapore, Christmas Island, Cocos Island, some
African countries and some from Indonesia have their fathers’ name as their surname. Most
Malaysian and Singapor ean Malays normally have, before their fathers’ names, th e word
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“Bin” of “Binti (Bte)” respectively meaning “the son of’ or “da ughter of’. For example, Osman
bin Ali is ‘Osman, son o f Ali”. He would probably be called Mr Osman, not Mr Ali - as Mr Ali
1
would be Osman’s father.
3. Muslims who have only single names.
This applies to Muslims from Indonesia on ly. In Indon esia the first given na mes are
important, while the father’s name is unimportant. As a result many Indonesians have only a
single name, such as Suharto, Sudomo, etc. People arriving in Western countries such as
Australia, have some d ifficulties completing government fo rms that mo st often require and
emphasise a surname or family name.

Seating
The following sensitivities need to be observed in seating arrangements for intervie w purposes or
hosting official functions:
• Muslims prefer not to be seated next to opposite sex.
• Muslim men and women prefer to sit in two separate groups to avoid mixing with on e
another, men on one side and women on the other.

Dress and Appearance
The following dress codes apply:
• The Islamic dress code for males and females is prescribed to be modest.
• Muslims can wear any national or chosen dress code if it lo osely covers certain parts of the
body, consisting of the area from the navel to knee for the male, and the whole body with
the exception of the face and hands for the female. These areas of the body are ref erred to
as Awrah.
• The wearing of the Niqab or Purdah (face cover) by Muslim wome
essential by most Muslims.

n is not considered

Body Language and Behaviour
Non-verbal communication has a p owerful effect on relationships and effective service provision.
Non-verbal signals acceptable in one culture may be co mpletely unacceptable or even offensive
in another. Some of these sensitivities to be understood in this area include:
• Beckoning ‘come here’ with the palm upwards or pointing t o a person or object with your
index finger, hand or foot is offensive to certain Muslim ethnic groups.
• For certain Muslim ethn ic groups, especially the South East Asians, the head is sacred, so
never touch someone’s head, as that act is considered humiliating. However, this do es not
apply to Muslims coming from the Middle-East for whom rubbing the head is con sidered a
sign of love and respect.
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Food, Drink and Fasting
Recognising appropriate foods and beverages is essential in respondin g to the needs of religio us
communities. When hosting people from diverse religious and cultural backgrounds, as a matt er
of good practice, always serve a selection of vegetarian and meat f oods on se parate trays. A
variety of non-alcoholic drinks should also be available a t any officia l function. The following
issues relating to food, drink and fasting should also be understood:
• If possible, organise all food to be Halal. This is easy to arrange and ensures everyo ne can
eat.
• Islamic tradition does not allow the consumption of alcohol.
• During Ramadan, the name of the ninth and holiest month of the Muslim calendar, Muslims
do not eat or drink from dawn-break to sunset.
• Muslims are not allowed to consume pork a
nd any meat which is not Halal. Muslims
also don't eat any food which
contains animal fat or animal by-product, unless
it is from the Halal meat.

Religious Festivals and Days of Significance
The following key religious festivals and significant cultural and religious days are celebrated:
• Eidul Fitr, t hat is the f estival to mark the end of Ramada n (the fasting month), which is
celebrated on the 1st of Shawal (the 10th month in Muslim lunar calendar).
• Eidul Adha (festival of sacrifice), tha t is the festival to commemorate Abraham’s sacrifice o f
his son Ish mael, which is celebrat ed on the 10th of ZuI Hijjah (the 12th month in Muslim
lunar Calendar).
• Some Muslims celebrate the Prophet Muhammad’s birthday and some other Islamic
historical events, but th is type of celebration is only a customary pra ctice, which is not
required by Islam.
• Some Muslims celebrate individual birthdays but this is not based on Islamic teachings.

Language and Communication
Language and communication issues include:
• It is the po licy of the Northern Territory Go vernment to provide an interpreter where client s
require assistance in English. Agency staff can contact the Translating and Interpreting
Service (TIS) on telephone number 13 14 50.
• The arrangement should be made according to the sex of the concerned person: male
interpreter for a man and female for a woman, if available. As far as a woman is concerned ,
the translation can also be done by a male interpreter in the presence of her male relative.
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Family and Marriage
The differing family characteristics of different
include:

religious g roups should be appre ciated. These

• In Islam, ‘family’ does not denote merely the nuclear family, but includes, in addition to
husband, wife and children, other close relatives as well.
• In Islam, the strong bond between parents and children is always maintained.
Muslim
children are not expected to leave the parents to live on their own until they are married.

Medical
• Where possible, female doctors sho uld be made available for consultation and treatment of
Muslim women, and male doctors for Muslim men.
• When a Mu slim woman is in labour , she or her husband will always try to have a female
doctor or at least a mid-wife available to deliver the baby.
• Muslims will normally take the placenta home, to be buried properly, as it is consi dered part
of the body, although it is not compulsory to do so.

Death and Related Issues
Death and the grieving process are particularly signif
communities. Some sensitivities include:

icant and important for all relig

ious

• A terminally ill Muslim patient sho uld always have at least one of hi s or her rel atives or
Muslims by his or her side, to pray for him or her and remind him or her of the Islamic faith.
• When a Muslim patient has died, t he family or Muslim communit y should be immediately
informed, to enable the m to make arrangemen ts and necessary preparations for t he burial,
which should take place on the same da y or as soon as possible, unless there is an
impediment to it.
• Either while in hospital or elsewhere, the body of the deceased must not be left naked o r
uncovered.
• It is a collective duty of the Muslims that before burial, the body has to be ritually washed,
wrapped in white cloth according to Islamic rites, and then a prayer will be offered over it.

Counselling/interviews
• For interviews involving Muslim women, serv ice providers should at tempt to allocate a
female interviewer or at least have a female staff member present du ring the int erview.
Muslim women will often request t he presence of a family me mber with them d uring any
interview and this should be accommodated.
• Should advice on Islami c legal issues be needed during counselling/interview, an Imam or
Muslim cleric should be contacted.
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Other Sensitivities
Other cultural and religious sensitiv ities that need to be ac knowledged and respected are as
follows:
• Islam teaches the functional divisio n between the right hand and the le ft hand. Each hand
has different functions. The functions of the right are to give and ta ke, to eat and drink, to
shake hands and wave. Using the left hand for these purposes is offensive. The functions of
the left hand are to remove dirt a nd filth or to remove dirty or filthy thi ngs and to wash and
wipe the private parts a fter going to the toilet. Using the right hand for these purposes is
offensive.
• Muslim women will often not make direct eye contact with members of the opposite sex.
• Gambling is strictly against the precepts of t he Muslim faith and practising Muslims absta in
from alcohol. Any venue used to host a function involving representatives from these
communities should avoid being held at licensed clubs, hotels and casinos.
• Taking of photographs of adherents to Islam, particularly Muslim women, can be sensitive.
Prior permission to take photographs and video footage should be obtained.

Further Enquiries
This information sheet has been produced by the Islamic Society of the Northern Territory with the
support of the Office of Multicultural Affairs. For further information please contact:
• Imam Adama Konda on Ph: 8945 0390
• Correspondence can be forwarded to:
Mr Mohammed Raziuddin
President
Islamic Society of the Northern Territory
PO Box 41151
Casuarina NT 0811
Ph: (08) 8945 0390
Fax: (08) 8945 3031
Email: info@isod.org.au
Web: www.isod.org.au
(Endnotes)

1. Information from “Kiss, Bow or Shake Hands”, T. Morrison, W. Conoway and G. Borden, 1994, Adams Media
Corporation.

