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Synopsis

The Encounter of Islam with Australian Secular Society
A Comparison with the Catholic Experience

Catholicism and Islam are minority religions within Australian society. Both have
played influential roles in the development of their respective Western and Islamic
cultures. In coming to Australia Irish Catholics faced suspicion and fear that their
religious beliefs and their violent rebelliousness were threats to Australian values.
Nevertheless, Catholics were accepted and integrated into Australian society in spite
of a dislike of their religious traditions. Islam is still going through the process, with
surveys reporting a deep division between Muslim and non-Muslim Australians.
Little of the research in Australia into the underlying causes of that division has
sought evidence of specific religious beliefs or practices which may be causing
difficulties for the acculturation of migrants and for their acceptance by members of
the host community. Given the very different understanding of the relationship
between religion and politics in Western secular democracies and in Islamic
societies, the lacuna in research is not helpful for the development of public policy
seeking to ensure social cohesion in an Australia becoming a much more complex
multi-faith and multicultural society.
To determine whether such research is important, this study provides overviews of
the roles played by the religious beliefs and traditions of Christianity (including
Catholicism) and those of Islam in the development of their respective cultures. It
then identifies a number of potential obstacles to social cohesion and has posed a
number of questions which need research to assess: (a) whether Muslim beliefs are
impeding Muslim integration into Australian society and (b) the possibility that the
racism and discrimination blamed for the division in Australia may in fact arise from
concerns among non-Muslim Australians of a perceived incompatibility of Islamic
religious beliefs with some of the core values of Australian society.
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Chapter 1.

Purpose and Methodology

When peoples of different cultures and religious traditions find themselves living
together, the challenge to maintain and strengthen social cohesion, to find those
shared values and commitments which supply ”the cohesive force which unifies a
society and a culture”, is both necessary and difficult. 1 Christopher Dawson has
argued that
It is the religious impulse which supplies the cohesive force which unifies a society
and a culture. The great civilizations of the world do not produce the great religions
as a kind of cultural by-product; in a very real sense the great religions are the
foundation on which the great civilisations rest. A society which has lost its religion
becomes sooner or later a society which has lost its culture. 2

Historically, religion played a crucial role in both Western and non-Western societies
in providing and nourishing many of the fundamental values which underpinned
social cohesion, but this is changing. The increasing globalisation of the modern
world – an interconnectedness strengthened by improved communications, worldwide trade, financial exchanges, and relatively cheaper and faster means of travel,
has increased peoples’ awareness of one another and of the mutual bonds on which
their survival and well-being are dependent. 3 At the same time, people seeking
survival and well-being are on the move. Some are pulled towards countries like
Australia. attracted by the social and economic opportunities available to them in
developed countries. Others such as refugees have been pushed out of their
countries of origin because of war, violations of human rights, torture and natural
disasters. 4 They flee those areas in search of a more secure home. This has
resulted in increasing levels of migration from many non-Western societies into host
countries like Australia. As a consequence Australia has become a society of people
from many cultures. It includes not just those people sharing a general
Western/European culture with a deep Judaeo-Christian background, but an
increasing proportion of people of Islamic or other religious traditions entering the
wider Australian community, a community that also includes a significant number of

1

Christopher Dawson, Progress and Religion, New York: Doubleday [Image Books] 1960, 185.
Dawson, Progress (1960), 185.
3
Robbie Robertson, The Three Waves of Globalization: a History of a Developing Global
Consciousness, London & New York: Zed Books 2003, 32-42
4
Richard Lohrmann, “Immigration in the twentieth century: which framework for policy response?” in
Immigration into Western Societies: Problems and Policies, Emek M. Ucarer and Donald J. Puchala,
(eds.) London and Washington: Pinter, 1997, 310-311.
2
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people without religious belief or affiliation. 5 In pre-modern societies, citizenship was
largely based on religious affiliation, but in today’s increasingly globalised world,
such a basis for social cohesion encounters great difficulty in avoiding discrimination
against religious or ideological minorities.
Migrants to Australia from non-western cultures enter a society which has built its
social cohesion on values and social institutions deeply influenced by JudaeoChristian values and by a modern and even a post-modern mindset. Migrants
coming from cultures deeply influenced by other religious influences and still coming
to terms with modernity and its rational, scientific and sceptical mindset, inevitably
face a culture shock. They are being asked to come to terms with a new mindset
within one or two generations, a change which has taken peoples in the West over
400 years to negotiate. 6 The process of acculturation/integration of migrants into
Australian society cannot be expected to take place overnight, but unless the
process is underway and is seen to be taking place, social cohesion is likely to be at
risk.
In coming to Australia Irish Catholics faced suspicion and fear that their religious
beliefs and their recent history of violent rebelliousness were threats to the settler
community. Nevertheless, Catholics were accepted and integrated into Australian
society in spite of a dislike of their religious traditions. Islam is still going through the
process, with surveys reporting a deep division between Muslim and non-Muslim
Australians. While it is true that Judaism, Christianity and Islam share a common
Abrahamic tradition so that Jews, Christians and Muslims have much in common,
important differences are also part of the reality. 7
The role of certain Judaeo-Christian beliefs, in particular those of Catholicism, in the
development of Western and therefore of Australia’s secular, democratic society and
culture, has not been a major topic in the public discourse on Australian values
which has developed as non-western migration increased. The focus has been
generally on the beginnings of democracy in the pre-Christian, Greek city states, and
on its revival as a consequence of the Enlightenment ideals and ideologies and the
American and French revolutions. The fact that the Australian political system was a
parliamentary democracy within the framework of a constitutional monarchy was not
treated or even acknowledged in many of the recommended university textbooks on

5

Denham Grierson, How Secular Are We, Melbourne: John Garratt Publishing, 2009, 21; Philip
Hughes, Stephen Reid and Claire Pickering, Shaping Australia’s Spirituality: A Review of Christian
Ministry in the Australian Context, Melbourne: Christian Research Association, 2010.
6
Charles Taylor, A Secular Age, Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press,
2007, 423-504.
7
Dan Madigan, “A Common Word Between Us and You: Some initial reflections” in the online journal
Thinking Faith 18 Jan. 2008, at http://www.thinkingfaith.org/articles/20080118_9.htm accessed 2 Feb.
2008; Karen Armstrong, A History of God: The 4000 Year Quest of Judaism, Christianity and Islam,
New York: Random House 1993, 11-26;
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democracy in the 1990s. 8 It is difficult to explain the failure to recognise the role of
Catholic and Protestant beliefs in those developments.
If Dawson’s comment on the role of religion in the development of societies is valid,
the adequacy of the range of topics relevant to social cohesion which are being
researched or discussed should be explored. Are the right questions being asked
and the answers obtained being taken into account in formulating policies and
strategies designed to facilitate the integration of migrants into Australian society?

Research Aims
This research project is primarily seeking to identify any fundamental differences in
the way in which religion and politics have developed in Western and Islamic
civilizations. The word ‘politics’ is used in the sense of referring to the relationships
within the public square between people in a particular society and the structures
developed as a result of their attitudes to one another. It is only those religious
beliefs which directly influence the kind of relationships which citizens have in the
public square which are relevant to the search for social cohesion.
Secondly, it will attempt to identify the core values governing community
relationships and social cohesion within Australian society, and, in the light of that,
seek evidence of any apparent incompatibility of particular religious beliefs or
practices with those core values.
Finally, based on the evidence from this research, the study concludes by
suggesting possible strategies using dialogue and research to find a shared
understanding of the core values which will provide a basis for social cohesion in
Australia’s multifaith, multicultural society.

A Note on Methodology
While Catholicism and Islam are minority religions within Australian society, both
claim to have played influential roles in the development of Western and Islamic
civilisations. They have also had, and still have difficulties, in engaging with
8

rd

Andrew Heywood, Political Ideologies: an Introduction, 3 ed. New York: Palgrave Macmillan 2003;
John Hoffman & Paul Graham, Introduction to Political Ideologies, Harlow: Pearson Education 2006;
nd
Randal G. Stewart & Ian Ward, Politics One, 2 ed. Sth Melbourne: Macmillan Education Australia,
nd
1996; Dean Jaensch, The Politics of Australia, 2 ed. Sth. Melbourne: Macmillan Education Australia,
1997. There were exceptions such as the works of Graham Maddox, Australian democracy in
rd
Theory and Practice, 3 ed. Melbourne: Longman, 1996, 78-80 and Leon P. Baradat, Political
th
ideologies: their Origins and Impact, 5 ed. New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 1994, 60-63.
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modernity and in particular with the relationship of religion and politics in a secular
democratic state. This arises from the fact that both Catholicism and Islam are
missionary religions with the goal of transforming, not just individual believers, but
the very society in which they live. Therefore, discussions and debates about the
core socio-political values of an Australian society which claims to have a JudaeoChristian heritage would be expected to acknowledge the Judaeo-Christian
influences on those values and attempt to address any incompatibilities between the
host community’s understanding of those values and those of non-christian
communities or groups. To ignore the possibility of such incompatibilities is to put
social cohesion at risk.
Christianity, particularly Roman Catholic Christianity, and Islam played public roles in
feudal, pre-industrial societies which are no longer possible in modern secular
democratic states like Australia. Already in Australia, some of the difficulties
encountered by Catholics and Muslims, particularly over human rights issues and
their requests for exemptions, have become contentious issues in the political
sphere. 9 Calls for the recognition of Shari’a Law for Muslims have also raised
concern. 10
This study does not set out to be polemical, seeking to engage in debate about
particular religious or secular beliefs. Rather, it is an attempt to assess the political
impact of such beliefs in an Australian context. The beliefs and values are taken as
sociological realities which have implications for the way Australians understand and
construct their society. Theological, historical and political analysis is undertaken in
order to illuminate the context within which these issues and questions are to be
examined.
The title adopted for this study focuses in particular on the difficulties and
possibilities encountered by minority religious groups – Catholics and Muslims - in
adjusting to Australia’s secular democratic society. The word ‘encounter’ was
deliberately chosen rather than Huntington’s word ‘clash’ because it is less
judgmental and more optimistic of a positive outcome in spite of the difficulties being
faced. 11
The thesis proceeds by analysing the relationship between cultures and religion and
its relevance to the values which underpin social cohesion in Australia. To do this
9

Editorial, “Hulls lack of courage leaves discrimination entrenched”, Sunday Age, Melbourne, 4 Oct.
2009, 18; Melissa Fyfe, “Teacher scorned for ‘chosen lifestyle’ “. Sunday Age 4 Oct. 2009, 2; Denis
Hart and Margaret Thornton, “Balancing religion and rights”,‘ Sunday Age, 4 Oct. 2009, 19.
10
Paul Bibby, ”Muslim leader wants elements of sharia in Australia”, Sydney Morning Herald, March
8, 2010 at http://www.smh.com.au/national/muslim-leader-wants-elements-of-sharia-in-australia20100307-pqlo.html, accessed 10 March 2010; “Sharia means freedom, tolerance: new Aussie grand
mufti” in CathNews, 19 Sept, 2011, at http://www.cathnews.com/article.aspx?aeid=28333, accessed
20 Sept, 2011..
11
Samuel P. Huntington, The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of the World Order, New York:
Simon and Schuster, 1996.
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the thesis explores the origins of the key socio-political thinking and underlying
values which have influenced or been the subject of contestation in Australian public
policy – the separation of church and state, religious and political tolerance, free
speech, equality under the law and the accountability of civic and political leadership
through a system of democratic governance. There will also be an explanation of
what is meant by secularism in Australia and the extent to which Australian
secularism has a place for religion in the public square. Values which have served
as the foundation of social cohesion in Australia will be noted with a view to
identifying any religious or secularist beliefs or attitudes which are in conflict with or
reject those values.
This study begins then with a Literature Review (Chapter 2) which sifts the available
evidence of research into the nature of the relationships between Muslim and nonMuslim Australians. The relevance of this is based on the strong possibility that the
process of enculturation and integration/acculturation of migrants into the host
community is complicated by the difficulties which secularism and the modern
secular state pose for peoples of religious beliefs.
Nevertheless, that same process of integration puts pressure on secularists too to
live with people of religious belief and traditions.
The challenge in modern and post-modern societies, including Australia, is to find
ways of achieving a consensus on the values, religious and secular, essential for
social cohesion. Just what those values are is still contested. 12 This study of the
role of religion in either building or raising barriers to social cohesion does not do so
at the expense of ignoring evidence of the importance of access to jobs, education
and health services and that of the openness to the acceptance of new migrants by
the host community. It is the absence of these conditions which makes it difficult to
achieve that ”wanting to belong” attitude among migrants which is the key to
integration and social harmony. 13 Neverthless, the strong religious identities of
many migrants and refugees cannot be ignored and the possible relevance of
religious beliefs and practices to social cohesion calls for research and analysis.

12

Department of Immigration and Multicultural and Indigenous Affairs, “Multicultural Australia: United
In Diversity Updating the 1999 New Agenda for Multicultural Australia: Strategic directions for 20032006”, Commonwealth of Australia 2003, at
www.immi.gov.au/multicultural/inc/pdf_doc/united_diversity/united_diversity.pdf, 2003, now available
at http://www.immi.gov.au/media/publications/pdf/united_diversity.pdf accessed 23 August, 2009;
David Medhurst, Multiculturalism in Australia, IDP Education Australia (IDP) at
http://search.uws.edu.au/search?q=David+Medhurst&site=prod_uws&output=xml_no_dtd&client=uws
_main&proxystylesheet=uws_main&numgm=5, 27 Mar. 2008.
13
Russell Skelton, “Young Lebanese men caught between cultures”, The Sunday Age, 18 Dec. 2005,
13; Imran K. Lum, ’Remove the Road Blocks to Integration’ Islamic Review, Dec 17 2006 at
http://www.islamicreview.net/article.php?sc=Opinion&id=338 accessed 10 Jan 2007.
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Before beginning the analysis of the relationship between religion and politics in the
West and in Islam, the author sets out his understanding of some basic concepts
used throughout the study. The author’s understanding of terms such as social
cohesion, culture, religion, conscience and secularity in secular democracies are
defined in Chapter 3.
The discussion of these key concepts provides the background for a consideration in
the following chapter of The Relationship between Religion and Politics in Western
Societies (Chapter 4), of the development of the socio-political values which are the
basis of social cohesion in Australia. The chapter offers an historical overview of
the contributions to the development of western culture from pre-Christian Middle
Eastern, Greek and Roman civilisations, from Roman Catholicism, Islam, Germanic
tribal traditions, the Protestant Reformation, the Enlightenment and the
accompanying rational, scientific, political and economic ideologies which have
brought influence to bear on the development of Western modernity. By comparing
the role which religion has played in the development of Western societies with the
role of Islam in Muslim societies, potential difficulties arising from different religious
beliefs and traditions affecting the relationship between religion and politics should
become clearer. That is the underlying aim of the presentation in Chapter 5, The
Relationship between Religion and Politics in Islamic Societies. Without such a
study, the possibility of religious beliefs weakening social cohesion cannot be tested
because the correct questions to ask will not have been identified.
Australian society forms part of this confluence of intellectual currents which have
given shape to western civilization. On the other hand, Australia has placed its own
interpretation on the values drawn from these diverse strands which sustain its social
cohesion. The following chapter, The Relationship between Religion and Politics in
Australia’s Secular Democracy: The Australian Interpretation of its Western Heritage
(Chapter 6), offers an analysis of the way key western values have been interpreted
and have influenced Australian society. In so doing, the study identifies some of the
key issues relevant to the maintenance of social cohesion in Australia.
The difficulties that these challenges pose for Catholic, Muslim and Secularist
Australians are explored and the difficulties and challenges which the search for a
commitment to these values will face, are examined in Chapter 7, The Differences:
Challenges for Muslim, Catholic and Secularist Australians.
The final Chapter 8, Conclusions: The Encounter of Islam and Catholicism with
Australian Secular Society, reports on the findings of this study into the likely
relevance of religious factors in the building and maintenance of social cohesion. It
identifies beliefs which have the capacity to undermine social cohesion, any lacuna
in the research to be rectified, the questions which need to be asked, impediments to
the research enterprise and ways of overcoming them.
13

Evidently, this study is not a sociological research project employing a sociological
methodology, although it does include sociological perspectives. Rather, it is a
preliminary step which sets out by the use of meta-narratives to identify any beliefs
or practices of Catholic Christians, Muslims or Secularists which have the potential to
erode social cohesion in Australian society. The goal is to identify the key questions
which should be the focus of sociological research if social cohesion is to be
maintained and strengthened in Australian society. 14
Hopefully, by following this methodology, this study will contribute to a deepening of
understanding within Australia of the nature of the challenge members of the host
community as well as new migrants face in strengthening and maintaining social
cohesion as our population mix becomes more varied. A failure to address any
difficulties which do exist may see Australia experiencing within its own society the
Clash of Civilisations which Huntington forecast. 15

14
15

Diarmaid MacCulloch, Christianity:The First Three Thousand Years, London: Penguin Books, 2011, p. 12
Huntington, The Clash (1996).
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Chapter 2.

Reviewing the Literature

The literature review undertaken for this thesis aims to identify any research that has
been undertaken relevant to this inquiry and to assess its usefulness for the
purposes motivating this study. The thesis itself is an assessment of whether
religious beliefs and practices can have such a divisive impact on community
relationships that social cohesion is at risk. And related to that, does religion have
the potential to be part of the solution?
As the quality of the relationships between groups is a likely indicator of the level of
cohesion within Australian society, a literature search into studies and research into
the relationship between Muslim and non-Muslim Australians, especially after the
New York, Bali and London bombings, was undertaken. The relevance of such an
approach is reinforced by the expressions of concern in the Australian media about
Muslim attitudes to women, to violence and to the use of State power to enforce
religious law (the Shari’a) in Islamic countries. 1 The search identified a number of
surveys which did or could have explored these relationships.

Surveys
Nine major surveys have confirmed the existence of a deep division between Muslim
and non-Muslim Australians. These surveys report that many Muslims are
experiencing hostile treatment from fellow Australians. While initial hostility from the
host community has been the lot of most migrant groups, there seems to be a
deeper division and a longer-lasting experience for Muslims than for other migrant
groups.
The first survey was undertaken in 2002 shortly after September 11, although its
report was finalised after the Bali bombings. Its findings were presented in two
reports, one on ‘Religion, Cultural Diversity and Safeguarding Australia’ the other on
‘Why Construct a Local Interfaith Network? The responsibility of civic and religious
leaders.’2 The report also included a study of Muslim Australians: Their Beliefs,
Practices and Institutions. 3

1

Marc Durier, "Amina Lawal & the Islamic Shari'a." Quadrant 46, no. 392. (Dec, 2002): 27 – 39;
Zainah Anwar, and Terry Lane,. "Feminist Islam.", interview on ABC Radio National: The National
Interest, 4 January 2004; Terry Lane interviews Randa Abdel-Fattah, “Being Muslim in Australia”: on
Radio National: In the Public Interest 3 Nov. 2002;
2

Desmond Cahill, Gary Bouma, Hass Dellal And Michael Leahy, Religion, Cultural Diversity
and Safeguarding Australia, Canberra: Department of Immigration and Multicultural and
Indigenous Affairs and Australian Multicultural Foundation in association with the World
Conference of Religions for Peace, RMIT University and Monash University, 2004 at
http://amf.net.au/library/file/Religion_Cultural_Diversity_Main_Report.pdf, accessed 16 Feb.
15

Its findings acknowledged the relevance of religion and religious leadership in the
building of social cohesion and harmony, but did not go into detail on how specific
religious beliefs and practices could strengthen or undermine community relations,
but they did identify the need for theologies to address the issue of the ‘other’. They
showed the relevance of religion to the building of social harmony, called for the
introduction of the study of religion into schools and noted the importance of the
values which underlie the formation of social capital in Australia. Without saying that
there is some incompatibility between Australian secularity’s understanding of the
relationship between religion and the state and that of a particular religious group,
they recognised the need for more thinking on the whole question of that relationship
in Australia.
Riaz Hassan published the findings of his survey in On Being Religious: A Study of
Christian and Muslim Piety in Australia. 4 His research into the comparative views of
Muslims in various countries showed surprising levels of difference in the attitudes of
Muslim and Christian Australians on an issue where religious beliefs were influential.
It also offered evidence that Muslim Australians are less tolerant of religious
deviation than Muslims in Kazakhstan, Turkey and Iran.
The third survey was undertaken by the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity
Commission. Its report was titled Isma∑ - Listen: National consultations on
eliminating prejudice against Arab and Muslim Australians. Australia-wide
consultations in 2003 interviewed 1400 Arab and Muslim Australians on how to
overcome prejudice and hostility towards Arab and Muslim Australians. 5
The consultations reported the existence of widespread harassment of Muslim
Australians in the street and at work. As a result the Commission made a number of
recommendations, but did not explore the possibility of any underlying causes of this
hostility from members of the host community. Nor did it offer any findings on
Muslim beliefs and practices which might cause difficulties for some Muslims now
living in Australia or inhibit their willingness to engage in dialogue on such issues.
Because the religious motivation of the perpetrators of the New York and Bali
bombings received wide publicity, it would have been useful to assess whether some
2005; Desmond Cahill and Michael Leahy. Why Construct a Local Interfaith Network? The
responsibility of civic and religious leaders. Canberra: Dept. of Immigration and Multicultural and
Indigenous Affairs and Australian Multicultural Foundation in association with the World Conference of
Religions for Peace, RMIT University and Monash University, 2004.
3
Abdullah Saeed, Muslim Australians: Their Beliefs, Practices and Institutions, Canberra: Dept. of
Immigration and Multicultural and Indigenous Affairs and Australian Multicultural Foundation in
association with The University of Melbourne, 2004.
4
Riaz Hassan, 'On Being Religious: A Study of Christian and Muslim Piety in Australia'. Australian
Religion Studies Review, 15:1, 2002, Ch. 11, available at
http://epress.anu.edu.au/nts/html/ch11s02.html accessed 31 January 2010.
5
“Isma∑ - Listen: National consultations on eliminating prejudice against Arab and Muslim
Australians”, Sydney: Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, 2004.
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of the religious beliefs and practices of Islam associated with militant jihad were
supported by Muslim Australians and whether this contributed to the hostility
experienced by Australian Muslims. Such conjectures were not part of the survey,
but questions on those issues still need to be put. Are these or other religious issues
vital factors in the Australian division? Could it be that it is not just misinformation
and groundless stereotyping which is the cause of the hostility, but that there are
even deeper issues, possibly related to religious beliefs, which are contributing to
divisiveness within the Australian community?
The fourth survey, Australia Deliberates: Muslims and non-Muslims in Australia, was
carried out between December 2005 and September 2007.
The goal was to assess the current state of knowledge and attitudes about relations
between Muslims and non-Muslims in Australia. 6

This survey too reported on the division between non-Muslim and Muslim Australians
but specific religious issues and their positive or negative relevance to that division
were not identified.
The fifth survey Muslim Voices: Hopes & Aspirations of Muslim Australians, was
published by Monash University in 2009. 7 The positive ratings given by the
respondents to questions about Australian values were encouraging, but not
surprising. The questions seem to have been based on general values like Care,
Compassion, Fair Go and the like from the National Framework for Values Education
in Australian schools. 8 Questions about more specific values such as the separation
of church and state, freedom of speech, freedom of a person to change one’s
religion would have been more valuable. 9
A sixth survey Understanding Muslim Identities: From Perceived Relative Exclusion
to Inclusion, sought “an understanding of Muslim identities [which] needs to be

6

“Australia Deliberates: Muslims and Non-Muslims in Australia: Final Report”, Canberra: Issues
Deliberation Australia/America, 2007, at http://ida.org.au/content.php?p=dpprelease, accessed 26
Feb 2009, 33.
7
Shahram Akbarzadeh, Gary D. Bouma, Rachel Woodlock, Rod Ling, Aamer Rahman, Zachary
Russell, Muslim Voices: Hopes & Aspirations of Muslim Australians, Monash University: Centre for
Muslim Minorities & Islam Policy Studies, 2009, (Report commissioned by the Department of
Immigration and Citizenship under the National Action Plan to Build on Social Cohesion, Harmony
and Security), Table 14, p.29, at http://www.immi.gov.au/living-in-australia/a-diverseaustralia/national-action-plan/_attach/muslim-voices-report.pdf, accessed 4 Aug 2010.
8
Department of Education, Training and Science, National Framework for Values Education
in Australian Schools [online], Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia, 2005, available at
http://www.valueseducation.edu.au/values/default.asp?id=14515 accessed 9 Sept. 2007. .
9
Department of Immigration and Citizenship, Becoming an Australian Citizen [online],
Barton, ACT: Commonwealth of Australia, 2007, 5; available from
http://www.citizenship.gov.au/test/resource-booklet/citz-booklet-full-ver.pdf.
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developed within the context of issues of inclusion and exclusion, and an acceptance
of diversity of views and practices among Muslims”. 10
None of the recommendations in the report called on Muslim Australians to explore
the possibility that some of their diverse interpretations of their religious beliefs and
traditions may be in conflict with core Australian values and that these need to be
key issues for dialogue. 11
A seventh survey report released in Feb 2011 Challenging Racism: The Anti-Racism
Research Project presents a disturbing profile of anti-racism across Australia. 12
However, the impact of specific religious beliefs and practices on attitudes of nonMuslims to Muslims was not explored in this survey.
An eighth survey report Towards understanding what Australia's Muslims really think
notes a lacuna in research into the thinking of Australian Muslims. The questions
which it used to research the topics did not address the influence of Islamic beliefs
on Australian Muslims’ interpretations of the values on which Australia has built its
social cohesion. 13
The ninth survey report Freedom of religion and belief in 21st century Australia was
released in March 2011. 14 The report was based on consultations held with religious
and secular organizations but acknowledged that it was not necessarily
representative. It noted that religious leaders were more tolerant than the people
they represented and that the quality of dialogue could be more robust by shifting its
focus from building relationships based on a better understanding of other belief
systems to more attention to sensitive issues in the relationships in a multi-faith
society. The findings support the general thrust of this thesis, noting a number of
concerns about Islam as well as a number of concerns for Muslims. Nevertheless,
there is no in-depth analysis of the connection between those concerns and the
religious and secular beliefs of Muslim and non-Muslim Australians.
10

Samina Yasmeen, Understanding Muslim Identities: From Perceived Relative Exclusion to
Inclusion, Perth: Centre for Muslim States and Societies, University of Western Australian, 2008, iv, at
http://www.cmss.uwa.edu.au/cmss_publications?f=266453, accessed 30 April, 2011.
11
Yasmeen Understanding (2008), 75-79 . .
12
Kevin Dunn, Jim Forrest and Ian Burnley, Challenging Racism: The Anti-Racism Research Project,
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Is Islam Incompatible with Australian Society?
A number of overseas studies have addressed concerns about the compatibility of
Islamic beliefs and practices with the beliefs and practices of western democracies.
Opinion is divided, but there are issues which credible authors identify as serious
problems for Muslims living in western democracies – issues such as freedom of
speech, freedom of religion, gender equality and protection against discrimination for
people who belong to religious, racial or sexual minorities. Good examples are such
studies as Jennifer A. Hurley’s (ed), Islam: Opposing Viewpoints, which include
views and analysis by both Muslim and non-Muslim authors. 15 Studies by Muslim
and non-Muslims gathered for publication by Azzam Tamimi and John L. Esposito
(eds.) in their Islam and Secularism in the Middle East, 16 offer insightful reflections
on secularism, among them Peter L. Berger’s, ‘Secularism in Retreat’. The studies
consider issues relevant to the role of religion within Australia’s secular democratic
society. 17 A number of Muslim academics in American universities have conceded
the reality of serious difficulties in addressing such issues. Abdullah An-Naim’s
study, The future of Shari’a: Negotiating Islam in the context of the Secular state, 18
Khaled Abou El Fadl’s Islam and the Challenge of Democracy 19 and Azzam S.
Tamimi’s Democracy in Islamic Political Thought, a lecture given in a Belfast
mosque, offer evidence of efforts being made in recent centuries by Muslim scholars
to reinvigorate and renew Islam by facing up to the challenges for religion in the
public life of democracies. 20 The same can be said of the various essays in Joseph
E.B. Lumbard’s (ed.), Islam, Fundamentalism and the Betrayal of Tradition. 21
In this context some Australian research is worth noting. Riaz Hassam’s findings
mentioned above are confirmation of the importance of acknowledging that Muslim
migrants come from a civilisation which has beliefs and practices which have the
potential to undermine social cohesion unless they are reinterpreted. 22 Benjamin
MacQueen, Kylie Baxter and Rebecca Barlow’s, Islam and the Question of Reform:
15
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Critical Voices from Muslim Communities, show that efforts are being made to find
ways of ensuring that Islam is not incompatible with democracies like
Australia’s. 23 A number of studies by religious people and groups have been more
specific in addressing some of the challenges which religions, including Christianity
and Islam, face in their encounters with Australian society. 24
Research studies by Abe Ata into Christian - Muslim Intermarriage in Australia:
Identity, social cohesion or cultural fragmentation, and Mixed Marriages:
Catholic/Non-Catholic Marriages in Australia, acknowledge that differences in
religious beliefs do influence attitudes to relationships and make intermarriage
between Christian and Muslim quite challenging. In his recent summary of his
research published in Us & Them: Muslim-Christian Relations and Cultural Harmony
in Australia, Ata recognizes the division between Muslims and Non-Muslims in
Australia. 25 He has used a study of Lebanese identity to show that religio-cultural
influences are barriers which Christian and Muslim Lebanese have to overcome to
be integrated into Australian society. 26 He found that 64% of his survey sample
“indicated uncertainty about permanent settlement in Australia”. 27
A presentation made at the Australian Association for Religious Studies 2009
Conference at Melbourne University reported on research conducted into Liberalism
and Identity Construction for Young, Educated Muslims in Australia. 28 The
presentation highlighted “the power of liberal society in the transformation of
traditional identities into more conforming liberal ones”. The research, still in its early
stages, seemed to show that liberalism by attempting to accept the diversity and
plurality of social and cultural groups brings about a construction of identity “that
reinforces liberal values and principles”. 29 There were also indications that, as a
result, a level of integration and social cohesion has been achieved by members of
this category of Muslim Australians. Whether the research will cover the impact of
that evolving identity on the core beliefs and practices of those young educated
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Muslim Australians was not reported. The findings of the Pew Research Centre into
the integration of American Muslims are certainly positive. 30
Another research based study, Shaping Australia’s Spirituality: A Review of Christian
Ministry in the Australian Context, provides evidence of current developments in the
relationship between religion and Australian society. 31 In discussing The National
Spirit, it makes the point that
while deeply influenced by Western culture, that culture cannot finally take root in the
very different Australian soil as the non-Western migrant groups with their nonChristian traditions become participants in the national conversation. 32

An article Islam at the Crossroads: A Need for Fuller Discovery addresses issues
related to the difficulties which face participants in Christian-Muslim dialogue. 33 In
general though, very few research project titles actually address the role that
specific religious beliefs, practices and traditions play in helping or hindering
Australian social cohesion. 34
A publication by Monash University on Australian-based Studies on Islam and
Muslim Societies in 2004 focused on the research done by the three universities
which had attracted Muslim scholars at that time – Australian National University,
University of Melbourne and Deakin University. It provides a list of publications
which “reflect the extent of Australian-based scholarship”. 35
It revealed that few Ph D. topics at Australian universities in the last two decades
have addressed such issues. As noted above, the key research surveys done by
university academics have been responses to requests and funding from
Government.
Since then, the Universities of Melbourne, West Sydney and Griffith have joined
together to form a National Centre of Excellence in Islamic Studies. That Centre cosponsored with the Centre for Islamic Law and Society an Islamic Studies
Postgraduate conference at Melbourne University’s Law School in December 2009,
30
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The presentations made revealed that studies are still focusing very much on
Indonesian and Malaysian topics with some attention to discrimination issues in
Australia. Three papers exploring the situation of women in Australia did address
the impact of patriarchal and religious interpretation of the Qur’an to the
disadvantage of women. 36 One of them while arguing for the recognition of parts of
the Shari’a, did acknowledge the likelihood of problems such a recognition would
raise for a secular society. 37 However the basis of the religious influence on the
treatment of women and the difficulties of reinterpretation were not addressed.
Other than these papers, there was little direct research into the implications for
social cohesion in Australia of specific Muslim or other religious beliefs, practices
and traditions. The website of the University of West Sydney on its post-graduate
research topics and topics at its regular Seminars also show little research into such
issues so far. 38 The websites of Griffith University and University of Melbourne
reveal a similar lack of research into the impact of particular beliefs and practices. At
Griffith University only 1 out of 13 research students were exploring the impact of
religious beliefs on behaviour – in that case on domestic violence. 39
The different mindset which Muslim migrants can be presumed to bring to Australia,
is presented in an Australian study on Islam and Human Rights in Practice:
Perspectives across the Ummah. 40 The difficulties that must confront both Muslims
and non-Muslims in Australia are obvious. The need for research into the attitudes
of Muslim Australians on human rights and related issues - the role of the state,
religious freedom, freedom to criticise Islam, apostasy, Shari’a law and gender
issues, is obvious after reading this book.
One study which does attempt to show the influence of religious attitudes in dividing
Australians has already been mentioned: On Being Religious: A Study of Christian
Muslim Piety in Australia. 41 Its results are a confirmation of the division in thinking
among Muslim and Christian Australians and show the influence of religious attitudes
36
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in causing that division. Whether the sample surveyed is representative or not is
unclear.
Another Australian study which has sought to identify religious factors in the
divisiveness between Muslim and Non-Muslims is Peter Day’s ‘Áustralian Public
Policy: Examining the Foundations’ in Islam: Human Rights and Public Policy. 42
The book draws on examples of relationship difficulties between Muslims and nonMuslims in a number of countries. In doing this it raises many important questions,
but there is no research to show that such attitudes are dominant among Muslim
Australians. Day’s article, however, is a critique of public policy inadequacies in
Australia because of the failures of government agencies to raise some of the public
policy issues which need to be addressed because of apparent incompatibilities with
traditional Islamic beliefs and practices.

Religion and Integration
The overall lack of research into the impact of religious beliefs and practices on the
integration of Muslims into Australian society underscored the need to identify any
religious beliefs and practices, Catholic, Islamic and Secular which facilitate or inhibit
the integration of non-Western migrants into Australian society. The works of
Christopher Dawson, Religion and the Rise of Western Culture, and Progress and
Religion, argued strongly for the recognition of the role of religion in the development
of culture and therefore for the possibility that religious factors have the capacity to
facilitate or inhibit the integration of people into a different culture. 43 The publication
by Abdullarh Saeed and Shahram Akbarzadeh (eds), Muslim Communities in
Australia, contains two articles which do address the possible impact of religious
beliefs on integration. 44 Gary Bouma, Joan Daw and Riffat Munawar in their report
on ‘Muslims Managing Religious Diversity’, note the experiences of ethnically diverse
Muslim women coming to terms with their various culturally different expressions of
Islam. 45 Such differences of ethnicity and culture and the difficulties that causes for
collective action and for mosque access by Muslims from different ethnic groups is
also noted by Jamilla Hussain. 46 However, it was disappointing that someone who
has done specialist studies of Shari’a law did not address the issue of its relationship
42
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to Australian law. The conference at which that paper was presented sought to
address the question of the role of the state and its relationship to religion, but no
paper addressed the issue other than to acknowledge the problem for Islam. 47 On
the whole, few Australian studies address the impact of specific beliefs on the
integration of Muslim migrants into Australian society.
Studies on the experiences of Muslim migrants in Australia identify the reality of
discrimination and marginalization, but do not explore whether religious beliefs,
practices and traditions are factors contributing to those concerns. One example is
the research by S. Poynting and G. Noble, Living with Racism: the Experience and
Reporting by Arab and Muslim Australians of Discrimination, Abuse and Violence
since 11 September 2001. Their research is based on interviews with Muslims and
does not explore the possibility of any religious factors influencing host community
hostility. 48 In any case, this research has been challenged by both Muslim and nonMuslim commentators over the adequacy of its research methodology. 49
An overseas study which sheds light on the difficulties that such migrants may face
in modern secular democracies is that of Charles Taylor’s A Secular Age. 50
Australian commentator Denham Grierson has offered a useful commentary on the
book. 51 It offers an analysis of the transition process which the peoples of Western
societies had to go through as they moved from an age in which the existence of
God and of spirits good and evil, was not in doubt, an age he refers to variously as
one of enchantment, of anxiety, or as the Ancien Regime. People in those societies
lived in a world in which the self was seen to be porous to outside influences - that
of God, of spirits and of an hierarchically organised society in which religious
institutions demanded orthodoxy, discipline and consensus. With the advent of the
Reformation and of the Enlightenment, Western societies found alternative options.
A more democratic dimension to the religious journey released the individual from
the authority of the Church. Science, a trust in reason, and sceptisim about official
doctrine led to a growing disenchantment of society. 52 Peoples in the West entered
what Taylor calls the Age of Mobilisation. God was no longer seen as active in the
world, but as a distant Creator, but still the source of moral order. Religion no longer
played a directly public role, but was confined to providing the disciplines of selfcontrol, moderation and abstinence needed by society. Through objective
47
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disciplined thinking and scientific exploration, people would achieve salvation. 53 This
Deism still acknowledged moral imperatives, but in a culture with a growing sense of
individual freedom and an emphasis on reason. Finally, Western societies began
entering a third stage, the Age of Authenticity, in which the authentic self no longer
needs God. The world is neutral without any particular purpose. It is the self which
creates its own world and decides what is right and wrong. This is the journey of
secularization which Taylor describes in his study.
Taylor’s study is a reminder of the challenging world which migrants coming from
pre-industrial societies encounter in Australia. It supports the theme of this thesis
that religious beliefs and practices may well be important issues to be addressed as
part of the search for social cohesion in this current phase of Australian
multiculturalism. Furthermore, the British experience, as portrayed in Faith in the
Public Realm: Controversies, policies and practices, acknowledges the importance
of such factors. 54
A study in the Goulburn Valley by Monash University investigated the Social
Integration of Muslim Settlers in Cobram. 55 This limited, but informative research
project found that religion helped migrant Muslims to cope with the stresses of
migration. However, it also noted the assimilationist expectations from some
members of the host community who drew comparisons between what they see as
the poor levels of integration of these latter arrivals in contrast to those achieved by
earlier Italian migrants. 56 The study reported local perceptions that “some members
of the Muslim community have adopted stricter religious practices ... as a coping
mechanism.” 57 Nevertheless, the study did not explore in depth how religious or
secular beliefs or a need to emphasise religious identity, may have had a significant
role in strengthening division or in impeding integration. But the research
interviewer, a Muslim Australian, found that wearing the veil to do the interviews,
gave her credibility with the Muslim community and cooperation was forthcoming.
In 2007, the Interfaith Network in Shepparton invited La Trobe University’s
Shepparton Campus and the Shepparton and District Ethnic Communities Council to
53
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co-sponsor a “Conference on Cultural Diversity and Social Cohesion: The Goulburn
Valley Experience”. 58 The 2006 census figures reported that 7.2% of the Central
Shepparton population was Muslim. 59 Anecdotal evidence from Muslim leaders in
that area claims that there is a Muslim population of around 10% of the total in the
northern section of the Goulburn Valley, an area in Australia generally recognised as
one of the country’s more successfully integrated multicultural and multi-faith
communities. Research to clarify the difference in the statistics and whether Muslims
declined to state their religion in that census would be useful.
At the same conference Desmond Cahill gave a keynote lecture, Quality Community
Leadership in A Multicultural and Multi-faith Australia. His paper was a development
of ideas raised in the report from the first survey (Religion) mentioned above. That
report had acknowledged the relevance of religion and religious leadership in the
building of social cohesion and harmony. This lecture noted that Australia’s ethnic
and religious leaders are now under increased scrutiny and subject to greater
accountability. This is adding to the difficulties they face in the context of a more
globalized and multi-faith Australia. He suggested directions for the future, including
the repositioning of the relationship between religion and state and the need to
address the issue of religiously-inspired terrorism.
Another contribution at the conference by Kerry Carrington and Neil Marshall
presented the results of a major research project carried out by the Centre for
Applied Research in Social Science at the University of New England in 2006. The
project, The Social Costs and Benefits of Migration into Australia (2007), involved an
assessment of the social impact of migrants in four regional areas (Shepparton,
Toowoomba, Darebin and South Brisbane). One of the objectives of the case
studies was to determine the extent to which these regions had evolved into effective
multicultural communities. It reported that “Of the four, Shepparton proved to be by
far the most successful in terms of having developed a functional and productive
multicultural milieu”. They concluded “that cultural diversity in the region emerged
from extensive, grass roots networks of bridging social capital, built up over a long
period of time”. The roles of churches and mosques, religious beliefs and practices
within those networks were not specifically addressed although they were
acknowledged as part of the network.
Robyn Sampson of the Refugee Health Research Centre, La Trobe University
reported on research she had undertaken in 2000. Her report was titled: Producing a
multicultural society in regional Victoria: The role of Iraqi settlement and implications
for future policy. This study was done to assess the process of integration of Iraqis
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who for some were seen as very different from previous migrant streams. One
interviewee said, "They don't fit into the community as easily because of the way they
dress, because of their religion, they're different". However the research did not
explore the reasons if or why religion was making the integration difficult.
The other research papers presented did not address the question of whether
religious beliefs and practices were relevant to the difficulties encountered by either
the migrants or by members of the host community. 60
This author’s paper, Religion and Social Cohesion in Australian Society explored
the ambiguous relationship of religion and violence, the direct role religion can
play in causing division in societies, and its vulnerability to manipulation by
'engineers of violence'. On the other hand it also argued that religion has the
potential to foster that altruism, tolerance and compassion which is essential for
building social harmony in a culturally diverse multi-cultural community. But it
was not a research paper based on a survey into the impact of religious beliefs
and practices on community relationships. Official beliefs and practices are one
thing; the actual beliefs and practices may be quite different. 61
Yet, the change in the relationship between religion and culture in Western societies
as explained by Taylor’s study raises questions about the continuing relevance of
religion in secular societies. One of the difficulties facing a study of the relationship
between religion and politics is clarifying what is meant by the terms culture, religion,
and social cohesion. As Stark has pointed out in the case of religion, attempts by
early sociologists to define the term failed to offer definitions which took into account
the complexity of the terms as experienced by religious believers. He is particularly
critical of Durkheim and Spencer for marginalizing God in favour of rites and rituals in
their definitions. 62 For that reason this study has looked to sociologists and
anthropologists from a religious background for definitions which address their
experience and offer better insights into their understanding of the terms. Christian
and Muslim sources have been more satisfactory. An article by Abdelwahab
Elmessire is good example of a Muslim source which demonstrates deep
understanding of the clash between secularism and those who accept
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transcendence as an essential element in a definition of religion. 63 Authors such as
Con Apokis, Rowan Ireland and those writing for the Christian Research Association
offer fuller definitions. 64

Religion and Culture
The relationship of religion and culture is another area where this study has drawn
on a number of Catholic sources. A research project carried out in 1975, A Survey
of the Religious Attitudes of the People of the Diocese of Ballarat was quite
valuable. 65 Hally’s study sought an understanding of the religious sub-culture of the
Catholics of the diocese of Ballarat just 10 years after the final sessions of the
Second Vatican Council and was undertaken in the context of renewal and reform of
the Catholic Church. 66 While it did not address specific beliefs, practices or
traditions and their impact on social cohesion, the study did shed light on their
potential to do so. Hally’s reflections on the relationships between values and social
structures are useful in discussing social cohesion and multiculturalism. This study
draws on those insights in Chapter 6.
Hally’s thinking reflects the influence of the American cultural anthropologist, Louis
Luzbetak whose work is particularly insightful on the relationship between culture
and religion and on the process of enculturation for migrants. This author has also
drawn from Michael Paul Gallagher’s work Clashing Symbols: An introduction to
Faith and Culture. 67 An Australian study, The Challenge of Secularisation, gave a
much more rounded definition of religion and the role it plays in the development of
culture. 68
An analysis of both concepts, culture and religion, is therefore important if this thesis
is to establish the case that religious values have had, and continue to have an
influence on Australian culture. A preliminary analysis is offered in Chapter 3 of this
study, and its application to Australian society is presented in Chapter 7.
63
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Another study which has influenced the author in showing the role of religion in the
development of Australian culture has been that of John Thornhill’s, Making
Australia: Exploring our National Conversation. 69
His study explores the process of melding disparate groups into an identifiable
Australian people, a people sharing much with British and Western traditions, but
developing an identity and way of life which is different from that of Britain and from
that of the other British-founded settler society, the United States of America.
Thornhill draws on insights from Manning Clark and early colonial history to identify
the key values which are the basis or framework within which Australia has built its
socio-political cohesion.
The change from the White Australian policy to an immigration program which
selects migrants without racial or religious discrimination, leads at times to tension
and stress within migrant groups as well as in the mainstream community. Religious
factors suspected of contributing to those difficulties are important issues for
dialogue, especially interfaith dialogue. There is little evidence that such issues are
being addressed in current dialogue.

Dialogue
This author’s inquiries to the Living Faith Commission of the Victorian Council of
Churches and to the Catholic Ecumenical and Inter-Faith Commission in the
Archdiocese of Melbourne confirmed that even Inter-Faith dialogue has not yet
placed such issues on the agenda for dialogue. The need to move to that level of
inter-faith dialogue was expressed by the retiring editor of the Bridges Newsletter of
the Sydney based Centre for Christian-Muslim Dialogue, 70 while John Harrower’s
article ‘Religious Policy, Multi-Faith Dialogue and Australian Values’ has offered
guidelines on how dialogue can be used to win a consensus on the basic attitudes to
one another needed in Australian society. 71
Evidence of some level of dissatisfaction with the kind of dialogue currently being
undertaken has been expressed in an email discussion among a number of
participants in the annual Jewish, Christian, Muslim Association (JCMA) seminars in
Victoria. Only two opinions, in the first phase of the discussion, argued for including
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on the agenda religious beliefs and practices which influence relationships with
‘others’. 72

Key Findings
The review finds that a number of surveys provide some evidence that religious
beliefs and practices in general are relevant to social cohesion, but there is little
research into the possibility that specific Islamic beliefs, practices and values as
understood by many Muslim migrants, are incompatible with the political and social
values which have been the basis of social cohesion in Australian society. Even a
recent study on Australian identity among Australian Muslims simply asserts that an
Australian Muslim can live with both the Shari’a and Australian law because there is
little difference between their norms. There is no research referenced to back such a
statement. 73 Overall there is little research into the relationship between religious
beliefs and traditions and their impact on the integration of migrants. Surprisingly,
most of the research into the division between Muslim and non-Muslim Australians
has relied on surveys among Muslims. The lack of research into the concerns of
members of the host indicates a lack of balance.
Research into such issues, however, requires an understanding of both Australia’s
particular version of Western society and the role religion has played and possibly
continues to play in its society. A good understanding of Islamic beliefs and
practices is also necessary for it is by comparing the relationships between religion
and politics in the two civilisations that one can identify religious issues which are, or
have the potential, to strengthen or undermine social cohesion within Australian
society.
The need for more specific study of the impact of beliefs on integration is highlighted
by an awareness of the missionary dynamic within both Catholicism and Islam which
is discussed in Chapters 4 and 5.. As both religions have visions of transforming not
just the individual but also the very society in which people live, this raises the
question of how such missions are to be accomplished in a secular democratic
society. As will be discussed later, human rights interpretations could be influential
factors in such processes.
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As the primary purpose of this literature review is to identify the extent and relevance
of Australian research related to the topic of this thesis, it is clear that further
academic research and dialogue at both civic and interfaith levels are needed. For
this to happen, key issues have to be identified and placed on the agenda for
consideration. That is the goal of this study.
The methodology adopted in this study is the presentation of comparative overviews
of the relationship between religion and politics as understood in Catholicism, Islam
and secular Australia. It is not the intention of this thesis to research new materials
but to explicate a number of authoritative reports and other documents as sources
for the material which will be presented in the following chapters. The questions
which need further research and dialogue will flow from the comparisons made in the
course of this study.
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Chapter 3.

Basic Concepts

Australia is facing the challenge of building a cohesive, well functioning society
among peoples from multiple cultural and multi-faith backgrounds. This thesis is
working on the hypotheses that religion plays a role in the public life of a society
because of the values it fosters and encourages among its adherents. It is the
impact of those values on the way people relate to one another in communities, the
behavioural patterns which develop as a result and the influence that has on the
construction of a community’s social and political institutions which has influenced
the development of the different cultures to be found around the world. As this study
is concerned to identify any major differences between Western and Islamic
mindsets which have the potential to cause difficulties within multifaith communities,
it is necessary to clarify the meaning of some key concepts. As the meaning of
some of these concepts is contested or interpreted in different ways, this section sets
out the author’s understanding of those terms - social cohesion, culture,
enculturation/acculteration in a multicultural society, religion, the counter-cultural role
of conscience and the secularity of secular democracies. An understanding of these
concepts is an important tool for identifying the challenges and difficulties which both
migrants and members of the host community have to face in order to maintain and
strengthen Australia’s multicultural and multi-faith society.

Social Cohesion
Social cohesion is a complex concept which is easier to describe than to define.
Some prefer the term ‘civil society’ because, for them, “’Social cohesion’ is a term
that suggests an undifferentiated mass of relationships that have no goal or purpose
other than to cooperate with the state”. 1 0n the other hand, the term ‘social
cohesion’ does have the advantage of making clear that there is a basic agreement
within a community about the terms within which disagreement, conflict and critique
of other views takes place. For that reason this study continues to use that term in
this context.
One descriptive approach to explain what is meant by social cohesion identifies five
dimensions: belonging – shared values, identity, commitment; inclusion – equal
opportunities for access; participation – engagement in structures and systems; recognition
– respect and tolerance; and legitimacy – pluralism. 2
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These descriptors are markers of a functional, socially cohesive, multi-cultural or
multi-faith society.
An important enabling factor in creating such a society has been the role of interdependence in post-industrial societies like Australia. Australia was religiously
diverse from the time of European settlement and was born at the beginnings of the
Industrial revolution. It shared the experience of inter-dependence between free
settlers and convicts, employer and employee, farmer and labourer. From the
beginning, convicts and the Irish may have been seen as poor material for building a
society, but because of the need for their labour, barriers were broken down as
convicts demonstrated their abilities and the Catholic and Protestant found through
working as neighbours in times of flood, fire, and famine that the stereotypes were
not all true. This has contributed to that bonding within and bridging between groups
which would seem to be an essential element in nourishing the attitudes of tolerance
necessary for diversity and for the building and maintenance of social cohesion. 3
In pre-industrial societies, it was assumed that religious diversity was a threat to
social cohesion and that religious uniformity would provide the shared vision of
meaning which would bind the society together. 4 In pre-modern periods a dominant
religion was the basis for social cohesion. In such societies religious affiliation was
part of belonging to a community and it was difficult to provide equality of rights and
opportunities for minorities. In a democracy, religious affiliation is no longer an
adequate basis for citizenship. It is no longer possible to build social cohesion on
such religious uniformity. How then has it been done in modern secular
democracies such as Australia’s?
To answer that question an understanding of what is meant by terms such as
‘culture’, ‘religion’, ‘the secularity of secular democracies’ and ‘conscience’ is a
prerequisite. That background understanding will be used to identify the challenges
to social cohesion which differing religious beliefs and practices can pose. For that
reason this study will offer historical metanarratives of the development of Western
and Islamic cultures in Chapters 4 and 5, and of Australian culture in Chapter 6. 5
From these studies potential difficulties and challenges to be faced by Secularist,
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Catholic and Muslim Australians in maintaining and strengthening social cohesion
will be addressed in Chapter 7.

Culture
Definitions of culture can be categorized into three different groups, the classicist,
the modern and the post-modern. 6
The classicist definitions, influenced by Matthew Arnolds work “Culture and
Anarchy”, describe the world of ideas, literature, art and music. This is reflected in
references to high culture or ‘a cultured person’. 7 Such definitions emphasise the
‘spiritual, intellectual and aesthetic aspects of human society’ but ignore the
difficulties people face and feel in coming to terms with the world in which they live. 8
Modern definitions tend to understand it as set out by Edward Tylor in “Primitive
Culture” as “..that complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law,
custom, and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of
society.” 9 In these definitions, culture is seen as ".. a cluster of assumptions, values
and ways of life “rather than referring to the intellectual and artistic life of a
community". 10 It is understood as consisting of values, norms, institutions and
artifacts: values about what is important in life, norms to guide behaviour, sanctions
to enforce the norms both public and private, and artifacts reflecting the values and
norms of a community. 11
Under the influence of Emile Durkheim (1885-1917) and Bronislaw Malinowski
(1884-1942) cultural anthropologists took a functional approach emphasising the
way society through its institutions and social structures constrains the behaviour of
the individual to ensure a certain level of ‘social and cultural regularity’. This is
driven by the biological and psychological needs of individuals. 12
Alfred Radcliffe-Brown shifted the focus from individual need to

6

Gerald Arbuckle, Culture, Inculturation and Theologians: A Postmodern Critique, Collegeville Minn.:
Liturgical Press, 2010, 1-18.
7
Matthew Arnold, Culture and anarchy, R.H Super, (ed.), Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press,
1965, 95, 112, quoted by Gallagher, Clashing Symbols (1997), 11.
8
Arbuckle, Culture (2010), 2.
9
Edward B. Tylor, Primitive Culture, London: John Murray, 1871, Vol. 1.1, quoted by Gallagher,
Clashing Symbols (1997), 11.
10
Gallagher, Clashing Symbols (1997), 7.
11
“Cultures”, in Wikipedia, Section 2.3 ‘#As_a_way_of_characterizing_human_cultures’, at
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Culture, accessed 25 March 2007.
12
Arbuckle Culture (2010), 3

34

the importance of maintaining social structures or institutions’ through the ‘structures
of juridical rules, status, and moral norms …(so that) actual people, their feelings and
their relationships, ceased to be important. 13

In reaction to this, the influence of postmodernist ways of thinking - their rejection of
exclusively rational criteria, of universal myths and their celebration of differences
and of the chaos arising from struggles over identity and power – has seen the
development of anti-functionalist and poststructuralist approaches in cultural
anthropology. 14
Different approaches to culture are summarised by A.L. Kroeber and Clyde
Kluckhohn:
•
•

•
•

•

•

Descriptive accounts list what are seen as the key elements of culture.
Others include an historical dimension "in the sense that culture is received as
a 'social heritage' from the past, and thus is communicated from one
generation to another”.
Some definitions build on the assumption of certain basic values and ways of
behaving which are expected, required and normative in a particular society.
Other definitions point to the psychological, formative functions which culture
undertakes in providing tested ways of responding to life-crises and a
philosophy and cosmology as a framework to answer questions of meaning.
Others still see culture as a way of organising relations so that people can live
together. These structures may be fairly loose and characterised by either
their freedom or authoritarianism.
Finally, certain explanations of the genesis of culture do not consider it simply
as something passed down intact from previous generations. 15

These definitional categories bring out the important point that culture is not
something static but a developing reality,
not simply a neutral cluster of behaviour patterns or values, but a hidden set of
control mechanisms that shape our sensibility and our 'structure of feeling'. …Thus
culture is quite simply the main influence on how we see ourselves … (our social
imagery}. 16

Culture is ambiguous. It is certainly a set of observable practices of socially
acceptable ways of behaving. But it also conceals a set of attitudes which have
been adopted unconsciously over a long time. Because people are not conscious of
them these can imprison members of a society in negative attitudes and paralyse
13
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them with a sense of the impossibility of change. But if they acknowledge the
likelihood of the existence of negative attitudes, seek to identify them and accept
them as a challenge to be faced, there is the possibility of change. “Since culture is a
human construct involving many conflicting values, cultural analysis needs to focus on how it
is produced as well as on how it can be transformed.” 17

Arbuckle offers a working definition of culture with the following elements:
•
•
•
•

a pattern of meanings
encased in a network of symbols, myths, narratives and rituals,
created by individuals and subdivisions, as they struggle to respond to the
competitive pressure of power and limited resources in a rapidly
globalizing and fragmented world,
and instructing its adherents about what is considered to be the correct
way to feel, think and behave. 18

His working definition includes the element of struggle going on within societies
confronted by the values within modernity, modern technology and globalization. To
what extent religious beliefs and practices contribute to that struggle is a key
question for this study, but culture itself can be a factor in causing tension and
difficulties. It can either persuade its members to struggle to be creative in
addressing the challenges of living together in this new context, or it can paralyse
them through that fear and selfishness which sacrifices human dignity, freedom and
the common good as the price of spiritual security, economic growth or national
identity.
All Australians, new and old, face that choice. The very word ‘culture’ comes from
the Latin word ‘colere” to till or cultivate. This implies that culture is the fruit of
human effort. And it is something which people have to reflect on, critique, modify
and renew if necessary. 19 Gallagher quotes the following definition or synthesis of
‘culture’ formulated by UNESCO at its International conference on 'Cultural Policies',
held in Mexico in 1982.
Culture may now be said to be the whole complex of distinctive spiritual, material,
intellectual and emotional features that characterize a society or social group. It
includes not only the arts and letters, but also modes of life, the fundamental rights of
the human being, value systems, traditions and beliefs ... It is culture that gives man
the ability to reflect upon himself. It is culture that makes us specifically human,
rational beings, endowed with a critical judgment and a sense of moral commitment.
It is through culture that we discern values and make choices. It is through culture
that man expresses himself, becomes aware of himself, recognizes his
incompleteness, questions his own achievements, seeks untiringly for new meanings
and creates works through which he transcends his limitations. 20
17
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Gallagher comments that this definition, apart from being "strangely silent on the
historical process of communicating human vision across generations, ... includes in
one way or another all other dimensions of culture”. 21
Human beings are social animals. Unlike other social animals which rely on instinct
to guide them in living together, human beings have to learn their rules for living
together from the group or society in which they live. This learning process is only
possible if some means of communication enables the members of the group to
interact with one another, to learn from one another and to transmit the lessons of
the group’s shared behaviour to the new generations. This process is demanded by
the need for survival. The society “must work out for itself a set of norms, standards,
and expectations for successful living” and pass those on to all members of the
group. That process of transmitting the lessons of the shared behaviour is called
enculturation. 22
These norms and standards are so crucial for harmonious living and the survival of a
society that they become almost second nature for its members. They make up
what we call the culture of a particular society.

Three Levels of Culture
For Luzbatak, culture is a dynamic system in which an interacting group of human
beings adapts to its environment – physical, social, and ideational – through their
socially acquired and socially shared ideas. 23 Thus a culture is a particular society’s
design for living: it is a plan made up of norms, standards and associated notions
and beliefs. 24 But cultures, as discussed above, are also in the process of evolving
through the contestation of the status quo among people and groups in a society.
Luzbetak distinguishes three levels of culture. The first is that level at which some
aspects of culture are easily recognised –
food-getting, housing, clothing, ornamentation, eating habits, mating practices, family
organisation, kinship systems, status, social class, ownership, inheritance rules,
trade, government, war, law, religion, magic, and language. 25

These tell members of a society about the ”who, what, how, when, what kind, and
where”, that is, about the shape, or the outward contour of their cultural patterns, but
they don’t tell us much about the underlying values on which the culture is based. 26
21
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Those have to be sought in two latent levels of culture which are not obvious at first
sight.
The first latent level of culture becomes evident when questions are asked about the
purposes behind the behavioural guidelines developed in a particular society. This is
an attempt to understand the reasons why a society has been structured in a
particular way. Why are things done in this particular way? What are the functions
that they serve? It is here that one begins to find an answer to the question “why”.
This is known as ‘structural integration’ - the way in which we have structured our
society to achieve certain key functions.
One of the foundation principles of political life in Australia is the separation of
Church and State. Why has such a principle been adopted? And why does the
Australian way of doing it differ in some respects from the way it is interpreted and
carried out in the United States or Great Britain? The functional role we give it in our
society will explain this to some extent.
But function in turn depends on an even deeper level of answer to the question
“why”. To explain why Australians have adopted their particular form or
interpretation of the principle of the separation of church and state, it is necessary to
understand the underlying worldview which influences interpretation. This is that
‘psychological integration’ which provides the underlying premises, attitudes and
goals responsible for the kind of structural integration Australians have created. 27
The worldview has a cognitive, emotional, and motivational dimension. The cognitive
dimension refers to the way a people reasons and perceives reality. The emotional
dimension refers to root values and attitudes. The motivational dimension refers to
people's basic drives and goals. A worldview is most clearly revealed in people's
religion, mythology, and ritual. 28

The specific world view of a society tells its members first of all ‘what and how it is to
think about life and the world’. Each worldview also includes ‘certain values,
interests and attitudes so basic to the culture that they trigger deep emotional
reactions’ among most members of a society. These shape our arts, dress, rituals,
myths and legends about ourselves.
Finally the motivational aspects of our worldview - the range of drives, goals,
purposes, sanctions and ideals of a society, reveal the mentality of a people in a
particular society. 29 This mentality of the people, this level of psychological
integration at the second latent level integrates a culture and makes it a dynamic
system tending to or trying to ensure that the society is meeting its current
challenges.
27
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Cultures are not always fully successful. On the whole though, they reduce tensions
within the society and provide a balanced framework which instills confidence and a
sense of security and satisfaction. But they are only plans and are constantly
evolving, adapting and experimenting. They are not fixed and immutable. It is also
important to remember that diverse societies, in spite of offering different solutions or
answers to the challenges of life, do in fact share many basic, human aspirations. 30
The current debate within Australian society about ‘Australian values’ is a debate
about Australian culture – its norms, standards and associated notions and beliefs.
The intensity of that debate has been triggered by claims that some migrants are
failing to integrate into Australian society. 31 Sometimes such claims are influenced
by an understanding of culture as a static reality, rather than as an ever evolving
relationship responding to the feelings and concerns of, and alternative policies
proposed by people and groups. As Thornhill points out, Australia is a democratic
community made up by “citizens locked in argument”. 32
Luzbetak’s analysis of culture provides a useful tool for understanding the role of
tension and the kind of initiatives required to resolve any difficulties either for the
migrant or for members of the host community. Most of the research done in
Australia so far has concentrated on the difficulties caused by discrimination and the
marginalization of migrants. The lack of research into the difficulties which specific
religious beliefs and practices may be causing is a problem. An enculturation
process which ignores religious factors may be very limited in its outcomes.
Enculturation, Acculturation and Inculturation in a Multicultural, Multifaith Society
Anthropologists and sociologists use different terms for similar processes. In this
study enculturation refers to the socialisation or learning process needed to become
part of the community. Acculteration refers to the integration of a migrant or migrant
community into society, whiIe the term inculturation is used to describe the process
of a religion taking on aspects of a new culture. 33 These processes are an obvious
challenge in nations where there are significant populations of people drawn from
diverse ethnic and religious traditions. The Australian interpretation of this
multiculturalism is explained later in the study when considering the nature of the
Australian secular state, but in this section the focus is on the process of
enculturation or socialisation into a multicultural society.
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Migrants arriving in Australia have to go through the process of learning about the
culture, the way Australians do things, the functions they are trying to achieve
through their behavioural patterns and the underlying meaning which inspires
Australians to prefer to act and relate in the ways they do. It is this process of
enculturation which makes social living possible. The process is not without pain. It
is quite difficult to adjust to alien cultural patterns and many migrants suffer from a
deep culture shock –
the inability of an individual enculturated for a given physical, social, and ideational
environment to adjust comfortably and more or less spontaneously to another
environment. 34

Some find it too difficult, or are unwilling to make the effort to adjust to the new
environment in which they find themselves.
Part of the difficulty derives from the need to understand the culture in the way
members of the host society understand their culture. Without a positive attitude
towards learning how this culture operates, migrants will fail to recognise the deep
underlying values and attitudes which influence the host community’s behaviour and
the way it does things. Some will remain in culture shock because of different,
confronting rules on modesty, gender roles, interpretations of human rights and so
on. This is not to say that Australian culture is frozen. Culture is constantly adopting
new elements, shedding others, fine-tuning the “plan for successful living…”. 35
Migrants who engage with Australian culture soon find that it is possible to change
and influence Australian culture if the practices or values they bring are seen to be
enriching Australians’ way of life and their ability to live in harmony. A simple
example is the impact of various migrant traditions on Australian food preferences.
Part of the learning involved in enculturation is that of coming to know what elements
of a culture are obligatory sometimes called Universals, some obligatory only within
certain accepted sub-cultures or Specialities, and other elements which are optional
or Alternates. 36 Just what those obligatory elements are in Australia will be
discussed in Chapter 6.
If migrants are reluctant to commit to some of the Universals, those deeper
motivating values which are crucial for cultural integration, there will be no real
acculturation or change in the thinking and attitudes of the migrant. If there should
be disagreement within the host community over the importance or relevance of
what are the deep motivating values or ideas which provide the basis on which
Australians build their political relationships, integration will be more difficult and take
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much longer. 37 To handle possible changes at that level constructively there has to
be a willingness on both sides to engage in dialogue. A hostile defensiveness is not
dialogue nor are inter-faith and civic gatherings which go by the name ‘dialogues’ but
fail to address sensitive issues.
Hally argues that religious sub-cultures find that they share many of the values of the
wider culture, and they will adopt other values from the wider culture should those
values be seen as conducive to the achieving of the religious sub-culture’s own
goals. Moreover, there is the possibility of the religious sub-culture influencing in its
turn, the wider culture. For such an exchange to take place, there is need for the
wider society to be favourably disposed to the minority group. If the wider society is
hostile to the religious sub-culture, there will be little diffusion of values.
As his Ballarat study was carried out during a period of cultural and social change,
Catholic communities were subject at the time, and no doubt still are, to both internal
and external influences which were leading to changes in some of the values
important within Catholicism. 38 The internal influences were coming from the
Second Vatican Council which attempted to bring the Roman Catholic Church to
engage constructively, if at times critically, with modernity. In doing this, the Catholic
Church finally acknowledged officially that it shared many values with societies which
had been deeply influenced by modernity. This was an important move by the
Catholic Church to end its hostility to many of the values which had become central
to modern secular societies from the time of the Enlightenment and the English,
American and French Revolutions. Human rights and freedom of religion are two
examples of this. 39
But it was also likely that there were other values coming from external influences
which hadn't been formally acknowledged, but which were of significant importance
to many Catholics because of their experience of living within Australia’s secular
democracy. The implications for Catholicism and Islam in Australia inculturating
these ‘best of Australian values’, will be discussed in Chapters 6 and 7.
For Hally, the crucial factor in all this is the relationship between leaders, civic and
religious, and the members of their communities.
If the leaders are seen to appreciate the values shared by the community, they can
innovate by redefining goals, and the means to attain them in response to changes in
the external environment. If, however, they attempt to introduce structural changes
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seen by their followers to be at odds with socially shared values, the latter will either
bring the leadership into line or withdraw allegiance. 40

On the other hand, if there is a serious conflict between a migrant’s core religious
beliefs or cultural traditions and some of the deepest values of Australian culture,
serious efforts have to be made by both migrant and host Australians to reinterpret
or change the values under challenge. The role and place of women in society is a
possible example. A resolution is only possible if there is dialogue and a
commitment to finding a solution which enables the migrant group to reinterpret that
belief or allows members of the host community to rethink and modify their own
thinking on the matter. 41 A change in culture requires a change in the thinking and
ideas that the individuals in the society share with one another.
Culture then is the particular way in which various peoples work out their
relationships with the transcendent, with others and with nature. It is something
shared, an attempt to serve the common good and strengthen human dignity,
freedom and creativity in the light of its historical experiences. It unites people at the
level of their common humanity. 42
Enculturation is not always easy for people of faith. Religious groups in a secular
society will often hold beliefs which are incompatible with aspects of the host culture.
Every culture has some aspects subject to challenge and to counter-cultural
opposition from groups both secular and religious. Counter-cultural opposition is a
crucial element in the evolution of a well-functioning culture. As religious groups
form a distinct, uncompromising sub society within the larger society because they
believe themselves called to help transform the world rather than to be transformed
by it , Christians, Jews, Muslims, Buddhists etc. must be so to speak, "bi-cultural" -citizens of two cities. 43 They are called to be citizens of this world without
compromising what they would see as their primary citizenship – that which involves
a relationship with the transcendent while finding ways to live in harmony with others.
While migrants, including their religious leaders, have an obligation to respect the
right of the host community to protect its own cultural heritage, such a right is not
unlimited. 44 The host community’s right to protect its own cultural heritage is limited
by the right of migrant communities to contribute to the process of shaping the future
cultural development of the society as a whole. But this still requires the migrant
40
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communities to enter into dialogue with the host community to explore ways of
participating constructively in the process of enculturation, and of contributing to the
search for ways of building the kind of society in which there is a place for diversity
as well as unity. Charles Taylor does not see this to be too difficult. He insists that
migrants to Western liberal societies must simply accept the fundamental
expectations of those societies – equality, rule of law and freedom of speech which
are the basis of the socio-political culture of a country, that is, how people are
expected to relate to one another in the public sphere. His view is that migrants
mostly come to these countries, partly because “they already accept these things
and partly because they are willing to accept these things as part of the package." 45
This view is supported by a Gallup survey. 46
Nevertheless it is the contention of this thesis that unless the contributions of
Catholicism, Protestantism and the Enlightenment’s secularism to Australian culture
are understood and acknowledged within the host community itself, migrants have
little hope of gaining a good understanding of the host community’s political culture.
This thesis attempts to identify those contributions in Chapter 4 and to provide the
basis for a comparable analysis of the role of religion in Islamic societies in Chapter
5. Against that background there will be a discussion of Australian political culture
in Chapter 6. As religion and secularism are crucial elements in the development of
Western secular democracies, the meaning of both elements needs examination.

Religion
A Definition
If Luzbetak is correct in claiming that a “worldview is most clearly revealed in
people's religion, mythology, and ritual”, 47 any attempt to understand a particular
culture requires an understanding of what is meant by ‘religion’ and the influence of
the relationship between its beliefs and practices on the social and political
relationships between people in a particular society.
Religion is a complex and many faceted phenomenon. Inevitably there are various
approaches to defining the term.
One sociological approach uses basic dichotomies – “profane/sacred (Durkheim),
natural/supernatural (Parsons), nomos/cosmos (Berger), and empirical/super45
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emperical (Robertson)” Others see it as ”dealing with 'ultimate' problems (Yinger)”. 48
Another approach defines it from institutional, normative and cognitive perspectives.
The institutional perspective sees religion as organised; the normative looks at
religion as the source of the religious ethics and values used in everyday life; the
cognitive sees religion as the human enterprise which establishes a sacred cosmos
through which it confronts us with a power other than ourselves. It is in relation to
that that we find meaning and order in our lives. 49
Apokis makes the point that a common thread running through various definitions of
religion is that they are attempting to explain something “beyond the normal, the
everyday, the perceptible, and that somehow this radically ‘other’ fundamentally
conditions human existence”. 50
A number of recent studies reported by the Christian Research Association in
Australia have noted that a decline in religious belief and practice has been
accompanied by a widespread interest and involvement in a variety of spiritualities. 51
Religion refers to socially organised aspects of one’s spiritual life whereas the term
spirituality refers to any of those experiences and beliefs which give meaning to our
lives. 52 In a certain sense then,
religion is inclusive of all beliefs and practices from football to socialism, from church
to atheism, birth to death.... to limit the study of religion to formal social expressions
betrays the marginalisation of religion in our secular post enlightenment traditions… 53

The sacralisation of the ordinary is a reality. This can transform the ordinary so that
it becomes associated with the presence or action of God, of the transcendent in
some sense or with the psychological feelings of peace, contentment and joy. 54
Another useful approach to exploring the nature of religion is used in the Christian
Research Association’s study of Australia’s Religious Communities. It offers two
pathways for an exploration of the nature of religion. 55
48
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One is through 'substantive definitions' which focus on the substance or components
of religion such as belief in something which is not part of the ordinary world.
Ireland is an author who gives a useful example of the ‘substantive’ approach. For
him,
any usable definition of religion must make reference to the
transcendent/supernatural/super-empirical ... religion refers to human action that
links together the visible everyday world with transcendent being and order. The
very word religion (ligare: Latin to join or connect) suggests this ... 56

He goes on to link up the visible every day world with the transcendent at four
different levels:
•

The linking of the material and bodily with the transcendent which leads to the
formulation and living out of norms and ethics to govern our attitudes and
actions in daily life. They govern our action in matters of the struggle for food,
clothing and shelter, or in matters of relationships and reproduction. These
norms and ethical principles are intended to reflect the will of supernatural
being(s) or what is known of the transcendent order of things.

•

The linking of the mind and human intelligence to the transcendent which
leads to a cognitive dimension of religion with its conscious critical search for
the implications of that relationship.

•

The linking of the human social reality and the transcendent which gives us
the institutional dimension, with its implication for our cultures and ways of life.

•

The linking of the whole person with the transcendent gives rise to the
dimension of religious experience. In the eye of the believer this is considered
to be an essential dimension of human reality. 57

In indigenous and non-western traditions there is not the emphasis on belief and
orthodoxy and analysis of religion which is part of the Christian heritage. Talal Asad
notes the work of Lord Herbert who defined religion in terms of beliefs and practices,
worship and ethics or codes of conduct – features he considered to be common in all
societies. This attempt to define Natural Religion, or to find a universal definition of
religion is one which Asad challenges.
He finds for example that the emphasis in such definitions on belief and on
propositions to which believers give assent is a very Western and a Christian
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understanding of religion arising from specific historical and cultural settings. 58 He
rejects trans-historical and trans-cultural definitions. 59 He argues:
Thus, what appears to the anthropologist today to be self-evident, namely that
religion is essentially a matter of symbolic meanings linked to ideas of general order
(expressed in either or both rite and doctrine), that it has generic functions/features,
and that it must not be confused with any of its particular historical or cultural forms,
is in fact the view that has a specific Christian history. 60

Support for Asad’s criticism comes indirectly from Charles Taylor who uses the term
“embedded religion” to describe those East Asian religions and Catholicism in the
Middle Ages in which religious identity is by descent, kinship and ethnicity rather
than by personal belief. Such religion is very focused on getting the local spirits,
ancestors or patron saints to take care of people in this present life – a ‘mixture of
the sacred and secular, of the transcendent and the immanent’. They are religions
of ritual more than commitments of personal belief. 61
Another area of challenge by Asad relates to the “given” in western society of the
necessity of a separation of religion and power, the Church and State issue.
His earlier criticism has validity. His latter point challenging the ‘separation of
religion and civil power’ is not as readily acceptable unless he and other critics of
that policy can offer an alternative policy which avoids discrimination against minority
religious and other groups in that society. The separation of church and state is
intended to avoid the preferencing of one religion over all others in the society and
thereby minimising the risk of opening the way to theocratic systems and to
restrictions on religious freedom. This is a potential area of contestation with
migrants coming into western societies from non-western cultures where civil and
religious authority and power over the community are not separated as in secular
democracies.
In pluralist, secular societies, there are other stories from which people draw
meaning - from family life, from the struggle to win respect for the environment, from
the stories of science and from the struggles to build democratic societies. Yet, even
many of these seem to acknowledge that such stories are not quite enough. They
admit that there is a spiritual dimension to life as well. 62
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Religion and Violence
Religion is a fact of life, seemingly ingrained in the human psyche 63 but often blamed
for the violence which breaks out from time to time between communities. Violence
between people in a particular nation or society can have its roots in the different
religious or ethnic identities of the people who are part of that community.
Sometimes the violence can be triggered by conflict over what appears to be
essentially a secular matter (the use of Cronulla Beach in Sydney for example) or
over violence between groups over something religious (the Danish Cartoon dispute)
which leads to a ‘sacred rage’. 64 And such disputes are often linked to politicians,
religious leaders, and those people prepared to use religious violence for their
political and commercial/financial ends.
R. Scott Appleby’s studies of the ambivalence of religion to violence make an
important contribution to the understanding of the term ‘religion’ as it applies to the
two religions which are the principal focus of this study – Catholic Christianity and
Islam. 65 For Appleby, religion is the human response to a reality perceived as
sacred. He sees that “.. religion as interpreter of the sacred, discloses and celebrates
the transcendent source and significance of human existence". This results in the
need for creed, a cult, a code of conduct, and a confessional community. 66
Both Christianity and Islam in setting rules governing the use of violence recognise
the utility of violence as an instrument of self-defence while acknowledging its
potential for destructiveness. And yet, both religions appeal to the ideals of
compassion, peace and reconciliation. “Religion has an ambiguous encounter with
the sacred that generates competing interpretations of what is justifiable, leaving the
community ambivalent about violence.”67
Rene Girard has also explored this relationship between religion and violence: “the
means by which human societies cope with the fear of overwhelming aggression. In a
memorable phrase he asserts that 'violence is the heart and secret soul of the sacred’.” 68

He bases this on a propensity among human individuals and societies to channel
violence and aggression onto a vulnerable individual or group in times of social
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crisis. The turbulence is 'resolved' by this propensity, which Girard called the
'scapegoat mechanism'. 69
In the primitive era of religion, appeasement of the wrathful God of Nature was
central. Ancient societies, in the centuries before prisons, police and judges,
preserved order by channelling religious aggression onto a vulnerable scapegoat
which the cultural myths portray as in some way guilty or unclean. “This is why the
rituals of 'sacrifice' - whether of humans or of animals as a substitute - are so intrinsic
to primitive religion." 70
The scapegoat mechanism is still to be found in the early chapters of the Old
Testament. Humans, unlike animals do not give up if beaten in a fight. They seek
vengeance. But this is contagious and puts the whole of society at risk. To prevent
violence from spreading, societies introduced a scapegoat mechanism. That
mechanism is sacrifice. For Girard, religion is sacrificial. As soon as violence
became too intense in early communities,
one single victim solved the problem instead of victim after victim after victim.
Therefore one should not say that sacrifice is violent; it is violent in our context, but in
archaic societies, it is less violent than anything else, and it solves the problem of
violence, which is why it is so precious - and sacred. It's not religious for bad
reasons, but for good reasons. But the victim is always regarded as guilty, and
worthy of death. 71

An explicit endorsement of such an action is politically unthinkable in western
democratic societies, even though it could be argued that its practice is not unknown.
The popular view would be that this political unacceptability is due to the influence of
the Enlightenment. Girard does not accept this. He argues that it is the JudaeoChristian revelation which unmasks and denounces religious violence and which
offers a definitive way out of murderous violence – not secular modernity’s critiques
of religion. 72
The God of the Exodus and of the Suffering Servant of Isaiah makes it clear that the
victim is innocent and that God is on the side of the victim. And in Jesus Christ, who
is God become man for Christians, God becomes the scapegoat and rejects that
complicity between religion and violence. 73
This means that Christian thinking has significantly evolved in its understanding of
the sacred. Nor is it a development limited to Christianity. All the great religions
since the axial age have developed an understanding of the sacred which has come
to emphasise the elements of compassion, mercy and reconciliation while still
69
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tolerating some level of violence. 74 Religious conflict is still a reality and there is the
challenge of finding ways of minimising it and of developing constructive, respectful
relations between religions. Joseph G. Bock has addressed this in his case study of
experiences and lessons learned from communal violence in India. 75 For him,
“diplomats are more important than generals. Priests and poets are more important
than politicians.” 76
The movements of people which are a feature of the globalisation of the modern
world and the pluralism of modern democracies make it inevitable that peoples of
different religious and secular beliefs, with the cultural traditions arising from those
beliefs, are now living in new and challenging situations. They must find ways of
living together. Ensuring that there is minimal friction between these religions and
traditions is a major challenge, even in Australia.
While there is a certain ambivalence of religion towards violence, this doesn’t mean
that the sacred itself is ambivalent or ambiguous. The ambivalence of the sacred
lies in the imperfect human perception of the sacred, which sees in it the potential for
both life and death, compassion and violence, war and peace. 77 The challenge that
this ambiguity poses for religious believers is that of interpreting the experience.
Both violent and non-violent interpretations are plausible. Hence acts of terrorism
are not necessarily irreligious even if immoral. 78
Are then interpretations which support the use of a scape-goating mechanism
inevitable? A crucial factor influencing the interpretation will be the level of
commitment to the sacred as compassionate, merciful, and a defender of the victim
and of the innocent. Hence, for Girard, unless there is a true conversion by
Christians, (and other believers), they will remain under the influence of violence.
Without conversion “we are all butchers pretending to be sacrificers”. And unless
that break with violence is made, “the West will be unable to offer a Christian
challenge to sacrificial violence committed in the name of God”. 79 The same applies
to Muslims facing the challenge of military jihad.
Many would argue that the great religions are charecterised by a
moral trajectory calling their adherents to greater acts of compassion, forgiveness
and reconciliation. The competing voices of revenge and retaliation that continue to
claim the status of authentic religious expression are gradually rendered as
74
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'demonic'.… [This] bestows on the religious leader the power of choice... to select the
appropriate exemplar, symbol, doctrine or norm in a given situation and thus to
define what is orthodox or heretical, moral or immoral, permitted or forbidden, at a
particular moment. 80

These decisions are based on religious principles but reflect the ways religious
authorities interpret and apply the received tradition. As a religious tradition is "a
sustained argument, conducted anew by each generation, about the contemporary
significance and meaning of the sources of sacred wisdom and revealed truth," 81 an
on-going re-interpretation process is crucial. Karen Armstrong has identified a
challenge for all religions – to reinterpret their tradition in a way which leads them to
join together in living out a Charter for Compassion. Compassion is at the heart of all
religions and Armstrong is urging all religions to encourage their members to seek
political solutions which respect the role of compassion in maintaining and
strengthening human life and spirit.
Born of our deep interdependence, compassion is essential to human relationships
and to a fulfilled humanity. It is the path to enlightenment, and indispensible to the
creation of a just economy and a peaceful global community. 82

This raises the question of religious conflict and ways of minimising it and developing
constructive, respectful relations between religions.
Within both Christianity and Islam there are traditions of non-violence which seek
alternatives to the violence of war.
The twentieth century which has seen such horrific wars, genocides and the threat of
even more horrors, has also and perhaps inevitably experienced new interest in and
commitment to alternatives to war. 83

The push for democracy throughout the world, including the current Arab Spring is a
recognition that “politics is nonviolent action” and
that power is not the result of some people coercing others but rather common action
in support of common purposes to suggest that liberal democracy can be understood
to be a peace movement. 84
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In the case of religious conflict it is important to make a distinction between
fundamentalist religious leaders who are literalists in their interpretation of sacred
writings and beliefs and those militantly religious leaders who promote violence. 85 It
is these latter, the religious militants with a following of some kind, who use ‘violence
engineers’ to stir up religious hatred and disturbances. 86
Challenging violent jihad, not in the sense of rejecting a person or people’s right to
self-defence in the face of armed aggression, but as a violent response to criticism or
perceived insult, or as a use of religious violence for political purposes can be a
source of tension in secular democracies. Religious leaders who support
interpretations of their sacred traditions which justify communal violence may find it
difficult to avoid being used and manipulated by politicians, both Muslim and nonMuslim, feeding on nationalism and imperialistic dreams to gain power.
The evidence becoming clearer by the day, even in Australia, is that religion is not
going to go away. The secularization theory, that religion would become
marginalized and decline, has not come to pass. 87 Instead, aggressive secularism
has become one of the factors fuelling fundamentalist reaction and aggression. “… it
is, in fact, the fear of sameness - the fear of loss of identity - that leads to violence,
rather than our actual differences”. 88
While religion is ambivalent about the relationship of religion and violence, one
should not presume that the secular interpretations are free from this challenge. In
secular societies there is another phenomenon: "religion is displaced rather than
destroyed, as believers transfer religious loyalties to the nation, 'the people,' or other
objects of unconditional devotion". 89
Decisions by believers on the toleration or rejection of violence will, ideally, be based
on religious principles applied to contemporary situations. Historically this has led to
pressure on religious leaders to interpret and offer guidance on the application to
particular situations. Hence, a religious tradition is "a sustained argument, conducted
anew by each generation, about the contemporary significance and meaning of the
sources of sacred wisdom and revealed truth." 90 That on-going re-interpretation
process is crucial for relations between and within societies. The making of
decisions on the use of violence or of other controversial matters is not the exclusive
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prerogative of civic or religious scholars and leaders. All people, religious or secular
share a certain moral sense imprinted in them by which they judge the rightness or
evil of particular actions. It is called conscience.

Conscience
A counter-cultural appeal to conscience against the customs, laws or proposed laws
of a society, can be a major catalyst for change and renewal of societies and
cultures. Conscience is a reality of civic life in Western and Islamic societies. Noam
Chomsky argues that
we are born with that universal grammar that forces us to analyze speech in terms of
its grammatical structure, with no conscious awareness of the rules. By analogy, we
are born with the universal moral grammar that forces us to analyze human action in
terms of its moral structure, with just as little awareness. 91

Christians refer to this as conscience – ‘the radical experience of ourselves as moral
agents’. 92 McBrien draws on the work of Timothy O’Connell to identify three levels of
meaning for the word. The first level is conscience understood as the capacity for
self-direction and the responsibility that goes with that. The second level is the act of
conscience, making a judgment that something is morally good or bad. Finally the
third level is reached with the decision to act either in accordance with one’s
judgment or against it. 93 This is acknowledged in Australian parliaments when
deeply divided opinion exists on the morality as distinct from the expediency of
proposed legislation. In such situations political parties allow their members of
parliament a ‘conscience’ vote.
The Christian view is that simply because a judgment is made according to one’s
conscience it is not necessarily correct. There are objective principles which have to
be observed so that before taking a decision one is obliged to inform one’s judgment
by drawing on experience, the advice of friends and colleagues, the findings of
science, the teachings of their particular religious tradition. Having done all that, the
decision should always be for good, even if the judgment about what is good is
objectively wrong. Catholic teaching acknowledges the primacy of conscience, even
when a person’s judgment differs from official Catholic teaching. 94
Islam acknowledges conscience in that it believes that each person will be judged by
God and held responsible for what each has done in life. Islamic practice
acknowledges the need to inform one’s conscience before acting on it as in the
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practice of seeking guidance from religious scholars in fiqhs and fatwahs which
provide guidance on the correct behaviour required under Islamic Law. 95 As in
Christianity, there are Islamic voices which recognise the primacy of conscience in
taking a decision, even over what would seem to be an explicit teaching in the
Qur’an. 96 The voice of conscience within people is a universal experience.
That doesn’t mean that there will be universal agreement on the correctness or
morality of certain actions. Sometimes the disagreement will be over a particular
application which criminalises certain behaviour; sometimes there will be
disagreement over the morality of a practice such as slavery. However, a functional
level of solidarity or social cohesion within a country requires a degree of agreement
on the principles on which members build their relationships with one another.
The influence of religious beliefs and traditions on the attitude to ‘the other’ which
contribute to the formation of a person’s conscience cannot be ignored in building a
socially cohesive society. Religious beliefs which undermine respect for or tolerance
of the right of others to be different can become a threat to the ability of peoples of
different faiths to live together in peace. The role of religious leaders in helping
members of their communities to form their consciences from the deepest insights of
their founders, drawing particularly on their concerns for compassion, justice and
peace, is crucial. Laws to protect freedom of speech and religious freedom are only
as strong as the support for those laws throughout all sections of the community.
Religion, however, is not the only source of values for modern societies. Secularism,
depending on how it is understood, has a real influence in such societies. The effects
of these influences in Australian public life are discussed in Chapter 6.
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The Secularity of Modernity and of Secular Democracies
“Modernity” is a term related to the transformation of society which occurred in
Western Europe in the 17th and18th centuries. That transformation came about
through the technical developments which accompanied the philosophical and
scientific advances associated with the Enlightenment in that century. 97 The
technical developments are referred to as ‘modernisation’. The cultural aspect is
‘modernity’ and includes the element of secularity or secularism. 98
In the pre-modern world, traditional civilisations had developed on the basis of
religious values and beliefs.
In all ages the first creative works of a culture are due to a religious inspiration and
dedicated to a religious end. The temples of the gods are the most enduring works of
man. Religion stands at the threshold of all the great literatures of the world.
Philosophy is its offspring and is a child which constantly returns to its parent. And
the same is true of social institutions. 99

Some of that influence of religion on public life is still evident in secular societies
today. Coronation rites, the formulas followed in the law courts and in social
relationships such as marriage in most secular democracies are still deeply
influenced by religious beliefs and values. Nevertheless, modern Western cultures,
ignoring those realities, are moving away from the metaphysical wisdom of traditional
religion and culture, to a culture built around a belief in the power of rationalism and
in the potential of a utilitarian materialism to offer meaning and contentment in life. A
real division exists in today’s world, not just between the West, Islam, or Confucian
civilisations, but between traditional societies still nourished by religious beliefs and
values, where cultures were and are, ‘the outward expression of religion and its
application in all aspects of life’, 100 and those societies in which the culture of
modernity is dominant. 101 Because of this “split between culture and religion over
the last two centuries or so”, there is a crisis in culture today. 102 It is a split between
tradition and modernity. Both the modern world and traditional societies are now
facing a major new challenge.
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This modern world with its modernity is characterised by a marginalisation of religion
while emphasising rationalism and the importance of scientific method. This has
resulted in a world divided culturally between traditional societies and those
embracing not just the technology but also the culture that goes with it. 103
A major difference exists as well in the nature of the economies of these two worlds.
The pre-modern world based its economy on agricultural surpluses. The modern
world relies “increasingly on technology and the constant reinvestment of capital,
which frees it from the inherent limitations of agrarian society”. 104
Traditional ways of thinking in pre-modern societies were slow to change and were
designed to provide a level of certainty and security for people whose lives were very
much at the mercy of nature. Modernity and modernisation together brought about
“a greatly altered context for human belonging and human self-understanding,
entailing a gradual but total break with pre-modern ways of life.” 105 They
encouraged new ways of thinking and the need for change at all levels of society intellectual, political, social and religious.
In traditional societies religion was the basis of social harmony and of belonging.
Those with different religious beliefs were seen as a threat to the society and either
marginalised as under Islam or persecuted or ghettoised In the West. After the
Reformation in which previously homogeneous religious societies split because of
their divided religious affiliations, a century of religious wars brought a gradual
realisation of the need for religious and political tolerance if communities within the
European nation-states were to be able to live together in social harmony. The
separation of Church and State, the secularisation of public life, was accepted as the
key to social harmony. This led to the creation of secular, increasingly tolerant,
democratic political systems as the most effective basis for social harmony in a
modern society. 106 It has also resulted in religion, freed from political control and
ambitions, being a beneficiary. Contrary to the expectations of the theory of
secularisation, freedom of choice can result in ‘increasing an adherence to faith’ and
a growth in religious vitality.
The genius of its (America’s) constitutional arrangements, in separating religion from
the state but encouraging it, so that faith is both freely chosen and welcome in the
public square, means that religious vitality goes hand in hand with religious diversity
and toleration. 107

In spite of their relative success in enabling people of different religious beliefs to live
together in harmony, such states have experienced other difficulties. Inherent
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weaknesses in the value systems associated with some of the forms of secularism
used as the basis of unity and social harmony have resulted in extensive violations
of human rights. Others developments such as religious fundamentalism have arisen
as a backlash to the perceived challenge to religious belief inherent in those forms of
secularism. Charles Taylor has explained this development in terms of three
different stages of secularization. In his view, in the current stage a fragmentation of
the social order is taking place. 108 He sees the Christian Churches’ failure to
abandon their authoritarian models and the continuing reliance of their moral claims
on doctrine rather than on personal spiritual experience, as factors in the success of
this secularism. 109
The challenges which modernity poses for traditional society, for religion and for
itself cannot be fully understood unless one is clear about the meaning in a particular
culture of the terms secularisation and secularism.
The definition of religion which distinguishes three uses of the term: the institutional,
the normative and the cognitive, helps to clarify the meaning of these other terms. 110
•

When religion is defined in organisational terms, secularisation is very much
focused on the loss of organised religion’s status, credibility and traditional public
roles in the modern world. This loss forces religion to rely on its spiritual strength
and minimises the incidence of hypocrisy and the use and misuse of political
power to seek religious goals. 111 This has resulted in the secular becoming
clearly differentiated from religious institutions and norms. 112 The process which
removes the power and control which religious institutions and symbols have had
over certain sectors of society and culture is called secularisation. 113 This
political secularism or secularity can be positive for religion. 114

•

When religion is understood in normative terms, secularisation is a term which
describes the process in which the state consciously attempts to de-sacralise
society, as in the French Revolution or in some of the Communist societies. It
can also describe how in free societies social engineering and political and
administrative pragmatism become the basis of the values and ethical principles
which dominate public life. Religion is marginalized and confined to the private
sphere. In such societies religion often sees its role in challenging those values

108

Charles Taylor, A Secular Age, Cambridge, Mass. : Belknap Press of Harvard University Press,
2007, 299-304.
109
Taylor Secular (2007), 508.
110
Ireland, The Challenge (1988), 35-42.
111
Abdullahi Ahmed An-Na'im , “Secularism” in The Future of Shari’a: Negotiating Islam in the context
of the Secular State, Emory University website (2008) at http//sharia.law.emory.edu/en/secularism,
S.1.1 b accessed 15 Jan 2009.
112
Jose Casanova, Public Religions and Modern World , University of Chicago Press, 1994, 211.
113
Peter L. Berger, The Sacred Canopy: Elements of a Sociological Theory of Religion, New York:
Doubleday & Company, 1967, 107, quoted by Ireland, The Challenge (1988), 8.
114
Editorial, “Religious Freedom 2011” in America Jan. 24, 2011 at
http://www.americamagazine.org/content/article.cfm?article_id=12661, accessed 28 Jan 2011.

56

and principles which clash with its understanding of human dignity, while
nourishing and strengthening those which do contribute to its protection.
Because of the right to religious freedom, religion and state are not subservient to
each other but their relationship needs to be renegotiated in the light of changing
realities. The state remains neutral in regard to the religious claims of faith
communities but it is not indifferent to religion because of the possibility of the
emergence of corrupted or perverted religion e.g. a religion sect advocating terrorist
or treasonous activity or sexual abuse or mutilation behaviour or gender
inequality. 115
•

From a cognitive perspective the term secularisation refers to the loss of a sense
of the sacred and of the transcendent which is replaced by a world view totally
bound by a this-world materialism. 116 Loss of political power by religious
organisations does not inevitably result in a de-sacralising of society. Failures by
religious bodies to meet the challenge of modernity and to find new ways of
offering vision and moral leadership in today’s world are likely to lead to a
desacralisation of society. If religion, for political or other worldly reasons such as
financial support from government, gives up its role as a contributor to the
forming of social conscience, and ends up silent in the face of injustice and a lack
of compassion in society, the result will be a real de-sacralisation of the world. 117
It is here that the role of religion in the public life of a secular democracy is played
out. In a secularised society members whether believers or non-believers have
to find some form of shared consciousness which becomes the basis or root from
which people derive meaning and motivation. Religion will still have a part to play
in this, but it can no longer presume to be the dominant player. It too has to
participate in the search for that shared consciousness which provides a society
with meaning and motivation. Its influence will depend on its ability to
communicate effectively with the wider membership of society. Currently there is
a shift from religious consciousness to a much broader basis for providing people
with meaning and motivation. Struggles for human rights, justice, protection of
the environment and of animal species, sporting events, music festivals, and
varieties of artistic activity have taken over the role which religion used to provide.
And when it tempts religion to give up its other worldly focus and to end up
conforming to this world and its rational-causal explanations, the result is a desacralisation of the world. 118 If religion fails to engage with society and its
fundamental needs, it will be this which will result in religion being marginalised
and society de-sacralised.

Under the heading, “The Conflict between Islam and the West”, Tracinski argues that
the "central issue is the conflict between secularism and religious fundamentalism”.
He argues that 'secularism' is a cultural and intellectual doctrine, “a system of
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doctrines and practices that disregards or rejects any form of religious faith and
worship” as well as being a political doctrine: “the belief that religion and
ecclesiastical affairs should not enter into the functions of the state”. Defined in
philosophic terms, secularism is
the rejection of faith in favour of reason, the rejection of the supernatural in favour of
pursuit of values in this world, and the rejection of theocracy in favour of the
separation of church and state. 119

This doctrinaire, radical or philosophical secularism is hostile to religion and opposed
to any role for religion in public life. 120
Such views are often linked to a strong belief in the potential of the scientific method
to unravel the mysteries of life, and the impact of these views has undermined the
credibility of religion for many people. They reject the belief in a God creator whose
existence and plan for mankind provided the framework of meaning for pre-modern
people. This has been strongly argued in the English speaking world by a number of
scientists, philosophers and journalists. For them the modern scientific world has
made religious belief untenable. 121 This has been an important factor in the
undermining of the credibility of religion. 122 The influence of a number of important
modern thinkers – Feuerbach, Marx and Freud in undermining that credibility is
strongly argued by McGrath. 123 But putting the blame entirely on secularism is to
ignore the failure of Christianity in the West to engage constructively and credibly
with modernity.
It is arguable that such forms of secularism ignore history, including the history of
science, and the role played by religious believers in developing modern science. 124
Their attempt to apply scientific method in which one studies the physical and natural
world, the world of unconscious matter, and applies that method to the interpretive
world of the humanities in which there is choice and non-material motivation is being
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challenged as irrational. 125 Radical secularists are accused of ignoring the fact that
they too have beliefs that are open to the same charge of irrationality as that used
about religion. 126 They are under attack from believers because of their narrow
definition of reality and truth, 127 and the social consequences in states which have
adopted atheism. Atheistic secular ideologies have been associated with major
atrocities under Lenin and Stalin, Adolf Hitler, Mao Zedong and the Khmer Rouge. It
is not only religion which can be ambivalent about violence. 128 Evidently, radical
atheism has difficulty in protecting human rights. 129 Jurgen Habermas has
acknowledged this and has called for a coalition of secularists and religious people
to meet that need. 130
M.P. Gallagher had already noted the concerns with which Habermas and others
were grappling even though they still saw valuable and important strands within
modernity which should not be forgotten when noting its problems and weaknesses.
Jurgen Habermas, in Gallagher’s view, saw modernity’s crucial contribution as that
of individual freedom or human autonomy more than its rational and scientific
methodologies which are also important. The former is the more crucial. The
challenge he sees is in finding ways of active communication which can bridge the
gap between reason and human values. Hence, for Habermas, modernity is still a
work in progress but worth continuing. 131
Another thinker, Alain Touraine , proposes a way forward which adds ‘community’ to
the key features of freedom and rationalistion. The distortions of modernity,
especially those reinforced by the mass media with its emphasis on a liberal and
consumerist ideology, undermines the spiritual dimension of life and weakens real
freedom through its ‘rule of commodities’. An emphasis on community can balance
that over-emphasis on reason in which we forget that we are ‘creatures of desire and
memory who belong to a culture’. 132
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Charles Taylor sees a struggle between the genuine and the trivial faces of freedom.
For him, this is made difficult because of the lack of awareness of the religious roots
of our modern culture. He wants to be able to show that there can be no selffulfilment unless there is regard for our ties with others and recognition of the
demands arising from ultimate values. 133
These thinkers are saying that the question of ultimate values is one which, if
unaddressed, will lead to the undermining of crucial elements of Western civilisation.
The centrality of human rights, the accountability of democratic political life to
constitutional limits needs far stronger roots than the utilitarian ethical attitudes so
prevalent in the West today. An International Labour Office report on “The Social
Dimension of Globalization” acknowledges the great potential of globalisation for
good. But at present the outcomes are unbalanced both within and between
countries because of the dominance of powerful elites and economic players.
Deficiencies of governance not adequately based on universally shared values, on
respect for human rights and on democratic forms of participation need to be
addressed if the potential of globalisation is to be achieved. 134
Critics of a secularism which seeks solutions solely within a materialist framework
argue that it has no way of challenging those utilitarian, pragmatic solutions which
subordinate human rights and the protection of law to the demands of the
economically powerful, or to the will of a democratic majority claiming some form of
absolute sovereignty. 135
Religious critics of modernity point out that the great sense of individual dignity and
personal freedom at the core of modernity has ended up isolating the individual from
both human commitments and connections as well as from relationships with God. 136
In what is now called a post-modern world, consumption has become the basis for
much contemporary life. 137 The human autonomy at the heart of modernity has led
to a culture of consumerism centred on freedom of choice. It influences the
communal dimension of the spiritual search for post-modern men and women who
have been freed from the constraints of an organised religious community to allow
an exploration of other religious faiths and world views. 138 This has led to religion
now being seen as one among many cultural resources, and believers have changed
from being religious dwellers within certain organised groups to spiritual seekers for
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whom “[p]ost modern religious truth is an amalgam of human interest stories that
have resonance for a person.” 139
In western societies this has resulted in many people finding meaning in their lives
from their ordinary daily activities such as family, children, music, environment or
sport. “Their sense of peace and well being has much more to do with life here and
now rather than with a religious framework that transcends death”. 140 These postmodernist developments are the fruit of the core values of modernity. They are
major challenges for institutional religion and for modernity itself.
The western democratic tradition is based on an assumption that human authority is
limited by basic human rights. No government, even a democratic one, has the
power or the right to violate those inherent human rights. It is this belief which is the
basic source of the acceptance within democratic systems of the need for a
constitution which spells out the limits of a government’s authority. It can be argued
that it is the sovereign people who determine those limits, as all peoples ultimately
accept that good should be done and evil avoided. Judaism and Christianity base
their defence of human rights on a religious belief in a Creator who has made those
rights essential for human dignity. For some philosophers, an eternal or natural law
is the basis of those universal human rights. Constitutions ultimately assume the
existence of some superior set of values independent of the good will of a
democratic majority. The latter, even though it exercises sovereignty, has no right of
absolute sovereignty. 141 Without an acceptance of such limits to authority it is
difficult to find a basis for the defence of human dignity and the common good.
Secular reason all too often sees itself entitled to reject the idea that metaphysics
has any role in the search for truth because it assumes that anything ‘reasonable’
has to be able to show that it can be tested against the benchmark of being
accessible to all through the use of scientific method. 142 Habermas has
acknowledged this criticism of their views and has called for a coalition of
secularists and religious people to meet that need. 143 Some secularists concede
this point. 144 For that reason, there are now calls for this form of secularism to be
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recognised as a set of beliefs, a godless religion, a non-religious belief system. 145
It would be a mistake however to assume that all forms of secularism are by
definition anti-religious. The reality is more complex. What it means for the state to
be secular can be interpreted in a number of ways ranging from the doctrinaire to the
pragmatic. French secularism which has had influence in the Islamic world is openly
hostile to religion, but such is not true in most Western secular societies. 146 Their
interpretations of secularism are at the other end of the continuum from doctrinaire
secularist states. These non-doctrinaire secular democratic societies insist on a
separation of church and state but are not officially hostile to religion. Western
civilisation is therefore a complex mixture of different components:
secularism, the state, society, church and religion…. [its] dominant tenor, including
that of the state, includes religiosity, a characteristic clearly observed in the AngloSaxon part of the Western world. 147

Australia is a good example as will be explained in Chapter 6.

Utilitarianism and Liberalism
Another important influence in the English speaking world, and in particular in

Australia, has been the effect of the Benthamite Utilitarianism of the 19th century. It
judged political institutions and policies and their impact on social order against the
benchmark of success in meeting the individual interests of the majority. It was
hostile to the idea of a social contract and rejected the natural rights approaches of
the American and French revolutions. 148
Liberalism too had a strong appeal in the 19th century when philosophical religion
was so influential in the development of modern secular democratic societies.
Liberalism’s emphasis on the natural rights of the individual to life, liberty and
property and the insistence on equality of people and on the accountability of those
exercising authority to the people has been a dynamic element in modern societies.
But again, when liberalism is strongly influenced by utilitarianism and radical
secularism, a number of negative consequences have resulted. The lack of an
inhibiting balance to executive autocracy in the ideologies which flow from radical,
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doctrinaire, aggressive forms of secularism has been a factor in the atrocities
associated with the anti-theistic regimes of the 20th century. 149

Key Findings
The purpose of this chapter has been to show the relationship of culture to religion
and non-theistic belief systems like secularism, and the implications of those
relationships for social cohesion in a multi-faith society.
Belief systems, including religions and secularism, have played important roles and
are still playing such roles in the public life of societies because of the values they
foster and encourage among their adherents. It is the impact of values on the way
people relate to one another in communities, the behavioural patterns which develop
as a result and the influence they have on the social and political institutions which
are developed, which result in the different cultures to be found in societies around
the world. Even though many of the values at the basis of social cohesion in
different societies are the same in name, the interpretation of the value in a particular
society may be quite different from that in another. Identifying those values and the
way they are interpreted in Australian society is a necessary next step.
This overview of the key concepts has also made clear that culture is not something
static but an evolving reality. Even the interpretations of the basic values which
provide the framework for the consensus on which a community bases its social
cohesion are subject to change.
As religions or belief systems have been, and still are important sources of the
values and of meaning in peoples’ lives, these too will evolve as different contexts,
experience and cultural interchanges give deeper insights into the meaning of those
beliefs. Crucial in all of that is the role of conscience.
While the primacy of conscience is central to a person’s integrity, it is not necessarily
morally sound and a person’s conscience too, can and does change in the light of
experience, of a better understanding of human nature and of the world around one
which leads to a reinterpretation of particular beliefs and moral attitudes. 150 A
fundamentalist refusal to participate in that reinterpretation, either by a refusal to
engage in dialogue, or by a prohibition on free speech and debate, will make the
building and maintenance of social cohesion problematic.
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Fundamentalism in religion or ideology makes religion vulnerable to manipulation by
religious and political militants whose literalist interpretations of religious tradition are
used to justify their actions. This raises the need for an on-going re-interpretation of
religious traditions and a need for the development of informed consciences among
members of a community. Without such developments religious or secular
fundamentalism can be a threat to the social cohesion or solidarity of a society.
With these insights in mind the following chapters will offer an assessment of the role
of religion in the development of Western and Islamic cultures, and the resulting
particular challenges that face Catholic Christians, Muslims and non-religious people
in maintaining social cohesion in Australia’s secular democracy. In particular it will
seek to identify those crucial issues for the agenda of civic and religious dialogue
which is the aim of this study.
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Chapter 4.
Australia’s Western Heritage: Religion and Politics in Western
Societies
The relationship between religion and politics in Western (including Australian) and
Islamic societies will be explored in Chapters 4, 5 and 6. The purpose of these
chapters is to explore the hypothesis that a number of important religious beliefs
could be contributing to a deep division between Muslim and non-Muslim
Australians. If religious beliefs influence the way people relate to one another in a
community are they contributing to the division between Muslim and non-Muslim
Australians?
This chapter begins with an overview of the influences which have contributed to the
building of that Western civilisation which is the cultural heritage on which Australian
society has constructed its own particular version of a western society. In particular,
a comparison of the roles which Catholicism and Islam played in the formation of
their respective civilisations will indicate potential points of conflict which may be at
the root of the division between Muslim and non-Muslim Australians.
Western civilisation, like other civilisations, had its roots in prehistoric cultures with
their religious beliefs and traditions as well as in the ever evolving social, economic
and political structures throughout their histories. If ”religion is the key to history”,
religious beliefs and practices were important elements in that story. 1
Three monotheistic religions – Judaism, Christianity and Islam –had their origins in
the lands of the Middle East – the Fertile Crescent, Persia and the Greco-Roman
empire. Their origins are still an influence on them. 2 Judaism and Christianity both
drew on the beliefs, values and worship of ancient Israel, some of which, particularly
the Abrahamic tradition, Islam shares with Christianity and Judaism.
These three monotheistic religions developed in an environment that since the
earliest history exhibited two basic features. In the Middle East as people moved
from a nomadic to a more settled way of life, leaders emerged who combined
priestly and kingly functions in building societies out of the communities linked to
centres of worship. As the king/priests became stronger and imperial ambitions
grew, these kings or neo-emperors began to recognise the value of religion in
unifying the diverse peoples of their expanding kingdoms. 3 They insisted on the
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acceptance of the king’s gods and their worship as a foundation stone for the unity of
the empire. These religious beliefs were sufficiently eclectic to be able to tolerate the
older, earlier gods, as long as the official gods of the empire were acknowledged and
worshipped. They provided the cultural, religious and legal basis of society and its
social cohesion. 4
In these ancient cultures of the Middle East, as in China, there was an assumption of
a sacred order which ruled every aspect of man’s life. This sacred order had to be
preserved and handed on unchanged and complete if society were to survive. 5 But
the appearance of monotheism about 1400 BCE was to lead in time to an important
challenge to that mindset. 6 With the rise of Judaism and its growing monotheism,
came the first challenge to the concept of worship of the imperial deities as the basis
of unity and citizenship within the empire. The Jews refused to acknowledge gods
other than their own and were persecuted for their stand. Their monotheism rejected
the worship of the imperial deities which was the basis of unity and of citizenship
within empires. 7
Secondly, the Jews believed that kings, judges and the powerful were subject to
God’s laws. King David was admonished by the prophet Nathan because of his
adultery with Bathsheba, and the killing of her husband - not for the Jews a king
whose will decided what was right or wrong. 8 They believed that a higher law limited
the power of kings and governments. The influence of that insight is still seen in the
limitations on the power of the state spelt out in the constitutions of modern
democratic societies.
Another crucial Judaeo-Christian development, which came from the growing
awareness of an obligation to observe God’s law, was the concept of sin and the
need for forgiveness and a restoration of one’s relationship to God – salvation. Faith
was linked to conscience, 9 and personal responsibility for one’s actions affecting
other people is still part of the very fabric of Western society, both religious and civil.

Jesus Christ’s Socio-political Teaching
The Jews, along with all peoples in pre-modern societies, made no distinction
between politics and religion. To distinguish issues as political, social, economic and
secular would have made no sense to them. All were religious issues, because they
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were subject to God’s law. It was within this cultural setting that Jesus Christ
appeared and began his teaching and challenge to the Judaism of his day. His
teaching on the good news of the Kingdom of God, and story of his subsequent
persecution, execution and resurrection from the dead is set out in what is called the
New Testament, in contrast to the teaching of Judaism which is set out in the books
which make up the Old Testament of the Christian bible.
The Jews of that period were looking for liberation from the oppression of the Roman
Empire. Jesus argued that the true liberation of Israel from Rome and from its own
oppressive authorities lay in persuading the people of Israel to repent and change
their attitudes to others. For him, the root cause of oppression, injustice and
domination was to be found in a lack of compassion and the impact that had on the
way society was structured. 10 His followers came to believe that it was in the person
of Jesus that the love of God was made visible and that the community of his
disciples was called to make that love visible through service to the peoples of every
generation and in every part of the world. 11
Jesus’ teaching had important political implications. In a society in which God’s law
and compassion were dominant, money, power, prestige and status would not be the
principal values associated with the ruling authorities. 12 In God’s Kingdom, civil and
religious authority would serve, not dominate people. 13 If the people of Israel
continued to lack compassion, success in overthrowing the Romans would not make
Israel any more liberated than before. 14
Jesus was calling people to enter that kingdom by putting their faith and trust in God,
loving their enemies, offering forgiveness to those who injure them, seeking
reconciliation and searching for justice with compassion and a special care for the
marginalized. He claimed that if they did that, then the beginnings of the Kingdom of
God would already be in their midst. Although the Kingdom of God would not be
fully realised in this world because of human frailty, Jesus’ message and life
advanced the proposition that “(to) believe in God is to believe that in the end
goodness and truth will triumph over evil and falsehood.”15
Jesus refused to allow his disciples to use physical force to defend him from the
authorities and execution. While he offered no concrete political model for building a
just and compassionate society, Catholic teaching, building on Jesus’ insistence on
compassion, justice and the liberation of the poor, now offers a social teaching which
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continues to develop principles and guidelines to be followed in seeking those
goals. 16
The spirit of this understanding of the Jesus message inspired his early disciples
who suffered spasmodic persecution from Roman authorities for the first 300 years
but continued to attract others to share their faith. The fidelity of the Christian martyrs
who refused to compromise their faith by worshipping the gods of the empire
inspired their fellow Christians, but it was the general lifestyle of Christians and their
care for others which seems to have been a major factor in attracting converts. 17
By 350 CE, 53% of the empire was Christian. 18 Stark offers evidence for a number
of key factors behind this flow of converts. The openness of the Roman empire to
religious diversity meant that there was a level of choice except for a religion which
was seen as a threat to the State. At times Christianity was so perceived and was
persecuted, but it was spasmodic. On the other hand, women found Christianity
attractive because of its prohibition of infanticide and of abortion, the latter a major
threat to the life and health of women in those pre-antibiotic days. Women also
noted that young Christian women were less likely to be forced into child marriages
and were able to exercise leadership roles within some of the Christian communities.
Christians also offered a range of welfare services for the poor, the widowed and the
orphan, services barely available to the general population of the Empire. As a
result of that care, Christians lived longer than their contemporaries. The extension
of that care to members of the wider community, especially in times of plague, was
noticed. Christians nursed the abandoned, gave them food and water and enabled
many to survive. The more satisfying intellectualism of monotheism also had its
attraction over the rather discredited behaviour of the selfish traditional gods. The
Christian God was one who loved humans and offered them a relationship of love. 19
An ending to the threat of persecution would also have made it easier for people to
convert.
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The Constantinian Church
Since its appearance around 1400 BCE monotheism spread in the Middle East
through Judaism, Zoroastrianism and then Christianity. By the 4th century CE, the
potential of monotheism as the basis of unity for an empire was not lost on the
Roman authorities. 20 In 313 CE, the Roman empire ended the persecution of
Christians and granted freedom for all to practise the religion of their choice. By that
time the Roman Empire had already been divided into two, the better to defend itself
against barbarian invasions in the north and enemies in the east. The potential of
Christianity to provide a basis of unity for a fracturing empire seems to have attracted
Constantine. He did not immediately move to make it the state religion, but in his
Edict of Milan in 313 he and the Eastern Emperor Licinius proclaimed that ‘every
man may have complete toleration in the practice of whatever worship he has
chosen’. 21 Shortly after, Constantine once again united the Empire and moved his
capital to Byzantium, renamed Constantinople (Instanbul) and exercised his role
according to the traditional Middle Eastern understanding of the priest/king role of an
emperor. Eusebius of Caesarea summarised it as follows: ”one God, one Word and
Saviour, one emperor whose role it is to interpret to the whole human race the
knowledge and love of God”. 22 The emperor Theodosius went the next step in 380
CE and declared Christianity the official religion of the empire. 23 Monotheistic
Christianity was now the state religion and had to clarify its relationship to the state.
The two great empires of the Middle East, the Roman-Byzantium and the Persian/
Sasanian, were becoming monotheistic, but in those cultures, as well as in China to
the East, the political, cultural and religious leadership tended and still tends to be
controlled by the civil power
In the East, the Byzantine church based in Constantinople found itself under the
direct influence and control of Constantine and his successors. The Byzantine State
was centred in the Sacred Palace and around the quasi-divine person of the Holy
Emperor in Constantinople. 24 There the Church found itself incorporated into a fixed
social and political order which it found too powerful to modify. 25 The Church turned
away from this world and focused its theology on the nature of the Godhead and
adopted as its ascetic model the world-rejecting hermits of the desert. 26 It tended to
operate as an arm of the king or emperor seen as a semi-divine ruler with authority
over both the political and religious life of the people. 27 That relationship is still to be
20
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found in countries which are part of the Orthodox tradition and is characteristic also
of Islamic and Chinese societies even today. As Huntington put it, in Orthodoxy,
God is Caesar's junior partner; in Islam God is Caesar while for the Chinese and
Japanese, Caesar is God. 28 But Christianity in the western section of the Roman
Empire developed quite differently in its relationship to the state from that in the east,
the Byzantium Church. 29
The Roman Catholic Church, in the western part of the empire, interpreted Jesus’
reference to the authority of God and Caesar to distinguish the spiritual authority of
the Church and the civic authority of the State. It began a struggle in which at times
the Church succumbed to the blandishments of imperial recognition and the
temptations of power and status, while at other times it challenged both itself and the
empire. As a consequence, a different relationship developed and gave birth to what
we know as western civilisation. The long struggle between the church and civil
authority to set the boundaries between their respective authorities was an important
element in that development.
From as early as the time of Constantine, Christian writers in the West were
developing the implications of Jesus’ distinction between a Christian’s duties to
religious authorities acting in the name of God, and their obligations to the civil
authorities acting in the name of the emperor (Caesar). “Render to Caesar the
things that are Caesar’s and to God the things that are God’s” (Luke 20:25). They
recognised that both church and state received their authority from God, but clearly
distinguished between the powers of the church and those of the state and resisted
the interference of the state in religious matters. By the end of the 4th century,
Ambrose was arguing that:
The Emperor …. is within the Church, not above it, and consequently it is the duty
of the Christian ruler to subordinate his action to the church’s decrees in all matters
that concern the faith. 30

By 494 Pope Gelasius, while acknowledging the authority of both pontiffs and kings
claimed greater responsibility for the pontiffs because of their spiritual role. 31 The
pope would have to report on the day of judgement on the performance of the king or
emperor in the latter’s role as tutor/guardian of the Christian Empire. 32
Augustine emphasised another important factor influencing the relationship between
the spiritual and temporal. His pre-Christian Latin heritage – its concern with order,
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moral conduct and moral responsibility was a tool to be used in the Christian’s
struggle to create a new world. 33
According to Augustine the spiritual order was not a static metaphysical principle, but
a dynamic force which manifests itself in human society. For him, ”The human will is
the engine that God employs for the creation of a new world”. 34
This attitude, according to Dawson, is evident in the efforts of the papacy, “as
represented above all by Gregory the Great, who laboured amidst the ruins of a
dying civilisation to serve the cause of social justice and humanity”. 35
His contribution to enabling the Church to engage with the new barbarian rulers and
their peoples set the groundwork for the redevelopment of the Holy Roman Empire
under Charlemagne some centuries later. The invasions by nomadic barbarian
tribes, in particular the Visigoths, the Huns, the Vandals and the Goths, resulted in
the collapse of the old Roman Empire in Western Europe and the loss of its classical
Greek and Roman heritage. The Church stepped into the vacuum and took on the
role of cultural leadership. It re-established educational institutions through its
monastic schools which became the European universities by the 12th century, 36 a
process helped by Charlemagne’s emphasis on the education of clerics during the
Carolingian Renaissance. 37 Church courts remained for some time the only effective
legal system left in the chaos of the empire’s collapse, while its missionaries spread
across Europe to seek the conversion of the invading tribes to Christianity. 38 It
provided an environment, a civil society which encouraged social and intellectual
activity and the free and spontaneous transmission of ideas untrammeled by political
control. 39 This was the impetus behind the uniting of people of different races and
language in shared cultural aims and in a fellowship of ideas and religious unity
across Europe in Christendom. It was similar in some ways to that Islamic religious
and cultural fellowship experienced today in spite of various political and social
tensions, across the Middle East, North Africa, the Sub-Continent and South East
Asia.
There is another side to these developments which has had a long and continuing
influence on the relationship between the Church and civil authorities in the West.
Pope Gregory the Great was aware of the body of Roman Law made by the Emperor
Justinian. That collection gave a different point of view on the relationship between
33
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the Emperor and the Papacy from that in the East. Pope Gregory decided not to
challenge the Emperor in the East directly, but to offer the alternative papal view in
those areas effectively outside the influence of the Eastern emperor. Hence he
focused on the west. 40
The collapse of the Roman Empire in the West left the Emperor in Constantinople
theoretically Emperor still of the Roman Empire, East and West, with the church
under his protection and subordinate to him. The church in Rome did not see the
relationship in that way. According to Ullmann, the papacy saw all authority
descending from God. Christ’s royal priesthood was devolved, his priesthood going
to the Pope and his kingship to the Emperor, with the latter subordinate to the
papacy in matters of doctrine and divine law. There was no concept of a separation
of church and state in the modern sense, but of two different roles in the Roman
Empire, with authority given to the Pope, and only royal power to the Emperor. The
latter had the role of protecting the kingdom and its divinely devolved law and
authority. 41
The papacy began to look to the strength of the newly Christian barbarian kingdoms
in the West to protect itself from the Roman Emperor in the east. In doing this, it
entered into a dialogue with a culture in which governance was built on a different
concept of the source of authority. The Roman Church in its relationship with the
Roman Emperor shared a concept which Ullman describes as a descending theory
of sovereignty. Sovereignty was said to descend from God to those he had
appointed. Augustine saw this process in terms of God distributing power through
kings. If power were derived from above, then the people would have no say in
appointments. On the other hand, the Germanic concept of sovereignty was based
on an ascending theory – power resided in the people and controlled the king
through a popular assembly. 42 The contestation between these two concepts or
theories is central to an understanding of the current system of government in
secular democracies – a mix of popular sovereignty in which power is exercised
subject to accountability to the people, but restrained by certain basic natural rights
derived in some way from an acknowledgement of a higher transcending,
descending sovereignty. Modern states reflect both influences in their governance.
In spite of these differences in the validation of sovereignty, the power of the papacy
and the cultural leadership it was able to offer made the Church attractive to the
barbarian invaders. Nevertheless, Charlemagne did not accept the papal offer to
make him the Emperor of the Roman Empire in the West, a move designed to
protect the papacy from Eastern domination. But Charlemagne’s grandson Lothar I
did and he became the Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire in Western Europe. For
Frankish rulers, being anointed king was important, and the papacy interpreted such
40
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anointing as acceptance by the king of the belief that royal authority was a gift, a
grace, ”king by the grace of God”. 43 The pope also handed over to the king/emperor
a sword to symbolise the latter’s role as an assistant to the pope in the eradication of
evil. 44
This development had a number of consequences. The establishment of a Holy
Roman Empire in the West was a challenge to the Roman Empire of the East,
Byzantium. This contributed to the ultimate schism between Western and Eastern
(Orthodox) Christianity. It also resulted in the Catholic Church looking to the civil
authorities for protection from enemies, both external and internal. As we shall see,
this is very like the action taken by Mohammad in establishing Islam. He used
political and civil authority to protect his new religion. The influence of this thinking is
still a reality in the more conservative sectors of the Catholic Church, and explains to
some extent the tacit support given by the Church in the 20th century to authoritarian,
fascist regimes such as those of Spain and Portugal which were strongly antiCommunist and were deemed potential defenders of the Church against atheistic
Communism.
Gradually a new political and religious culture emerged, one which posed problems
for the Church. The emergence of Charlemagne and the beginnings of the newly
united Western Europe, saw the increasing subordination of the Western church to
the control of civil authorities. For Charlemagne, the Church was a department of
state, ”which it was his duty to supervise and regulate along with other departments
of life throughout his empire, a concept very similar to that held by emperors in the
East”. 45
His empire was basically a theocratic state whose leaders saw themselves as
divinely appointed rulers and leaders of different peoples and languages held
together by their common religious beliefs and bonds. 46 A clash with the Catholic
Church in the West was inevitable.

The Papal Revolution
In due course, things came to a head in the West with the election of Gregory VII in
the 11th century. It was triggered by the proprietary church system which led to the
gradual encroachment by secular rulers into the appointment of bishops because of
the lands and properties which came to be part of a bishop’s entitlements. If a
landowner built a church on his property, he had the right to appoint a cleric as priest
with pastoral duties to the faithful and secretarial duties to the proprietor. In time
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appointments even of archbishops were in the control of landowners – the investiture
system. 47
Gregory VII was a reforming pope who set out to liberate the church from political
control. He wanted to reclaim control over ecclesiastical appointments but emperor
elect Henry IV went on the attack and attempted to force Gregory to abdicate. 48
Henry underestimated the power of the pope over the imperial electors and, to
ensure his ratification as emperor, was ultimately forced to come barefoot in the
snow to seek forgiveness at Canossa in Northern Italy.
The papal victory was crucial for the development of Western civilization for it
established the principle of the separation of church and state:
... the whole of Christendom, from its summit to its meanest village must be divided
into two. One realm for the spiritual, one for the secular. No longer were kings to be
permitted to poke their noses into the business of the church. 49

Gregory’s campaign to end lay control over ecclesiastical appointments and to stop
the buying and selling of church offices such as bishoprics was an early example of
the implementation of the principle. The Concordat of Worms (1122) came up with
an agreement that the grants of land and property which went with the appointment
of a bishop, were the business of the state; the spiritualities, the selection and
ordination of bishops, were to be the business of the Church.
Gregory also installed legal structures and institutions for the Church which were
adopted by the civil authorities and became the fundamental institutions of Western
legal systems. 50 His was an extraordinary revolution. 51
He went further. He also claimed supreme legislative and judicial power including
the right to depose all princes and to have all Christians as his subjects. 52 The
Church’s moral authority and the implications of coronation and anointment by the
Church made it clear that kings were subject to a higher law. Here papacy was
invoking its ‘descending’ theory of governance. 53 But while it put limits on the
secular realm, the papacy was unwilling to accept for itself any obligation of
accountability to those over whom it exercised authority, be it a General Council of
47
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the Church or to the Catholic community in general. In spite of these papal
aspirations and reservations, Christendom did not give rise to a fully theocratic
system of governance. A number of factors prevented such a growth in spite of the
apparent victory of the papacy over the civil powers.
First of all, the Church’s spiritual authority looked to the example of the Prophets of
Israel, as recounted in the Old Testament of the Bible. These Prophets cajoled and
criticised injustice and that self-interest which blinded rulers, judges and society to
the plight of the poor, the widow and the orphan. 54 The Church did not have a divine
delegation of civil authority. That had been given to civil rulers and Jesus’
endorsement of that legitimacy made theocratic claims contestable, even if within the
Papal States the pontiff was in effect an absolute, theocratic ruler.
In Catholic theology at that time and still today, both pope (church) and king (state)
have legitimacy because they receive their authority from God. While the church
was quite clear that civil authority was of divine origin, it was also quite convinced
that its spiritual authority was superior to the power of the temporal ruler. The
Church claimed that the authority of the king was subordinate to that of the spiritual
ruler of Christendom, the pope, in that the latter had the right to oversee the
performance of the king. Yet, Leo XIII after crowning Charlemagne in Rome on
Christmas Day 800, then knelt in homage to the new Emperor of the Holy Roman
Empire. He is the only pope to have done so. It is debated whether his action was
simply an acknowledgment of the legitimacy of secular authority, or was it an act of
submission of the Church to civil authority? That action and efforts to interpret it
highlight the question which came to dominate Christendom for another 800 years –
how to distinguish what belongs to God and what belongs to Caesar? 55 Gregory VII
came down firmly in favour of the superiority of the Church. Henry IV tried to
challenge that.
The struggle to clarify that relationship bore fruit in the ‘two swords’ theory. God’s
world is ruled by two authorities each with power from God expressed as the
temporal and spiritual swords of power. The Catholic Church eventually spelt out its
interpretation of that relationship in the Papal Bull ‘Unam Sanctam” in 1302. The
Catholic Encyclopedia offers the following summary:
Under the control of the Church are two swords, that is two powers, the expression
referring to the medieval theory of the two swords, the spiritual and the secular. …
Both swords are in the power of the Church: the spiritual is wielded in the Church by
the hand of the clergy; the secular is to be employed for the Church by the hand of
the civil authority but under the direction of the spiritual power. The one sword must
be subordinate to the other: the earthly power must submit to the spiritual authority,
as this has precedence of the secular on account of its greatness and sublimity; for
the spiritual power has the right to establish and guide the secular power and also to
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judge it when it does not act rightly. When, however, the earthly power goes astray, it
is judged by the spiritual power; a lower spiritual power is judged by a higher, the
highest spiritual power is judged by God. 56

Given that the papacy saw itself as accountable only to God, and given its de facto
power to withdraw legitimacy from secular authorities at the time, how did it avoid
becoming a theocracy? The medieval world was feudal and strongly hierarchical and
its social order a static one. Yet
even in the Middle Ages, the religious unity imposed by the Church never constituted
a true theocracy of the oriental type, since it involved a dualism between the spiritual
and the temporal powers, which produced an internal tension in Western society and
was a fertile source of criticism and change. 57

It led at times to skirmishes between bishops and kings over the limits of their
respective authorities. It was this tension between the cultural leadership and the
political power which was one of the main factors that produced the freedom and the
dynamic activity that blossomed into a system of democratic accountability from
those who exercise civil leadership in Western societies. 58 That tension led to many
skirmishes between bishops and kings down the centuries. Even the university
charters which protected ‘Gown’ from ’Town’ in medieval times were fruit of the
Church’s intervention to protect the freedom of students. 59 These tensions continue
in today’s world of secular democracies when church or state judge that their
boundaries have been breached by the other authority.
Secondly, in the 12th century Gratian produced his Decretals, a compilation of the
laws of the Catholic Church, the first code of Canon Law. Many of the principles of
law contained in that code were adopted by the emerging nation states in Europe. It
came at a time in which the assertion of rights was taking place across Europe and
when Catholic marriage law was insisting that a valid marriage had to be free,
informed and without deception. The ingredients of contract law were beginning to
appear. When popes began to claim that they had the right to confiscate the
property of non-Catholics, opposition led to Innocent III abandoning such claims in
the face of legal argument that such rights were part of the natural law, flowing from
human dignity. 60 Moreover, the recognition of the right to defend oneself in a court
of law with rational evidence rather than having to undergo the Germanic tradition of
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trial by ordeal was an important break-through with influence still on legal practice in
the 21st century. 61
Contemporaneously, barons asserted and won acknowledgment of their rights from
kings, as in the Magna Carta at Runnymede in England in 1215. 62 Peasants began
speaking of their rights, lords of their rights over peasants. The concept of a natural
right to immunity from aggression as part of the natural law entered into legal
discussion as well as an acceptance of a natural law which determined that certain
actions were right or wrong and could be identified by our individual consciences.
These concepts began to influence legal thinking. It led to a growing awareness of
the concept of human rights between the 12th and 15th centuries. This involved a
shift from an objective natural right imposing an obligation on those with power to a
subjective right of the individual. 63 There were negative changes as well, especially
in Spain where the Inquisition was introduced and approved by successive popes as
a defence against heresy and the inroads of Protestantism. 64
Nevertheless, after the finding of the Americas in the 15th century, reports on the
exploitation of the original inhabitants led the Catholic theologians at the University of
Salamanca, to acknowledge that because the Americans were human, they had
basic rights, not as Spaniards or as Catholics, but simply because certain basic
rights flowed directly from their humanity. The contributions of these theologians Vitorio, Las Casas and opposed to them Sepulveda - gave rise to international law
and to the concept of universal human rights. 65
Thirdly, the power of the papacy was challenged from within its own ranks during the
12th – 14th centuries by churchmen undergoing the influence of natural law thinking
on the inherent dignity of the human person. Natural law presumes the existence of
inviolable rights which limit the powers of those who exercise governance both civil
and religious. 66 It was likely that the concept of accountability would be invoked to
limit the autocracy of the papacy. The challenge came from the Conciliar movement
in the 14th and 15th centuries. 67 The principle of accountability was adopted at the
Councils of Pisa, Constance and Basel in the 15th century when the papacy was
decreed to be subject to a General council. In practice, popes ignored this teaching

61

Paul Halsall, “Ordeal of Boiling Water, 12th or 13th Century”, in Internet Medieval Source Book,
New York: Fordham University, 1996, at http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/pgc.asp?page=source/waterordeal.html, accessed 20 June 2009.
62
A.E.Dick Howard,Magna Carta: Text and Commentary, University of Virginia, 1998.
63
Brian Tierney, ‘The Idea of Natural Rights-Origins and Persistence’ in Northwestern Journal of
International Human Rights Vol 2 (Spring 2004), 3-4; James Griffin ‘ Discrepancies between the Best
Philosophical Account of Human Rights and the International Law of Human Rights’, Presidential
th
address to the Aristotelian Society, University of London, 9 October 2000, 2-3.
64
J. Paul Martin, ‘The Three Monotheistic World Religions and International Human Rights’, Journal
of Social Issues, Vo. 61, No. 4 2005,.832.
65
Tierney The Idea ( 2004), 3.
66
McBrien Catholicism (1980), 628-630; Zucca,Toward (2007),70(6), 1025-1028.
67
Ward & Evans Medieval (1999), 125.

77

which the Fifth Lateran Council (1512-17) subsequently rejected. 68 The failure to
tackle this problem is still a serious issue within the Catholic Church where the pope,
his curia, the cardinals and bishops to a lesser degree are not really accountable
even for their administrative decisions. As in the case of human rights, it was not
until the Enlightenment and the rise of liberal democracies that ways would be found
to provide effective systems for protecting the dignity and inviolability of human
persons. In what is described as the period of the Res Publica Christiana (late
Medieval Christendom) the principles may have been acknowledged, but in practice
little effective protection of them was available. 69 In reality, no measures existed
within the Church to enable a challenge to papal aspirations. That inadequacy is still
to be remedied.
Fourthly, the beginning of the centralisation of authority initiated by Gregory VII
ultimately led to a loss of credibility. The centralisation was expensive. The Vatican
succumbed to the temptation to follow the example of the medieval states and use
its rights of jurisdiction to raise money, with the inevitable financial abuse and
exploitation of Catholics by Rome. 70 It compromised the prophetic and evangelical
stance of the friars, led to a growing anti-papal stance among reformers in the Late
Middle Ages and lost credibility for the Church. 71
A loss of credibility also arose for the Church from the militaristic spirituality which
began to influence Christianity during the barbarian invasions in the 5th and 6th
centuries. It was strengthened by Charlemagne’s policy of demanding the
conversion of defeated barbarian tribes in the 8th century. 72 It peaked after Muslim
attacks on Rome in the 9th and 10th centuries and during the Crusades and the
Spanish struggle to take back control of its lands from its Muslim conquerors. 73
When Christian pilgrims were denied their traditional access to the Holy Land by new
Muslim rulers, the popes unleashed a militaristic spirit by launching the Crusades,
first against the Muslims, secondly against those heretics and sectarians in Southern
France who were seen as threatening religious unity and social cohesion.
The Crusades were a disaster. They failed as a long term solution to the access of
Christians to the Holy Places, and “stirred up a new aggressiveness against nonChristians, manifested at home in violent attacks on Jewish communities”. 74 They
fatally weakened the ability of the Eastern Empire to defend itself against Islam; they
permanently divided the Greek and Latin churches and militarised the sense of
discipleship for laymen in the West. 75 They also paved the way for the use of
physical force and the Inquisition to counter heresy. Up until the 12th century the
68
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Church had generally resisted such measures. 76 In recent times John Paul II has
apologised for the Catholic Church’s mistakes in the Crusades, the Inquisition and
the treatment of Galileo. 77
Meanwhile, theologians began to address the issue of violence and war. Popes and
theologians sought to limit violence by developing the moral principles to be followed
in warfare. In attempting to minimise the incidence of aggressive wars, the Truce of
God and Peace of God were introduced, 78 and the concept of a ‘just war’ was
developed. 79
This emphasis on the struggles between the spiritual and civil authorities and the
excesses of the Inquisition can easily lead us to overlook the other significant
contributions made by the Catholic Church’s cultural leadership to the overall
development of Western societies in the Medieval period.

The Renaissance
The impact on the development of Western Europe by what has been described as
the Papal Revolution in the 11th century was strengthened by the beginnings of what
is called the Renaissance or new birth in the 12th century CE. By then a network of
universities had been created across Europe based on the earlier monastic schools.
Most were founded by Papal Charter to prepare students for roles in the Church and
in the bureaucracies of emerging nation states. 80 Theology, philosophy and canon
law were central to the university education system.
Traditionally the fathers of the Church accepted that Greek philosophy and reason
could help them to understand the meaning of the Scriptures. The Bible was not the
only gateway to the truth. 81 As the dialogue between Jewish, Christian and Muslim
scholars in Spain had opened up easier access to the ancient philosophers, the new
university network explored these treasures to the extent that the current pope,
Benedict XVI could say in his Regensburg address “the best of Greek thought is an
76
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integral part of christian faith’”. The Vatican translation of this is “the critically purified
Greek heritage forms an integral part of Christian faith…” 82
The Scholastics in the emerging universities used reason to seek confirmation of the
truth of Christian beliefs. While they accepted limits to what human reason might be
able to achieve, determining the limits was undertaken in spirited, open discussion
and debate in which arguments for and against, for example the existence of God,
were refined and debated. 83 It was also in these schools as we have seen that many
of the foundational principles of western legal systems were developed,
As the emerging universities across Europe gained access to the Muslim libraries in
Spain, not only did this give philosophers and theologians access to many of the
literary and philosophical works of ancient Greece and Rome lost with the collapse of
the empire, but it also made available the great achievements of Islamic culture in
mathematics, science and literature. 84 These were shared across the universities of
Europe and were major contributions to the beginnings of the Renaissance in the
11th and 12th centuries, peaking in the 15th century.
These rich sources of knowledge came into an intellectual climate in Europe ready to
receive and develop these gifts. Stark argues that the philosophical riches passed
on by Islam had not been explored and mined in any way comparable to what
happened when the same materials came into the hands of the Catholic
philosophers and theologians in the emerging universities of Europe. The Catholic
acceptance of the validity of human reason in its own right was an important catalyst
encouraging a critical, creative and developmental approach to these new sources of
knowledge, something which China and Islam had been unable to do because of
their failure to accept the rationality of the divine. 85 The difficulties which this issue
has caused for Islam are discussed in more detail in chapter 5.
The Universities founded by the Catholic Church provided freedom for discussion
and debate which required students to grapple, not just with the approved thinking of
the Church, but with the contrary views and arguments of others. One has only to
see the format of the Summa Theologica of Thomas Aquinas to experience the
openness to debate and discussion which was the context for his lectures. 86
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This ”assertion of the rights of the human reason and the foundation of European
science” was due in no small part to that great achievement of the Middle Ages, the
establishment of universities throughout Europe. That was “an achievement
grounded on a respect for reason just as important as that for faith”. 87 Stark
demonstrates the way in which the Catholic acceptance of the validity of human
reason in its own right has been the key factor in the development of rational
thinking, scientific reasoning, technical and organisational innovations, human rights,
modern democracy and capitalism. 88 The roots are in the Catholic interpretation of
the New Testament, in the theology of the Western theologians including its
emphasis on individual, personal responsibility for one’s actions and in the positive
attitude to reason because of a belief in the rationality of God. There was also
freedom from political constraint on scholars within the universities. This attitude led
to an explosion in creative thinking which saw a flourishing of technological,
philosophical, theological, political, legal and commercial advances in Europe
including personal and political freedom in various centres. Those towns and
centres enjoying personal and political freedom made political, commercial and
scientific developments possible. Despotic states stifled those developments
because of their avaricious exploitation of production. 89 The monasteries offered a
different model for Europe. Contrary to the myths which dominate popular thinking
about a lack of a work ethic and a lack of freedom in the Catholicism of the Middle
Ages, the so called Protestant work ethic was alive and well in the monasteries in
Europe a thousand years before the Reformation. The Benedictine timetables
indicate that about three hours were spent in church at the Divine Office; five hours
were devoted to manual labor, and two or three hours were given over to biblical
study. According to the seasons of the year, both natural and liturgical, this schedule
was fine-tuned, but it is fixed in its three-part form. 90 Moreover, Western monastic
spirituality involved prayer and a commitment to manual labour, unlike the
spiritualities of other religions’ monastic traditions. By the 9th century, monastic
enterprises were like
well-organised and stable firms [that] pursued complex commercial activities within a
relatively free market … investing in productive activities involving a hired
workforce,… guided by anticipated and actual returns. 91

The harnessing of wind and water power, major steps forward in the smelting of
metals, the introduction of printing and further advances in agricultural technology, in
the formation of parliaments and democratic city states, in natural law theories and
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legal principles for international law, corporate law, contract law and improved
judicial systems, in architecture and engineering, navigation systems, economics,
accountancy, banking and the principles of scientific method. All these
developments prepared Europe for modernity. 92
Recent Italian research gives an insight to the way in which theology and reason in
the last four centuries of the Middle Ages provided innovations which are still crucial
elements of our banking system today. These innovations became possible
because of the decisive role played by the Franciscans in thinking through key
ethical questions related to the activities of the growing mercantile middle class in
the medieval cities. They helped in the
formulation of ideas like the social value of the market economy, the repaying of
debts, the productivity of money, economic value, fair prices, exchange, and
discounts..... 93

Pietro Di Giovanni Olivi (1248-1298) tackled the question of usury which Church
teaching had condemned until then as immoral. He argued that anyone lending
money for an economic activity should be compensated for the risk and damages he
suffers in making the loan. 94 Another Franciscan, John Duns Scotus, supported
such views by arguing that the lender should be remunerated for providing a useful
service to the community. 95 Alessandro di Alessandria wrote a treatise 'On Usury' in
1302. He explored credit and financial operations arguing that those who practised
such a trade were entitled to be compensated for their work. ”Without money
changers there could be no commerce and no social life”. 96
This openness to intellectual inquiry extended to the work of artists. “The art of the
Renaissance was an art of observation and experiments, and it had a direct
influence on the development of the study of anatomy and perspective.” 97
Leonardo da Vinci in the 15th century was one who realised the possibilities of a
science of experiment and applied knowledge which would give man mastery over
nature. 98
The cultural result is a flexibility and dynamism that accepts and even encourages
the development of new social forms that protect and enhance such characteristically
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Western ideals as freedom and autonomy. 99

Another important contribution to the development of western civilisation came from
the impact made by the Franciscan spiritual revival which accompanied the social
and intellectual renaissance in the 12th century. Francis of Assisi offered the
example in his own lifestyle of a deep concern for human nature and for the present
world, including nature itself. This fostered a growing awareness and respect for
human dignity. The religious focus shifted from an emphasis on the majesty of
Jesus, the ruler and judge, to a stress on his humanity. Francis of Assisi brought
faith and daily life together with a deep concern for people and nature itself. 100 The
results of this are to be seen “in the social movements of the 14th century, …. for the
first time the poorest and most oppressed elements of mediaeval society asserted
their claims to justice”. 101
A fatalistic resignation to the pain and suffering of this life in the hope of salvation
from it in the next life was not part of the thinking. Coming to terms with and seeking
solutions to those problems in the here and now was important. However, the
paralysis of the Catholic leadership in the face of growing calls for reform of the
Church created disillusionment and frustration. As the 14th century saw a rise in
nationalism accompanying the growth of nation states, the combination of these
currents made a Reformation almost predictable. 102
In Europe then, through the Middle Ages until the time of the Reformation, a positive
use of reason was made to reinterpret morality in accord with fundamental religious
beliefs and values and churchmen encouraged the sciences. Religious and civil
rulers shared a common set of religious beliefs and moral values which were
important components of social cohesion across Europe. These various currents of
thinking in pre-Reformation and pre-Enlightenment days were crucial to the
formation of modern Western society with its freedoms and rationality. 103
But there was a downside to it. First of all, membership of society was really based
on religious affiliation. That meant that non-Christians, especially Jews, Heretics and
Muslims, had no place in western society. The Jews were put into ghettoes and
from time to time deported or became the target of pogroms. Groups like the
Cathars or Albigensians were labelled as heretics, because they were seen as a
threat to the unity of the community and were persecuted by the Inquisition. Moors
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were deported from Spain or pressured into conversion. One can see remnants of
this intolerance in Northern Ireland today where the Loyalist community tends to see
Catholics as a threat to its religion and society. Earlier, Catholics in France in the
17th century treated the Protestant Huguenots in a similar way. Heresy and infidel
status were seen basically as potential treason and treated as such.
Secondly, the relationships between the spiritual and civil authorities in Western
Europe not only involved tension over the boundaries of respective authorities, but a
long tradition of dependence by the Church on financial support from the rulers of the
land. This began with the victory of Constantine with his generous funding of
buildings and privileges and exemptions for the clergy. 104 This dependence on civil
authorities for financial assistance and for the pressuring of people to adopt the
religion of the king resulted in a lack of religious competition, a lazy clergy and a
tradition among higher clerics of concern for status and power. Stark argues that it
was these relationships, adopted also by the states and churches of the
Reformation, which has been a much greater cause of the decline in religious life in
Western Europe than any impact from secularisation. He offers the example of the
vitality of religious life and activity in the United States, Latin America and China as
examples of the impact of religious competition on religious vitality in a country. 105
Such competition requires a civil authority to avoid preferencing one religion over
another.
In the 16th century the unity of Christendom built on shared beliefs and values began
to collapse in Europe. A growing anti-papalism among Catholic reformers was
undermining the spiritual authority of the papacy, 106 while the seeds of modernity
sown in the Renaissance of the previous centuries began to sprout and destabilise
the Western world. A twofold reaction to the Renaissance contributed to the
religious division which occurred within Christendom.
At first, the Renaissance did not entail a rejection of Christian beliefs and values, but
its development in the old Roman Empire of Italy, France, Spain, Portugal and
England differed from that in the more Germanic areas of northern Europe. The old
Latin world attempted to assert its cultural independence by liberating itself from
what it perceived to be the yoke of Gothic barbarism. 107 This was a Renaissance
which built on and developed a humanism which did not simply look to the next life
for solutions to here and now problems but faced that challenge in this life. This was
a Renaissance which was open to intellectual inquiry and in the long run would be
unperturbed by apparent conflicts between religion and science. It took up the
struggle to improve the quality of life in the here and now and in doing so, opened
Europe to a new understanding of the world around it.
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The reaction in Northern Europe was to assert its cultural independence by
transforming Christian tradition according to its historical Gothic roots. 108 This,
together with the frustration of reform minded people within Catholicism resulted in
the Reformation. As a result, the unity of Christendom built on shared beliefs and
values including the spiritual authority of the papacy fell apart with the Reformation
triggered by Luther’s call for renewal of the Church. 109
As Europe entered the 16th century it was about to face the full flowering of the
Renaissance and the impact of the discovery of the Americas, the turmoil of the
Reformation, the implementation of scientific method with its agricultural and
industrial revolutions, further advances in thinking on human rights and religious
tolerance, important developments in democracy and in the deism and atheism
associated with the Enlightenment, and the secularism which flowed from it. These
were all to be key factors in that eventual passing of the old-world view and the
appearance of modernity.
At this point it is useful to recall that the purpose of the chapter so far has been to
highlight the evolution of Catholic beliefs and thinking which contributed to the
foundations of modern western societies – the Catholic acknowledgement of the
validity of human reasoning in searching for truth; its insistence on the God-given
power of the civil authorities being limited by the laws of God; its contribution to the
educational, legal, human rights, commercial and scientific advances which became
important foundations on which the Reformation and the Enlightenment made their
contributions to the development of western societies. Such a claim is not to deny
that the Reformation and the Enlightenment, while drawing, perhaps unconsciously,
on those Catholic beliefs, made their own contributions to the further development of
those ideas in giving shape to the modern world.

The Role of the Reformation
At its beginning, Luther was not challenging the substance of the faith, but shifting
Christianity from a church-centred to a Christo-centric scripturally focused paradigm
with ”a fundamental continuity of faith, rite and ethics”. 110 But, he ended up revolting
against asceticism and all that checked the free expression of the natural instincts,
as well as against the intellectualism of Aristotle and Thomas Aquinas and the whole
Latin tradition. 111 According to Nietzsche, the “Lutheran Reformation in all its length
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and breadth was the indignation of the simple against something complicated. [It
was] a spiritual Peasant Revolt”. 112
Its emphasis was on the freedom of Christians, the freeing of the believer from the
doctrinal authority of the pope and the freedom to interpret the Bible for oneself. It
appealed to the judgment of one’s own conscience and to a greater emphasis on an
ethic of personal responsibility which, Dawson claims, weakened the importance of
the role of community and social institutions in human development. 113
Protestantism also rejected the contemplative ideal of monasticism and asceticism
and substituted the standard of practical moral duty. From this came its well-known
characteristic - the Protestant Work Ethic. 114 It was essentially a religion of action
with a strong emphasis on personal salvation. “Faith was no longer a human
participation in the Divine knowledge, but a purely non-rational experience – the
conviction of personal salvation.” 115 This is still a major feature of American
Evangelical spirituality.
The bishops and theologians who opposed Luther should have been able to see that
he was not challenging the substance of the faith, but they were more intent on
putting the interests of the papacy above an understanding of scripture. 116
These beliefs had a major impact on Western legal systems. Lutheran scepticism
about the role of the Church in developing human law led to a new theory of law –
legal positivism, and to the ”reduction of traditional religion to the level of a personal,
private matter without public influence on legal developments”. 117
By the middle of the 16th century the Lutheran Reformation was losing its vitality but
was re-invigorated by the rise of Calvin in the French speaking Geneva area of
Switzerland. In his understanding of the relationship between religion and the state,
Calvin looked to the state power to enforce moral discipline. 118
Meantime, the leadership of the Protestant Reformation shifted from Luther and
Calvin to Britain where the full support of the state ensured its survival and vitality. In
England, the monarch became the Head of the Church and of the State. This
caused problems for those subjects in England, Scotland and Ireland who did not
wish to adopt the religion of the king but to remain faithful to the old religion.
The divisions which led to conflict were not only between Catholic and Protestant,
but also within Protestantism where established “Confessional” Churches became
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the norm in many countries and penalties were imposed on ”dissenter” opinions and
beliefs. Presbyterians in England were subject to many of the same penal laws as
Catholics. Dissenters were seen as potential traitors, lacking in that loyalty expected
of subjects that was demonstrated by accepting the religion of the king or state. The
migration of dissenting Protestants to America was one solution.
In France, the Protestant Huguenots were treated in the same way by the Catholic
authorities. Such tensions, particularly in many of the German speaking kingdoms,
fuelled the wars of religion in the 17th century and the associated religious cleansing
of kingdoms according to the religious preference of the monarch.
These religious wars of the post-reformation period brought home to political thinkers
not just in England but across Europe, the need for mutual tolerance if peace and
order were to be re-established. The Treaty of Westphalia in 1648 sought to bring
these religious wars to an end. It still accepted the right of the king to establish an
official religion for his kingdom, but acknowledged the right of an individual to be free
to follow his or her own religious choice. It made a beginning to the adoption of
religious tolerance. 119
In post-Westphalian Europe there were many different Christian denominations but
still a sense of being ”one people under God” at least in a basic agreement on
Christian ethical and moral principles. 120 But the effect of the treaty was to replace
the transnational authority of the Catholic Church with the state as the dominant
actor. Henceforth political realism and ”reasons of state” became the main principles
of statecraft in foreign policy, replacing religion. As a result security came to be
defined narrowly as military security and religion was seen as the ultimate threat to
order, civility and security. 121
There was another related development which came out of the collapse of the
papacy’s spiritual authority following the Reformation. Religion and culture were
marginalised or subordinated through cooption as a part of state power. Kings were
no longer subject to any restraining spiritual authority to limit the powers of
government. In England the Tudor and Stuart monarchies assumed leadership of
the Established Anglican Church but soon ran into troubles from another dimension
of the Reformation. The kings saw themselves as sovereigns accountable only to
God. The Protestants under Cromwell fought a civil war in the name of Parliament
against royal claims, as did an unexpected convergence of Calvinists and Jesuits in
opposing absolute monarchies in Europe. 122 Notions of religious freedom and limits
to the power of the state, at least for Protestant Dissenters, began to be accepted in
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England. 123 In 1680 the English Revolution introduced the concept of a
constitutional monarch with royal powers limited by Parliament and the beginnings of
a modern democratic constitution. This was an important development for
democratic political systems.
It was the assumption that the subjects of a kingdom who did not share the religion
of the monarch could not be trusted to be his or her loyal subjects which had
fuelled100 years of religious wars and strife across Europe. Thus, Westphalia and
the introduction of a constitutional monarchy in England were crucial for the
development of modern democracies. Both contributed to a growing understanding
of human rights and to the introduction of measures to protect those rights. 124 The
general a-religious Deism which became influential during the 18th century and the
anti-religious rationalism of that period were also important factors in enabling the
acceptance of a non-religious basis for citizenship. This opened the way for the
growth of a more radical, doctrinaire, aggressive secularism which gave birth to new
secular religions – secular democratic liberalism, socialism, communism and
fascism. 125

The Catholic Reaction to the Reformation
The state of the Catholic Church in Western Europe on the eve of the Reformation
seems to have been patchy. “In England the Catholic Church gave every sign of
being an institution in rude good health”. 126 A vitality in worship and theology,
especially among the laity, was due in part to the rising wealth from the wool trade
and the growing access to literacy and university education. In countries like
England, the clergy had the confidence of the people and were reasonably well
trained and disciplined. But the financing of the clergy by the laity raised their
expectations of better service in return.
Germany on the other hand had an ill-educated and underfinanced clerical system
dominated by wealthy and powerful prince-bishops who often acted as harshly as
other rapacious landlords. 127 There were seeds for revolt in all this.
At the end of the Middle Ages, the priesthood was in crisis. It was unable to respond
to the challenges of a new world of widespread literacy. The parish clergy were
poorly educated, sometimes barely able to celebrate the Mass, often living with
concubines. 128
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The need for reform had been recognised in the 14th and 15th centuries and key
leaders had begun that task. 129 When the Reformation under Luther began to
challenge Catholic doctrine, a Council held at Trent in 1545 began by condemning
those doctrinal differences but then set out to reform the institutions, particularly by
establishing seminaries in every diocese for the training of priests.
The response to this crisis led to an extraordinary renewal of the priesthood, with a
new spirituality, new seminaries, a more profound theological formation, a new strict
discipline. Without this, the Church would have found it hard to survive the rise of
Protestantism. 130

As the decrees of the Council began to be implemented, a flowering of new religious
orders stimulated missionary activities, some seeking the conversion of Protestants,
but many preached to the non-evangelised in the Americas and Asia. However, the
reform of the hierarchy and the Roman curia was a much slower process and some
of the weaknesses would only subsequently come to light. In the aftermath of the
recent sexual abuse scandal in Ireland, a prominent Catholic leader gave a talk to
the priests of Dublin in December 2009.
The clerical culture that emerged from the reforms of the Council of Trent, he said,
stressed rank and power .... This terrible crisis of sexual abuse is deeply linked to
the way that power can corrupt human relationships. 131

The Council of Trent also failed to reform the family monopolies over appointments
to certain wealthy episcopacies as in France, and the prince-bishop fiefdoms in
Germany. 132 The raising of the status and power of the clergy, the lack of
accountability of the pope, of his bureaucracy (the Roman curia) and of Catholic
bishops for their administrative decisions is a heritage which is troublesome for
Catholicism in secular democracies today. Not only is the leadership losing
credibility for its failure to address the issue of sexual abuse, it is unable to relate
effectively with its own members who have come to expect accountability and
transparency in the use of public authority.
This is not to say that the Reformation itself didn’t have problems. In England and a
small number of European countries there is still an established religion, with at least
theoretical restrictions on the equality of citizens who are not members of the
established religion. The Calvinist reform adopted a policy of using the power of the
state to impose its moral order on societies where it gained control. 133 Such a
”reform” was, in fact, a backward step in the evolving relationship of religion and
politics. Even in Catholic countries, the popes had been able to exercise only a
moral authority, not direct temporal rule apart from the area of the Papal States.
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This tendency to seek and use political power is still to be found among conservative
bishops throughout the Catholic Church, among fundamentalist Christian
evangelicals and among radical Islamist leaders. It is out of step with modern
secular democracies.

The Enlightenment
The scientific discoveries of the post Reformation period were part of a development
of ideas about life and society which had its roots in the Catholic belief in the power
of reason to unlock the laws of nature. Nevertheless, the religious conflict over the
Reformation fuelled a deep hostility towards the Catholic Church because of its
power and perceived wealth. Even though many of the thinkers of the
Enlightenment sought to explain all reality through reason and experience alone,
they were in fact drawing on values and beliefs developed over centuries with the
assistance of Christian and Catholic theology and tradition. Consequently, the
movement ended up moving away from a Christian interpretation of the transcendent
to a general non-Church Deism and finally into an open atheism or agnosticism
combined with anti-clericalism. 134 The Enlightenment thinkers in France became
strongly anti-religious and anti-clerical, partly because of the influence of Voltaire and
Rousseau, but also because of the lack of leadership in the upper echelons of the
Catholic Church in France. 135 Painting Catholicism as being anti-science suited their
agendas. It was particularly 18th century intellectuals who accused the Church of
enslaving the minds of people during the Middle Ages and of being anti-science. 136
And yet, the French Revolution under the banner of Liberty, Equality and Fraternity,
denied priests and nuns religious freedom.
In Britain on the other hand, in spite of the general hostility to Catholicism and to
Protestant Dissenters, Enlightenment thinkers such as John Locke, the father of
modern liberalism, began to urge freedom of religion and the separation of church
and state. 137 This was articulated in the American and French republican revolutions
at the end of the 18th century, and adopted in the United Kingdom in the 19th
century. This resulted in the repeal of the Penal Laws in Britain and an end to official
religious intolerance of Catholics. 138 Unlike the French Revolution, the developing
British separation of church and state was not officially anti-religious. It had a place
for religion in the public forum which is not to say that radical secularism did not have
an influence in Britain and Australia.
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The Catholic Reaction to the Enlightenment
The anti-clericalism and anti-Catholicism associated with the Reformation and the
Enlightenment resulted in a rather defensive attitude to modernity on the part of the
Catholic Church. In spite of cultivating the seeds of modernity, the Catholic Church
floundered when it had to face the critical challenges raised by the scientific
discoveries and the development of secular democracies which had begun to
emerge.
Criticism of the Church for its stance on Galileo has encouraged the view that the
Catholic Church is opposed to science. Galileo asserted that the sun does not
revolve around the earth, contrary to the world-view of the authors of the books of
the Bible. This did not cause any immediate opposition in Rome which received it as
an important theoretical explanation. However, some recent research claims that it
was Galileo’s failure to remain faithful to scientific method in his premature attacks
on scripture which triggered his censure by Rome. 139
Galileo was convinced that he had the truth, but objectively he had no proof with
which to win the allegiance of open-minded men. ... Many influential churchmen
believed that Galileo might be right, but they had to wait for more proof in the
absence of strict scientific proof. 140

One of the key problems according to this research was his failure to be able to
observe stellar parallax shifts. His telescopes were not strong enough to enable him
to measure them. Until he could prove that such shifts took place, his hypothesis
was just that, albeit more useful than previous theories. 141
If Galileo was unable to provide the evidence needed to prove his hypothesis, his
calls for the scriptures to be reinterpreted were premature and a violation of scientific
method. 142 This alternative explanation is supported by the fact that while Galileo
was under attack, it was Jesuit contemporaries of his who named mountains on the
moon and developed the mathematical methods to provide the world with the
Western calendar, still in use after 400 years - hardly a contribution likely from a
church opposed to science. 143 Nevertheless, the matter is far from settled and John
Paul II’s public apology for the Church’s action seems to indicate regret for the way
the case was handled. 144
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During this same period, the Catholic reaction to the Reformation saw the Church
leadership abandoning the Gospel and evangelism to Protestantism and becoming
content to be known as the Church of tradition, law, priesthood and sacraments
rather that the Church of the word of God ..…[and] became preoccupied with the
problems of schism and heresy. 145

Debates among Catholic theologians on the human rights of indigenous peoples in
the newly discovered Americas gave birth to the concept of international law and
human rights. 146 In spite of this, the Catholic church’s opposition to the strong
Protestant individualism which emphasised the dignity and the rights of the
individual, resulted in the leadership misunderstanding the importance of two
outcomes. The first was the English parliament’s success in placing limits on the
power of the monarch. This formalised an acknowledgment of the sovereignty of the
people through their parliaments, an important step which influenced Enlightenment
thinking and led to the second development, the declarations on human rights of the
American and French Revolutions. Papal power was threatened by the attacks on
absolute monarchies implicit in these outcomes. The leadership was not prepared for
the challenges of the Enlightenment and its impact on societies. They floundered
especially in the face of the development of secular democracies.
Though these declarations of human rights were at first assumed to be those of
males, and, in the case of the United States, rights belonging to white males of
property, the universal character of human rights was implicit in these declarations.
In time, those implications came to be spelled out and acted on or at least contested
in democratic countries throughout the world. 147 One of those rights was that of
religious freedom and the long struggle for religious tolerance implied in that concept
resulted in a clearer understanding of the need for a separation of church and state.
This made it inevitable that citizenship could no longer be based on a single religious
identity for all citizens. A new foundation for social harmony and cohesion had to be
found.
19th century papal reactions to the French revolution and the liberalism which
influenced its thinking were conditioned not just by the failure to extend liberty,
equality and fraternity to priests and religious in France during the terror, but also by
a deep suspicion and rejection of the ideals which inspired liberalism. 148
Liberalism growing out of the thinking of John Locke and further developed by John
Mills in the 19th century, emphasised natural rights, notably freedom of speech and
limits on the power of rulers. 149 These principles challenged papal absolutism, its
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interpretations of authority and its right to restrict debate and discussion.
Consequently, successive popes in the 19th century rejected freedom of speech,
freedom of religion, the separation of church and state and democracy itself. 150
Catholics in English speaking countries including Australia were less negative, and in
fact participated fully in the political and public life of the emerging secular
democracies. They saw little threat to Catholicism in these values and as minorities
fully availed themselves of the freedoms these gave them. 151 The American John
Courtney Murray‘s reflections and theologizing on that experience contributed to a
major change in attitude from the leadership of the Catholic Church in the 1960s at
Vatican II. 152
The Second Vatican Council accepted that freedom of religion is essential for human
dignity. Catholicism now accepts the separation of church and state and its
implication that citizenship can no longer be based on religious belief, but it still
continues to claim the right and responsibility to challenge the state in the event of
serious violations of justice and basic human rights. 153
Another significant development at that same council, with an important influence on
community relations was the acceptance by the Catholic Church of the action of
God, not just within other Christian denominations, but also within:
other religions to be found everywhere [which] strive variously to answer the restless
searchings of the human heart by proposing ‘ways,’ which consist of teachings, rules
of life and sacred ceremonies. The Catholic Church rejects nothing which is true and
holy in these religions. 154

The document specifically mentions Hinduism, Buddhism and Islam and says about
the latter:
Upon the Moslems, too, the church looks with esteem. They adore one God, living
and enduring, merciful and all-powerful, Maker of heaven and earth and Speaker to
men. ... this sacred synod urges all to forget the past and to strive sincerely for
mutual understanding. On behalf of all mankind, let them [Muslims and Christians]
make common cause of safeguarding and fostering social justice, moral values,
peace, and freedom. 155

150

Lakeland The Liberation (2003), 17; McBrien Catholicism (1980), 677; Pius IX, The Syllabus of
Errors, 1864 at http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Syllabus_of_Errors.
151
Burleigh, Sacred Causes (2006), xiii.
152
Linden, Global (2009), 8—81; Giuseppe Alberigo & Joseph Kononchak, History of Vatican II, Vol.
V, New York: Orbis Books, 1995.
153
Roland Minnerath, ‘Caesar's Coin: How Should Church And State Interact ?’ in Australian Ejournal of Theology, 11, Easter 2008 at
http://www.acu.edu.au/acu_national/schools/theology/ejournal/aejt_11/caesars_coin; D. M. Jensen,
‘Faith and Politics: The Rhetoric of Church-State Separation, in Australian Religion Studies Review,
18.1. 2005, 41.
154
The Second Vatican Council, “Declaration on the Relationship of the Church to Non-Christian
Religions” in The Documents of Vatican II, New York: America Press, 1966, 662-663.
155
The Second Vatican Council, Declaration (1966), 663.

93

This was a major development in the teaching of the Catholic Church and has had a
significant impact on its relationships both with other Christian denominations and
with non-Christian religions. Instead of seeing itself as identical to the Kingdom of
God, ”outside of which there is no salvation”, the Church recognises that God’s
Kingdom embraces all men and women who live lives of compassion, justice and
mercy in their dealings with others. 156 This has had a major impact on the concept
of the mission of the Church which Catholicism now brings to ecumenical and interfaith dialogue. 157
That same attitude also influences attitudes to secular democratic societies, which at
their best, search for ways to provide legal protection for basic human rights arising
from God-given human dignity, acknowledge the sovereignty of the people and
therefore presume that leaders will be accountability to the people. Such societies
aspire to provide guarantees of freedom of speech, the rule of law, freedom of
religion, and have regulations requiring political and religious tolerance and the
separation of church and state. But they do not base their social cohesion on
religious affiliation, the way it was done in traditional societies. 158
Moves to draw up a Constitution for the European Union have resulted in major
challenges by both Pope John Paul II and by the current Pope Benedict XVI. They
challenged the refusal of the EU to include some recognition in its constitution of the
historical role played by Christianity in the formation of European culture and
values. 159 Both popes have done this, not by rejecting reason and modernity but by
insisting that belief in the transcendent is not unreasonable and that there are other
paths to the truth besides those which use scientific method.
That was spelt out by Benedict XVI in his Regensberg address:
The positive aspects of modernity are to be acknowledged unreservedly:....The
scientific ethos, moreover, is the will to be obedient to the truth, and, as such, it
embodies an attitude which reflects one of the basic tenets of Christianity. .... While
we rejoice in the new possibilities open to humanity, we also see the dangers arising
from these possibilities and we must ask ourselves how we can overcome them. We
will succeed in doing so only if reason and faith come together in a new way, if we
overcome the self-imposed limitation of reason to the empirically verifiable, and if we
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once more disclose its vast horizons. In this sense theology rightly belongs in the
university ... as theology, as inquiry into the rationality of faith. 160

It is important also not to underestimate the ethical problem which faces modernity the loss of a shared moral framework for peoples’ lives, and the long-term impact on
modernity if this issue is not addressed. Without some shared agreement on core
moral premises, public morality has no foundation. 161 Christians and Muslims would
argue that religion should be part of the search.
Catholicism at the time of the Reformation turned inwards, focusing on the discipline
and orthodoxy needed for Church renewal, rather than on engaging with the
challenges posed by both the positive and negative aspects of modernity. Modernity
certainly sought to marginalise religion, but religion also marginalised itself because
of its failure to respond effectively to the forces which ultimately destroyed the
credibility of religion as rational in any sense. It also led to a loss of awareness of
the roots of Western civilisation.
Without that awareness, religious commentators insist that Western civilisation is in
danger of withering or being dissipated in today’s search for community, as it is hard
to see how a secular agnosticism/atheism can provide the answers as long as it
insists that every aspect of human behaviour can be explained in scientific terms. In
challenging that attitude, Charlesworth makes the point that:
Naturalism and materialism are two quite different things. Human knowledge is, for
example, part of the natural order in the most general and obvious sense, but
legitimate philosophical questions about the validity and justification of knowledge
cannot be answered by the natural or empirical sciences. So far, all attempts to
develop an 'evolutionary epistemology' or theory of knowledge have failed. 162

Without acceptance of a world view which recognises
the dignity of the human person as the pre-eminent value that gives meaning to
every personal and collective action, we end up with people being used as
instruments to achieve whatever ideology or idolatry is dominant at the time”. 163

160

Benedict XVI, Faith, reason and the university. Memories and reflections, Lecture at the University
of Regensburg September 12, 2006, at
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/benedict_xvi/travels/2006/index_germania_en.htm, accessed
31October 2006.
161
Smith, Steven D., “Conciliating Hatred” in First Things: the Journal of Religion and Public Life, no.
144, June/July 2004, 17-23, at http://www.firsthings.com./ftissues/ft0406/articles/smith.htm, accessed
6 June 2004. .
162
Max Charlesworth ,“Scientists and the soul”, in Online Catholics, 7 June 2006, 107, and 14 June
2006, 108 at <http://www.onlinecatholics.com.au, accessed June 2006.
163
Bishop H. Simon, quoted by Ambrosio, Gianni, “On the Future of Catholicism in France”, Chiesa
Espress Online, 9 May 2005 at http://www.chiesa.espressonline.it/printDettaglio.jsp?id=30332&eng=y
accessed 14 May 2005.
163
Phillip Blond and Adrian Pabst, “Benedict's post-secular vision”, International Herald Tribune
163
Jose Casanova, Public Religions in the Modern World,
November 29, 2006 at http://www.iht.com.
University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 1994, 214, 234, quoted by Gallagher, Clashing (1997), 78.

95

In claiming neutrality with regard to values, and in denying the existence of objective
moral truths, social life becomes:
the arbitration of conflicting self-interest – a process in which the most powerful
always win. … a society ruled by an unholy alliance of utilitarian ethics and the proxy
politics of the managerial class. 164

This criticism does not entail a total rejection of modernity.
when religion discerns and accepts what is genuine within modernity, then not only
can it find new authority for itself within the open societies of today, but it can save
modernity from some of the ‘inhuman logic’ of its own unbalanced ideology. 165

Any religion which opposes the human autonomy which is at the heart of modernity
is destined for decline. This would seem to imply that it isn’t secularism and its
separation of church and state which is the main challenge to religious groups.
Rather, as will be discussed later in Chapter 7, the issues of freedom of speech,
religious freedom and the freedom of religion from subservience to the state are the
crucial challenges for any religion or spirituality trying to come to terms with
modernity.
Western societies can be described as hybrid societies, largely secular, but with
residual Christian influences which have the potential to support the moral basis of
society.

Key Findings
This chapter set out to demonstrate that religion, particularly Catholic and Protestant
Christianity, has made a significant contribution to the development of the social and
political institutions of Western societies. The overview set out in this chapter has
shown the socio-political dimension of the Christian message of the Good News
about the liberation of mankind through the coming of the Kingdom of God.
•

That Kingdom is not something to be created by purely civic power, but by the
personal transformation of the individual and the resultant pattern of relationships
which develop in a society whose members have a commitment to building a
society of justice, mercy, compassion and service, and in doing so, make visible
the love of God as revealed in the person of Jesus Christ. This is the basis of
Christian morality and ethics.
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• Another crucial Judaeo-Christian development was the concept of sin and the

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

need for forgiveness and a restoration of one’s relationship to God – salvation.
Faith was linked to conscience, 166 and personal responsibility for one’s actions
affecting other people is still part of the very fabric of Western society, both
religious and civil.
The Catholic belief in the God-given legitimacy of both the spiritual and civic
authorities of society gave rise to that creative tension caused by the need to
clarify the respective roles of both.
The Christian’s role in the creation of a new world rested on a belief in the
capacity of human reason to gain an understanding of the laws which control the
natural world (science) and guide humans’ relationships with God and with other
people (morality and human rights), something which China and Islam had found
difficult to achieve because of their ambivalence towards the rationality of the
divine. 167 Belief in the capacity of human reason has been a key factor behind
the belief in the possibility of progress which has been so important for western
societies. Fundamentalism in both Christianity and Islam is reluctant to draw on
human reason and experience to enable belief to develop and engage with the
issues of different social contexts.
The Catholic commitment to the service of the needy resulted in the rebuilding of
European society after the collapse of the Roman Empire, particularly through the
role of the monasteries in spreading educational opportunities, improving
agricultural methods and developing hospitality for the pilgrim, the poor and the
sick.
The commitment to education in the monastic schools led to the creation of the
great university system in western society. Those universities facilitated the
development of legal and political systems which acknowledged both
descending and ascending dimensions of sovereignty which set limits to the
power of the state and prepared the way for the gradual acceptance of the
concept of the accountability of those in authority for its use.
The seeds of democracy and of human rights were widely sown during the later
medieval period, as were the beginnings of the scientific method which
contributed so much to the development of western society.
The Protestant Reformation with its emphasis on the individual, and the further
development and protection of human rights from Enlightenment secularist
thinkers, have all contributed to the making of western societies.
Along with these developments, a growing struggle is taking place between a
secularisation of society in which there are influential forces led by non-believers
seeking to completely privatise religion, and those Christians who insist that there
is still a place for religion in the public sphere. That debate over the role of
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religion in public life has become more urgent in the light of the growing presence
of non-Christian religions in a society such as Australia’s. The challenge of
maintaining social cohesion has become much more complicated. So far,
Western society has been deeply influenced by Jewish and Christian religious
beliefs but the growing numbers of non-Christian believers and non-believers
raises important questions about the basis on which Australia will be able to build
and maintain a socially cohesive society.
The urgency of that debate has been highlighted by the existence of the division
between Muslim and Non-Muslim Australians referred to in the review of the
literature in Chapter 2. This study is exploring the possible difficulties that religious
beliefs may raise for social cohesion in Australia’s multicultural and muti-faith
society.
The next section, then, as in Chapter 4, will present an overview of the influence of
Islamic beliefs and practices on the development of Islamic societies, the nature of
the relationship between religion and politics in Islamic cultures. Any serious
differences from accepted western assumptions will be identified and the
implications of those differences for social cohesion will be explored in the Australian
context in Chapter 6.
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Chapter 5.

Religion and Politics in Islamic Societies

The growing number of Muslim migrants coming to Australia from majority Muslim
societies encounter a state in which the relationship between religion and politics is
quite different from that in their home countries. Those migrants as well as members
of the host country, share an almost unconscious heritage of fear and hostility arising
from difficult relationships between Western Europe and Islam over 1400 years. 1 In
the past, those difficulties related largely to disputes over territory: some during the
Islamic empire’s expansion into previously Christian areas; some during the
Crusades; others during Ottoman advances to the gates of Vienna in the 17th
century. In more recent times it has been Western colonial advances into Muslim
areas during the 19th and 20th centuries. Currently, Palestine, Iraq, Afghanistan,
Somalia and Iran are reminders that such difficulties continue, and some of the
interventions by the West are seen by many Muslims as an attack on Islam itself.
On the other hand, westerners who see reports from Muslim countries of women
being condemned to death by stoning following accusations of blasphemy or of
adultery, are disturbed at the prospect of what they understand to be Shari’a law
being introduced into their own countries as Muslim numbers increase.
Many of the Muslim migrants and refugees migrating to Australia since 1990 are
coming from societies in turmoil. Recent commentaries on the political events
which followed the overthrow of the democratically elected President in Egypt offer
an insight into the importance of religion in the lives of such people. The current
turmoil in such countries is producing a significant shift in its social fabric.
Arab societies, particularly those in turmoil, are regressing to what another French
social theorist, Émile Durkheim, called "mechanistic solidarity". This is social
solidarity that evolves along lines of kinship and religion, underpinned by a sense of
belonging to the same "homogenous" group. Durkheim contrasts this phenomenon
with the more progressive "organic solidarity" that evolves in modern societies
according to people's professional and functional relationships. 2

Mahroum argues that when people sense that they are under threat in some sense,
they begin to organise on “the basis of homogenous identities... "mechanistic
solidarity" grows stronger at the expense of "organic solidarity". Ethnic and religious
sectarianism is fuelled by the perceived threats to a group’s wellbeing . Minorities
tend to be scapegoated and blamed for the situation which has developed. Given
the publicity that has accompanied such difficulties in Muslim countries, it is also
1
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likely that members of the host community also feel threatened. Historical memories
and the religious or ideological beliefs linked to them, be they Islamic or JudeoChristian-Secular have the potential to weaken social cohesion in a multi-cultural
country like Australia. 3
This chapter provides an overview of the role that religion has played in the
development of Islamic culture and civilization. By doing this, the differences from
the understanding and development of that relationship in Western societies can be
identified. Such a comparative process is necessary if potential difficulties for the
integration of Muslim migrants into western societies are to be addressed. As both
Western and Islamic civilizations have used religion as the basis of social cohesion
in the past in their respective societies, both now face the challenge of joining in the
search for a basis for the social cohesion needed in an Australian society which
includes Christian, non-Christian religious believers and secularist non believers. A
critical step in the process is to identify any religious or secular beliefs and practices
which could be contributing to the reported division between Muslim and non-Muslim
Australians.
While the intention of the study is not polemical, the task needs to be done “fairly,
honestly, without apologetics, without polemic, and of course, competently”. 4 This
chapter will attempt to do that. 5
Lapidus in his history of Islamic societies makes the point that there are various
ways of presenting Islamic history. He chooses to focus on the communal, religious
and political rather than on the familial, economic or cultural history of Islam. 6 This
study chooses to focus mainly on those aspects of the relationship between religion
and politics in Islamic societies which may cause difficulties for the integration of
Muslims into Australian society. It will do this by exploring the general lines of the
relationship between religion and politics within Islamic societies, much as was
attempted in the previous chapter on Religion and Politics in Western Societies. The
aim is to identify those religious and political developments within the historical
journey of Islam which still influence the thinking, attitudes and values of Muslims
generally, and presumably those of Muslim Australians. It is not an attempt to
present the kind of comprehensive overview of Islam which Lapidus has provided in
his study. 7 Its purpose is to identify religious beliefs and practices which may clash
with some of the religious or secular values on which Australia has constructed its
social cohesion. Such differences may be important factors in causing the reported
division between Muslim and non-Muslim Australians, but the focus on religion is not
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an assumption that other factors are not relevant. Mahroum identifes the lack of
jobs as one of the key factors fuelling the turmoil in Egypt.

The Origins of Islam
Muhammad appeared in the 7th century C.E. at a time of social turmoil and ferment
in Arabia, an isolated area of the Middle East where polytheism and tribal anarchy
still prevailed. This was in contrast to the neighbouring monotheistic Byzantine and
Sasanian empires. 8
Muhammad sought a solution to the blood vendettas and warfare among the Arabian
tribes and announced that, under divine guidance, he had received a formula to
overcome the anarchy and to restore the traditional family and social values being
undermined in the trading city of Mecca. He challenged the ”unbridled materialism,
avarice, and corruption which he saw as a condition of ignorance and unbelief called
jahilliyyah”. 9 At the same time his spiritual drive was mixed with socio-economic
concerns and the goal of raising the commercial status of the Arabs.
This interpretation of the motivation which led Muhammad to become a religious
innovator is not uncontested. Stark accepts that Mecca was a trading centre, but
claims that there was no evidence of its transformation into a major trading centre
with affluence undermining its traditional social values. He gives more credence to
unrest being caused by some Arabs turning away from traditional Arabian religious
beliefs and rites to Judaism or to Christianity, to monotheistic religions which seemed
to give greater status and strength to the dominant Byzantine and Sasanian Empires
which were neighbours to Arabia. In that case, Muhammad’s motivation could have
been coming from “an acute sense of inferiority: it seemed as though God had left
the Arabs out of His divine plan”. 10 Muhammad’s solution was to unite the tribes into
a confederation with shared goals and a single faith. That faith had to be something
new and universal. His spiritual experiences inspired him to seek acceptance of
monotheism and the formation of a super-tribal community of belief as the cement to
unite Arabia. 11
His inspiration came during his regular practice of retreat and prayer on the
mountainside outside Mecca. From about 610 C.E. he began to undergo a series of
spiritual experiences in which he claimed that God spoke directly to him through the
8
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Archangel Gabriel who dictated God’s message. These experiences over the next
20 years until his death in 632 resulted in the compilation of the Qur’an. Mohammad
and his followers believed it to be God’s word revealing His law and plan for
mankind. It was these experiences and Muhammad’s understanding that he was
called to be the messenger of God, that was the source of his spiritual and political
vision. His role
was to provide an eschatalogical vision, knowledge of God's will, right guidance and
social leadership. He worked to create a community based on shared religious
beliefs, ceremonies, ethics and laws - transcending traditional structures based on
families, clans and tribes. 12

The central teaching of the revelations received by the Prophet was that God (Allah)
is One and that Muhammad is his Messenger. From 613 Muhammad began to call
the people of Mecca to acknowledge that oneness of God and to submit to His will
as set out in the Qur’an and in the teaching and practice of His Messenger. Those
who heard and accepted his call made a public profession of this, initially
presumably in the presence of Muhammad, but then later, before at least two
members of the community of those who had submitted. "I bear witness that there is
no god but God. I bear witness that Muhammed is his Messenger (and for Shias)
and Ali is his friend." 13
By doing this the new believer became part of a community of believers. Their way
of life was now regulated by the law of God as revealed in the words of the Qur’an,
and in the life and teaching of Muhammad as reported by his associates and early
followers in the stories gathered together in anthologies called Hadith.
Islam’s beliefs are not complex – all people are called to submit to the One God, to
take personal responsibility for one’s life and actions and, as members of the
religious community, to build a society in which justice, compassion and peace will
reign when God’s law is adopted and obeyed. 14
In the Middle Eastern cultural tradition of the time, there was no division between
religion, society and the political Muhammad did not accept the Christian and
Jewish faiths of his neighbours as an answer to the challenge facing Arabian society.
He saw both of these religions as failures. In his opinion they had drifted away from
the original revelation given by God through their prophets. 15 His solution was to
preach submission to the One God and to create a community of believers, the
umma, which would integrate individuals, clans, cities and even ethnic groups into a
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larger community in which religious loyalties encompassed all other loyalties without
abolishing them. 16

His mission was and is universal, seeking to win all men and women to membership
of the Islamic community. Mohammad, like Jesus before him, saw personal spiritual
renewal as essential for transforming society. But the Prophet went further. He
came to adopt the strategy of imposing his own social and political order on the
tribes of Arabia and through that winning converts to Islam. 17
The adoption of this strategy was influenced by the very slow and difficult start
Muhammad experienced in the beginning of his mission, Muhammad became
convinced that he would have to hold a more prominent and powerful position if his
mission were to bear fruit. "People would not be moved by ideas alone, but only by
ideas propounded with commanding prestige." 18
He took his followers away from the hostile community in Mecca to Medina where
they now became one among a number of communities within that town. In preIslamic Arabia, a tribal leader was but first among equals with the leading men of the
tribe. As leader of one of the nine clans in the town, Muhammad was not superior to
the other clan chiefs. But there were also roles in a community for an arbiter and a
military leader. Muhammad’s religious aura enhanced his suitability to become an
arbiter’ 19 and his military success in raiding Meccan caravans and in his victory at
Badr saw him become the war leader of the community. 20 In fact, he became the
principal leader of that whole community, linking the various communities in Medina
through a constitution which recognised the identity and rights of both the Islamic
community, the Umma, and those of the non-Muslim groups including the Jewish
tribes of that town. In that first Islamic state
The constitution of Medina established a pluralistic state – a community of
communities. It promised equal security to all and all were equal in the eyes of the
law. 21

One of the features of Muhammad’s life which marks him off as following more the
Jewish Old Testament tradition than that of Jesus Christ was his use of capital
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punishment for defeated enemies and for critics of his religion. 22 He used military
and political power to protect his new religion.
Muhammad built his political power on the Arabian tribal tradition in which weaker
groups entered into pacts and treaties with stronger tribes for protection against
enemies. He used his personal charisma as well as his growing military and political
standing to offer alliances to tribes. This guaranteed mutual protection and peace for
the members of the network, and protection for Islam from non-Muslim enemies. By
doing this, Muhammad built up a strong network of tribes in alliance with him
throughout Arabia. This gave him extraordinary authority and leverage in controlling
the Islamic state. 23 As his power grew, he required conversion to Islam as part of
the pact. In this way he built a federation of tribes linked to Medina by religious
affiliation and thus extended the Islamic State to the whole of Arabia. 24 He was
successful in uniting the tribes of Arabia and in imposing a wider sense of community
than had existed before.
This Islamic State was not a state in the sense it is now used in the West in referring
to the nation state. The Islamic State referred to that community of believers which
turned “religion, politics, law and morality into a single, monolithic entity”. 25
This development reflected the socio-cultural background of the Middle East of that
time. Middle Eastern cultures were the beneficiaries of a 3000 years heritage
including Sasanian and Byzantine-Roman cultural traditions which included
polytheistic as well as the monotheistic influences of Judaism, Zoroastrianism and
Christianity. In the cultures of the time the political, cultural and religious leaderships
tended to be merged into and controlled by the civil power. 26 The Sasanian empire
had developed a form of governance which was adapted to a multi-religious empire.
Religious communities were given autonomy within the empire to set their own rules
under religious leadership but within the oversight of the imperial ruler. 27 This
pattern was adopted within the Islamic empires. So the first Islamic state established
by the Prophet at Medina was religiously diverse and pluralistic. 28 Non-Muslim
groups who were considered to be ‘peoples of the book’ and accepted an alliance
with their Islamic overlords were given a degree of autonomy and self-rule subject to
Islamic overrule. That was certainly a more dignified relationship for minorities than
the treatment accorded in Christian Europe where ghettoisation and expulsion
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seemed to be the lot of Jews in most of Europe and expulsion that of the Moors
following the restoration of Spain to Christian control.
Whether minorities within Islam actually achieved equality under the law as some
modern interpreters claim is another question. 29 That will be discussed in more
detail below. But what is clear is that political and military powers were used by
Mohammad and his followers to protect and extend the boundaries of the House of
Islam and thereby establish God’s rule on earth. He integrated both military jihad
and political power into the work of his mission. 30 Jihad originally referred to the use
of military power as part of the pattern followed in the spread of Islam. Later, it was
developed by mystics to refer to an ‘inner’ or ‘greater’ jihad or interior struggle. 31
This resulted in the members of the Islamic community seeing themselves as a
chosen people with a mission to convert or conquer the world. 32 “The universal
mission of the Muslim community [was] to spread God’s rule and law through
teaching, preaching and, where necessary, armed struggle.” 33
By seeking and obtaining political power Muhammad sought to achieve one of
Islam’s central goals:
to provide a stable, just and peaceful society in which Muslims can practice their
faith... [but] the rules governing that society must be correctly drawn from the Qur’an
and the sunna. 34

In this way, Islam became a community-state, both a faith and a political order
seeking to transform the world through action in the world. 35 It had three important
principles on which it was based:
•

It was a community of believers whose bonds to the community, the umma, were
not based on kinship but on moral, religious grounds. “To betray the umma was
to betray God” and conflict was only legitimate with non-Muslims.

•

Because the authority of the state was God-given, laws were not developed by
legislators but were discovered by study of the Qur’an and the Sunna.

•

There could only be one central authority responsible for the political affairs of the
community. 36 Hence the role of the Caliph and efforts in some quarters today to
restore it within Islam.
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Muhammad integrated military (jihad) power into the work of his mission and used it
and political power to enshrine and enforce Islamic law within Islamic society. 37 Its
purpose was to protect the religious freedom of Muslims so that they could be faithful
to their religion while earning a livelihood for themselves and their families as
members of the Islamic community. That community would be governed by the rules
of the Qur’an and the ‘rightly guarded path’ of the sayings and actions of the
Messenger. These came to be set-out in reports gathered into anthologies called
the Hadith and interpreted and applied in what came to be the Shari’a, Islamic Law.
This was the framework for the social and political order of an Islamic society. 38 It
was, and still is, the Islamic formula for transforming the world into a place of justice,
compassion and peace. 39 The members of the Islamic community came to see
themselves as a chosen people with a mission to convert or conquer the world and
thereby establish God’s rule on earth. 40
The use of an armed struggle as one of the means to conquer territory and impose
Islamic law has led some Christian commentators to describe Muhammad as a new
Jeremiah wielding the sword of God’s vengeance. 41 Yet, right from the beginning
there were theological similarities between Islam and Christianity. Both claimed a
universal message and mission, and both saw their covenant with God as God’s final
revelation. The message each received was understood to be fulfilling and
completing the revelation given previously to communities which had failed to remain
faithful to God’s call. 42
Clearly though, Muhammad was a religious and political visionary. 43 That vision is to
be found in the Qur’an, the Hadith and in Islamic Law, the Shari’a.

The Qur’an
The Qur’an is the very foundation of Islam. It is accepted by Muslims as the very
word of God dictated to Muhammad by the Archangel Gabriel.
... the Qur'an in its eternal essence or pre-existence [was] preserved on 'the inviolate
tablet' (Qur’an; 85:22), the original whence, by tanzil or descent, the revelation came
into time, in Arabic, on the lips of the Prophet. 44
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What we know of the life and teaching of the Prophet is drawn from three main
sources: from biographies, especially that by Muhammad Ibn Ishaq (704 –
d.767/770), from reports on the activities and teaching of Muhammad (the Sunna)
compiled into anthologies called Hadith, and, of course, from the Qur’an itself. 45
The historicity of the Qur’an as a collection of the teachings of Muhammad which he
believed he received from God is not in serious doubt:
... we can be reasonably sure that the Qur'an is a collection of utterances that he [the
Prophet] made in the belief that they had been revealed to him by God. The book
may not preserve all the messages he claimed to have received, and he is not
responsible for the arrangement in which we have them. They were collected after
his death – how long after is controversial. But that he uttered all or most of them is
difficult to doubt. 46

Because of its style, the Qur’an is not easy to follow. It isn’t a history of
Muhammad’s life but more an insight into his thinking and his understanding of
God’s advice and guidance for him on how to react to opposition. The lack of
historical context makes it difficult to fully understand the debates, who the
participants were and who were opposing him and his teaching.
Supporters are simply referred to as believers; opponents are condemned as
unbelievers, polytheists, wrongdoers, hypocrites and the like, with only the barest
information on who they were or what they said or did ... 47

What is clear, according to Crone, is that there are two central issues. The first is
that polytheists are guilty of unbelief because of their deifying of lesser beings.
Muhammad suspected that Christians had also done that. For him, God was one
and no other being could share his divinity. He has no Son like Jesus or children.
The second was his conviction that there was a doubting and rejection of the
Resurrection, mainly by Jews, but also in his view by some Christians as well. 48
Christians deny that this is a true interpretation of their beliefs. They believe that
they are truly monotheistic. But, because the Qur’an is God’s word for Muslims, the
latter give greater credence to the Qur’an’s statements about Jesus and Christianity
than to what is written in the Gospels or in other Christian writings and claims.
This understanding of the Qur’an as the very word of God gives the Muslim
community a very accessible piety and a sense of the transcendent not unlike that
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which Christians experience in their reading of the scriptures and in their use of
materials such as bread, wine, water and oil as symbols and causes of God’s action
within them.
Christians had traditionally seen Jesus as the Word of God, dwelling in God from all
eternity because ‘the Word was God’. Jn.1:1. The Qur’an came to be seen in a
similar way to that of Jesus for Christians, as ”God's uncreated Word which had
existed from all eternity and had taken flesh and human form in the scripture
revealed to Mohammed”. 49 The recitation of the Qur’an became a sacramental
experience for Muslims in that their lips and thoughts become the human vehicle for
the word of God. 50
.. the Traditionists taught that the Koran was an eternal reality which, like the Torah
or the Logos, was somehow of God himself; it had dwelt in his mind from before the
beginning of time. Their doctrine of the uncreated Koran meant that when it was
recited, Muslims could hear the invisible God directly. The Koran represented the
presence of God in their very midst. His speech was on their lips when they recited
its sacred words and when they held the holy book it was as though they had
touched the divine itself. The early Christians had thought of Jesus the man in a
similar way. 51

For Muslims, the Qur’an is the text as given to the Prophet through the Archangel
Gabriel. Their belief is that the text was produced during the lifetime of the Prophet.
This understanding of the Qur’an as the very word of God was the fruit of an
important process culminating in an important dispute within Islam over the created
or uncreated quality of the document. Christian and secular researchers have raised
serious challenges to that assertion about the origin of the Qur’an and its uncreated
quality.
Researchers using non-Muslim sources have reconstructed
"a picture of the rise of Islam that is startlingly different from the traditional one
familiar to us from the exclusively Muslim literary “ sources".. their conclusions, very
generally speaking, that 'Islam' did not somehow emerge fully developed as the
traditional accounts would have us believe but slowly over a long period of time as
the Arab conquerors came into contact with the far older cultures and civilizations,
which pushed the Arabs to question and forge their own religious and cultural
identity." 52

Wansborogh and Crone have been two scholars whose works have drawn attention
to the growing body of researchers coming to similar, if not as radical, conclusions.
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Wansborough's research suggests that a great deal of the traditional history of Islam
appeared to be a fabrication of later generations seeking to forge and justify a unique
religious identity. Within this context, the character of Muhammad could be seen as a
manufactured myth created to provide the Arab tribes with their own Arab version of
the Judeo-Christian prophets. 53

Crone, a former student of Wansbrough’s, challenged another historical explanation
for the rise of Islam. Watt had argued that it was the decline in traditional tribal
values from the rise of commercial activities in Mecca which led to the rise of islam.
Crone argued that
the Arabs converted to Islam because Allah was a greater power than any other spirit
endowed with a name and a cult so far known in Arabia….,What was it that Allah had
to offer? What he had to offer was a programme of Arab state formation and
conquest: the creation of an umma, the initiation of jihad. Muhammad was a prophet
with a political mission, not, as is so often asserted, a prophet who merely happened
to become involved with politics. His monotheism amounted to a political programme,
as is clear not only from non-Muslim accounts of his career, but also from Ibn
Ishaq…. acceptance of Muhammad was acceptance of a ruler with ambitious plans.
It was also as such, not merely as an otherworldly arbitrator, that he was accepted in
Medina. 54

Studies such as these were inevitable in the light of “the historical-critical method
successfully applied in the past two centuries to the study of early Judaism and nascent
Christianity”..55 Muslim scholars have, on the whole, simply ignored the problem. 56

53

Patricia Crone, "The Rise of Islam", Meccan Trade and the Rise of Islam, 231ss, at
http://www.google.com.au/search?sourceid=navclient&ie=UTF8&rlz=1T4SKPB_enAU389AU390&q=Wansborough+on+Islam
54

ibid.

55 Carlos A.Segovia, John Wansbrough and the Problem of Islamic Origins In Recent Scholarship: A

Farewell to the Traditional Account, 2012 at http://www.academia.edu/1534641/
Mohammed Amin, Review of "Quranic Studies: Sources and Methods of Scriptural Interpretation"
by John Wansbrough in http://www.mohammedamin.com/Reviews/Quranic-Studies-Sources-andMethods-of-Scriptural-Interpretation.html, 7 May 2012
56
Daniel Pipes, Lessons from the Prophet Muhammad's Diplomacy in Middle East
Quarterly,September 1999, 65-72 http://www.meforum.org/480/lessons-from-the-prophetmuhammads-diplomacy
55

109

An example of this can be found in a thoughtful review of Warnsbrough’s study by a
British Muslim, Mohammed Amin 57 His article is a serious engagement with the
challenges posed by Warnsbrough’s theory which Amin summarises – “that the
Quran was most probably composed around 200 years later than the standard date,
and in Mesopotamia rather than the Hijaz (the area of Western Arabia that includes
Mecca and Medina.)“
Amin acknowledges that this radical view of Warnsbrough’s is much more
challenging to a Muslim than the standard non-Muslim view – that the Quran was
composed by Muhammad himself who either falsely claimed that it had come from
God, or genuinely but incorrectly believed that it came from God. If the Quran was
composed 200 years later and in Mesopotamia as Warnsbrough claims, then God
could not possibly have given it to Muhammad.
Amin sees the disagreement between Muslims and non-Muslims as essentially
about whether Muhammad received the Quran from God or whether he composed it
himself. He prefers to rely on faith to resolve the question as he believes it is
impossible at this remove to decide a factual question.
This is not unlike the attitude of Christians and Jews who do not accept the findings
of historical-critical analysis and see their scriptures as records of historical events
rather than as ‘myths’ or stories passing on religious truths That has been the
challenge which historical criticism has posed for Jewish and Christian scholars.
Amin’s article does challenge some historical claims made by Wansborough such as
that there were no Jews in Arabia. If Warnsbrough is wrong on that claim, just how
relevant such a mistake will be for his ultimate findings remains to be seen. 58
Neverthless, Amin’s thoughtful article does not offer an alternative explanation to the
variants within the Qur’an which are key signals for Wansborough of different
authors, times and places. To the post--Enlightenment Western mind, failure to offer
an alternative is unsatisfactory. But that doesn’t mean that Wansborough is right.
Further study may lead to evidence which undermines his approach.
M.I. Finley in The World of Odysseus, sets out the basis for the doubts shared by
Western critics of the Muslim interpretation:
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"In a world wholly without writing, and therefore without records, disagreements
could be resolved only by subjective judgements, by reference to the way it had been
said before, by the superior auctoritas of one poet as against another, by anything
other than reference to a document. Whatever dropped out of the poetic repertoire
soon disappeared from 'memory' forever; whatever innovation proved 'successful'
soon became accepted as part of the tradition ever since once upon a time." 59
Ibn Warraq uses extracts from the writing of Gustav Weil, a German writing in the mid

19th Century on Islamic issues to support those criticisms:
"Reliance upon oral traditions, at a time when they were transmitted by memory
alone, and every day produced new divisions among the professors of Islam, opened
up a wide field for fabrication and distortion. There was nothing easier, when
required to defend any religious or political system, than to appeal to an oral tradition
of the Prophet. The nature of these so-called traditions, and the manner in which the
name of Muhammad was abused to support all possible lies and absurdities, may be
gathered most clearly from the fact that al-Bukhari, who travelled from land to land to
gather from the learned the traditions they had received, came to conclusion, after
many years' sifting, that out of 600,000 traditions, ascertained by him to be current,
only 4000 were authentic. And of this selected number, the European critic is
compelled without hesitation to reject at least one-half.” 60
For Daniel Pipes,
“Muslims have for the most part studiously avoided paying any attention to this line of
research. And so a strange—and ultimately unsustainable—duality now exists, with
the scholars in the role of termites, eating away at the magnificent traditional
structure and the believers acting as though the beams and joints were as strong as
ever”. 61

The difficulties arising from not addressing such issues are explored in more detail
later in this chapter.
Patricia Crone, in spite of challenging the Muslim interpretation of the origins of the
Qur’an, concedes that there is little doubt about the historicity of Muhammad and his
role as a prophetic reformer. 62 Nevertheless she also quotes Ibn Warraq:
".. unless we are willing [to] entertain the notion of an all-pervading literary conspiracy
between the non-Muslim peoples of the Middle East, the crucial point remains that
they have got things wrong on very much the same points... given their wide
geographical and social distribution, they could scarcely have vented their antiMuslim feelings with such uniform results. It is because there is agreement between
the independent and contemporary witnesses of the non-Muslim world that their
59
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testimony must be considered; and it can hardly be claimed that they do not help:
whichever way one chooses to interpret them, they leave no doubt that Islam was
like other religions the product of a religious evolution. " 63

In the light of this, Ibn Warraq offers an important challenge to Islamic historians and
thinkers: “Historians are called to practice scholarship on Islam, not Islamic
scholarship.” 64

The Hadith and Religious Scholars
The civil wars, which broke out over the disputed succession to the Prophet, raised
questions for Muslims about proper behaviour. The killing of devout leaders in the
struggles over the succession, the second-class status of non-Arab converts, the
luxurious life-style of the Caliphs: all raised the need for more detailed guidance. 65
Requests from the educated townspeople in Iraq and other provinces who were
beginning to convert to Islam towards the end of the 7th century had to be met. They
were looking for a clearly formulated world-view with interpretation and exegesis of
the Qur’an, guidelines for behaviour and a history of the emergence of Islam and the
Caliphate. 66
This need for guidance led to the emergence of Religious Scholars or jurists who
gained credibility as informed and reputable moral and religious guides for the
faithful. They looked to the Qur’an and the traditions associated with the sayings
and example of Muhammad and his associates for guidance on how to live in the
correct way. Scholars began to collect reports (Hadith) on the actions and sayings
of the Prophet and his companions, including those gathered from various
biographies. Armstrong singles out two authoritative collections made by al-Bukhari
(d. 870) and Muslim (d. 878). 67 Other jurists drew on customary practice as well as
the use of analogy and consensus as sources of guidance for proper Muslim
behaviour and religious life. 68
There has been much debate about the validity of the Sunnah and Hadith: some are
regarded as more authentic than others. But ultimately the question of the historical
validity of these traditions is less important than the fact they have worked: they have
proved able to bring a sacramental sense of the divine into the life of millions of
Muslims over the centuries. 69
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At one time there were many thousands of these Hadith or reports, but eventually
they were culled of the inauthentic. An example of a highly respected collection is
that of An-Nawawi in 1230 - 1277. 70 Nevertheless, many are still thought by some to
be of doubtful authenticity. 71 The Turkish Review of the Hadith currently underway
would support such reservations. Still, it is important to keep in mind the important
reality - they are the basis for the guidance of the religious and social life of Muslims,
How to live as a Muslim is provided in the rules or fiqhs developed by these
Religious Scholars from the Qur’an, the Sunna and the Hadith. The scholars or
Jurists, sought clear legal rules to enable Muslims to make a reality of their mission
to build “a just society that surrendered wholly and in every detail to God's will”. 72
Abu Hanifah (699-767) pioneered the discipline of jurisprudence (fiqh) in 732. 73 That
was during the final days of the Ummayyad Caliphs who had tended to follow preIslamic custom rather than Islamic rules in their decision making.
With the transfer of power to the Abbasids in 750, the jurists who relied on religious
law in offering guidance
received a measure of recognition from the 'Abbasid government. many of the
judges were now chosen from men whose legal scholarship was approved by the
'schools'. Eventually this came to be the case with all judges and holders of position
in which legal knowledge was required. In return, however, for recognition the
'Abbasids brought pressure to bear on the legal schools in the main cities in order to
secure a measure of uniformity. 74

Ultimately, Sunni jurists accepted that in the absence of clear guidance in the
Qur’an, they should seek direction from the Prophet as found in the Hadith. 75
The main lines of development had been decided by 850. The life of the Islamic
community in all its aspects was to be based on the Shari'a or divinely revealed law.
.... The religious institution consisted of the recognized exponents of the Shari'a and
the intellectual structure associated with it; these are the ulema ('ulama', literally
'knowers'). The ulema had control of the higher education which was taking
shape." 76
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Malik emerged as a significant scholar who used the customary law and religious
practice of Medina as a guide. Another, al-Shafii argued that a city's practice was
inadequate - the Hadith of the Prophet should be the guide. 77 Four such schools
eventually developed among Sunni Muslims. The Hanafi used free reason in making
their judgments on Islamic interpretations – the School of Opinion; the Maliki used
the traditions of the Prophet and customs of Medina for guidance – the School of
Tradition; the Shafi’i referred first to the Qur’an, then to the Sunna, after that to the
consensus of the whole community and finally to analogy with the Qur’an in offering
guidance. Finally, for the Hanbali, only the Qur’an and the Sunna were used as
sources for guidance. 78
These schools of jurists were given a measure of recognition by the Abbasid
Caliphs. As the Caliphs had the power to appoint the judges, they appointed as
judges only men with legal scholarship acceptable to the Schools. In return, the
Abbasids pressured the legal schools to get some degree of uniformity in their
rulings and decisions. Scholars were also required to give reasons for their views.
The pressure resulted in all Sunni jurists gradually accepting that if there were no
explicit Qur’anic ruling, a decision should be based on the teachings in the Hadith.
This resulted in a degree of uniformity, with the schools fully accepting each other’s
rules and practices. 79
But the development of many different schools of scholars contesting the basis of
true guidance highlights the lack of a strong authenticating body or person. At first
the Caliph had the authority to play that role. However, a dispute within Islam in the
early Abbasid period over whether or not the Qur’an had been ‘created’ played a
crucial role within the development of Islam.
At first, victory in the dispute over the created character of the Qur’an went to a
group of scholars,
the Mu’tzailis or ‘rationalists’, who believed in the ‘created’ Quran, until, following a
populist reaction led by Ahmad ibn Hanbal, the opposite doctrine became the
orthodoxy, remaining so among Sunni Muslims until the present century 80

The consequences of that dispute are at the heart of the difficulties which Muslim
Religious Scholars have in engaging with the challenges posed by the findings of
Christian and Secular scholars into the origins of the Qur’an. However, this does
not mean that there is no recognition of the need for rational enquiry within Islam.
At various times in the past Muslim leaders have acknowledged criticism of the
authenticity of the Hadith which are used to explain Islamic history, theology and
77
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practice. This study has already referred to efforts to establish the credibility of the
Hadith.
Currently there is one such study under way in Turkey in which the Hadith are being
reviewed in order to eliminate any questionable sources of commentary to be found
in the 162,000 reports in the Hadith. 81 Such studies should shed light on the origins
of the Qur’an, the Hadith and Islam itself. Cragg, however, points out western style
queries about the origins of the Qur’an, even if logical and rational, are really the
wrong questions.
... in the end the Islamic authority of the Qur'an is religiously beyond these
questions..... To admit human elements in the structure of the Qur'an is impossible to
Islamic religion. 82

This severely affects rational theologising within Islam and the agenda setting for
dialogue with others but in its encounter with secular democracies it will be
challenged, like Christianity, to engage in discussion and debate on these issues.
Olivier Roy has noted in his study: La Sainte ignorance: Le temps de la religion sans
culture that secularistion:
Instead of freeing the world from religion, secularization has instead encouraged an
anti-intellectualism that promises immediate, emotional access to the sacred, and
sets itself up in direct opposition to contemporary pagan culture. This divorce
between religion and culture, Roy argues, creates space in which fundamentalism
and radicalism metastasize.

As Catholicism has found, ignoring the questions posed is not a constructive response.
Islam faces the same challenge. 83

The theological and political implications of that dispute for the Caliphs and the
Religious Scholars had a major impact on religio-political relationships within Islam.
The Caliph’s loss of credibility as a religious leader led to the ascendancy of the
Religious Scholars and to their powerful role within Islamic society. They were seen
as the real guardians of the heritage of the Prophet. As the legitimacy of the Caliph
or Sultan’s rule depended on his observance of the rules of the Shari’a or Islamic
law, for a ruler to ignore or violate that law was to put his dynasty at risk of losing its
legitimacy in the eyes of the Religious Scholars and therefore in the eyes of the
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Muslim community. The Religious Scholars became a counter-balancing power base
within Islam which limited the power of the Caliph or Sultan. 84
The ulama was a powerful and effective check on the ruler. To see the Islamic
constitution as containing the balance of powers so necessary for a functioning ,
sustainable legal state is to emphasize not why it failed,… but why it succeeded so
spectacularly for as long as it did. 85

The Caliphs did attempt to get some uniformity from the different schools of law by
appointing Religious Scholars as judges and controlling their decision making, but
the Religious Scholars defended themselves against dismissal by avoiding new
interpretations of the law. They appealed instead to precedents in the opinions and
actions of the earlier scholars. In the meantime, the growing fragmentation of the
Caliph’s political role saw the rise of local leaders who took power in distant
provinces of the empire. These sultans tended to concentrate on the temporal,
secular dimension of their roles, thereby strengthening the religious leadership of the
jurists. 86
This near total transfer of religious leadership to the Religious Scholars led to a form
of separation of the functions of the political and religious leadership within Islamic
societies. In effect, the Religious Scholars had the ability to insist that the ruler, the
Caliph or Sultan, must remain within the bounds of the Shari'a or risk being stripped
of his legitimacy. 87 In the Ottoman empire for example,
As the price of this legitimation, the scholars insisted upon some measure of
executive limitation. Islamic law was in principle the law of the empire -- and that
meant the Sultan was subject to the law, not above it... Sultans earned the
Caliphate at the price of accepting that God and his law were above them.

The Religious Scholars took responsibility for interpreting and developing Islamic
Law (the Shari’a), while the Caliph or Sultans maintained responsibility for matters of
state. The sultan was still expected to exercise some level of religious leadership by
ensuring that the institutions of society complied with the Shari’a (Islamic Law)
because classical Islamic political theory saw the faith as the regulator of life and
society. The temporal ruler's function was to carry out religion's decrees. 88
The Caliphs, Muhammad’s successors, should have played a major role in the
religious leadership of the community, but they kept losing credibility and authority in
the eyes of both Sunni and Shia Muslims from the time of the Shi’a split. The Shia
argued unsuccessfully that the Caliph should be a member of the Prophet’s family
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while the Sunni believed that he should be elected by the consensus of the Islamic
community. 89
In the case of the Sunni, there was a long debate and struggle within Islam over the
created or uncreated quality of the Qur’an, over whether it could be subject to
rational reinterpretation. Background to this dispute was the division between the
court and the religious scholars. The Shari’a developed by the Religious Scholars
was egalitarian and was hostile to court culture and standards. The Court on the
other hand, particularly its body of secretaries and administrators, was aware that
the Caliphs were having to come to terms with the needs of their growing empire and
the impact of their empire building on their role. In pre-modern societies the only
effective form of government was that of an absolute monarch with all the risks that
arise from the lack of accountability, the authoritarianism inevitable in such a form of
governance and the temptation of a luxurious courtly life-style. Empire pushed the
Caliphs into that kind of role, but with a loss of credibility as religious leaders. 90
It had been found, after centuries of experience, that an absolute monarchy was the
only effective way of governing a pre-modern empire with an agrarian-based
economy, ...more satisfactory than a military oligarchy, where commanders usually
competed with one another for power. 91

An absolute monarch had no rivals, could settle disputes among the great and could
afford to listen to the entreaties of the poor. The Secretaries, the Caliphs’ public
servants, therefore favoured an ‘autocratic’ Caliph and resented the growing power
of the Scholars or Constitutionalists whose legitimacy as interpreters of the Qur’an
and the Hadith effectively limited the power of the Caliph. The Religious Scholars or
Jurists expected the Caliph to submit to the divine law as interpreted by them, the
‘ulema’ or ‘knowers’. By 850, the ulema had won the battle with the Secretaries.
The Abbasid Caliphs, in the face of the popular support held by the scholars
recognised the danger to their position and decided to accept the scholars’
understanding of the limits to the Caliph’s role. 92 Black claims that it was really only
in the 10th-11th centuries that the uncreated character of the Qur’an was finally
accepted. 93 It was a defeat for the Caliphate, a victory for the ‘ulama’, the Religious
Scholars. The Caliphate finally lost authority; it was left only with power. The
Religious Scholars, the ulema provided the balance of power needed to ensure the
rule of law, and the protection of property, two conditions necessary for economic
and social development within the Islamic empire. 94
The Court and this egalitarian constitutionalist bloc became the two power centres
within Islam, with the Shari’a challenging and setting limits to the power of the
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court. 95 It was believed that by living according to the rules of the Shari’a, the
corrupt political order could be overcome and brought into submission to God’s will. 96
In practice, the Shari’a did little directly to address issues of governance, a deficit
which has been a factor in the difficulties associated with attempts to set up an
Islamic State in the modern world. 97 There is more about that problem below.
In Islam then while the Caliph had power, it was the Qur’an and the Sunna as
interpreted by the Religious Scholars which had authority. The Religious Scholars
had gradually become the acknowledged interpreters of the word of God and the
religious and moral leaders of the community. The Scholars began to limit the use of
reason in the process of interpretation by insisting that the Qur’an was uncreated
and that it was their role to interpret it and guide the community because they had
the special knowledge needed for this role.
This deprived the Caliph of any say as Caliph in the definition of Islamic norms so
that
justice was defined independently of the political rulers or state authority. What was
happening was that religious, social and economic legislation was being enacted
from below. 98

In this way Islam became a community based on law and ritual rather than on
political institutions. It also left the Caliphate without authority and politically
weakened so that there was a partial split between the religio-moral-legal authority
which belonged to the Scholars and the politico-military power left to the Caliph. 99
While backing the losing side was damaging to the credibility of the Caliphate, the
victory of the Religious Scholars was also at a price. Patronage had given the
Caliphs a degree of power over the scholars. As the various Schools of Law
emerged the Caliphs began appointing judges from the ranks of those religious
scholars/jurists who had been trained in those schools. There were risks in this for
the jurists if their decisions angered the ruler. To avoid the risk of losing their
positions because of unpopular decisions, some sought to rely on precedence to
justify decisions and reduce the ruler’s influence. Interpretation (ijtihad) and
independent judgment were casualties. Consequently, the more literalist elements
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were strengthened in their argument that the Qur’an could not be re-interpreted
because of its uncreated character. 100
Unlike the Shi’i tradition, the Sunni mainstream saw the consensus of the
community, expressed through religious scholars, as the source of Islamic law.
However the arrival of the Mongol invaders disempowered the community as the
source of consensus. The Mongols did not want the Shari’a becoming a subversive
code. They encouraged its development into “a system of established rules, which
could not jeopardize the more dynamic dynastic law of the ruling house”. 101 This
resulted in the democratic consensus of the community as a guide to God’s law
being reduced to the consensus of the religious scholars. Their opinions had
become so authoritative that many argued that further re-interpretation was
considered no longer necessary and the gates of interpretation were closed. 102 In
practice, this was not so. As Feldman argues, the Shari’a is very like the western
Common Law system which evolves through the use of precedent, common sense,
reason and analogy and this process has continued within Islamic communities
down the centuries. 103
Nevertheless, the use of precedents, the widespread acceptance of the Qur’an as
the uncreated Word of God and the use of the Hadith for guidance has resulted in a
narrowing of the framework within which Religious Scholars sought direction. 104 This
narrowness was reinforced by the fact that the use of reason came under
pressure. 105 As we shall see, the contestation of this claim that the gates of
reinterpretation have been closed is still a major factor in the current struggle within
Islam on how to meet the challenge of modernity. 106
In contrast to the Sunni tradition, the Shi’is developed their own system of guidance
on law and moral precepts. Because of the dispute within Islam over the succession,
those Muslims who expected a direct descendant of Muhammad to become the
Caliph or leader eventually developed their own theology and legal system. They
looked to the guidance of Ali ibn Abi Talib, the fourth Caliph who was a member of
Muhammad’s family, but was assassinated in 661. He became the first Imam of the
Shi’a community. It was to him and to the succeeding group of Imams, the Twelve,
that the main group of the Shi’is looked for guidance on the Qur’an. The 6th Shi’i
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Imam, Jafar As-Sadiq developed a school of law known as the Jafari school which
tended to play down consensus and looked for guidance from the teaching of the
Imams who were regarded as infallible. 107
When the 11th Imam died in 874 while under house arrest imposed by the Caliph,
his young son who was to be his successor could not be found. The ‘agent’, who
was used by the Imam under house arrest to communicate with the Shi’a
community, eventually announced that the Twelfth Imam had gone into hiding. This
doctrine of the Occultation of the Hidden Imam led the Shi’is to accept the leader of
the Religious Scholars as the representative of the Hidden Imam. 108
God provides each generation of Muslims with an Imam, who as the rightful leader of
the community is imbued with ... a sovereignty which comprises both religious and, at
least in theory, political authority. ... In the eyes of their followers, the Shi'i Imams
retained that role as authoritative interpreters of divine law. 109

The first Twelve Imams are considered infallible and the Shi’is look to them and to
the members of the household of the Prophet for guidance while they await the
return of the Hidden Imam. 110
The Jafari School of Law which offers guidance to the Shi’is on religious and moral
issues has, at the core of its vision of Islam, a sense of social justice and opposition
to corruption in Muslim political life. 111 It also accepts that human thought could
never fully grasp the divine even through revelation, and looks forward to the return
of the Hidden Imam when justice will at last prevail. These jurists used their mystical
and rational resources to interpret God’s will. Because of Sunni dominance among
the ruling houses of Caliphs and Sultans, Shi’i Religious Scholars tended not to hold
political office. Islamic governments had lost legitimacy in their eyes and a
withdrawal from political activity was a characteristic of many Shi’is. 112 Recently
though, Ayotollah Khomeini challenged that view during the Iranian Revolution and
assumed the political authority implicit in the Shi’i understanding of the Sovereignty
of an Imam. 113 It remains to be seen whether this move by the religious
establishment will be of benefit to religion or state, given the growing demands for
greater accountability and democracy being seen in many parts of the Muslim world.
In the light of these comments on Sunni and Shi’i efforts to continue reinterpreting
the sources of Islamic Law, claims that the gates of itjihad or re-interpretation have
been closed in Islam since the 12th-13th century are an over-simplification. There is
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certainly a strong tendency among Muslims to interpret the contents of the Qur’an
and the Hadith literally and use this as the guide to the correct path. But, as already
noted above the Shari’a has always been accompanied by an acceptance of those
local laws and customs which do not clash with it. The Shari’a continues to evolve
and adjust to the context in which people find themselves. Claims that Islam is
essentially incompatible with democracy can certainly be challenged and are being
challenged by a growing number of Muslim thinkers. 114 As Armstrong has noted
Over the centuries they [Muslims] had cultivated virtues that would also be crucial to
the modern West: a passion for social justice, an egalitarian polity, freedom of
speech, and, despite the ideal of tawhid, a de facto or (in the case of Shiism) a
principled separation of religion and politics. 115

Nevertheless, there is an historical reality which is at the root of the difficulties which
a number of majority Muslim communities are having in coming to terms with the
separation of church and state and governance issues. In general it is linked to the
problem of reinterpretation. According to El-Affendi, a leadership vacuum after the
death of the Prophet was resolved by resorting to practical, rational solutions but
without any theoretical support for the solution. As a result a pattern emerged in
which the community acted rationally but refused to endorse its decision in theory. 116
He concludes that this dangerous dislocation between theory and practice has
resulted in “theory having no chance of becoming reality, while reality is devoid from
any ethical and legal basis”. 117
The ultimate acceptance by the majority of Muslims that the Qur’an was uncreated,
together with the perception that the gates of itjihad or interpretation of the Qur’an
were closed is inevitably posing difficulties for Islam in its encounter with modernity.
Islam in entering a secular democracy like Australia’s is now facing the threat of
secularization. Olivier Roy has noted in his study: La Sainte ignorance: Le temps de
la religion sans culture that secularistion:
Instead of freeing the world from religion, secularization has instead encouraged an
anti-intellectualism that promises immediate, emotional access to the sacred, and
sets itself up in direct opposition to contemporary pagan culture. This divorce
between religion and culture, Roy argues, creates space in which fundamentalism
and radicalism metastasize. Globally, Roy notes the explosive growth of Evangelical
and Pentecostal forms of Christianity, the success of Salafism, Tablighi Jamaat and
neo-Sufism within Islam, the comeback of the Lubavich movement inside Judaism,
as well as the rise of the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) in India and the popularity of
Sri Lankan theravada Buddhism. Though highly distinct, Roy argues that these
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evangelical strains within the world’s major religions share certain defining features:
“The individualization of faith, anti‐intellectualism, a stress on salvation and
realization of the self, [and] rejection of the surrounding culture as pagan.” 118

The Christian experience during its encounter with modernity may be useful for
Muslims seeking to encounter modernity without losing their religious beliefs and
identity. Christians acknowledge that the Bible is the product of God’s revelation
through the events of history. But they also accept that the Bible, Jewish and
Christian, and its Old and New Testaments were written by human authors acting
under God’s inspiration but using their own memory and thinking processes to record
their understanding of God’s action and messages. These accounts were intended
for the use of particular communities facing situations and challenges specific to
them. Hence, Christians see the Gospels and Letters of the New Testament as
human constructs pointing them to Jesus Christ as the Word of God, as God’s
revelation of Himself through the teaching and actions of Jesus – ”the visible face of
the unseeable God”. 119 Catholic scholars have come to acknowledge that the
Gospels are records of the memories and interpretations made by early Christian
communities of the events and teachings of Jesus Christ. They see themselves, not
so much as a People of the Book as Muslims see them, but as Peoples of the Word.
Catholicism is a religion of the Word, that is, of Jesus Christ through whom God
reveals Himself. 120 Jesus is for Christians what the Qur’an is for Muslims; Mary is for
Christians what Muhammad is for Muslims. 121 The Gospels and Epistles of the New
Testament are not uncreated in the sense that most Muslims understand the Qur’an
to be.
Because of the general Muslim belief that the Qur’an is directly from God and
uncreated, it is not as easy for mainstream Muslim thinkers to use similar means of
confronting Islamic fundamentalism. Yet, fundamentalist interpretations of passages
in the Qur’an which refer to the use of armed struggle for the extension and not just
for the protection of Islam, is an example of the difficulties mainstream Muslims are
facing in an increasingly globalised and pluralised world where respect for difference
is central to the struggle for social cohesion.
When the Sacred Months are over slay the idolaters wherever you find them, Arrest
them, besiege them, and lie in ambush everywhere for them. If they repent and take
118
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to prayer, and render the alms levy, allow them to go their way. God is forgiving and
merciful. 122
Fight against such of those to whom the Scriptures were given as believe in neither
God nor the Last Day, who do not forbid what God and His apostle have forbidden,
and do not embrace the true Faith, until they pay tribute out of hand and are utterly
subdued. 123

Passages like this have influenced the governance structures within Islam which
reduce minority religious groups, the Dhimmi, to a second class status, a problem
still causing difficulties today in countries like Egypt trying to introduce a more
democratic and accountable system.
In chapter 3 the ambivalence of religion to the question of violence and the need for
dialogue with other faith groups and secularists on that topic was noted. Ultimately,
however, Muslims in a globalizing, pluralist world will be unable to avoid the question
of a re-interpretation of such passages in the Qur’an. 124
Because Christians accept that their scriptures have human authors it has been
comparatively easy for mainstream Christians to come to terms with literary and form
criticism which identifies the various strands of authorship and the context in which
the Scriptures were written. 125 Robert Crotty’s recent analysis of that process over
the past three centuries highlights the tortuous process that Christians have had to
go through in coming to terms with the emerging reality of the findings from science,
anthropology, archeology and history. 126 By going through the process mainstream
Christian biblical scholars are now able to challenge those literalist, fundamentalist
readings of the Bible which have the potential to create problems within multi-faith
communities. Islam will be unable to avoid grappling with similar challenges.
There is another difficulty raised by the Muslim belief in the Qur’an being the
uncreated word of God. It affects dialogue. Muslims generally engage in dialogue
with Christians on the basis of three principles. The first principle is that ”the only
true source which allows a knowledge of Christianity is the Qur’an”. The second is
”that the Muslim Jesus has his place in the religious history of the world as the
Qur’an describes it”. The third is that Jesus is simply a human prophet sent to teach
about the one God and other traditionally prophetic teachings. He is certainly not a
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mediator between God and the human race, but he does foretell the coming of the
Prophet Muhammad. 127
The difficulty that such interpretations raise for dialogue is well illustrated in an
Australian study by Bernard Swan. 128 His article supports the argument made by
Stark that Islam, by ignoring important developments in the revelation made through
Jesus, a prophet acknowledged by Muslims, has taken a retrograde step as far as
enhancing the human understanding of the nature of God. However, such topics are
not the first priority in any dialogue. Rather, efforts to show mutual respect between
members of various belief systems are required as the first step. Without such
relationships, it will difficult to find a basis for dialogue on sensitive issues. Efforts to
show respect build a degree of trust in the good intentions of the other and prepare
the way for dialogue. {Just what is the purpose of inter-faith and multi-cultural
dialogue is discussed in the next chapter.}
These are just some of the difficulties which Muslims and Christians expecially face
in engaging in dialogue with peoples of other faiths and with a modernity which does
raise substantial questions. In fairness, it is not only Muslims who have difficulty with
such studies and with dialogue. Dialogue among Christians is also very difficult with
those fundamentalist groups who interpret the Bible literally. 129
The reality, of course, is that the average Christian, Muslim, person of another faith
and secularist, all rely heavily on their spiritual or ideological leaders to guide them in
their interpretations of the moral and theological imperatives. Dialogue limited to
activites showing respect for different traditions and identifying shared beliefs and
values will be inadequate. Serious engagement among religious leaders, locally and
Australia-wide will be needed.
In essence then, the Qur’an provides Muslims with the opportunity to participate in
deep spiritual experiences, and a belief that they now possess a basic constitution
for mankind. Unlike Christianity with its disputes over orthodoxy in beliefs, Islam has
no formal and obligatory creed or list of doctrine concerning God. It is more like
Judaism where God is ”experienced as a moral imperative”. Islam ”emphasises
performing the will of God”. 130 The laws expressed in the Qur’an are untouchable,
“but the by-laws under it may be renewed and reviewed”. 131 As the Turkish initiative
127

Jomier How to (1989), 103.
Bernard Swan Islam at the Crossroads: A Need For Fuller Discovery in Australian EJournal of
Theology Issue 10, 2007, at http://dlibrary.acu.edu.au/research/theology/ejournal/past_issues.htm,
accessed 16 Aug 2010.
129
There are good examples of this in Hanifa Deen’s book on the racial vilification case brought by
the Islamic Council of Victoria against the Catchfire Ministries’ pastors. Hanifa Deen, The Jihad
Seminar, Perth: University of Western Australia Press, 2008, 73-74.
130
John Esposito, Unholy (2002), 5.
131
Cragg The Mind (1973), 186-187.
128

124

on the Hadith shows, many Muslims recognise that the Hadith are human constructs
and do not have the status of the Qur’an itself. Their contribution to the development
of Sharia as an interpretation of the Qur’an and its application to the situation in the
8th and 9th centuries provides flexibility for Islam to re-interpret the Qur’an as it should
be applied in the 21st century. If this approach to Shari’a is adopted in countries like
Australia, the crucial issues that An-Naim has identified – gender equality, equality
for non-Muslims and the ambivalence on violence can be faced and rethought to
build social harmony in this globalizing world of multi-faith communities. 132 In other
words, there is a flexibility in interpreting the application of the Qur’an in particular
circumstances. Historical experience led many Muslims to identify
... meaning in the Quran that went far beyond the literal sense of the words, and
which transcended the circumstances of the original revelations. The Quran became
a force in their lives that gave them intimations of the sacred, and which enabled
them to build fresh spiritualities of great power and insight. 133

Islam has found ways of being quite flexible and elastic in its use of by-laws if the
situation calls for it.

The Shari’a and the Islamic State
The word Shari’a brings to mind for many Australians overseas press reports of
women being flogged for immodesty, thieves having hands amputated in punishment
for their crimes and women being stoned to death for being caught in adultery.
While it is true that such measures of the Shari’a are still carried out in areas under
the control of the Taliban and other radical fundamentalist regimes, those harsh
penalties from the 7th and 8th centuries Arabia were introduced at a time when there
were no courts, police or gaols. Moreover, strict rules of evidence made it quite
difficult to impose these penalties and were intended to ensure that the number of
cases were few. The main purpose was to make an example of a few cases in order
to encourage conformity to the law. 134 Over the centuries as other options became
available, the use of such penalties declined to the stage that they are now largely
the monopoly of radical, fundamentalist regimes. These regimes claim to be
implementing the Law of God, the Shari’a.
But mainstream Muslims see the Shari’a more as a set of guidelines or rules which
will enable them to engage with their lives in an Islamic way. They seek guidance
through the Shari’a just as Christians look to Jesus, the Gospels, and their particular
traditions for guidance in building their relations with one another and in establishing
132
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a just and peaceful society. The Shari’a in reality then is a legal system based on
the writings of the Qur’an and the reports of the explanations and practical guidance
which the Prophet Muhammad gave to his early disciples on how to travel on the
correct path to God – the Sunna. These reports on the Sunna were compiled into
anthologies called the Hadith. As outlined above, the Qur’an, the Hadith and the
legal opinions of Religious Schoars are the principal sources from which the Shari’a,
Islamic Law, came to be developed. But the foundation of it all is the Qur’an.
The Spread of Islam
Within 100 years of the death of Muhammad, Islam controlled an empire which
included areas which had been major centres of Christian belief. First Jerusalem,
then Syria, Egypt, Iran, Iraq, Roman Africa, Spain, parts of southern France and
Sicily fell to the Muslim armies. Except in Spain, France and Sicily, over the
centuries most of the conquered peoples gradually converted to Islam.
While Islam did use military force (jihad) to expand its empire, it didn’t force
conversion on the conquered. Conversion to Islam was attractive for some
members of conquered groups because of their lack of prospects as second class
members of an Islamic society. They also resented the extra tax burden imposed on
them as non-Muslims. Others were attracted by the spirituality and simplicity of
Islam, but many continued to maintain their traditional non-Muslim faiths for many
centuries. 135
Muslims experience the presence of God in the historical trials and tribulations of
political life and state affairs because Islam has sacralised public life. 136 They
believe that there is an inherent structure and correct social shape for this world, and
that by following the essential rules set out in the Shari’a, rules drawn from the
Qur’an and the Sunna, they can guide history to its triumphant fulfillment. 137 Unlike
Christianity which is “a religion of triumph out of adversity, of salvation in the midst of
defeat”, Islam is "a religion of triumph in success, of salvation through victory and
achievement and power." 138 The formula for success is to be found in the Shari’a
and failure is a sign that Muslims are not faithful to it.
As a result, the spread of Islam as far as Southern France in the west to areas of
China in the east and as far as sub-Saharan Africa in the south was seen as a sign
of God’s power and confirmation of the validity of Islam and the role of the Islamic
135
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community as God’s chosen people. It was inevitable then that the collapse of the
Islamic empire with the conquest of Baghdad by the Mongols in 1250 CE raised
questions about the validity of Islam. This marked the first great crisis in Islamic
history. 139
Islam came up with various constructive responses. In the century prior to the
Mongol invasions influential and revered theologians such as Abu Hamid
Muhammad al-Ghazzali and the Spanish thinker Muid ad-Din ibn al-Arabi inspired
through Sufism a spiritual renewal and interiorisation of Islam which began to spread
beyond the elites to the common people. 140 Following the Mongol disaster, Sufism
entered a very influential phase in its history giving inspiration and hope from the life
and teaching of men such as the great Sufi mystic, Jalal al-Din Rumi (1207-73). 141 A
mystical interpretation of Islam which had existed mainly among an elite during the
classical Arab period now spread throughout Islam. Sufis were more focused on the
individual and the eternal rather than society and the historical. 142 They were more
inclined to stress God’s love than His power and emphasised internal renewal rather
than correct behaviour and conformity to Islamic Law. 143 It was a much more
inclusive version of Islam which, in India, could accept that God was accessible both
to Muslims and Hindus. 144
This spirituality was a strength in the face of adversity, yet in spite of its major role in
the spread of Islam through India and South East Asia, is still regarded by many
Muslims as almost heretical. And yet, non-Arab Islam is now steeped in Sufism; and
even Arabian Islam has been deeply influenced by it. 145
Sufism however, also had some negative effects. After Tamerlane and the Black
Death, Sufism was all that survived in many places. Classical teachers and the
centres of religious learning, especially in Central Asia had been destroyed and their
moderating influence lost. 146 The Qur’an, the Sunna, the Shari’a and Sufism came
to be seen as complementary and the only legitimate ways of knowing. This,
together with the ”closing of the gates of ijtihad” mentality among most of the
Religious Scholars left little space for philosophy or science. Resistance to this
came from reformers like Ahmad ibn Taymiyyah (1263-1328) and Abd al-Rahman
ibn Khaldun (1332-1406). The former protested the Mongol’s introduction of their
own legal system and wanted a return to the Shari’a as the basis of law. But he also
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urged jurists to use ijtihad in the search for solutions. He died in gaol. 147 Ibn Khaldun
came from Andalusia to Northern Africa towards the end of the 14th century as
Islamic rule in Spain entered its final years. He realised that Islam was in crisis and
attempted to use reason to uncover the underlying laws which affected the fortunes
of society. He is seen in the West as a pioneer of the scientific study of history. 148
Their approaches did not prevail. Instead the impact of Sufism with its focus on the
mystical together with the very conservative interpretation of the Qur’an and the
Sunna which insisted that the gates of ijtihad were closed, resulted in the Shari’a
stagnating and any probing into the mysteries of the cosmos, nature and human
affairs came to be seen as impious. 149
Another development which followed the Mongol invasions was the new flowering of
Islamic power and culture after the conversion of the Mongols to Islam. That
flowering in Persian and Turkish areas resulted in the growth of the Ottoman Empire.
By the 16th century the Ottoman (Turkish) empire was at its peak and Islam had
doubled its geographic expansion, spreading into the Balkans, deeper into Africa, the
sub-continent and as far as the southern Philippines in the east. 150
But its triumph was short-lived. By the 18th century the Ottoman Empire was in
serious decline. There was the disintegration of its military and political might at a
time when the West was growing in power and influence and much of the Islamic
world was being colonised by it. This perceived defeat was another major crisis for
Islam. Something had gone wrong and a search began for solutions which would
reinvigorate Islamic society so that it would “once again flourish as a divinely guided
society should and must”. 151
With hindsight, it is possible to point to the stifling intellectual climate brought about
within Islam by the closing of the gates of ijtihad and the Sufi focus on the mystical
as important factors contributing to the decline of Islam. The long term effects of this
attitude continued into the 19th century. “Not a single new idea or discovery in the
sciences or even in technology was produced by the Islamic world in this period, or
indeed ever since." 152
Stark adds another important factor in this failure of Islam to develop the scientific
knowledge its scholars had gained. In his view, the Islamic assumption that God
sustained the world by his will on a continuing basis meant that there was
ambivalence in accepting that the universe ran on principles set down by God at the
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time of creation. Requiring God to follow his own laws was seen as blasphemy in
that it denied God’s freedom to act or intrude on the world as he deems fit. 153 In the
West, it was the Christian belief in a creator God “whose work incorporated rational
rules awaiting discovery” which inspired the giants who led the scientific revolution in
the 16th and 17th centuries – Descartes, Galileo, Newton and Kepler. 154
This failure within Islam was also due to the inherent limits on development in
agrarian empires because of the difficulty of sourcing developmental funds. Europe
by contrast, had a vigorous intellectual life from the 11th century on as its university
network spread and nourished the growing renaissance in arts, sciences, law and
banking. Its access to gold and silver following the discovery of the Americas, and
the expropriation of monastic lands following the Reformation, provided the capital
resources needed for the agricultural and industrial revolutions which accentuated
the decline of Islamic culture and prestige. That was summed up in 19th century
description of the Ottoman Empire as the ’sick-man of Europe'.
The lack of discussion and debate in the Islamic world was in contrast to the
situation in Europe where there were major debates over the conflicts between civil
and religious law, slavery, human rights and the introduction of constitutional
monarchies which set limits to the power of the sovereign. Those debates in Europe
led ultimately to the development of the secular state. In the Ottoman Empire where
there was a growing use of non-religious legal enactments, no such debate took
place. As a result there was no theoretical basis for these.
The lack of theory was probably due partly to a progressive degradation of
intellectual life. The fusion of religion and power had a catastrophic effect upon
intellectual activity. 155

This lack of a theoretical basis left the religious establishment’s opposition to secular
law unchallenged. 156 It has made the engagement with modernity more difficult for
Islamic societies which have to face the challenges of formally separating church
and state, of introducing a separation of powers including that of an independent
judiciary, and of providing protection from autocratic rulers through the rule of law.
Experiments in adopting the Shari’a as a solution to Islamic governance problems
seem to be leading to new forms of autocracy. 157 That has already happened in
Iran, is happening in Afghanistan under the Taliban and in the Northern states of
Nigeria. To understand what has happened, it is helpful to review the Islamic
attempts to engage with modernity.
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Islam and Modernity
It was against this background that a revival or reform movement began to surface
within Islam in the 18th century as assessments of what had gone wrong led to
protests against the causes of the deterioration of Islamic society and spirituality.
One of the earliest and still influential protests was that of Ibn Abd al-Wahhab (17031787). 158 He and his followers rejected corruption, laxity and the affluence of the
medieval empire. They also rejected the mystical way of the Sufis and any
dissensions such at that of the Shi’is over the selection criteria for a Caliph. They
insisted solely on the strictest, puritanical, vigorous and literal implementation of the
guidance of the Qur’an and Sunna as it was originally implemented in the 7th
century. 159 It still is the major Islamic influence in Saudi Arabia, from where in more
recent times due to oil revenues, it has spread its literalist interpretation of Islam to
many parts of the world.
Another influential reformer was Shah Waliyullah of Delhi (1703-1781), a Sufi, who
rejected corrupted forms of Sufism, and any tolerance of a decadent society. He
stood against internal decay and external threats of domination while accepting
Islamic development. He was more flexible than the Wahhabis and willing to seek
renewal within the existing structures. But he insisted that Muslims must not accept
the contemporary decline. His political ambition was to restore Muslim power in
India on the Mughal model. Pure Islam must be re-enacted; a regenerated Muslim
society must again be mighty. His ideas were developed by his followers into a
stand against colonial domination. 160
In the 19th Century, Jamalud-Din Afghani (Afghanistan or Iran:1839-97) became the
catalyst focusing attention on what should unite all Muslims regardless of divisions a nostalgia for the departed earthly glory of pristine Islam and a stand against the
colonial imperialism of a powerful West. He inspired political revolutions and
encouraged the development of reason and technology in order to be strong again.
He lifted Islam out of a widespread passivity and fatalism into that dynamic,
exuberant ferment of the present day. 161
The attraction of the technology developed in the West inevitably confronted Muslims
with the challenge that Western modernity posed - the secularisation of society
which had accompanied modernity and the inevitable change in mindset required in
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an industrialised society. 162 Islamic countries were facing the same challenges as
those faced by Christian countries over the previous 300 years: finding an alternative
non-religious basis for citizenship so that there is an equality before the law which
includes religious and other minorities such as women, those who are homosexual
or lesbian; justifying religious tolerance on religious grounds, and accepting the need
for protection of human rights and a separation of civil and religious authorities.
Christian religious institutions have had difficulties in coming to terms with these
challenges; Muslims are now going through that process. They have been relying on
nationalism, apologetics and dynamism to reconstruct Islamic life and society and to
rebuild the Islamic state. 163
The first of these three strategies, Islamic nationalism, draws on Western and nonMuslim Asian nationalisms. It seeks freedom from ”infidel” domination, a desire it
shared with other strands of nationalism seeking liberation from their colonial status.
But in the case of Islamic nationalism, the more it has reached out to the masses,
the more and more religiously inspired it has become. Because of Islam’s tendency
to see the ”other” as an infidel and non-believer, it tends to an exclusivity which gives
spiritual significance to the group, and strengthens the human tendency to stress a
closed society. This has contributed to its failure to adopt the positive side of
nationalism - the sharing of rights and welfare with all members of the nation. Nation
for Muslims in a majority Muslim country means ”the Islamic community”. "No Muslim
people has evolved a national feeling that has meant a loyalty to or even concern for
a community transcending the bounds of Islam.” 164
The second strategy, apologetics, refers to those writings and media programs which
seek to defend Islam against attacks, disbelief, modernity and Westernisation. Its
main purpose is to hold more liberal Muslims to Islam by showing them that Islam is
still sound. They do this by insisting that there are no problems – that Islam is
compassionate, just and merciful, that women are completely free within Islam, that
minorities have equal rights and that Shari’a Law is an adequate formula for a just
and compassionate society.
This tendency can be seen even in the writings of someone like Tariq Ramadan. He
lists off those values - morality, justice, freedom of conscience, equality, respect for
nature and animals which he sees as having a higher value within Islam than liberal
and economic considerations. But there is no acknowledgment that both Muslims
and Muslim states fail at times to live up to those principles. 165 In comparison
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Australian Muslim thinker Riaz Hassan acknowledges a troubling level of moral
lethargy in the collective life of contemporary Islam. 166
Two major difficulties arise as a result. Non-Muslims find it hard to accept
unqualified statements from Islamic spokespeople that Islam is a religion of peace,
that it is a religion of compassion and justice, that it respects the equality of women.
The lack of self-criticism is a concern and makes it difficult for non-Muslims to accept
such statements. Hassan too shares that concern.
“... strong religious piety is reinforcing the traditionalistic self-image of Islam in Muslim
countries. This is producing a kind of cultural conditioning that is not conducive to
the pursuit of rational, objective and critical scholarship because of the ideological
control imposed by the traditionalistic self-image of Islam.” 167

There is also the worry that if an Islamic state ruled by the Shari’a should result from
the Muslim population becoming a majority in Australia, this could result in nonMuslims becoming second class citizens. Furthermore, Muslim scholarship has
failed to reach a consensus on the answer to the question, “what is Shari’a law?” 168
Much still needs to be done to answer the central question confronting Islamic
majority states today – how to provide equality for all under the law including the
protection of the human rights of minorities. Much of the thinking on democracy is
limited to its capacity to restrict autocracy and to protect the rights of Muslims; the
rights of non-Muslims in Islamic democracies is a neglected topic. 169 The failure to
engage with these issues in a way which addresses the concerns of democratic nonMuslims may explain much of the defensiveness and hostility which Muslims
encounter in non-Muslim majority countries like Australia. Research into this
concern is needed.
According to Cantwell Smith this apologetic approach has “diverted the attention of
contemporary Islamic thinkers from their central task - the central task of all thinkers
to pursue truth and to solve problems”. They leave that to revelation. 170 But, as
Pakistan 60 years on from its foundation as an Islamic state has discovered, the task
is not an easy one. Revelation offers principles. Reason and experience guided by
those principles still have to be used to find practical solutions to the problems
encountered in any society. 171
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It is suggested that philosophy and Sufism, intellectualism and mysticism, could
provide a basis for the reinterpretation of Islam, but this has been strongly opposed
by Islamic conservatives down the centuries. The intellectualism of the philosopher
was seen as a greater threat than the Crusades or the Mongols; and mysticism was
never fully acceptable to the religious leadership. Yet, the failure to draw on the
contributions of intellectualism and humanism may be a fatal flaw for an Islam
seeking to revitalise itself. 172
The third, dynamism, refers to the calls for greater activity among Muslims to stir
them out of passivity and fatalism. Unfortunately these calls have all too often been
made without any setting of limits or boundaries. This has resulted in a lot of activity
ending up in the violence of a mob full of zeal to defend Islam and to recover its
former glory, but lacking a coherent program to achieve a just and compassionate
society.
These strategies do not address the underlying problem. Most Muslims are
impressed by the technology and living standards achieved by the West, and find
democracy attractive, but many reject some of what they see as the key
assumptions or beliefs of modernity - the power of rationalism, the marginalisation
of religion and the tendency to seek meaning and contentment in a life of utilitarian
materialism. 173 In contrast to this many Muslims continue to seek a solution in a
revitalisation and renewal of Islam by a return to the sources – the Qur’an and the
Sunna and to provide an effective model of governance in spite of the lack of
consensus on what that really is.
Some who came into contact with Europe in the context of colonisation began to
explore the possibility of using elements of the European ”success” as the way
forward. One section of this group looked very much to democracy as a possible
solution, but a democracy based on Islamic values and traditions. Another section
looked to secularisation and liberalism as the answer. An overview of the struggles
and development of the thinking among these people was given in a constructive
lecture to Muslim students in Belfast, Northern Ireland in 1997 by Azzam S.Tamimi.
The following synopsis is based on his lecture. 174
At the time of the Islamic renaissance about two centuries ago, the contrast between
conditions in Europe and the decline of the Muslim world was brought home to many
Muslims by their experience of Western colonisation. As despotism was blamed by
a number of Muslim thinkers as one of the key causes of Islamic decline, they began
discussing democracy as a possible solution.
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Tamimi claims that it was Rifa’a Tahtawi, an Egyptian who initiated discussion on
democracy in Arab Islamic literature in 1834. 175 Tahtawi attempted to show that
democracy was compatible with the law of Islam. 176 Others followed. A leader of a
reform movement in Tunisia, Khairuddin At-Tunisi(1810 – 1899), warned Muslims
against rejecting the experiences of non-Muslims and called for an end to absolutist
rule. He was convinced that the introduction of sound administrative practices and
giving a say in political affairs to the Muslim umma (community) would limit
despotism and stop the European influence which was overwhelming Islamic areas.
Jamalud-Din Al-Afghani (1839-97) was an Afghani who studied in Kabul and Iran
and taught in Egypt. He attained considerable fame in France where he engaged in
public debate with Ernst Renan and ended up advising the Shah in Iran and the
Sultan in Instanbul. 177 He blamed the decline of the Muslim world on injustice, lack
of consultation and the failure of governments to adhere to their constitutions. He
saw despotism as government which was not accountable to the public. For him,
democracy was a solution to that problem.
Muhammad Abduh (1849 – 1905), an Egyptian saw the challenge facing Islam as
one of coming to terms with the modern age. 178 He saw the Muslim traditions of
consultation (shura) and consensus (ijma) as a form of democracy. He rejected
claims that Islam was theocratic and supported the idea of a parliamentary system
where parties shared the overall objectives but differed in the methods they
proposed for achieving them. 179
Abdurrahman Al-Kawakibi (1849-1903) from Northern Syria, challenged political
despotism. 180 He blamed the decline of Islam on the failure of communities to
demand accountability from those who govern them. He also argued that Islam
under the first four Caliphs was parliamentary, socialist and democratic. Even when
it then became a monarchy, it was at first restrained by the shari’a but eventually
became absolutist. Al-Kawkibi’s ideas were influential in the development of Panarab nationalism. 181
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Muhammad Rashid Rida (1865-1935), a Syrian disciple of Abduh’s, also blamed
despotic rule for the Islamic decline. He identified the use of ijtihad (reinterpretation),
an acknowledgment that authority belongs to the Muslim community, and the
principle of equality before the law binding even the ruler, as elements of a solution,
all to be found within Islamic beliefs and laws. 182
Feldman adds another important factor. In Turkey a practical step was taken to
arrest the financial and cultural decline of the Ottoman Empire by sending scholars
to Europe early in the 19th century. The reformers identified the need for a codified
legal system and a written constitution as important steps in renewing Islamic
governance and culture. The process was undertaken with the full cooperation of
the Religious Scholars (the ulema) to make sure it conformed to the rules of the
Shari’a. Feldman claims that it was the unforeseen consequences of this
codification which played a major role in the despotism associated with modern
Islamic states. Codifying the Shari’a marginalized the Religious Scholars because
what had been a form of common law relying on judicial interpretation and precedent
was now in a code which could be applied by civil judges and administrators. The
codification transferred the power of the Religious Scholars to administrators under
the control of the Sultan. It was the consequent loss of that balance of power which
had limited the authority of the Sultan which has led to the use of unrestrained
political power in all too many modern Islamic states. 183
The fact that the debates on the potential of democracy to overcome despotism had
begun before the Ottoman reforms of the 19th century is a reminder that this was a
long recognised problem in Islamic history, not something new brought about by the
Ottoman reforms. The autocracy of the absolute rulers in Islamic history was an old
problem. Although autocracy ”was fundamentally opposed to the spirit of the
Qur’an”, 184 the Religious Scholars either avoided making an issue of it or were
unable to mount an effective challenge to this violation of the Shari’a. The actions of
rulers in funding the building and maintenance of madrasas and the appointments of
Religious Scholars to paid posts as judges certainly meant that there was a conflict
of interest for the Religious Scholars. They were part of the problem. The
consensus of the community, the people, had been reduced to the consensus of the
religious scholars, an unaccountable and elite group. The democratic spirit of early
Islam was lost and autocratic rule and despotism flourished. 185 The contrast with the
more vigorous conflict between the civil and religious authorities which went on for
centuries between the papacy and kings of Europe is quite striking. Those
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controversies prepared the way for the development of modern secular democracies
in the west. In the Islamic world, on the other hand, in the face of modernity, the
Religious Scholars became “salaried state functionaries”, co-opted by the emerging
states to legitimise state authority as “the maker and enforcer of the divine law”. This
has further strengthened the authoritarian use of power in a number of Islamic
states. 186
In the 19th century, and into the 20th, an Islamic liberalism began to appear,
particularly among Muslims who had been educated or influenced by the West.
However, the values of liberalism were never integrated with the religious faith of
Islam. A person could be both a Muslim and a Westernised liberal by ignoring the
basic conflicts involved. Liberalism’s political outcomes were adopted, but not the
premises on which those conclusions were based. 187 Its appearance was short lived
but influential for a time among the liberal leaders of Muslim societies.
Those leaders ignored the fact that the Islamic world has been built on an
understanding of the relationship between the spiritual and the temporal which is
quite different from that in the West. Right from the beginning, Islam has used the
temporal power to enforce religious observance. At the beginning the role of Caliph
combined civil and religious leadership, but in time a de facto separation of the two
roles developed. The religious leadership, family matters and commerce were
effectively under the control of the Religious Scholars; the civil authority, the Caliph
or Sultan, protected Islam and ensured its rites and practices were observed by the
community. As long as the Caliph did this, he was tolerated regardless of despotic
behaviour. Rulers were accountable to God, not to the community.
After the First World War, the carve up of the Ottoman Empire among the victorious
allies of that war – France, Britain and Italy, and then the abolition of the Caliphate
by the secular government in Turkey, shifted political thinking from the problem of
despotism to the struggle against colonialism and to the hope of restoring some kind
of Islamic unity. During this period, Hasan Al-Banna (1904-1949), an Egyptian
disciple of Rashid Rida, founded the Muslim Brotherhood. 188
Al-Banna’s diagnosis began with the occupation of so many Muslim lands by
European colonisers. He noted that in response to that process, local national
movements arose, but they did not give much attention to the problem of Islamic
unity. Al-Banna wanted a restoration of a unified Islamic state.
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He also interpreted the establishment of schools and scientific cultural institutes in
the colonies as an attempt to influence the minds and attitudes of the colonised. The
success of these initiatives contributed to the Turkish and Afghani attempts to
secularise their political systems by imitation of what appeared to be the successful
Western model. Instead, Al-Banna set as goals for his organisation the liberation of
the Islamic homeland from colonial domination; the establishment in its place of an
Islamic state faithful to Islam precepts; the use of social regulation, and the renewal
of its mission to all of mankind. 189 This was the Muslim Brotherhood’s response to
the collapse of the Caliphate. They saw the awakening and mobilisation of the
Muslim community, the umma, as the way to re-establish Islamic governance. They
were confident that the West would collapse because of its immorality, usury and
political divisions. Al-Banna at that time saw political parties as a threat to that unity
which he considered essential for the reestablishment of the Caliphate. 190
After the Second World War, following the collapse of colonial control, westernised
elites moved into power and set up single party regimes or absolute monarchies. In
the name of modernisation they attempted to secularise their countries. Egypt under
Nasser took strong action against the Brotherhood. As a result, the challenge for
those seeking to revitalize Islam now changed again, this time to defend the cultural
identity of the community of believers, the umma. 191
From the time of the suppression of the Muslim brotherhood in 1950 until the 70s,
the writings of Sayyid Qutb (Egyptian:1906-66) and of (India Abul A’laf Maududi Pakistan:1903 – 79) were influential within Islamic movements. Qutb drew on
Maududi’s theory that Islam had reverted to a state of jahiliyya; it was decadent and
ignorant. The ”true” Muslims will find themselves inevitably in conflict with the
decadent and ignorant ”apostates” within Islam itself. Qutb also rejected democracy
as decadent and ignorant, something which belonged to barbaric societies whereas
Maududi did not. The latter believed that Islam was democratic because of the
tradition of shura (consensus) and that by engaging in elections it would be possible
to hand authority to the righteous. He also saw the question of sovereignty as a
potentially fatal flaw in liberal democracy because of its basis in the sovereignty of
the people. He argued that such powers are still subject to an even more basic law
from the Creator and True Sovereign. 192
Maududi rejected the separation of religion and the state, arguing that Islam was
compatible with a ‘theo-democracy’. He argued that Muslims had been given a
limited popular sovereignty under the suzerainty of God. 193 Basically, he was
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arguing for democracy in an Islamic state, something still problematic as far as nonMuslims are concerned.
Said Hawwa (d.1989) a Syrian disciple of Qutb’s, noted that in a democracy the
values of the majority prevail and where Muslims are a majority, democracy is no
threat to them. It was his more positive attitude to democracy which has led to the
gradual abandonment in recent years of violent confrontation and the adoption of the
democratic path by a number of Islamist factions. Hezbollah in Lebanon and Hamas
in Palestine seem to be going down this track. But democracy may not be the real
goal. Hawwa saw democracy as a means to the implementation of Islam. 194
A different approach has developed in what is called the Maghreb school of thought.
These thinkers, led by Malik Bennabi (Algerian:1905-73), have drawn on the ideas of
Khairuddin at-Tunis (Tunisian:1810-99 and of Muḥammad 'Abduh (Egyptian:circa.
1849 - 1905). . Bennabi saw the advent of European contact as a chance for Islam
to break out of its decadence, not so much by blaming the despotism of leaders but
by acknowledging the lack of critical thinking and a kind of moral paralysis afflicting
Muslim society. He saw democracy demanding attitudes and sentiments towards
one-self and the other, as well as the provision of socio-political conditions which are
necessary for those sentiments to develop in a community. For him, this requires an
education process which leads to the development of a democratic sentiment in the
consciousness of people. 195 Rachid Ghannouchi (Tunisia: b. 1941) and other
thinkers of this school have gradually influenced Islamic movements to shift their
position on democracy. Ghannouchi is cited as having linked Bennabi to the Islamic
culture of rationalism, especially that of Ibn Khaldun. 196 So, in the last quarter of the
20th century,
Islam has come back to restore dignity to its followers, to liberate them from
despotism, to regain the Ummah's usurped legitimacy, to restrict the powers of the
state, and to establish and reinforce the power of the people, the power of civil
society.... 197

Efforts to find ways of reconciling the teaching within the Qur’an with the principles
underlying modern democracies have been underway throughout the 19th and 20th
century and still continue..
Allama Iqbal (Pakistan: 1877 – 1938) for instance stressed the importance of itjihad
(independent) reasoning and based his advocacy for democracy on the principle of
divine viceregency, that is the use of power under the limits imposed by the Creator.
194
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He stressed freedom, individuality and equality as well as fraternity and unity with the
last three as crucial. He saw the need not just for some form of limited sovereignty
as the basis for governance, but also the need for a spiritual democracy in which
each individual strives to reconstruct his/her life in the light of ultimate principles. 198
Khurshid Ahmad (India: b.1932) argued that democracy was both a set of principles,
a philosophy, as well as an organising mechanism for governing. He saw
democracy in Islamic majority countries being based on the rule of law, the equality
of all under the law, the guidance of the Qur’an and the Sunna and the use of
reasoning when those sources offer no guidelines. He recognised clear elements in
Islamic teaching, culture and history, particularly its emphasis on the consensus of
the community, the shura which showed the compatibility of Islam and democracy. 199
For Fazlur Rahman, (Pakistan: 1919 - 1988) “the primary purpose of the Qur’an was
to create a society based on justice‘. To do this he argued that
the Islamic purpose cannot be realised until genuine freedom to human beings is
restored and freedom from all forms of exploitation -- social, spiritual, political and
economic – assured….. the Islamic purpose cannot be realised until genuine
freedom to human beings is restored and freedom from all forms of exploitation -social, spiritual, political and economic – assured.” 200;”

New religio-political associations have also been formed, both conservative and
progressive, addressing the issues encountered in engaging with modernity and
secularism.
Fethullah Gülen (Turkey:b.1941) is the founder of the Gulen movement in Turkey
attempting to revitalise Islam. It has a commitment to ijtihad (re-interpretation) which
has led it to offer leadership in education in the humanities and science as well as in
an openness to ”others” which seeks to make dialogue constructive and may lead to
a more positive Islamic engagement with the modern world. 201
Similar movements arose in Indonesia during the course of the 20th century. In
1912, Muhammadiyah a socio-religious organization drawing on the teaching of
Egyption reformer, Muḥammad ʿAbduh, was established in Indonesia.
The Muhammadiyah “tried to bring the Muslim faith into harmony with modern
rational thought … advocated the abolition of all superstitious customs, mostly
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relics of pre-Islāmic times, and the loosening of the stiff traditional bonds that tended
to strangle modern cultural life 202

The movement opened schools, hospitals, orphanages and social services.
However, it lost momentum during the World War II but is still an influential voice of
moderation. 203
Hasjim Asjari leader of a religious school in Java, founded Nahdatul Ulama in 1926.
For Australians, its best known figure is Abdurrahman Wahid, (Indonesia: 1940 –
2009), first democratically elected president of Indonesia and former leader of
Indonesia's 30 million strong religio-social movement. Nahdatul Ulama has taken a
very positive stance towards the renewal of Islam and its engagement with the
modern world. It sees Muslims facing a choice: that of a traditional, static legalformalistic Islam or a more dynamic cosmopolitan, universal, pluralistic one. It does
not support the idea that Islam should be the basis of the political and legal systems
in Indonesia. It urges Indonesian Muslims to build a society where "a Muslim and a
non-Muslim are the same"- a state in which religion and politics are separate. He
rejects fundamentalism and promotes a brand of Islam which engages with modern
life and its realities. For it, free will and the ongoing reinterpretation of the Qur’an
and the Sunna in the current human situation and cultural context are essential
elements for this to happen. 204
Two other important movements with influence are the Indonesian Muslim Scholars
Council (MUI) and the Contemporary Liberal Islam Network. The MUI is quite traditional
and influential. On the other hand the the Contemporary Liberal Islam Network ‘s

Liberal Islam is the continuation of Islamic renewal projects by Islamic neomodernists. The ideas proposed by JIL activists mostly deal with the
compatibility of Islam and democracy, especially on the issues of toleration,
pluralism, secularization, and individual and women’s rights. This network is
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very significant to the development of liberal Islamic ideas and the future of
moderation of Islam in predominantly Muslim countries like Indonesia. 205

Just how influential it is, given the strength of other movements within Indonesian
Islam, is difficult to know. However it is publicly seen as one of the controversial
players in the debates.
The Indonesian Islamic Scholar Council (MUI) and Liberal Islam Network (besides
Muhammadiya) are the most powerful in current discussions affecting the processes
of change in Indonesia. Like all other organisations, they engage in all social and
political controversies from a religious perspective – politics and religions are
therefore not seen to be two separate spaces. 206

In neighbouring Malaysia, a growing influence of Wahhabism is being challenged by
reformists such as Muhammad Asri Zainul Abidin, who are taking a contextualist
approach to their interpretation of the Qur’an and Islamic practices. 207
An overview of the situation by Tauseed Ahmed Parray (India) is encouraging but
many challenges remain. 208 A key issue from a non-Muslim point of view is the
meaning for Muslims of their insistence that issues such as human rights and
governance must be subject to the Shari’a.
“ Muslims are free to discover the most suitable form of governance – on the
condition that both it and the accompanying institutions are in full agreement with the
Shari’ah” 209

All this is evidence of serious attempts by thinkers across Islam seeking a basis in
the Qur’an and the Islamic heritage on which to build a democratic system of
governance. 210 Nevertheless, there are serious challenges ahead in winning
acceptance of the legitimacy of democracy from Muslim communities because of
divisions among Muslims over how one is to interpret the Qur’an and the Shari’a. 211
Saeed distinguishes between those who take a textualist approach to interpreting the
message of the Qur’an, focussing on its linguistic elements and those with a
contextualist approach. The textualist approach relies mainly on linguistic analysis.
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“For most textualists the meaning of the Qur’an is static: Muslims must adapt to this
meaning.” This is the dominant stream of interpretation. The contextualist approach
is less well known and understood. It uses the socio-historical cultural and linguistic
contexts to allow the meaning to evolve especially by acknowledging the influence of
the experiences, values, beliefs and presuppositions which the interpreter brings to
the process. 212 In times of change which modernity has brought to the world,
tensions and divisions become major issues in communities. Islam is evidently
going through such a process.
In more recent years, contemporary scholars, many from Muslim majority countries
but working in the West have attempted to argue for the possibility of reinterpreting
the meaning of the Qur’an in the light of the socio-historical context. Such studies
are not all that welcome in some Muslim majority countries as Fazlur Rahman
(Pakistan) found. After death threats he returned to exile in the West. 213
The challenges which Muslims Australians will face depends to some extent on the
cultural background they bring with them. Fortunately, the positive thinking of
influential even if a minority of Muslim scholars about the compatibility of Islam and
democracy makes its adoption by Muslims be it in Muslim-majority countries or in
secular democracies like Australia, feasible but not without difficulties depending on
the popular understanding of Shari’a in a particular country.
Because the introduction of secularism into a number of Muslim countries was not a
good experience there has been a back-lash in the Islamic world, not just against
colonialism but also against the desacralising of their societies. 214 This was
especially the case where modernising leaders followed the French, almost Jacobin
version of Doctrinaire or Radical Secularism. 215 Countries like Turkey, Egypt,
Morocco, Algeria and Iraq experienced heavy handed anti-religious treatment and
this, together with a deep resentment of continuing Western neo-colonialism, has
resulted in a still growing fundamentalist back-lash. 216 Yet, in Roy’s view this neofundamentalism:
individualises and desocialises religious observance. It addresses the individual who
explicitly decides to place his life exclusively under the sign of religion and who for
that reason breaks with the majority and environment. … neofundamentalists ask
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for nothing positive from the state, except abstention: let us wear the veil, eat hallal,
not shake hands, and so on.. They are absent from the great debates about society
because they legislate for themselves, not for society. … The return of religious
sentiments in the form of sects and communities is merely the homage virtue pays
to vice: secularization has won. 217

This implies a challenge even for those progressive Muslim thinkers calling for
modernisation without secularization. 218 Unless the issue of the relationship of
religion and the state is addressed, "the absence of a distinction between state and
religion secularizes religion more than it makes politics religious.” 219 Roy argues that
as Islamic revolutions involve an excessive politicisation of religion, the end result is
“a political–clerical apparatus that uses the moral order to conserve its position of
power’. 220

The Struggle within Islam
Islamic responses to modernity are varied. 221 Given the depth and pride in the
achievements of Islam in the past and the belief in the uncreated nature of the
Qur’an, it is not surprising that many share a concern that many of the underlying
assumptions and values of modernity are difficult to reconcile with Islamic tradition. .
To solve this matter, many have gone back to the roots of Islamic faith and practice
to find in the Qur’an and the Sunna the basis for sound government. Some of these
can be described as fundamentalists who confine their thinking to seeking solutions
within a literal reading of the Qur’an and the sunna and look to the adoption of
Shari’a Law in an Islamic state to resolve the challeng.
Other fundamentalists, better described as radical Islamists see ‘holy war’ (jihad) and
violence as necessary tools for this work.
[Fundamentalisms] are embattled forms of spirituality which have emerged as a
response to a perceived crisis. They are engaged in a conflict with enemies whose
secularist policies and beliefs seem inimical to religion itself. Fundamentalists do not
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regard this battle as a conventional political struggle, but experience it as a cosmic
war between the forces of good and evil. 222

They see non-Muslims and Muslims who disagree with them as ‘infidels’ and have
shown little compunction in using terrorist massacres to achieve their aims. When
they do succeed as the Taliban did in Afghanistan, they set up a state based on a
harsh Wahhabist interpretation of the Shari’a.
This more radical Islamist response is exemplified in the thinking and practice of AlQaeda and the Taliban in using military jihad. By doing this they seek to gain
political control as the means of defending Islamic societies from Western influence
and for bringing down Muslim governments which are seen to be allies of the West.
Even Muslim majority countries with a tradition of tolerance and democracy like
Indonesia have found the influence of this group difficult to subdue. Close allies of
the USA like Britain and Australia have discovered that there is even some support
for radical Islamism among their own Muslim citizens. Again it is important to
acknowledge that this problem is not an exclusively Muslim problem.
The Jewish and Muslim emphasis on practice had meant that fundamentalists in
these faiths had turned the myths of their traditions into ideologies. Some of their
worst excesses had come about because they had tried to realise these mythologies
literally in the practical world of affairs. They had sought to work effectively in order
to be taken seriously. Jewish and Muslim fundamentalists had turned their mythoi
into pragmatic logoi designed to achieve a practical result. Protestant
fundamentalists had perverted myth in a different way. They had turned the Christian
myths into scientific facts and had created a hybrid that was neither good science nor
good religion. 223

Another response focuses on the need for law and order and supports the
authoritarian, autocratic models of the past; The influence of secularist thinking
behind the adoption of such structures is a factor, but there is a traditional lack of
political theorizing within the religious scholars of Islam which has left Islamic political
culture in need of further development. The maintenance of authoritarian structures
as in Iraq under Saddam Hussain or in Egypt under Nassir and Mubarek saw the
state keep a tight control over any religio-political developments. Whether such
leaders are secularist in ideology or are driven to do this simply to keep power, or
whether they genuinely believe that their peoples are not yet ready for democracy
and so are concentrating on maintaining law and order, only history will tell. .
Then there are the fundamentalists who have rejected many of the underlying
assumptions and values of modernity. They have gone back to the roots of Islamic
faith and practice to find in the Qur’an and the Sunna the basis for sound
government by the implementation of the Shari’a in an Islamic state. So far, where
222

Martin E. Marty and R. Scott Appleby, "Fundamentalist Project", cited by Armstrong The Battle
(2001), xi.
223
Armstrong The Battle (2001), 355.

144

this has been attempted it has met with on-going difficulties in, for example,
Pakistan, Nigeria’s northern states, Saudi Arabia and Malaysia.
Other fundamentalists, better described as radical Islamists see ‘holy war’ (jihad)
and violence as necessary tools for this work.
[Fundamentalisms] are embattled forms of spirituality which have emerged as a
response to a perceived crisis. They are engaged in a conflict with enemies whose
secularist policies and beliefs seem inimical to religion itself. Fundamentalists do not
regard this battle as a conventional political struggle, but experience it as a cosmic
war between the forces of good and evil. 224

They see non-Muslims and Muslims who disagree with them as ‘infidels’ and have
shown little compunction in using terrorist massacres to achieve their aims. When
they do succeed as the Taliban did in Afghanistan, they set up a state based on a
harsh Wahhabist interpretation of the Shari’a.
This more radical Islamist response is exemplified in the thinking and practice of AlQaeda and the Taliban in using military jihad. By doing this they seek to gain
political control as the means of defending Islamic societies from Western influence
and for bringing down Muslim governments which are seen to be allies of the West.
Even Muslim majority countries with a tradition of tolerance and democracy like
Indonesia have found the influence of this group difficult to subdue. Close allies of
the USA like Britain and Australia have discovered that there is even some support
for radical Islamism among their own Muslim citizens. Again it is important to
acknowledge that this problem is not an exclusively Muslim problem.
The Jewish and Muslim emphasis on practice had meant that fundamentalists in
these faiths had turned the myths of their traditions into ideologies. Some of their
worst excesses had come about because they had tried to realise these mythologies
literally in the practical world of affairs. They had sought to work effectively in order
to be taken seriously. Jewish and Muslim fundamentalists had turned their mythoi
into pragmatic logoi designed to achieve a practical result. Protestant
fundamentalists had perverted myth in a different way. They had turned the Christian
myths into scientific facts and had created a hybrid that was neither good science nor
good religion. 225

A more progressive group does exist within Islam. These thinkers, as outlined
above, have accepted many of the principles of liberal democracy, but have gone
back to the Qur’an and Sunna to demonstrate the compatibility of democracy with
those sources. However, they also use reason to re-interpret those sources in their
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search for solutions to the challenges confronting their societies today. A recent
article by Australian writer Ruby hamad A feminist Reading of the Koran is an
example of such. 226
These progressive Muslims are subject to great pressure from the fundamentalists
who reject religious freedom and tolerance, object to any changes in the status of
women, oppose any separation of church and state and resist secular democracy. 227
The fundamentalists reject the more open thinking of people like al-Ghanouchi who
argues that:
One of the great accomplishments of secularism is the space it provides for pluralism
and a reasonable degree of coexistence. ..... In fact, until an Islamic shura
(consensual) system of government is established, the second best alternative for
Muslims is a secular democratic regime which fulfils the category of the rule of
reason according to Ibn Khaldun. Under such a system of governance, it is agreed
to respect the fundamental rights of all people without discrimination and without
commitment to a religious frame of reference. What matters in such a system is that
despotism is averted. A democratic secular system of government is less evil than a
despotic system of government that claims to be Islamic. 228

Turkey is an example of all these responses in that there is an ongoing struggle
between secularisers seeking to reduce the direct involvement of religious law and
tradition in state affairs, and those seeking to exercise a more direct role for Islam
even within a democratic framework. 229
Aginst that background of debate and division within Islam over the whole question
of the relationship between religion and politics, a number of significant studies have
been written by university based Muslim thinkers in the United States. Their
exposure to a secular society which is clearly still very religious may be an important
element in the development of their thinking.
One such thinker among mainstream Muslims is Abdullah an-Naim, a U.S.A. based
academic of Sudanese origins. His fundamental supposition is that to be a Muslim
one must be free to choose and one must be free in complying with Islamic law. He
seeks freedom from any coercion by state institutions enforcing Shari’a law;
freedom from the threat of discrimination if one is not a Muslim; and freedom to
debate and discuss the development of public policy.
For An-Naim, the formulation and implementation of public policy is a human activity,
and therefore subject to human error. It is not infallible and “can always be
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challenged or questioned without violating the direct and immediate divine will of
God.”230 Challenging or questioning the development, formulation or implementation
of public policy is not a challenge or rejection of the will of God.
To be able to do that, An-Naim looks to that kind of secular state which is neutral as
regards religious preference but respects the right of the individual to follow his or
her religious convictions. In such situations,
When observed voluntarily, shari’a plays a fundamental role in shaping and
developing ethical norms and values that can be reflected into general legislation and
public policy through the democratic political process. 231

In such a secular society, there is a role for religion in public life, but not one in which
religion exercises political power to coerce observance of religious laws and values.
Rather religion has the right to use civic reasoning to support the development and
formulation of public policies which reflect those basic ethical and moral values
which can be found in the Qur’an and the Hadith or in other sacred scriptures.
Religion has to accept the challenge of convincing people by the use of research,
experience and the lessons of history that policies which reflect religious based
ethical and moral values will make a better contribution to society than other policy
decisions.
An-Naim also addresses the issue which has become a cause of dissent across a
wide spectrum of Muslim opinion – the lack of accountability in modern Islamic
nation states. He calls for the acceptance of what he calls constitutional governance
– the adoption of “the set of principles that limit and control the powers of
government in accordance with the fundamental rights of citizens and
communities”. 232
In all this, there is little which would differ from the basic expectations held by
citizens of secular democracies in the English speaking world.. But he does add a
note of warning for Muslims:
This is unlikely to happen if traditional interpretations of Shari’a that support
principles like male guardianship of women (qawama), sovereignty of Muslims over
non-Muslims (dhimma) and violently aggressive jihad are maintained. 233
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If Muslims continue to maintain such traditional interpretations of the Shari’a, they
will find it difficult to commit to supporting human rights principles and constitutional
governance.
For progressive Muslim thinkers these are serious attempts to enable Islam to adjust
to the realities of modern life, without abandoning fundamental beliefs and practices.
Islam has the potential to do this. Nevertheless there are traditional and influential
interpretations of Islamic law, which are difficult to reconcile with the equality of all
under the rule of law in a multi-faith society. This raises the question of whether
Islamic law is fixed or whether there is flexibility and a capacity to accommodate to
different cultures. One of the leading U.S. Islamic scholars John L. Esposito accepts
that reinterpretation and accommodation to different cultures does take place within
Islam and it will change to survive.
Islam continues today to lend itself to multiple interpretations of government; it is
used to support limited democracy and dictatorship, republicanism and monarchy.
Like other religions, Islam possesses intellectual and ideological resources that can
provide the justification for a wide range of political models. 234

Another important contribution to this process has come from Khaled Abou El Fadl, a
U.S.A. university based scholar whose insight has been firmly supported by
Esposito. 235 El Fadl points out that although the Qur’an did not specify a particular
form of government it did identify three important social and political values:
Three values are of particular importance: pursuing justice through social cooperation
and mutual assistance (Qur'an 49:13;11:119); establishing a non-autocratic,
consultative method of governance; and institutionalizing mercy and compassion in
social interactions (6:12, 54; 21:107; 27:77; 29:51; 45:20). So, all else equal, Muslims
today ought to endorse the form of government that is most effective in helping them
promote these values. 236

From this starting point, El Fadl develops support from the Qur’an for the principles
which are essential to a democracy. Because God has given the responsibility to all
human beings to act as His vicegerents in making this world a more just place, God
has assigned equal political rights to all adults. Because human beings do not have
a perfect grasp of God’s will, they will inevitably use their own judgments in seeking
solutions to injustice. This inevitably raises the question of the Shari’a, God’s law.
El Fadl argues that justice is the divine imperative and represents the sovereignty of
God who is inherently just. God, by entrusting his message to the Prophet
Mohammad gives humans a gift of mercy, “a state in which the individual is able to
be just with him or herself and others, by giving each individual person his or her
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due.”237 Principles of justice and mercy then are the divine law and God exercises
his sovereignty by calling on humans to act as his delegates in building a just society
on earth.
The way forward for El Fadl is to draw on a distinction made by Islamic jurists in
seeking a solution to the dilemma and to the tension experienced because of the
dual elements within the Shari’a.
The Shari'ah, for the most part, is not explicitly dictated by God. Rather, Shari'ah
relies on the interpretive act of the human agent for its production and execution.
Paradoxically, however, Shari'ah is the core value that society must serve. The
paradox here is exemplified in the tension between the obligation to live by God's law
and the fact that this law is manifested only through subjective interpretive
determinations.….. This dilemma was resolved somewhat in Islamic discourses by
distinguishing between Shari'ah and fiqh. Shari'ah, it was argued, is the Divine
Ideal,…. The fiqh is the human attempt to understand and apply the ideal. Therefore,
Shari'ah is immutable, immaculate, and flawless - fiqh is not. 238

El Fadl takes up the crucial question of reinterpretation, particularly of the Shari’a.
He distinguishes between the “normative revealed principles, values and legal rules”
contained in the Shari’a and that component which is the study and application of
Islamic law known as the fiqh, “its human interpretation, production and application
that are historically and socially conditioned.” 239 This makes possible the
reformulation of culturally conditioned Islamic traditions and an inculturation of
orthodox, authentic Islam into different societies. 240 But he also emphasises that this
will not happen unless these formulations are transferred and accepted by ordinary
Muslims This has to be done through the homes and local mosques by parents,
local religious leaders and teachers. “Thus, the importance of training those who
preach and teach.”241
237
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A recent research project into Indonesian attitudes to Shari’a Law found 72% of the
Muslim population, including women, support its introduction. However, the same
research discovered that 61% of of Indonesian Muslims prefer democracy over
authoritarianism. Commentators are arguing that as a deep respect for peace and
compassion is essential for a fair and just society, it could well be that many
Indonesians understand Sharia to mean a "fair and just society" within a democracy.
Thus, sharia in the meaning of a draconian Islamic law enforced under an
authoritarian regime is unlikely to occur. It makes more sense for shari’a to mean a
"fair and just society" within a democracy 242

Such a development is relevant for Islam in Australia. The rapid growth of Muslim
migration into Australia in the past thirty years has resulted in a wide mix of
ethnicities, languages, cultures, and religio-sectarian practices and beliefs. 243 The
diversity in the mix of the various cultural interpretations of the Shari’a, and of the
Schools of Religious law to which their leaders belong, makes it difficult to claim that
there is a single Muslim identity for Muslim Australians.
Muslims, in most parts of the world, are not a homogenous people and are divided
essentially on sectarian and ethnic grounds. Likewise, Australia’s Muslim population
is extremely diverse; … Sunnis make up the majority Muslims in Australia followed
by the various Shi’a sects such as Zaydiyah, Isma’iliyah, Druze, Jafariyah, and
Alawiyah. Additionally, there are traces of Ahmadism and Wahhabism in Australia as
well as various other minor sects. Between 1975 and 2000 Muslims have come from
over seventy different nations and make Muslim-Australians ethnically the most
diverse religious group in Australia (Saeed, 2003). 244

Nevertheless, there does seem to be a widespread perception among Muslim
Australians that the wider Australian community is less accepting of them as fellow
citizens. 245 This reluctance to accept Muslims as really belonging is strongly
influenced by a perception among many, but not all non-Muslim Australians, that
women are oppressed and that violence is part of Islam. 246 While there is no basis
for not accepting those findings from the survey, it can be argued that a deeper
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source of the difficulties for both groups arise from a range of concerns over
different interpretations of the basic values on which Australia has built its social
cohesion.
Within Islam the overwhelming majority of Muslims still favour a textualist approach
to interpreting such values. The contextualist approach which has the capacity to
build a consensus is followed by a small minority. In the light of that, it is reasonable
to expect that the the majority of Muslim migrants into Australia are likely to favour
the textualist tradition rather than a contextualist approach. 247 The difficulty which
this may cause for dialogue between Muslim and non-Muslim participants may be
quite serious. There is some evidence that Muslim Australian migrants on the whole
may be very conservative. 248 The answers of a small sample of Muslim Australians
to questions posed by Riaz Hussein about the following hypothesis “Suppose a
person publicly admitted that he/she did not believe in Allah, would you agree or
disagree that the following actions should be taken against him/her (per cent
agreeing with the statement)” call for more research into the extent of such opinions
among Muslim Australians. (See p. 194 in Chapter 6 for the findings and the
comparative conservatism of the Australian responses).
On the other hand, there is positive evidence from a Queensland survey that many
Muslim migrants value key features of Australian life – our democracy, judiciary,
education and health-care systems. 249 This and the fact that Australia, unlike the
U.K. and France, was not a colonizing power in the countries from which Australia’s
Muslim migrants came, seems to offer a better chance of building a multi-culturally
diverse but socially cohesive society in this country. However, as this chapter has
shown, there are serious differences over the interpretation of key values which are
yet to be tackled in depth.
To what extent Muslim Australians have difficulties with the ideas of the sovereignty
of the people and of the state is not clear. 250 As there is little evidence of a deep
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understanding among Muslim and non-Muslim Australians of their own religious
traditions, let alone that of other groups. it is unlikely that many Australians have
much awareness of the Judaeo-Christian religious influence in the development of
secular democracies. One of the achievements of the Judaeo-Christian heritage has
been the acknowledgment that all governments ultimately are subject to the ‘natural
law’, the law of God, the sovereignty of God, to the demands of human dignity or
whatever words one uses to describe an ultimate sovereignty above and beyond that
of the state and the people. That is recognised in setting limits to the power of the
state which are spelt out in the constitutions of secular democracies. As religious
belief has been an important source of support for the maintenance of that
commitment in secular- democratic societies, the religious beliefs of Islam can also
play a role in supporting such a system.
A further difficulty which Islam is encountering in its engagement with modernity is
the lack of some kind of authoritative body which is able to define the boundaries of
what is acceptable Islamic belief and practice. The multiple ‘authoritative’ voices
which offer conflicting opinions on terror related suicide bombings for example, make
it difficult for non-Muslims to know just what is acceptable Islamic behaviour.
The steps taken recently and announced in the proclamation of the Amman
Message to redress this situation may in due course bear fruit. In 2004, King
Abdullah II of Amman sent three questions to 24 religious scholars representative of
all the branches and schools of Islam:
•
•
•

Who is a Muslim?
Is it permissible to declare someone an apostate?
Who has the right to issue legal rulings?

When he received the responses from the 24, the king then convened a conference
of 200 leading Islamic scholars from 50 countries. They met in Amman to set out
“what Islam is and what it is not. Its goal was to clarify to the modern world the true
nature of Islam and the nature of true Islam”. 251 They did this by giving a ruling on
three points:
• They acknowledged the validity of all 8 legal schools within Islam together with
traditional Islamic theology, Sufism and true Salafi thought as the basis of their
definition of who is a Muslim.
Whosoever is an adherent to one of the four Sunni schools (Mathahib) of Islamic
jurisprudence (Hanafi,Maliki, Shafi‘i and Hanbali), the two Shi‘i schools of Islamic
jurisprudence (Ja‘fari and Zaydi), the Ibadi school of Islamic jurisprudence and the
Thahiri school of Islamic jurisprudence, is a Muslim. 252

•

They forbade one group of Muslims condemning other groups as apostates;
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•

They set out the subjective and objective preconditions for issuing fatwas (legal
rulings), in order to expose the illegitimacy of some fatwas being made in the
name of Islam.
Acknowledgement of the schools of Islamic jurisprudence (Mathahib) within
Islam means adhering to a fundamental methodology in the issuance of
fatwas: no one may issue a fatwa without the requisite personal qualifications
which each school of Islamic jurisprudence determines [for its own adherents].
No one may issue a fatwa without adhering to the methodology of the schools
of Islamic jurisprudence. No one may claim to do absolute Ijtihad and create a
new school of Islamic jurisprudence or to issue unacceptable fatwas that take
Muslims out of the principles and certainties of the Shari‘ah and what has
been established in respect of its schools of jurisprudence. 253

Within 12 months, 6 other international Islamic scholarly assemblies, involving 500
leading Muslim scholars from around the world, endorsed the Amman Message and
its Three Points. For ”the first time in over a thousand years.. the Ummah has
formally and specifically come to such a pluralist mutual inter-recognition”, a
recognition which is religiously legally binding on Muslims because it is the
consensus of the Islamic community. 254
They do not rule out ijtihad completely nor developments of the Sharia as long as its
principles and certainties are retained. They see this as now assuring that Islam will
be able to engage and find balanced solutions to important issues like human rights,
women’s rights, freedom of religion, legitimate jihad, just and democratic government
and how to exercise good citizenship in non-Muslim countries.
This is an important step to delegitimize the use of terror and to encourage religious
and political engagement in countries like Australia.
To conclude, the heart of the struggle for the soul of Islam, still under way in this 21st
century, is a struggle between reformers and conservatives who see the thinking of
the former a threat to true religion. It is a struggle which involves the relationship
between religion, politics, human rights and the use of coercive power to force
observance of what is believed to be the laws of God expressed in the Shari’a Islamic Law. A greater understanding of the role of religion in the development of
secular democracy may help those Islamic thinkers to modify their concerns based
on an assumption that the secular Enlightenment is the sole source of the values
which underpin secular democratic societies.
However, there are other influences at work besides theological and philosophical
debates. The impact of globalization is changing the lives of women throughout the
Muslim world. Education, participation in the workforce, urbanization and a reduction
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in the birthrate are factors which are influencing the attitudes and status of women in
Muslim societies. The women are now becoming participants in the struggle. 255
These elements in the struggle for the soul of Islam will be played out in Australia as
migrant communities seek an acceptance and belonging as Muslim Australians
which is not a threat to their fundamental Islamic identity.

Key Findings
From this overview, a number of important issues deserve attention as issues which
may be making difficulties for the acceptance of Muslims by Australian society.
•
•

•
•

•

•

•
•

•

255

The reluctance of influential Muslims to acknowledge the sovereignty of the
people as understood in western democracies;
the ambivalence to the separation of church and state from people
accustomed to the state gaining its legitimacy from its role in enforcing the
observance of Islamic Law (the Shari’a);
the use of violence by militant fundamentalists to achieve political power and
to intimidate those Muslims espousing re-interpretations of the Shari’a;
the struggle within Islam for the reinterpretations of the Shari’a to address the
inequality of its laws in its treatment of women, religious minorities of the
book, peoples of ‘non-book’ religions and non-believers.
The support by some Muslim leaders for the recognition of the Shari’a in
western societies without addressing the issue of equality before the law
should the Shari’a be applied to non-Muslims, and also without addressing the
issue of religious freedom and apostasy among Muslims. .
Calls for Shari’a Law to be recognized as part of the civil legal system are
highly unlikely in the Australian state which is not permitted under its present
Constitution to preference one religion over another. Moreover, religious laws
which fail to give equality before the law to believers and non-believers, to
men and women will encounter strong opposition from non-Muslim
Australians.
The importance of interpreting the Shari’a so that it can address modern
forms of governance in a democratic society.
The need for religious and civil dialogue between Religious Scholars/Leaders
of Islam and members of other Faith groups and academics of various
persuasions, to find solutions to the Shari’a issue in Australia.
The efforts being made among Muslim leaders in Western societies to
reinterpret Shari’a teachings on the guardianship of women, the inequality of
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•

•

minorities and militant jihad offer a real possibility of constructive dialogue and
integration in Australia.
The diversity among Muslim Australians arising from their ethnic, cultural and
religio-sectarian differences makes it unfair to construct a single, MuslimAustralian identity.
The growing pressure on patriarchal Islam from women given equal
opportunities for education, for work outside the home, the experience of
urbanization and women’s health care issues is pressure for deep changes.

These are issues which need further canvassing with Muslim leaders in Australia,
deserve further research to better grasp the range of difficulties various ethnic
Muslim migrant groups experience in the process of integrating into Australian
society and call for more research into the source of the reservations and even
hostility which are at the root of the divide between Muslim and non-Muslim
Australians. Ignoring these issues will not help to bridge the gap between Muslim
and non-Muslim Australians. Rather, it is likely to marginalise mainstream Muslims
and allow militant fundamentalists to become the image of what it means to be a
Muslim Australian. Fortunately, the formation of the National Imams Consultative
Forum offers a real opportunity for dialogue on these issues.
The next chapter looks at the kind of society Muslim migrants to Australia are joining,
its core values and some of the issues for dialogue which have been identified in the
research undertaken in the last decade.
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Chapter 6.
The Australian Interpretation of its Western Heritage: Religion and
Politics in Australia’s Secular Democracy

The previous chapters have presented evidence of the influence of religious beliefs
in the development of Western and Islamic societies. The aim of the presentations
was to examine the impact of religious beliefs and practices on the development of
the relationships between religion and politics in those societies. The focus has
been on the general patterns of the relationship so that possible difficulties for
Muslim migrants in Western societies can be identified. As each society has
somewhat different interpretations of those relationships, the focus of this chapter
will be on the implications for both Muslim and non-Muslim members of Australian
society of its interpretation of its western heritage, a heritage influenced by its
religious and secular beliefs, as well as by the broader historical and cultural context
within which Australians built their society.
This chapter presents some census data on the religious beliefs and affiliation of
Australians, particularly Catholic and Muslim Australians as part of the context within
which Australia seeks to find solutions to maintaining and strengthening social
cohesion. After that it addresses the question of the core socio-political values which
are the basis of social cohesion and integration in a secular Australian democracy.
Finally it presents and analyses the findings of the recent surveys into Muslim and
non-Muslim relationships in Australia and the division which a number of surveys
have identified as of concern for Australian society. While the diversity among
Islamic societies is acknowledged, the aim is to identify issues which although they
may not be difficulties for Muslims from all Islamic majority countries, are likely to be
a challenge for many. 256 Such issues, as the literature review discovered, are not
yet high priorities in Australia’s academic research or in its civic and inter-faith
dialogue. The chapter concludes with a summary of the key difficulties which some
religious beliefs and practices pose for the integration of religious believers into
Australian society.
Religious Belief and Affiliation among Australians
Religious believers are still part of Australian society, although there have been two
major changes: the decline in the number of people identifying as Christian and a
256
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growing number of people with a non-Christian religious affiliation. 63.9% of
Australians described themselves as Christian in the 2006 Census. An analysis of
the census by the Christian Research Association confirmed the continuation of a
steady decline in Christian affiliation from 88% in 1947. Between 2001 and 2006,
the decline was from 68% to 64%. On the other hand, there has been a steady
growth in membership of non-Christian faiths, with Hinduism growing by 55%, Islam
by 21% and Buddhism by17%. Percentage-wise, membership of these nonChristian religious groups is still relatively small overall. While Christianity is 63.9%
and Judaism, 0.4%, Islam is 1.7%, Hinduism, 0.7%, and Buddhism, 2.1%. 257
Migration and the large proportion of young families are the main factors in the
growth of the latter three. 258 As very few Australians are converting to these three
religions, high rates of growth are unlikely to continue unless there is continuing
migration. This means that the decline in the numbers of people identifying as
Christian is not due to people abandoning Christianity for other religions. It is due to
other factors.
The raw data is that loss in Christian affiliation is offset by the numbers describing
themselves as having ‘no religion’. The CRA analysis points out that ‘no religion’
doesn’t necessarily mean that these people are atheists or agnostics. It draws on
research done at the Edith Cowan University in Western Australia which showed that
24% of those who opted to describe themselves as having ‘no religion’ described
themselves as spiritual people. ‘No religion’ is a descriptor for those persons moving
away from denominational linked religious life to that of a non-denominational
spirituality.
In a related article on religion and culture Hughes describes youth culture in Australia
and claims that: “…in Australia, faith slips into the role of providing a resource which
can contribute to an individual’s life of enjoyment.” 259 Using what he calls a midinarrative about the personal life of young Australians, Hughes notes that enjoyment
for many young people is not about what they do, but about the people they hang out
with. Young people recognise that their ability to achieve this is dependent on the
kind of society in which they live. They want a peaceful, secure society, one in which
there is mutual support, a fair go and is environmentally sustainable. 260 Support
when things are difficult is sought from family or in sport and music, sometimes in
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God. It is those churches which have adopted contemporary cultural expressions of
faith and worship which are attracting young people. 261

Religious Belief and Affiliation among Catholics
The decline in religious identification of Australians has been accompanied by a
steep decline in church attendance. Among Catholics who are the largest Christian
denomination in Australia, Catholic attendance at church on Sundays has collapsed
dramatically since 1954 when it reached its highpoint of 74%.
.. by 1960 it had fallen to 53 percent, to 30 percent in 1978, to 18 percent in 1995
and to 15.3 percent in 2001. In May 2006 the ACBC Pastoral Projects Office’s
National Count of Attendance found it had dropped to an all-time Australian low of
13.8 percent. 262

Another significant finding was that the attendance rate (36%) among Catholics aged
75-79, was much higher than for Catholics aged 15 - 39 years, fewer than ten per
cent attending weekly. 263
A survey into the reasons for this decline in church attendance showed that two of
the three most important reasons given for their non-attendance was ”disagreement
with the Church’s teaching on, or attitude to, personal sexual issues” (31%) and
“disillusionment with the Church because of revelations of sexual abuse by Church
personnel” (before the full extent became known) (22%), that is, 53% identified
attitudes critical of official church teaching and policies. The other most important
factor was that many ”no longer feel that being a committed Catholic requires going
to Mass every week”, 54%. 264
Hally’s prediction was that when the leadership of a religious group gets out of touch
with the membership, either the leadership changes or the members withdraw. The
recent drive within Catholicism to attract back non-practising Catholics has been
criticized in that that it offers no evidence that the leadership has changed or the
concerns of members have been acknowledged. 265
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Religious Belief and Affiliation among Muslim Australians
The religious identification of Muslims in Australia is much stronger. A Monash
University research project published in 2009 has found that out of a Muslim
population of 340,000, 56.9% of Muslim men attend the Mosque weekly, and 92.2%
at least annually. 266 Less optimistic figures were used by one of the same
researchers, Professor Akbarzadeh, in an article in 2006. He claimed that
informed estimates of mosque attendance among Muslims put the figure at about 30
per cent: most Australian Muslims do not attend mosques and, by extension, do not
turn to imams for guidance. 267

The discrepancy in the research figures is so wide that their reliability needs further
research to give them credibility.
Akbarzadeh’s article was a response to calls for the training of Imams in Australia.
He stressed that the Federal Government’s Muslim Reference group was
emphasising education, employment and women’s support infrastructure as the key
issues in facilitating social integration. There is no acknowledgment in either his
2006 article or in the 2009 Monash study (Muslim Voices) of any particular religious
barriers which may make integration difficult.
A comparison of the issues raised in that Monash study with those raised by a group
of Australian commentators on Islam shows a deep chasm between the two
perspectives. 268 Unless issues raised in Claydon’s book are addressed, religious
beliefs which may be contributing to the division between Muslim and non-Muslim
in Australia will remain largely unresearched.
Chapters 4 & 5 have shown how religious beliefs and practices have contributed to
the development of Western and Islamic societies. Mainstream Christianity has also
come to acknowledge the contribution of Enlightenment values in the development of
Western societies like Australia’s, even though there are on-going tensions between
religion and secularity. To understand those tensions, it is necessary to identify the
core socio-political values which have been the historical basis on which Australian
society has constructed its social cohesion and integrated migrants.
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The Scanlon-Monash Index of Social Cohesion identifies 5 indicators of social
cohesion. 269 One of those indicators, “Belonging” is relevant to this analysis.
Belonging can be understood in two senses: that of wanting to belong on the part of
individuals and members of a minority group, and that of the acceptance by the
wider community of those people as now genuine members of society belonging to
the wider community. The possibility that religious beliefs and practices might be
important factors in either inhibiting a migrant’s desire to belong or in blocking a
willingness on the part of the host community to accept people as being part of the
wider community, deserves research.

Australian Socio-Political Values
It is clear that from the time of the First Fleet, Governor Phillip and his team may
have mocked religion in private, but they and later civic leaders in public, “supported
it for its social utility”. 270 Religion was seen as
the guardian of the values and rules which maintained the social order. … However,
not all the convicts looked to the Church of England as the source of their social
cohesion or their moral codes. 271

Catholics and Dissenter Protestants certainly did not. The Irish convicts who began
arriving in Australia in significant numbers from 1793, 272 were mainly Catholic, with
many Gaelic speakers. 273 Consequently, from its beginnings, because of the
presence of Indigenous inhabitants and of Irish Catholics, Australia’s settler
population mix was multi-faith, multi-lingual and multi-cultural. The process of
melding these peoples into becoming Australians, members of a socially cohesive,
functional society with its own culture, shared values and myths about itself, is part of
its history. Both the marginalized Indigenous and the Catholics have had difficult
journeys in gaining acceptance and becoming part of that society, although for
different reasons.
Catholics, mostly at first convict members of what was a minority Christian tradition
in Australia, came here with the first fleets after 1788. Six out of every twenty
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convicts transported to Australia were Irish. 274 They remained a sizeable minority of
around 25% of the convict and general population during the 19th century and still
are. 275 The largely Catholic Irish struggled to win acceptance within a dominant
Protestant culture and developed their own education system to protect their
religious identity from both Protestantism and a hostile secularism which began to be
influential in the 19th century. 276 Nevertheless, in Australian society where there was
no officially preferenced religion. Catholic and Protestant Australians, in spite of
tension and the potential for a collapse in social cohesion, discovered that, in spite of
their differences, they had a willingness to tolerate their differences and to live
together in spite of diversity and tensions – the true meaning of social harmony.
An historical approach to this issue shows how a pragmatic form of social
engineering managed to do this in Australia: a mixture of restrained coercion in
which immigration policies focused on homogeneity (British, white and Christian,
mainly Protestant, with a controlled Irish Catholic component); and the embrace of
democratic politics and industrial arbitration to minimise class divisions and poverty.
Furthermore, a social justice commitment focused on equality of opportunity rather
than of outcomes, on a broader understanding of the term income (one which
includes services such as health, education, employment and housing for example)
than simply a wage-based vision of justice, with the expectation that the state will
help create and maintain a just society: these were significant factors. 277
Others see both the egalitarian and real, but limited, tolerant traditions in Australian
society as the very basis of the social cohesion which has been achieved in this
country. 278 Without an acceptance of that community inter-dependence though,
would the religious diversity in Australia of the 19th century have led to conflict and to
the undermining of social cohesiveness? Not necessarily. It is argued that the Irish
Catholics’ wanting to belong was stronger than sectarian differences. 279
In spite of the tensions between them, the poet Henry Lawson could acknowledge
that Catholics had gained acceptance as part of Australian society by the turn of the
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19th century, “They tramp in mateship side by side - The Protestant and Roman”. 280
In another poem, The Waratah and the Wattle he says,
You may sing of the Shamrock, the Thistle and Rose, Or the three in a bunch if you
will, But I know of a country that gathered all those, And I love the great land where
the Waratah grows… 281

Chapter 3 above argued that migrants arriving in Australia have to go through the
process of learning about the culture, about the way Australians do things, the
functions they are trying to achieve through their behavioural patterns and the
underlying meaning which inspires them to act and relate in the ways they do. It is
this process of enculturation which makes social living possible. A failure by
members of the host community to explain all this to new migrants, or a reluctance
on the part of migrants to go through the enculturation needed to integrate in
Australia, is likely to lead to social division and a fragmentation of social cohesion,
As discussed in Chapter 3, part of the learning involved in the process of
enculturation is that of coming to know which elements of a culture are obligatory
sometimes called Universals, which are obligatory only within certain accepted subcultures or Specialities, and other elements which are optional or Alternates. 282 In
spite of the traditional Australian emotional attachment to particular sports, these are
not considered obligatory elements of Australian culture. Australians are free to take
up other sporting options, or none if they so wish. Australian culture sees this as the
right of an individual member of Australian society to make such a choice. These
activities are optional alternates as are traditional or religious forms of dress such as
Muslim veils or priests’ collars. That is not to say that these issues are not
contentious, but they are not the cultural values or attitudes which enable Australians
to understand their democracy to be one of ‘citizens locked in argument’ but able to
accept the right of others to publicly argue for another point of view. 283 From this
arise the questions, what then are the fundamental values on which Australia has
built its social cohesion, and do beliefs, Christian, Muslim or Secular, pose any threat
to it?
Using Luzbetek’s distinction of two levels of latent values beneath the surface of
external cultural practices as a guide, the values identified in the booklet prepared for
intending citizens summarise the values as follows:
respect for the equal worth, dignity and freedom of the individual; freedom of speech;
freedom of religion and secular government; freedom of association; support for
parliamentary democracy and the rule of law; equality under the law; equality of men
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and women; equality of opportunity; peacefulness; and tolerance, mutual respect and
compassion for those in need. 284

The Australian Constitution does not spell out these values or rights explicitly but
relies on the unwritten constitution accepted as part of what is called the
Westminster system as their source. However, in setting limits to the power of the
state, the Australian constitution accepts in principle that the people have certain
inalienable human rights even if it fails to acknowledge or to offer effective protection
for those rights. Believers will interpret the acceptance of limits to the powers of the
state as an acknowledgment of the Sovereignty of God who created humans with
that special dignity. Non-believers will invoke philosophical arguments particularly
the idea of a social contract and the Sovereignty of the People as the basis of these
rights, complementary arguments supporting the inherent dignity of human beings
accepted by many believers as well. Both groups accept that while civic authorities
have legitimacy, those who exercise it must acknowledge the sovereignty of the
people and their accountability to them.
By providing an overview of the historical roles which Christianity, the Enlightenment
and the revolutions in Europe played, together with an acknowledgment of the
impact of the demanding physical environment of the Australian continent, it is now
possible to identify the crucial underlying values which have given rise to the
functional solutions Australians have adopted in structuring the relationship between
religion and politics in the public life of the country. Thornhill suggests that
Australian culture should be identified: ”by the means it develops to reconcile or at
least to accommodate the dissonant forces within it”. 285 Equality for all to freedom of
speech and freedom of religion, with an obligation to respect the right of others to be
different, regardless of Constitutional acknowledgments or safeguards, has been the
framework which has provided the culture within which tolerance for the views and
rights of others has developed. Historical failures in the treatment of Indigenous
people, women and people of colour are no longer public policy. Australian culture
continues to evolve.
Thornhill’s study, Making Australia, builds on Manning Clark’s description of that
process as a conversation on the relationship between God and humans as
understood by three groups of settlers, those deeply influenced by Catholic
Christendom, Protestant Christianity and the Enlightenment. While accepting that
shared values are needed to build a consensus and solidarity, Thornhill argues that it
is the way those values have been interpreted, and the challenging physical
environment within which Australians have had to work, which have been crucial
factors in the construction of the Australian identity. The mix has produced a society
284
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which expresses its solidarity in terms of an egalitarian mateship. For Thornhill the
“real Australia is constituted by those willing to take part in the project of achieving a
way of being human together” 286 and accommodating difference of opinion. 287 Part
of the process involved Australia becoming a democratic community made up by
“citizens locked in argument”. 288
Thornhill sees tolerance of different views, an acceptance of the right of others to
criticise and contribute as equal members of the community, as the central factor in
building Australia’s relatively functional and cohesive society. Even though Australia
failed to include its Indigenous peoples, women and non-white Australians in that
egalitarian mateship which characterised Australian public life, it did develop a
capacity and willingness to accept dissonant and minority voices in the public
debates. These are key values and myths which characterise Australian culture and
which have created a strongly democratic and homogeneous society.
As a result the voices of Indigenous people, of women and of migrants have now
joined in the national conversation. In doing so, members of the host culture expect
acceptance and respect for those values and traditions which have contributed to the
development of the Australian way of life – equality of all before the law, no
preferential treatment of one religion over others, and those basic human rights of
freedom of speech, religious freedom, gender equality and equality of opportunity.
The Australian interpretation of those basic values which provide the framework for
Australian public life is something which migrants are expected to know and to
respect, but remain free to challenge within democratic restraints, for putting the
ideals into practice is an on-going process. The original peoples of the land are still
struggling to belong. They have now been joined by another minority group, Muslim
Australians.
The experience of Muslim believers is similar in some respects to that of the Irish
Catholics. The latter are a minority in a society which draws heavily on Protestant
and secular traditions and has had significant sections of the wider community which
were suspicious of, if not hostile, to them. But important differences from the Muslim
experience exist as well. Irish and European Catholics shared many doctrinal beliefs
with Protestant Christians and shared the general interpretation of moral principles
accepted by Protestantism and by Enlightenment thinkers. Irish Catholics, in spite of
their negative experiences as one of Britain’s earliest colonial conquests, were part
of Western society and joined with fellow Australians in campaigns for democracy,
workers’ rights and for a predominantly Western-oriented, English-speaking
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Australian identity. 289 This provided the foundations for a social cohesion among
most people in Australian society apart from the original indigenous peoples.
In spite of the religious divisions among settler Australians, evident in the
sectarianism which was rife until the nineteen sixties, Australia’s people did share a
wide range of basic beliefs and values. 290 They also inherited from the convict
period experiences which made a deep impact on Australian society. 291 This
included a love-hate relationship with authority which expects governments to serve
and be accountable to the people, expressed symbolically in a design to the roof of
the new Federal Parliament building in Canberra which gives the people freedom of
access over the heads of the politicians. An Australian egalitarian ideal is expressed
in solidarity in times of flood and famine and in the taxation, social security, health
and industrial relations systems which are built on an acceptance of the principle that
there should be some measure of redistribution of wealth so that everyone gets a
‘fair go’. That attitude is extended even to religion where there is a pragmatic form of
the separation of church and state which is not anti-religious but does not preference
any particular religion over others or preferences believers over non-believers or vice
versa. It also accepts the right of people to change their religion if they so wish.
As the migration of non-convict settlers increased, religion, especially in the 20th
century, played a role for a number of ethnic groups, giving them a sense of
cohesion and identity, moral rules and organisation as sub-cultures within Australian
society. 292 The various Christian denominations saw, and still see, religious beliefs
and values as important for society and social cohesion. Historically they made a
significant contribution to the development of the settler culture and way of life.
Protestants were leaders in re-evangelising the religiously embedded Protestant
British working classes as well as in anti-gambling and temperance movements
which sought to improve the lot of the poor by reducing the impact on them of
alcohol and gambling abuses. Protestants, including evangelical Protestants and
Catholics too, in the context of the time, made efforts to do something to help
Aborigines, even if with hindsight it can now be seen to have left a mixed legacy to
Aboriginal communities. This was due to a mixture of flawed public policy settings,
exclusivist theological influences and the widespread racist and colonialist thinking
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in the Australian community which did not begin to erode until the mid-20th
century. 293
Catholics who were predominantly of Irish background were prominent in the
development of health, education and welfare services for the poor. 294 The Catholic
Church also took a stand against the strong secularist thinking developed in
Australian society in the 19th century. It established its own self-funded primary and
secondary education system separate from the secular state education systems
introduced in the latter half of the 19th century across Australia. 295 Its strong social
justice tradition had an important role in encouraging Catholics to see their
participation in union and parliamentary activities as part of their spirituality. 296
In spite of the limitations of those times, members of the Christian churches shared
basic Christian beliefs and values as the basis of a personal transformation which
motivated them to contribute to the health and transformation of the social fabric of
Australian society. In doing this, they were being faithful to the Judaeo-Christian
tradition of prophetic criticism of society as a whole. But this also required that they
learn how to function in a world in which the separation of church and state meant
that they could no longer rely on being privileged members of a ‘confessional’ state
with the power to insist on the incorporation of their values into law. Their efforts
were successful in that their influence permeated society and its culture, even
though a high proportion of the population had very limited contact with churches
other than through christenings, marriages and funerals. Thus, religion had a dual
and contradictory impact. It divided society along denominational lines; it also
provided a basis for social cohesion within it. 297 All belief systems face the
challenges posed by membership of a secular democracy.
Muslim migrants come, of course, from a culture which has had close, but difficult
relationships with Christendom over 1400 years as discussed in Chapter 5. All this
makes it likely that Muslims will have to face greater difficulties than those
experienced by Catholics in adjusting to Australian society. Some of the difficulties
reported in various research projects are said to arise from racism and cultural
discrimination but the extent of research into whether religion is part of the problem,
and to what extent, is still fairly limited. A key source of the difficulties faced by both
Catholics and Muslims is that of the secularity of the Australian state.
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The Secularity of the Australian State
Doctrinaire secularism, as discussed in Chapter 3, opposes any role for religion in
public life and seeks to confine it to the private life of the individual. It would be
wrong to assume however that all forms of secularism are by definition antireligious. It may be true of French secularism whose anti-religious stance has had
negative consequences in attitudes to modernity in the Islamic world. 298 It is not
true of secularism in the English speaking world. Many Western secular societies
are a complex mixture of different components –
secularism, the state, society, church and religion…. [its] dominant tenor, including
that of the state, includes religiosity, a characteristic clearly observed in the AngloSaxon part of the Western world. 299

These democratic societies however, insist on a separation of Church and State
which is not intended to be anti-religious.
The Australian Constitution, as with other taken for granted aspects of Australian
political and legal culture, does not formalise the idea of a secular separation of
Church and State within a Bill of Rights. Many aspects of Australia’s political system
are in what might be called its unwritten Constitution, the traditions and practices of
the Westminster system. One example of this is the lack of any mention of the office
or role of the Prime Minister in the Australian Constitution. It looks to the
Westminster tradition which presumes freedom of speech, freedom of religion, the
rule of law and equality before the law. It is not surprising then that Australia’s High
Court has found an implied right to freedom of speech within the Constitution. 300 A
commitment to those values is to be found in Australia’s early involvement in
298
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supporting and winning the acceptance world-wide of the United Nations Charter of
Universal Human Rights. 301
The Constitution does, however, have this to say about the relationship between
religion and the state:
The Commonwealth shall not make any law for establishing any religion, or for
imposing any religious observance, or for prohibiting the free exercise of any religion,
and no religious test shall be required as a qualification for any office or public trust
under the Commonwealth.
(s.116 of the Constitution of the Commonwealth)

A number of High Court decisions have addressed the implications of this section of
the Constitution. 302 As the Australian Constitution does not have a formal Bill of
Rights, the way in which Section 116 has been understood reflects the historical
tradition of cooperation between church and state on the one hand and an insistence
that the state be neutral in matters religious on the other. A perception that one
religion is receiving preferential treatment triggers community concern and
criticism. 303
In Australia, the State accepts that religious groups and their members have the
same rights as other interest groups to push for policy developments in accord with
their values and interests. It also accepts that the State does not have a legitimate
role in using its power to enforce religious observance or to interfere in the internal
affairs of a religious group. The State does nevertheless have a legitimate role in
preventing religious groups from undertaking activities which damage the rights of
people outside the group, or violate and abuse the fundamental human dignity of
their own members. In short, the State does not get involved directly in religious
affairs, and is not directly anti-religious in the way it acts. It may be officially
indifferent to religion, but in fact it assists in various ways the educational, health or
301
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social services provided by religious groups. It does this in much the same way as it
offers help to non-religious community organisations seeking to meet the special
needs of disadvantaged groups within the wider community. Governors and
governments from the beginning funded religious activities: the salaries of chaplains
to work with convicts; grants for religious schools prior to the introduction of state,
secular schooling systems; and financial assistance for the construction of church
buildings. 304 This was because Australia has generally seen religion as an asset
and a resource with a double role: that of building-up cultural, social and spiritual
capital on the one hand, and playing a counter-cultural critiquing of Australian
society’s spiritual and social ills on the other. “Social capital is about the value of
social networks, bonding similar people and bridging between diverse people, with
norms of reciprocity”. 305 Underlying all this is a commitment to the common good as
expressed in the term adopted in the Australian Constitution Act 2001 for the
Australian Federation – the Commonwealth of Australia, a medieval Catholic term.
“Commonwealth is a traditional English term for a political community founded for the
common good.” 306 A commitment to the common good is one of the core values
underlying the social cohesion of Australian society and one which religious groups
in Australia have consistently tried to nourish. 307
Generally the civil authorities did this without any preferencing of one particular
denomination. That was until state governments around Australia from the 1870s
prior to federation withdrew funding for church affiliated schools in favour of the
newly established universal secular education system.
The principle of 'free, compulsory and secular' primary education was introduced into
all the Australian colonies between 1872 and 1895, beginning in Victoria. From 1862
it had become difficult for denominational schools in Victoria to receive state aid. 308

The State Aid controversy over the next 100 years saw Catholicism deeply involved
in public debate with religious and secular opponents of State Aid. In granting aid to
Catholic religious schools in the1960s, Catholics saw the state returning to the
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policies it had followed prior to the introduction of a secular education system in the
1870s. The catalyst for this change in policy was post-1945 Catholic migration.
The numbers of Catholic migrants made the financial burden too great for Catholics
to maintain their own education system which was on the point of collapse in the
mid 1960s. The state intervened and resumed the funding of church schools. This
resumption of financial support enabled Catholics to maintain the system they had
funded for a century out of their own resources. From a Catholic point of view it
was the restoration of an even-handedness on the part of the state. The financial
support enabled Catholics to maintain an education system which positively
supported parents in passing on their beliefs and religious identity to their children.
Catholics saw it as a restoration of fairness, for to them, the state school system
played a similar role in enabling Protestant and Secular Australians to do the same
for their children. Australian governments are now funding religious schools of
other Christian denominations and of non-Christian religions such as those of
Jewish and Muslim communities in the same way as they do the Catholic system.
Nevertheless, this remains an issue of considerable contention with the question of
religious education within the state school system currently being debated. 309
The competition and conflict between denominations, as well as the Catholic
challenge to the influential 19th century secularist ideology, made an important
contribution to the forging of what became Australia’s core, foundational cultural
values. 310 One of these is that religion has in fact been accepted as a player in the
public sphere in spite of opposition from secularists. 311
In related public issues, while a Christian ethos certainly still permeates public ritual,
steps are being taken to involve leaders of non-Christian religions in public
ceremonies as was evident in the recent public rituals to commemorate those killed
in the Victorian bushfires. 312 Law courts and parliament itself also make provision for
non-believers to make affirmations in place of religiously based oaths taken on the
Bible or Qur’an.
Legally then, the Australian state is not hostile to religion. Australia’s is a form of
secularism which requires the government to protect the freedom of religion and the
freedom of speech of its citizens but without preferencing one religion or belief
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system over the others. It avoids the inequalities which inevitably arise from basing
citizenship on religious affiliation. 313
The state, because of its responsibility for law and order, has an obligation to
intervene if religious activities violate the freedoms and rights of others or become a
threat to public safety and the common good. This obligation arises from what is
known in Australia as the separation of Church (organised religion) and State.
Benedict XVI describes such forms of secularism as ‘positive secularism’ because
they are premised on justice, peace, and respect for the human rights of all peoples
and religions. Recently the pope has referred to it as a ‘principle of secularity'. 314
This form of secularism is not seen as an enemy of religion. 315 Australia’s
secularism or secularity is a good example.
For many religious believers, especially Catholics, religion has a crucial, on-going
role in public life in contributing to the maintenance and strengthening of some of
the values on which a secular democracy like Australia builds its social cohesion. 316
Their beliefs motivate them to urge society to build on what they see as the laws of
God, including those basic human rights which they believe are so crucial to the
protection of human dignity that even a government with a popular mandate does
not have the right to ignore them. Muslims too see religion as part of life and seek
justice, compassion and mercy in the way people relate to one another. Doctrinaire
Secularists would not call those values or principles the law of God, but do
acknowledge that self-evident basic human rights impose limits to the power of the
state:
We hold these Truths to be self-evident, that all Men are created equal, that they are
endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life,
Liberty and the Pursuit of Happiness. 317
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Like other groups in society, religious groups claim the right to challenge any
treatment of people which is in conflict with those inalienable rights. Therefore they
reject those secular views which argue against that right and want religion confined
to the private life of the individual. The Australian interpretation of the separation of
Church and State is not a direct threat to religion, be it Catholicism or Islam, nor to its
public role in this country.

Integration in Multicultural Australia
In Australia the enculturation process has not been one sided with only newly arrived
migrants challenged by the process. Australian public policy has been influenced
through its engagement with migrant groups. Australian society from its very
beginnings had to address the challenge posed by a significant minority of Catholic
Irish convicts who sought the right to have their own religious leaders and freedom
from compulsory attendance at Anglican church services. Together with dissenter
Protestants they argued effectively against any formal preferencing of the Anglican
Church. 318 Given the depth of division between Catholic and Protestants, that was
no mean feat. 319 The non establishment of a state religion and the funding of
chaplains and denominational schools prior to the introduction of a secular education
system in the 1870s is evidence of an early form of multiculturalism in Australia. Its
history is not one without setbacks – the sectarian fuelled rhetoric over the
introduction of a secular school system together with the withdrawal of state aid for
denominational schooling, 320 and the adoption of a racially discriminatory White
Australia Policy at the beginning of the 20th century. But, by the beginning of the 21st
century an Australian Government which later dropped its use of the term
‘multiculturalism’ gave a commitment to multiculturalism in its 2003 document
Multicultural Australia: United In Diversity. 321 The document gives a short history of
Australia’s migration policy development, moving from a White Australia Policy
introduced at the beginning of the century, to its dismantling in the mid 1960’s. That
policy of excluding non-European migrants also included an assimilationist
expectation that migrants would abandon their native languages and cultural
traditions and adopt those of Australia.
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The adoption of a non-discriminatory migration policy in the late 1960s and early
1970s brought the prevailing assimilationist policy under scrutiny. The difficulties for
non-English speaking migrants in learning English, the important role played by
ethnic associations and host community religious leaders in supporting these
migrants in the settlement process, led to support programs being funded through
ethnic associations. By 1973 these groups were promoting the survival of their
languages and cultural heritages. The term multiculturalism was rapidly gaining
currency. 322
Over the next twenty years, various government reviews and policy papers
strengthened the commitment to multiculturalism. Even when harsh border
protection policies were adopted and anti-terrorism policies were introduced in
response to the September 11, 2001 events in New York and the later bombings in
Bali, the Australian Government commitment to multiculturalism appeared to remain
steadfast.
In its 2003 statement the Government affirmed its commitment:
In summary, the Government's aim is to build on our success as a culturally diverse,
accepting and open society, united through a shared future, and a commitment to our
nation, its democratic institutions and values, and the rule of law.
This vision is reflected in the four principles that underpin multicultural policy:
• Responsibilities of all - all Australians have a civic duty to support those basic
structures and principles of Australian society which guarantee us our
freedom and equality and enable diversity in our society to flourish;
• Respect for each person - subject to the law, all Australians have the right to
express their own culture and beliefs and have a reciprocal obligation to
respect the right of others to do the same;
• Fairness for each person - all Australians are entitled to equality of treatment
and opportunity. Social equity allows us all to contribute to the social, political
and economic life of Australia, free from discrimination, including on the
grounds of race, culture, religion, language, location, gender or place of birth;
and
• Benefits for all - all Australians benefit from productive diversity, that is, the
significant cultural, social and economic dividends arising from the diversity of
our population. Diversity works for all Australians.
This multicultural policy provides a framework for maximising the social, cultural and
economic benefits that cultural diversity brings to all Australians. But more than that,
it actively promotes good community relations and social harmony. 323
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Under this policy, Australian society no longer expected migrants to assimilate into
the Anglo-Celtic, Christian culture of our early migrant groups. But it did expect all
Australians to integrate into the existing secular democratic community premised on
the Constitution and the rule of law, tolerance and equality of opportunity,
parliamentary democracy, freedom of speech and religion, English as the national
language, equality of the sexes and a commitment to the common good. 324
Inevitably, concerns about actual developments within communities led to public
criticism and discussion. In “Imagining Australia” the authors list some of the host
community’s concerns - the danger of ethnic enclaves, of ethnic gangs and of
special funding for ethnic groups; and a perception that the egalitarianism, mateship
and tradition of a ‘fair go’, are under threat. 325 Some media columnists wanted a
return to assimilation; others called for more effort to ensure our multiculturalism
works; all are identifying challenges which the policy of multiculturalism still faces.
Terry Lane, a columnist identified with progressive thinking over many years, has
been quite critical of multiculturalism and has made repeated calls for a return to a
policy of assimilation. Lane defines assimilation as
the process whereby individuals or groups of differing ethnic heritage, as migrant groups or
minority groups, acquire the basic attitudes, habits and modes of life of another all-embracing
326
national culture.

For him, multiculturalism is "the theory that it is beneficial to a society to maintain
more than one culture within its structure." 327 His concern is that a multiculturalism
which is based on ghettoes of perpetual difference is bound to foster violence by
those who feel either superior to, or excluded from, the national culture. He
contrasts the traditional tolerance, tranquillity and rule of law in Britain, and by
implication in Australia, compared to the intolerance and chaos in the countries from
which people fled. He concludes:
Here's the deal. We say: you can come here and enjoy the benefits of living in this society but
you must acknowledge that the peace, prosperity and equality of opportunity here are not
328
lucky accidents - they are products of our culture.

Lane rejects multiculturalism as an absurd, suicidal policy, an example of a cultural
relativism that “holds all cultures are equally worthy, and that is not true”. 329 For him
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the only benchmark that should be used in assessing the suitability of migrants is
their willingness to assimilate. 330
Lane's concerns should not be ignored. Australian journalists in Europe report
similar pessimistic views to those of Lane being expressed over there. James
Button refers to an opinion of the philosopher John Gray in an article in the Spectator
that it is too late to seek integration. He is resigned to having to live in a “radically
plural society” - different cultural groups will be living essentially separate lives.
Button concludes:
Gray is right that people cannot be compelled to think and live differently... But society still
has to spell out expectations of its citizens. Some values -- including women's equality and
the rise and even duty to engage in civic life -- are not negotiable, if the past few centuries of
331
political struggles are to mean anything at all.

Another Australian journalist, Anthony Ham, reports a pessimistic assessment of the
future for multiculturalism in a Europe where a rapidly growing Muslim population
sees the world as either Dar al-Islam (Land of Believers) where a Muslim leader
rules and Islamic law is followed, or Dar al-Kufr (Land of Impiety) where non-Muslims
rule.
If Muslims can consider Europe a part of the former, Muslims in Europe will be able
to participate in politics and send their children to French schools. If Europe belongs
to the latter, which keeps Muslims at arm’s length, strict Muslims will have no choice
but to stand apart and even fight against the European countries in which they live. In
truth, moderates on both sides of the divide admit that the best that can be hoped for
is a third possibility advocated by Islam – the Dar al-Suhl (Land of Treaty) where
Muslims live as a peaceful minority.” 332

James Allan has drawn attention to two weaknesses in some peoples understanding
of multiculturalism. With Lane he rejects the idea that no culture is better or worse
than any other. He also rejects the view that tolerance is always good. Such views
are a misinterpretation of multiculturalism. 333 Leslie Cannold quotes the views of
Ayaan Hirshi Ali, “the Somali-born critic of Islam…. Tolerance of the intolerable, she
suggest, leads to the oppression of women and puts them and the community, at risk
of violence.”334
Other critics who do not call for a return to assimilation do identify difficulties which
have to be faced. For Shaun Carney, multiculturalism is always a work in progress,
working well in one social and economic setting, not so well when the situation, and
the people, change. When that happens
330
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it's time to take another look and ask if Australian society's centre of gravity - the set
of values and practices by which we define ourselves as Australian - is where it
should be. 335

He identifies in addition two important challenges: that of providing our young people
with the widest range of opportunities; the other that of refusing to allow groups to
exercise the option of ”somehow not being part of society…”. For him, citizenship is
a two-way street with both rights and obligations. 336 Those obligations are relevant
to both mainstream Australia as well as to migrants:
we all share the responsibility of doing as much as we can to make everyone feel,
ultimately, part of a single society, not a collection of communities. Dumping migrant
kids in suburbs where the schools are no good and job prospects are worse, while
also failing to make it mandatory for new arrivals to genuinely understand how our
society works, is not the way to do it. 337

Tony Parkinson too shares concern about multiculturalism, but does not call for a
return to assimilationist policies:
The compact under multiculturalism is that each community within a society must
have the freedom to sustain its own identity, traditions and culture. But there is a
quid pro quo and that involves universal acceptance of a broad system of shared
values. … Hence, multiculturalism in this country and elsewhere, is at a moment of
truth. 338

Andrew Jakubowicz’s concern is about the failure of multiculturalism to generate real
reciprocal respect and legitimate avenues to social participation for migrants. He
sees this as part of the cause of that marginalisation which leads to aggression and
religious fanaticism. 339
The Australian Catholic Migrant and Refugee Office argues that ethnic tensions and
racism flourish in countries whose governments do not work to ensure equality and
justice for all racial and ethnic groups in their national communities, and which do not
acknowledge the legitimacy of cultural diversity. 340
The ABC’s Radio National Religion Report in 2004 aired the views of Trevor Phillips
Race Relations Commissioner for the UK described by presenter Stephen Crittenden
as one of the architects of the doctrine of multiculturalism. 341 Crittenden summarised
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Phillips’ concerns: multiculturalism is now outdated because it has placed too much
emphasis on separateness and not enough on the “core of British values that should
be adopted by everybody, including ethnic minorities”. Phillips did not challenge that
summary of his position. But he did not offer a return to assimilation as the way
forward: he saw integration as the historical reality of the British experience over the
past one thousand years. People come to a place like Britain and contribute to
British society. But they come because they are attracted by the values of that
society. And for Phillips, ”those core values must trump any historical, cultural
baggage”. The British interpretation of multiculturalism in the UK hasn’t addressed
that problem. Six years later in 2011, a move to cut funding from policies which are
blamed for encouraging ghettoisation of Muslims fuelled an angry reaction. 342
Pamela Bone expressed similar concerns in stating ”Couscous yes; child-marriage
no”. 343
In a related issue, the light penalty imposed on an Aboriginal man in the Northern
Territory for having sexual relations with his under-age but willing child-bride created
headlines and debate in this country. Another issue, the custom of female genital
mutilation among some newer migrant groups, has been quite confronting for host
society Australians. Both are clearly in conflict with the basic core values of
Australian society and have not been passively accepted.
The Committee of Enquiry into Customary Law set up by the Northern Territory
Government stated firmly that any practice which is contrary to Australian law is
illegal. However, it recognised the importance of customary law in traditional
communities and urged serious efforts be made to take these into account, help
communities explore ways of adjusting them to Australian law and help communities
to understand government policy.
Australian law does not recognise traditional law as ’law’. Traditional law can be
recognised by judges and government decision makers where relevant as long as it
does not conflict with Australian law. 344

Every so often concerns about the veiling of Muslim women gains headlines in the
media. Many Muslim women have made it clear that for them the adoption of the
hijab was not imposed by their husbands but is a way of signalling to the wider
community that they are not ashamed to be Muslim in spite of the negative image
portrayed in the media in recent years. Catholics can identify with that. They can
remember the days when nuns wore veils, when the annual St. Patrick’s Day
342
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procession was a spirited declaration to the Protestant majority that they were
Catholics and proud to be so. 345 Their Protestant neighbours got used to it and that
was that. They didn’t necessarily like it, but they respected the right of Catholics to
be different. That seems to be the situation with the hijab. When it comes to the
burqa and the niqab though, there is a stronger reaction. Veiling the face seems to
cause difficulties. The courts in Western Australia have been adjudicating on the
right of an accused person to see the face of a burqa clad women who is a
prosecution witness. The debate is over the importance of seeing the face of the
witness as a clue to his or her credibility. 346 The underlying concerns are likely to be
about the danger of such a practice encouraging a separatist mentality or an
undermining of the status of women in Australia. As the burqa is not a universal
practice among Muslim women, there may well be scope for a different interpretation
of an obligation to wear it. But a dialogue between Muslim and non-Muslim leaders
would allow concerns to be raised, religious obligations understood and the
possibility of consensus being built on a long term strategy to phase out the practice
if it is not an essential Islamic belief and if there is evidence that it undermines the
status of women in Australia.
The host community, in seeking changes to such practices, is not violating
multiculturalism if such actions violate core values of Australia’s multi-cultural society
or if they are out of step with our ever developing understanding of the nature of
human dignity, rights and obligations. Nevertheless, Charles Taylor points out that
we shouldn’t presume that migrants will be unwilling to make adjustments. For him
there are certain basic fundamentals in western liberal societies – equality, rule of
law and freedom of speech. “People come here partly because they already accept
these things and partly because they are willing to accept these things as part of the
package.”347
On the other hand, if values and insights which migrants bring to this country are
experienced by the host community as desirable and an enrichment of its society,
those values can be incorporated into an Australian design for living. New
developments confront people with new challenges and all cultures evolve to
survive. 348
Former federal politician, Petro Georgiou, argues that multiculturalism is being
endangered by people exercising their freedom of speech to disseminate ideas
hostile to liberal democracy. But, he points, not to multiculturalism as the cause, but
to the very nature of ”Western democracy with its commitment to freedoms such as
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freedom of speech, freedom of movement and freedom of religion”. For him, those
values are not negotiable. All Australians, old and new, are expected to make a
commitment to those principles and values. And, on the whole, multiculturalism, with
its ethos of tolerance and harmony, has strengthened the nature of Australian
democracy. 349
Migrants are also expected to show respect for Australia’s existing culture. Pope
John Paul II has acknowledged that
it is obviously the task of Governments to regulate the migratory flows with full
respect for the dignity of the persons and for their families' needs, mindful of the
requirements of the host societies. 350

The Howard Government with its call for schools to promote Australian values
showed signs of its concern. 351 Later, in 2006, the Howard government’s decision to
drop the term ‘multiculturalism’ from the title of the Ministry responsible for migration
also reflected that concern although little changed in practice. 352
There is another interpretation of multiculturalism which offers a slightly different
analysis of the Australian reality. Australia can be described as a multi-ethnic
society with a dominant culture and a variety of multi-ethnic sub-cultures. 353 This is
based on an understanding of multiculturalism as referring to a society in which there
is an acceptance of a range of shared essential values which constitute a shared
dominant culture, as well as varying ethnic sub-cultural traditions which include
values which do not clash with the essential values of the shared dominant culture.
These views were expressed in the Hally report. 354 While it is true that cultures
continue to evolve, whether sub-cultural traditions can effectively influence the
dominant culture remains to be seen.
Hally’s research focused on the interaction between the values and structures of the
community. He defined values as 'socially shared motivating factors, i.e. what a
community considers good, worth striving for, protecting, propagating'. He defined
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the structures of society as the patterned or institutionalised ways of behaving which
are socially approved. The values that influence the way people relate to one
another lead them to build their patterns of behaviour. Those become the structures
of our societies. However, when those community values change, then the
structures of society also have to change to accommodate the new values.
Hally makes the point that religious sub-cultures find that they share many of the
values of the wider culture, and they will adopt other values from the wider culture
should those values be seen as conducive to the achieving of the religious subculture’s own goals. Moreover, there exists the possibility of the religious sub-culture
influencing in its turn, the wider culture. For such an exchange to take place
however, there is need for the wider society to be favourably disposed to the minority
group. If the wider society is hostile to the religious sub-culture, there will be little
diffusion of values. 355
English speaking Catholics found no direct threat to their religious identity from living
in Australia’s secular democracy and in spite of the sectarianism which divided
society, the Catholics adopted the wider values. This was a successful enculturation
process for Catholic Australians. On the other hand, the very fact of a division
between Muslim and non-Muslim Australians poses a question on whether the
enculturation process for many Muslim migrants is under stress.
Gary Bouma has emphasised the religious plurality of Australian multiculturalism. He
describes a multicultural society as one
characterized by religious plurality, a willingness to live and let live among religious
organizations, a spirit of respect for religion and of willing cooperation by
governments and their agencies at all levels with religious. 356

This involves an inter-group negotiating process in which religious, cultural and lifestyle groups find a place and role within Australian society. For him too,
multiculturalism is an on-going process in which groups negotiate within a particular
state structure. He too seems to support the idea of a dominant but evolving culture,
with a variety of multi-faith, multi-ethnic and other sub-cultures. He sees it as the
“prevalent mode of multicultural plurality in western industrial societies”. 357
A document released by the Australian Catholic Bishops’ Conference supported
multicultural integration. It quoted the papal message on Refugee and Migrant
Sunday for 2004 which explored the phenomenon of migration from the perspective
of integration.
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Integration is not presented as assimilation that leads migrants to suppress or to
forget their own cultural identity. …. In our society, characterized by the global
phenomenon of migration, individuals must seek the proper balance between respect
for their own identity and recognition of that of others. 358

Australia is attempting to build a multi-cultural and multi-faith society in the sense
that migrants and their children are free to maintain not just their traditional religious
beliefs and practices but also any of the values and traditions of their cultures of
origin which do not clash with Australian law and fundamental values. In the past,
this was successful among Irish and Scottish traditions within Australia. Whether
the same process is happening among more recent and non-Anglo groups remains
to be measured and evaluated.
Australian multiculturalism therefore is not based on a cultural relativism which
accepts with uncritical tolerance any and every value brought to its society by
immigrants. New arrivals are expected to accept and make a commitment to
Australia’s key institutions - parliamentary democracy, the rule of law, gender
equality, basic human rights including freedom of speech and religion and to the
common good – the core values of the dominant socio-political culture. The
members of the host community want people to adopt these values but their own
values require them to accept the right of all citizens to argue for ways of improving
and enriching Australia’s interpretation of their meaning. 359 At the same time there
is an acknowledgement of the migrant’s right to retain those traditional values of their
home cultures which do not clash with Australian ones. Australia’s multiculturalism
has no problem accepting peoples’ rights to retain their native languages, music,
religious traditions and so on. These traditions not only enrich society’s culture, but
contribute to the development and strengthening of Australia’s core values because
of the ideas and experiences brought by the various ethnic Australian sub-cultures.
But where some of those traditions clash with its core values, Australia does not
accept them and expects migrants to change. Migrants who come from cultures
where freedom of speech, freedom of religion and the rights of women are quite
limited, are expected, as a condition of entry that they will respect and live according
to the laws which govern those rights in Australia. 360
The question then arises, ”Can Australian Muslims adjust to that understanding of
the relationship between religion and politics which is central to Australian political
culture?” The answer to that question will influence the answer to another, “Does
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multiculturalism help or hinder the kind of integration required to ensure social
harmony within Australian society?”
At the basis of a society’s social cohesion are certain crucial core aspects of political
culture. 361 It is important to find out to what extent migrants to Australia have in fact
adopted these core values. One would expect to find that the longer settled migrant
families have adopted and integrated those core values more fully than would be
reasonable to expect from more recent migrants. Second and third generation
migrants, educated in Australia, should be more integrated than parents or
grandparents born overseas. More research into such questions could undermine
unfair stereotypical negativity.
New migrants enter a society with its own distinctive culture and demands — its
religious and moral values, family systems, political and legal processes, labour
relations, recreational and social habits. It takes time for them to understand and be
comfortable with this new culture. But the ‘welcoming’ community also has its
discomfort. It encounters new religious traditions, different moral priorities and
standards, different manners and etiquette. This can be experienced by the host
community as a criticism of its values and way of life. Migrants need to be seen as
seeking some understanding of the host society and showing a willingness to make
changes in their own way of life. 362
Any debate about Australia’s current policy of multiculturalism may give the
impression that this is a new policy in Australia. The reality is that the current policy
is simply a development of the de-facto multiculturalism that was accepted by
Australia’s early Governors and their convict ’community’. It may have been a
mutual hostility to the penal system which brought Irish, English, Scots and Welsh
together in spite of linguistic and religious differences. But together with the free
settlers they soon worked out in practice what being Australian meant and made
difference a source of constructive tension. 363
On the whole, Australian society has been reasonably successful in getting migrant
communities to identify as members of its society and to accept its core values while
retaining many family and cultural expressions from their countries of origin. These in
turn have influenced and enriched Australian society.
This may be more difficult for some Muslims. There is a growing reaction among
Muslims worldwide to their historical experiences of colonialism under Western
powers, to its newer forms under the umbrella of globalization and to the
secularisation of political governance occurring in Muslim countries. The separation
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of Church and State is a particular challenge for many. There is also a perception
that Western civilizations see the religion and culture of Islam as inferior. 364 In such
situations, religion ”plays a decisive role in ’transforming a stigma into a source of
self-empowerment’ and a means to act assertively”. 365 This greater assertiveness
among Muslims is causing friction with the majority community in a number of
Western countries.
The strength of the migrant’s wish to belong is important as is the attitude of the host
community. A willingness to welcome new migrants into the community by positive
steps to ensure access to, and protection from discrimination in housing, education,
health, housing and employment is essential.
This is the wider background to the strong perception that the traditional Australian
values which have been the basis for a relatively stable and peaceful society, apart
from Australia’s treatment of Aborigines, could be under threat from multiculturalism
and migration. There is a popular perception that Muslim migrants are putting those
values under threat. This perception has to be addressed in the interests of social
cohesion. 366
The Australian definition of multiculturalism presumes that there is a shared
dominant culture with a variety of ethnic sub-cultures; that the right to express one’s
own culture and beliefs involves a reciprocal responsibility to respect the rights of
others; that governments and their agencies will work cooperatively with religious
groups. 367 The challenge for Muslim Australians, especially their religious leaders, is
to address the implications of any interpretations of religious law which clash with
Australian law and its core socio-political cultural values. The possibility that various
interpretations of certain religious beliefs can cause difficulties for a migrant’s
integration into Australian society deserves acknowledgment. On the basis of such
an hypothesis, dialogue to explore the nature of any perceived incompatibility can go
that next step into what is called the Discourse of Theological Discourse (see below).

364.
365.

Wolfgang Kasper, ‘Can Islam Meet the Challenges of Modernity?’, Quadrant 49.5 (May 2005): 9.
Ines Braune reviewing the anthology by Nilufer Göle and Ludwig Ammann, Islam in Sight—the
Visibility of Muslims in the Public Sphere, in the online newsletter, Qantara.de at
<http://www.qantara.de/webcom/show_article.php/_c-478/_nr-277/i.html>, May 2005.
366
A similar challenge has flared in the debate over Aboriginal ‘cultural law’ and the relevance of that
to our judicial system.
367
These are drawn from the writings of Medhurst, Hally and Bouma quoted in Chapter 6. David
Medhurst from IDP Education Australia (IDP) available at
http://sites.uws.edu.au/international/mcultural.html; Cyril Hally, A Survey of the Religious Attitudes
of the People of the Diocese of Ballarat, 1975; Gary D. Bouma, "The emergence of religious plurality
in Australia: a multicultural society." Sociology of Religion 56, no. 3 (1995): 285 (18).

183

Dialogue and Democracy
Dialogue is basically a conversation in which there is ”an exchange of ideas or
opinions on a particular issue”. In the context of this thesis, it is ”a state of
communication between parties…in which cautious good will may lead to formal
agreements”. 368
One of the central features of modern democracies is the use of dialogue to seek
solutions to challenges confronting the nation and its communities. Parliaments and
Local Government Councils with their rules of respect for and protection of the rights
of others to put their point of view, have become central features of Australian
society. 369 They model non-violent ways of resolving disputes, of handing over
power and of ensuring accountability for its use. Such dialogue has been an
important factor in the relatively stable and non-violent Australian political culture.
That is not to say that the system is perfect. It’s not, but at least there is the
possibility for those whose problems are not being addressed of bringing their needs
to the attention of the community, urging attention be given to the problem and
requiring accountability through regular elections from those in authority who may fail
to resolve the problem.
The term dialogue is also used for conversations between faith groups. Both the
Victorian Council of Churches and the Catholic Archdiocese of Melbourne have
offered guidance to their members and member churches on interfaith dialogue.
They draw on a document, Dialogue and Proclamation circulated by the Catholic
Church’s Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue,1991. 370 That document
identifies four types of dialogue based on the purpose and agenda of each type:
•

•
•
•

the Dialogue of Everyday Life in which people share their joys and sorrows with
their neighbours and build friendships which open the way to sharing religious
beliefs and experiences;
the Dialogue of Religious Experience or Spirituality – a sharing of spiritual riches
as found in prayer and contemplation, religious festivals and the like;
the Dialogue of Action in which peoples of different faith join together to tackle
problems affecting their community;
the Dialogue of Theological Discourse where specialists explore their respective
religious and spiritual traditions with a view to understanding their value for all.
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The Jewish Council of Victoria has released its own guidelines for dialogue. 371 This
document is less analytical as regards the nature of dialogue but offers a practical
guide on setting objectives, negotiating conditions for dialogue, and providing
examples of possible ways of engaging in dialogue. It also addresses the issue of
how to respond to inappropriate behaviour by other participants. It is a model which
other faiths could use to develop similar sets of practical guidelines for participation
by their own members in interfaith dialogue.
These Jewish Guidelines set Broad and then Specific objectives for dialogue, with
the nature of the event to be taken into account in selecting the location, participants,
food, and agenda. In principle, all participating groups should be involved in the
planning and decision making concerning a particular interfaith event. It offers some
examples of practical rules to be followed such as the adoption of Chatham House
Rules and the avoidance by those who are not members of a particular faith group,
of defining the nature of the other groups’ beliefs. That should be done only by the
faith group itself. The guidelines then go on to recommend setting benchmarks for
measuring the success of the dialogue, and offers some valuable suggestions on
preparation for dialogue. 372 Its concluding Guidelines offer advice on what to do in
the event of inappropriate behaviour by any participant. 373
In its definition of Interfaith Dialogue, the Jewish guidelines exclude Middle Easterrn
politics and politics generally, although it acknowledges that such topics will come up
in relation to other issues and Jews can be open to discussion once a degree of trust
has been developed between participants. It sets some boundaries though which
raise questions. In the case of Jewish-Catholic dialogue for example, it argues that
the role of persecution of Jews should be acknowledged, not disavowed, and that in
general, the right of Israel to exist should not be questioned. 374 Whether that
example will lead to a restriction on dialogue on issues like the meaning of the
‘promised land’ is deserving of monitoring.
Another set of guidelines for dialogue have been developed by Anglican Bishop John
Harrower. He has set out the basic assumptions that he believes participants need
to share if they are to participate in fruitful dialogue. They are a complementary set
of guidelines for the Dialogue of Theological Discourse:
•
•

A willingness to participate in open discussions on the religious beliefs, practices
and holy books of each religious group;
Acceptance of the right of others to hold different world views without being seen
as enemies;
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•
•
•
•

A desire to understand the beliefs, historical experiences and resulting
commitments and behaviour of peoples of another faith group ;
A willingness to admit that one’s own understanding of another religion may be
wrong and needs modification;
An acceptance of religious freedom for all to change one’s religion or reject all
religion without threats to life;
A commitment not to propagate a wrong understanding of another religion. 375

These principles and practical advice in these sets of guidelines give an insight into
the kind of processes which are part of dialogue. It is the view of this author that
many of the difficult religio-political issues identified in this study could be addressed
if such guidelines for dialogue were followed.
Inter-faith or inter-religious dialogue does not have as its goal the conversion of
others.
Its only goal is to learn about other religions as well as to inform others about one's
religion as much and as accurately as possible, and to be enriched, intellectually and
spiritually, by such an exchange of life, action, theology and prayer. 376

For La Trobe University’s Centre for Dialogue, dialogue is a process which requires
certain attitudes in the participants if they are to achieve the goal of building
relationships. Dialogue
implies a relationship between ‘self’ (in-group) and other (out-group) which is
characterised by a degree of empathy, the result of which is to curb the severity of
intercultural, interreligious and international conflicts.

This requires from participants:
•
•
•
•
•
•

a readiness to engage with the other in a common search for truth;
humility — no one has a monopoly on wisdom or truth;
placing equal emphasis on speaking and listening;
accepting critical scrutiny of their own culture;
nurturing and being nurtured by empathy and compassion for each other’s
histories;
Deepening the discovery of self through discovery of the other. 377

On the other hand, in an Australian-wide lecture series, speakers warned of dangers
in an interreligious dialogue which ignored
intractable problems of poverty, hunger, disease, injustice and environmental
degradation. They asked whether Australian society can afford to be divided over
issues of belief or to spend its energies only on theology. 378
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And yet, in explaining the use of terror as a phenomenon arising from issues related
to economics, ethnicity, tribal rivalries, nationalism or post-colonial politics....they did
ask whether religion is “used to justify a path of violence provoked and chosen for
other reasons?" 379
Dialogue is not polemical debate about religious truths. Respect for other faiths
does not mean acceptance of those beliefs, but an acknowledgment of the right of
another person to hold those beliefs and live by them as long as they respect the
rights of others. Sometimes religious beliefs can make it difficult to give that respect
if religious beliefs include an exclusive view of the relationships between God and
people which identifies non-believers as the enemy or as people estranged from
God.
The importance of dialogue, both civic and religious, has become more obvious
because of the findings of surveys carried out in the last decade which identify a
division between Muslim and non-Muslim Australians.

The Division between Muslim and non-Muslim Australians
Muslim migration into Australia, especially since the 1970s, has been accompanied
by a division between Muslim and non-Muslim Australians. A 1995 study by the
World Conference on Religion & Peace reported that non-Muslim Australians were
becoming more tolerant of Islam,
more than half of those surveyed said they would not want a Muslim as a member of
the family while 24 per cent said they would have a Muslim as a friend and 15 per
cent as a neighbour. 380

That survey repeated research conducted seven years earlier by the then Office of
Multicultural Affairs. At that time, “only 9 per cent of non-Muslims would accept an
Islamic family member, 15 per cent a friend and 16 per cent a neighbour”. 381
Surveys undertaken following the New York and Bali bombings offer no evidence
that the situation has improved. The surveys report the existence of a deep division
between Muslim and non-Muslim Australians, but there has been little investigation
of the reasons for the division from the perspectives of the host community, and only
378
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three of the surveys address religious factors which may be contributing to that
division.
The first survey (Religion) undertaken in 2002 shortly after September 11 was
funded by the Australian Government’s Living in Harmony initiative. 382 The project
set out to offer an overview of the development of religious diversity in Australia and
to examine the contributions made by religious groups to the civic values seen as
basic to Australian society. It aimed as well to map the extent of inter-faith dialogue
and cooperation, and the effects of racist and bigoted attacks on faith communities
since September 11. In the light of all that it was asked to offer suggestions on
policy and program initiatives which might be of help in bringing about a ”healthy
interactive religious diversity” within Australia. To this end, the project:
•

undertook consultations with religious leaders, Government officials and NGO’s;

•

commissioned two studies (one an analysis of the 2001 Census material by Prof.
Gary Bouma of Monash University, the other an Information Kit on ‘Muslims in
Australia’ by Prof. Abdullah Saeed of the University of Melbourne); 383

•

examined research studies with 14 religious communities from the 20 religious
groups in Australia with at least 20,000 members;

•

and circulated a list of 21 possible issues of concern and an invitation seeking
submissions from the public on the four issues of most concern to the
respondent. 384 Ninety submissions were received.

The questions asked focused more on areas of concern rather than on participants’
own personal attitudes or interpretations of specific religious beliefs and practices
which are relevant to social cohesion.
Its findings were presented in two reports, one on ”Religion, Cultural Diversity and
Safeguarding Australia”, the other on “Why Construct a Local Interfaith Network?
The responsibility of civic and religious leaders”. 385 These reports were
accompanied by a briefing document on Islam in Australia. 386
In the first report on the findings of the survey, the researchers explored the impact
of the interrelationship of religion and culture on Australia’s social cohesion and
internal security. They focused on the contribution of religion to social capital,
particularly on its role in fostering those underlying values on which social capital is
382
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built. They accepted that identifying those underlying values, norms and ethical
behaviours is difficult, but concluded that their role in making ”corruption, cronyism,
nepotism, patronage, fanaticism, promiscuity etc.” unacceptable behaviour was and
is critical. 387
The researchers listed a number of the psychosocial characteristics that are part of
the way Australians relate and live together:
respect for the individual, mateship, collectiveness, nurturance of the young, care of
the old and disadvantaged, commitment to the family unit, the spirit of volunteerism,
the preparedness for risk, hospitality and friendliness towards the other and the
stranger, love for the beach and the outdoors, etc. 388

The report also acknowledged the important role of Protestantism in inculcating the
Protestant ethic of thrift, hard work, individual discipline, and the accumulation of
wealth for future development. 389 The report hints at this being an important
difference between Australian culture and those in other settler societies like the
Catholic countries of South America. 390 Catholicism in Australia has certainly been
enriched by its encounter with the Enlightenment influenced secularism of the early
governors, as well as by Protestantism, socialism and the dominant capitalist
economy. It in its turn Catholicism has enriched those cultural streams by its
counter-cultural stand against a secular education system and its commitment to the
health, education and welfare of the disadvantaged. From early in the 19th century
the Protestant work ethic was complemented by a concern for and service of the
poor and disadvantaged, not just from the Catholics but from Christian church
groups across the country. This is still continuing with their involvement in caring for
immigrants and refugees and their efforts to defuse traditional hatreds and
animosities among different migrant groups. 391 The mixture has resulted in a
different public culture from those in the other settler societies in both North and
South America. The report adds that, in spite of the difficulties that mainstream
religion is finding in Australia today, its “sense of the spiritual, the transcendent and
the moral remains necessary in all societies to counter the corrupting and debilitating
influences of materialism, hedonism and selfishness.”392 The challenge for religions
is to continue making that contribution.
The researchers also reported on the role that religion and faith communities play in
safeguarding Australia from ethnic and religious terrorism. 393 They focused on the
current state of interfaith and community relations as key steps in reducing racial and
religious hatreds in Australia. As a result of their consultations they stress the
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importance of local cooperation and the building of contact and friendship between
leaders both at the religious and ethnic community levels. One of their
recommendations is that interfaith and inter cultural dialogue should include the
introduction of religious studies into schools so that students have some
understanding of religion. Currently most Australians are religiously illiterate with the
limitations that that places on their ability to understand religion’s role in their own
society, let alone in countries other than Australia. This makes trade, commercial,
diplomatic and even sporting dealings with other countries more difficult because of
the lack of understanding of their religious and cultural traditions. 394
The report also foresaw a growing competitiveness between religious bodies and the
need for that to be fair and honourable. Because of the competitive situation in which
religions find themselves in Australia, leaders and educators can be tempted to
emphasise the negative about others. The report notes signs of such negativity in
some of the material appearing on websites. Religious leaders and government
authorities are called on to monitor those websites and ensure that effective
legislation minimises racial and religious vilification. 395
The report expects there to be further complications arising from the degree of
fundamentalism among the major religions which does ”not accept the universalism
that is at the authentic core of all major religions”. Consequently the report looks to a
strengthening of religious moderation rather than to more secularism as the way to
prevent religious extremism from destroying Australia’s social harmony. 396
To build that religious moderation some important theological issues concerning
relationships with members of other religions need to be addressed. 397 This will
require religious leaders to face up to those failures and misinterpretations within
their own religious traditions which have allowed religion at times to be perverted by
political, imperial or nationalistic ideologies which have fuelled inquisitions, holy wars
and militant jihad.
The study also stresses the need for more thinking on the whole question of the
relationship between religion and the state.
In this generation we have come to understand that secularity does not necessarily
mean unspiritual or even irreligious, but that a society’s religious life is no longer
dominated by churches, synagogues and temples. 398

There may well have been an aspiration among secularists in Australia for a
complete separation of religion and the state, but, so far, that has never become a
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reality. 399
However, the consultations carried out with religious leaders across Australia as part
of this survey, found a lack of understanding of the concept of social capital.
Religious leaders tended to see social capital in terms of the welfare, medical and
educational services they are providing rather than in nourishing those underlying
values and bonding processes which have contributed to the growth of the
institutions which have supported the vitality of societies.
The report draws attention to the difficulties that task will pose for those religions
dependent on newly arrived overseas born religious personnel to serve their
communities. Their lack of understanding of Australian cultural values will make it
difficult for them to build the linkages between religious and ethnically different
communities which are an important component of social capital. Moreover,
religious communities will be challenged to develop theologies from within their own
traditions which address relationships with civil society. This will include tackling
sensitive issues such as the public recognition of religious laws like the Shari’a and
the human right to religious conversion and inter-marriage in a society which does
not preference one religion over another. 400 From the consultations held, the
authors report that Muslim leaders are now well aware of the need to have their own
Islamic educational institute for the training of their religious and civil leaders who are
to work in an Australian culture. 401 The Catholic Church has already made a
beginning by developing orientation programs for the overseas clergy being
recruited. The collapse in numbers of Australian born Catholics volunteering to
become priests has been the major factor in this development. 402
A further challenge highlighted by this report is that of minimising fundamentalist
influences within religious groups. The report quotes Hans Kung, an international
figure who has been one of the driving forces behind the Parliament of the World's
Religions. He looks for a
religiosity with a foundation but without fundamentalism; religiosity with religious
identity, but without exclusivity; religiosity with certainty of truth, but without
fanaticism', a new religious cosmopolitanism. 403

A second report arising from this first survey, ‘Why Construct a Local Interfaith
Network? The responsibility of civic and religious leaders’, offers a short guide to
setting up a local interfaith network. It introduces the topic with a number of
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comments on religion and some principles which should underlie interfaith
networking in Australia:
•

As religion is about relationships, an indifference to one another or antipathy and
hostility to others is a contradiction. 404

•

Secondly, it acknowledges the role of faith traditions and religious groupings in
the forming of ‘core social and moral Australian values and of public service,
welfare and philanthropic traditions’ and to the building of our multicultural
society, now seen world-wide as a model and exemplar. 405

•

It also poses a number of questions which need to be asked at the national and
state level, particularly how can government and religious leaders marginalize
religious extremism and support religious moderation. At the local level religious
leaders need to reflect on whether their community is contributing to creating a
harmonious multi-faith community, and on its attitude towards people of other
faiths. The report poses the question whether a community’s relationship to other
faith communities is one of conflict, segregation, competition or cooperation. In
doing this, it provides a framework for setting the agenda for interfaith activities at
that level. 406

The report goes on to introduce different models of interfaith collaboration, some
under the auspices of local government, others based on the development and
organisation of such networks under the control of the interfaith groups themselves.
Moreover, it challenges faith communities to continue playing a key role in the
construction of social harmony in Australian society. It is summed up in the
following:
As part of the process of constructing an harmonious multi-faith society, faith
communities need to develop theologies of world faiths that address issues such as
the nature of civil society, attitude to the other and the stranger, conversion and
intermarriage. These theologies need to be available for public scrutiny, though it is
not the task of government to evaluate such theologies. 407

That will be part of the role of interfaith dialogue.
Finally, a third report is not so much the result of consultations and questionnaires,
but rather a briefing document on Islam and its place in Australian society and
history. Muslim Australians: Their Beliefs, Practices and Institutions provides a
useful introduction to Islam in Australia with its fundamental beliefs and practices and
its diversity and challenges. 408 This third report has been criticised though for not
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addressing the issue of religious apostasy even though the author had already
published a study of that problem arising from Islam’s denial of any right for Muslims
to change their religion. 409
This first survey (Religion) with its three reports has acknowledged the relevance of
religious beliefs and attitudes to the whole issue of social harmony and cohesion by
identifying the kind of challenges facing religion in Australia if it is to have a credible
role in the public square: the need to strengthen religious moderation rather than
more secularism; acceptance of the separation of church and state; more education
about religion and its role in contributing to the moral standards of public life and to
social capital in Australian society; how to marginalise religious extremism; posing a
question for all faith communities on their attitude to other faith groups – conflict,
segregaton, competition or cooperation.
This survey has acknowledged the relevance of religion and religious leadership in
the building of social cohesion and harmony, but did not go into detail on how
specific religious beliefs and practices of different faith communities strengthen or
endanger community relations. But its findings support the argument of this thesis
that religious beliefs and practices are possibly among the causal factors behind the
division between Muslim and non-Muslim Australians. In spite of this, little evidence
was found by this author of any immediate increase in research into the attitudes of
Muslim and non-Muslim Australians on the issues identified by this survey, nor any
research into the relevance of religious factors in the attitudes of Muslims and nonMuslim Australians to one another.
A second survey undertaken by Riaz Hassan,(On Being Religious) was published in
2002 although the research was carried out earlier. Its findings provide evidence
which supports the argument of this thesis that religious beliefs and practices are
among the causal factors behind the division between Muslim and non-Muslim
Australians. 410 The study explored the link between belief and public policy. It was a
survey done in a number of Muslim majority countries whose results were compared
with those taken from Muslim and Christian Australians responding to the same
questions. The results indicate evidence of very different attitudes among Muslim
and non-Muslim Australians. The survey findings are reported in the following table:
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Table 11.1. Suppose a person publicly admitted that he/she did not believe in Allah,
would you agree or disagree that the following actions should be taken against
him/her (per cent agreeing with the statement)
Turkey

Iran

Malaysia Egypt

(n=527) (n=536) (n=801)

Pakistan Indonesia Kazakhstan Australian Australian
Muslims Christians
(n=573) (n=1185) (n=1472) (n=978)
(n=82)
(n=88)

A book he/she 37
wrote should be
removed
from
the library

53

85

91

69

64

19

56

4

He/she should 31
be fired from a
job
in
the
government

43

60

69

50

67

17

44

-

He/she should 40
not be allowed
to teach in a
university/school

51

73

90

67

79

21

49

6

He/she should 23
be
tried
for
heresy

54

84

78

65

50

22

41

1

He/she should 51
not be allowed
to preach his
beliefs to others

45

91

94

79

88

24

54

20

He/she should 43
not be allowed
to hold public
office

45

79

85

63

58

18

50

30
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The striking difference between the views of Muslim Australians and Christian
Australians is a cause for concern, as is the fact that Muslim Australians are less
tolerant than Muslims in Kazakhstan and Turkey in answer to all six questions, and
less tolerant than Muslims in Iran on four out of the six responses given to the
questions. Is this evidence that there is an incompatibility between Muslim and
Australian values arising from some religious beliefs? The report on this survey did
411
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not contain sufficient information on the composition of the groups ‘Muslim
Australians’ and ‘Christian Australians’ to be real evidence of a division, but the
findings do call for more research into the positive and negative impacts of religious
beliefs on the integration of migrants and on social cohesion in the Australian
community.
A third survey, (‘Isma∑) was undertaken by the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity
Commission. It held Australia wide consultations in 2003 on how to overcome
prejudice and hostility towards Arab and Muslim Australians. 412 It interviewed 1400
Arab and Muslim Australians around the country.
The consultations confirmed Muslim claims of widespread harassment in the street
and at work. As a result the Commission made a number of recommendations how to strengthen legal protection against racial and religious vilification; others on
the importance of increasing public and community education to dispel myths and
stereotyping of Arabs and Muslims; and a number on the training of teachers and on
the need for the introduction of programs to remind employers of their obligations.
The importance of sensitivity in the use of language by the media and police, and
better law enforcement at the community level to improve trust and confidence in the
police were emphasised.
The report also drew attention to the weakness of leadership structures among
Muslim Australians due to the different interpretations of Islam among the very
diverse range of Muslim communities in Australian. This makes it difficult for Islam
to speak with an authoritative voice on issues relevant to non-Muslims.
The document does acknowledge the value of interfaith networking which has
offered opportunities for inter-cultural sharing through visits to mosques and through
providing cultural awareness seminars. 413 Nevertheless, the consultation didn’t
survey non-Muslim Australians to identify the basis of their hostility to Muslims even
though Muslim interviewees noted the impact of the September 11 attacks in New
York and of the Bali bombings in a rise in the incidence of overt hostility to Muslim
Australians.
The earlier research (Religion) by Cahill et al. did raise concerns about attitudes
towards the ‘other’, to the relations between religion and civil society and to possible
difficulties with religious freedom especially in cases of conversion and
intermarriage. This HREOC study, without being as explicit as the earlier report, did
recommend that
political and community leaders at a federal, state and territory and local level,
encourage Australians to uphold the principles of multiculturalism including respect
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413
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for the right of all Australians to express their own culture and beliefs and [their]
responsibility to support the basic structures and principles of Australian society that
guarantee freedom and equality for all. 414

That conclusion that all Australians have a responsibility to support the basic
structures and principles that guarantee our freedom and equality for all does hint
that issues related to freedom and equality may be serious problems. This HREOC
funded research would have been enhanced if non-Muslim Australians had been
consulted to discover if and why they are uneasy with the growing presence of
Muslim Australians. In any case, the validity of the findings has been challenged on
the grounds that this was not a random survey and only 186 questionnaires were
returned with just 34 taking part in the “semi-structured interviews”. 415
The fourth survey/project, (Australia Deliberates) was carried out between December
2005 and September 2007. “The goal was to assess the current state of knowledge
and attitudes about relations between Muslims and non-Muslims in Australia”. 416
Its key components were consultations with over 100 Australian and International
experts, including religious, academic, community, media and political leaders, a
national random sample of 1401 Australian voters, a series of 21 focus groups with
over 200 Muslim Australians in six capital cities except Darwin and Hobart, a national
survey of 165 Muslim Australians, and a Deliberative Poll with a subset of 329 of the
random sample of 1401 Australian voters. This involved three days of deliberation
with peers and the questioning of competent experts. It began with a presentation
by Australian and International experts, The Voice of the Experts.
The picture they presented was of an Australian Muslim population of around
300,000 – 360,000 or about 2% of the Australian population. These Muslim
Australians are extremely diverse in their heritage and in their interpretations and
practice of Muslim beliefs and mores. There is no monolithic Islam in Australia, but
the division between Muslim and non-Muslim in Australia ignores that diversity. The
mainstream population simply sees a Muslim as a Muslim regardless. Consequently
the experts saw this diversity, together with the lack of an authoritative voice for
Islam in Australia as factors confusing mainstream Australians.
Their consensus was that Muslims are seen as a threat to the Australian way of life,
and more so than other ethnic groups. 417 The intensity and exclusivity of Islamic
teachings is seen as a threat to hard-won rights of women, of worship and of
personal security, with the fear of violence leading to a fear that Islam will take over
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416
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the Australian way of life. Whether those teachings were core religious beliefs or
cultural interpretations was not explored. They noted, however, that many
grassroots initiatives to bridge that divide are taking place in Australia, but apart from
a consensus on the need to do something, there is little idea of what should be done.
The group of experts clearly identified the reality of simmering tensions in Australia
due to a number of issues:
•

the contribution of a growing alienation of young Muslims who feel that they are
not being accepted as Australians,

•

some of the media/political rhetoric used in the public forum;

•

and the support of Western governments for policies which have resulted in an
ongoing conflict and the mistreatment of Muslim groups such as the Palestinians.

One of the important features of this third survey/project was the use of two
questionnaires to discover the views of the participants on key issues - The
Questionnaires.
The first questionnaire was given to the 1401 randomly sampled Australians, and to
165 Muslim Australians from the 207 who participated in focus groups. The second
questionnaire was given to the 329 who were selected from the 1401 sample to
participate in a Deliberative Poll held in Canberra towards the end of the project. 47
of the 329 were Muslim.
The Deliberative Poll was held over three days and involved the participants in
workshop discussions with access to experts to offer information and clarifications to
the workshop participants. 47 of the groups had a Muslim participant; the remaining
groups were all non-Muslim. At the end of the poll they were invited to answer a
post-conference questionnaire. This enabled the researchers to identify any shifts in
thinking as a result of the process.
In the following sections, summaries of the thinking of the different groups are
presented as well as the research team’s findings on significant shifts in thinking as a
result of the Deliberative Poll process. The first section gave The Voice of
Australians (1401 randomly sampled)
The results of the telephone interviews with the 1401 Australians were as follows:
•
•
•
•
•

32 % have a degree or diploma from a university;
40% of working participants are professionals;
22% have incomes under $30,000 per annum;
Only 20% of these people have contact on a regular basis with Muslim
Australians.
71% preferred English speaking migrants and 59% wanted migrants to
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•
•
•
•

assimilate.
26% wanted new migrants to dress like other Australians.
48% believe that Muslims have a negative impact on Australia's social harmony they see Muslims as a threat to the essence of Australian democracy and
83% see the incompatibility between Muslim and Western values as a major
factor causing terrorism
94% felt that the media play a role in straining tensions, with 69% rating the
media’s role in the highest negative category.

207 Muslim Australians participated in 6 focus groups around the country, The Voice
of Muslim Australians. 40% were Australian-born with a strong sense of being
Australian. Many of the answers noted the similarity of Australian and Muslim values
while, from the Muslim perspective, the differences were mostly about diet, alcohol,
dress modesty and daily prayer.
Some of themes that emerged from these focus groups are noteworthy:
•
•
•

•
•
•
•

Muslim Australians have a commitment to being Australian and to working for
better understanding;
The tension between Muslim and non-Muslim increased after September 11;
Women bore the brunt of negative comments and many have taken to wearing
the hijab to express their solidarity with and pride in their religion. This has led to
greater isolation for some women;
Many men are angry and alienated because of the hostility expressed towards
their wives and children;
Generally, Muslims cringe when there is a terrorist attack;
70% reported that they felt discriminated against;
96% felt that Australia should welcome Muslim migrants and respect their
traditions rather than expect them to blend in.

Of the Muslim Australians who participated in the focus group deliberations,165
completed the same questionnaire as the 1401 in the telephone survey. From it
emerged some information about this group of Muslim Australians:
• 61% had a degree or diploma from a university;
• 40% of the working members were professionals;
• 27% had incomes below $30,000
• 69% considered themselves members of a group subject to discrimination. 418
Finally, a comparison was drawn of views from what was termed The Voice of
Informed Australians (Participants in the Deliberative Poll).
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These were the views of those Australians who participated in the random survey of
1401 people. 329 of these were able to participate in the Deliberative Poll in
Canberra. By comparing their responses to the questions in a post-conference
questionnaire, it was possible to monitor the changes in their views which took place
as a result of their deliberations in Canberra. Two changes were significant:
•
•

Re Migration: being committed to the Australian way of life became the single
most important criterion;
An acceptance that people from different cultures should have the freedom to live
by their own traditions within Australian mainstream society jumped from 40% to
71%.

Of 47 Muslim Australians who attended the Deliberative Poll, 41 completed a postdeliberation questionnaire, The Voice of Informed Muslim Australians. Again there
were two significant changes:
1. the importance of new migrants being committed to the Australian way of life
increased from 32% to 44%;
2. the view that a basic incompatibility between Muslim and Western values
contributes to terrorism rose from 34% to 49% -- an opposite change to the views
expressed by the non–Muslim participants – from 49% to 22%. 419
The project conclusions were presented in The Final Report.
•

•
•

Mutual misperceptions and a lack of understanding between Muslim and nonMuslim can lead to fear of the 'other' and to aggressive behaviour which only
deepens the division between Muslim and non-Muslim;
Young Australian Muslims are becoming increasingly alienated from mainstream
Australian culture which questions their Australianness;
International events in Palestine and the Middle East affects relationships as
does negative media coverage. By contrast, learning about the 'other' bridges
the divide and there is a willingness to reach out to the other by both mainstream
Australian community members and Muslim Australians. 420

Nevertheless, the possibility that specific religious issues may be fuelling this division
was not reported but there was evidence of concern. In the final stage of this survey,
during the deliberations in Canberra, there were pre and post discussion pollings of
participants. Pre-poll, 34% of Muslim participants held the view that there was a
basic incompatibility between Muslim and Western values which was contributing to
terrorism. In the post-poll this rose to 49% - an opposite change to the views
419
420
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expressed by the mainstream participants. It was also reported that the proportion of
Muslim respondents who accepted that new migrants should be committed to the
Australian way of life increased from 32% to 44%. 421 It was a positive sign, but it still
left 56% unconvinced. Why that is so deserves some research, given that pre-poll
comments from Muslim Australian participants noted the similarity of Australian and
Muslim values while, from their perspective, the differences are mostly about diet,
alcohol, dress modesty and prayer.
The lack of in-depth research into the views of non-Muslim Australians has resulted
in less attention being given to the possibility that some Muslim religious beliefs and
practices are perceived by many members of the host community as being in conflict
with their own beliefs (religious and secular). In itself such a conflict is not
necessarily problematic. Trade unions, religious groups, political parties and special
interest groups often hold counter-cultural positions and try to change attitudes and
practices within the wider Australian society. But, a conflict which involves any of the
deeper values that impact on social cohesion in Australia is another matter. If these
values are threatened, a society can expect deep division and turmoil. The host
community may perceive its most sacred values to be under threat; newcomers may
see some of the values of the host community threatening their very religious
identities and consequently resist integration into the wider community.
The findings of the fifth survey (Muslim Voices) were published by Monash University
in 2009. 422 The data in this survey carried out among observant Muslims in Sydney
provides an insight into the hopes, aspirations, worries and concerns of Muslim
Australians.
A positive rating was given by the respondents to Australian values in spite of their
experiences of racism and discrimination. Pejorative reporting by the media,
especially its practice of mentioning the ethnicity and religion of Muslim participants
in criminal acts, but not stating it in the case of non-Muslims has, in their opinion,
fuelled the racism and discrimination. Similar views were expressed about those
politicians and political parties whose rhetoric, for political gain used fear of Muslims
and terrorism. 423 An analysis of the impact of political rhetoric on Muslim
Australians generally supports those views even though the assessment is not
based on a survey of individuals. 424 The positive ratings given by the respondents to
questions about Australian values were encouraging, but not surprising. The
questions seem to have been based on the set of values identified in the National
Framework for Values Education in Australian schools. These are Care and
Compassion, Doing Your Best, Fair Go, Freedom, Honesty and Trustworthiness,
421
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Integrity, Respect, Responsibility and Understanding, Tolerance and Inclusion. 425 It
depends on the meaning one gives to those values. The values used in that
framework document were universal in character, unlike the set of values set out in
the booklet prepared for intending citizens. The latter was more specific and
identified:
respect for the equal worth, dignity and freedom of the individual; freedom of speech;
freedom of religion and secular government; freedom of association; support for
parliamentary democracy and the rule of law; equality under the law; equality of men
and women; equality of opportunity; peacefulness; and tolerance, mutual respect and
compassion for those in need. 426

It would have been more valuable to ask questions around these values rather than
about universal values. No questions addressed the possibility that religious values
might be barriers to the acceptance of some core socio-political Australian values.
For that reason, it is surprising to read the judgment that the division is really all the
fault of non-Muslim Australians’ lack of knowledge of the hopes and aspirations of
Muslim Australians:
Many Australians assume that Muslim Australians are different from other religious
and ethnic groups who have migrated to and settled in Australia. This assumption,
coupled with a knee-jerk reaction to the tense security environment of postSeptember 11, has led to an upsurge of intolerance and prejudice. On the other hand,
it is often argued by community representatives that the hopes and aspirations of
Muslim Australians lie in tangible issues of social and moral welfare—not in heinous
acts of destruction; there is an obvious gap in our knowledge of the hopes and
aspirations of Muslim Australians. 427

The gap in knowledge is not confined to the hopes and aspirations of Muslim
Australians. The claim that the upsurge of intolerance and prejudice is due to an
assumption by non-Muslim Australians that Islam is different, is not based on
adequate research into the thinking of non-Muslim Australians. More research
comparing attitudes of Muslim and non-Muslim Australians to the more specific
values set out in the booklet for intending citizens would provide a more balanced
assessment.
A sixth survey (Understanding Muslim) sought “an understanding of Muslim identities
[which] needs to be developed within the context of issues of inclusion and exclusion, and an
acceptance of diversity of views and practices among Muslims”. 428
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The survey reported that Muslim respondents put the blame for the relative exclusion
of Muslims on four causes: the media, the Australian Government, non-Muslim
Australians’ lack of knowledge and understanding of Islam and the negative attitudes
of some Muslims. 429 The study did not directly survey its respondents on whether
particular religious beliefs of either Muslims or non-Muslims are factors which may
be contributing to the exclusion from, or non-integration of Muslims into Australian
society. On the other hand, the study did acknowledge the relevance of religious
beliefs and the need to recognize the diversity of interpretations of religious beliefs to
be found among Muslim Australians.
The spectrum of religious interpretations and their links with culture does not provide
an adequate picture of social engagement by Muslims. It depends upon how texts
are read and understood with the help of available nodes of religious knowledge on a
continuous basis. The process is a dynamic one with individuals shifting along the
spectrum and modifying their views on what it means to be a Muslim as their access
to information changes or they feel the need to reassess their views on religion. 430

Just which religious beliefs and traditions are contributing to the exclusion was not
investigated, although the study did find that
the level of anti-Muslim feeling was not predominant among the [non-Muslim]
respondents. Instead, a sense of uncertainty prevailed: while some were clear about
their feelings as positive or negative, others consistently qualified them indicating a
certain sense of unease or lack of clarity of what Muslims could do. This became
apparent in discussions on hijab and the issue of violence in Islam. 431

None of the recommendations in the report called on Muslim Australians to explore
the possibility that some of the diversity in the interpretations of their religious beliefs
and traditions to be found in Australia may be in conflict with core Australian sociopolitical values and that these need to be key issues for dialogue. Except for a call
for Islamic schools to join in voluntary projects with other schools, the
recommendations focused on the need for changes by non-Muslims. 432 However,
enculturation, as explained in Chapter 3, is a two-way process.
A seventh survey report released in Feb 2011 (Challenging Racism) presents a
disturbing profile of anti-racism across Australia. 433 The ‘Findings’ of the survey
include the statement that “Often religion has become a surrogate for race and therefore
religious beliefs can impact on attitudes towards different groups’. 434 However, when the
question used to identify racism in the respondent asks only “In your opinion how
concerned would you feel if one of your close relatives were to marry a person of
…?”. In the case of that question being about marriage to a Muslim, if the response
429
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is recorded as expressing deep concern, it is evaluated as evidence of the
respondent being anti-Muslim. Specific religious beliefs and practices which the
respondent may have seen as making intermarriage difficult and unattractive could
be the reason why a person expresses reservations about intermarriage. Is it
accurate to call such reservations evidence of ‘racism’?
An eighth survey report (Towards understanding) noted a lacuna in research topics
but missed an opportunity to research the influence of Islamic beliefs on Australian
Muslims’ interpretations of the values on which Australia has built its social cohesion.
The report singled out one of the findings from the Australia Deliberates forum that a
better understanding of Islam resulted in non-Muslim participants changing their
negative views of Islam but it failed to follow up the reported increase in the
percentage of Muslim participants who, by the end of the forum, came to hold the
view that it was the incompatibility of Islamic values with those of the west which is
fuelling terrorism, 435 Yet earler in the Australia Deliberates forum Muslim
participants had claimed that differences were really about diet, alcohol, dress
modesty and daily prayer. Is it only such differences or is there something deeper?
The ninth report of (Religion and belief) was released in March 2011. 436 As noted in
the Literature Review, (chapter 2), the report was based on consultations held with
religious and secular organizations but acknowledged that it was not necessarily
representative. It claimed that religious leaders were more tolerant than the people
they represented and that the quality of dialogue could be more robust by shifting its
focus from building relationships based on a better understanding of other belief
systems to more attention to sensitive issues in the relationships in a multi-faith
society. The findings identify a fear of the introduction of Shari’a law with its
restrictions on criticism of Islam and prohibition of apostasy. Non-Muslims also
expressed concern about the discrimination and negative stereotyping of Muslims,
while Muslims acknowledged that they need to engage in more dialogue among their
own ethnic Islamic groups, reach out more positively to the wider community and
gain more understanding and education about living in a pluralist society. 437
Key Findings
The decline in the numbers of Australians identifying as Christians is particularly
striking in the case of Catholics. The encounter of Catholicism with Australian
society would appear to be in crisis. Is this a sign of the triumph of secularism and
435
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the secularization of an Australian society whose members are now seeking
meaning in non-religious realities? Could it be due in part, however, to a failure of
Australian Catholicism to enculturate some of the core values of Australian society?
If so, what are the beliefs and practices which are blocking this enculturation?
Those questions, and the possibility of Islam going through the same experience
deserve further discussion in Chapter 7.
To be able to explore the question it is important to have identified the core sociopolitical values which affect social relationships and provide the basis of social
cohesion in society . This chapter found those core values or rights to be centred on
the deep latent motivating values of egalitarian mateship with its limited but
significant level of tolerance for the rights of others including their freedom of speech
and of religion. Thornhill summarized it by saying that the real Australians are those
willing to take part in the search for ways of being human together. That process in
a secular democracy calls for dialogue as the means of seeking the resolution of
differences in a multifaith society where the state sees its role as protecting basic
rights but not preferencing one religion over th others. As studies of the conflict in
Northern Ireland and Yugoslavia have identified religious based attitudes to the
‘other’ as significant factors in the sectarian division between religious communities
in those countries, both Muslim and non-Muslim Australians may well have
challenges to face. 438 Central to all that is a challenge for academia: that of further
research which identifies the interpretations which Christians, Muslims and Secular
Australians have of those values and assesses the level of consensus which exists
between them. 439
Attention to the importance of those challenges has been drawn from the findings of
nine survey/reports produced during the last decade. Four of the reports
acknowledged the relevance of religious beliefs and attitudes to the whole issue of
social harmony and cohesion. The first report (Religion) recommended efforts to
•
•
•
•

Strengthen religious moderation,
Win acceptance of the separation of church and state,
Provide more education about religion and its role in contributing to the moral
standards of public life and to social capital in Australian society
Consciously seek to marginalise religious extremism by questioning all faith
communities on their attitude to other faiths. .
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A further survey (Australia Deliberates) reported on the consensus among experts
that Muslims are seen as a threat to the Australian way of life, and more so than
other ethnic groups. 440 They noted, however, that many grassroots initiatives to
bridge that divide are taking place in Australia, but apart from a consensus on the
need to do something, there is little idea of what should be done.
The Muslim participants at the end of that survey/consultation expressed the view
that a basic incompatibility between Muslim and Western values contributes to
terrorism. The percentage holding that view rose from 34% at the beginning of the
consultation to 49% at the end whereas the views of the non-Muslim participants
changed into being less critical.
Another survey (Understanding Muslim) noted that the level of anti-Muslim feeling
was not predominant among the [non-Muslim] respondents. Instead, a sense of
uncertainty prevailed, an unease or lack of clarity on what Muslims could do.
However the findings of the most recent survey (Freedom of Religion) did specifiy a
fear of the introduction of Shari’a law with its restrictions on criticism of Islam and
prohibition of apostasy.
These Australian surveys have identified the existence of a deep division between
Muslim and non-Muslim Australians. There is some evidence to suggest that this is
at least partly attributable to religious factors. In the surveys conducted, racial and
ethnic discrimination as well as religious vilification are given more of the blame for
the existence of the division, but the impact of specific beliefs on that division has not
been widely researched nor has the impact of ‘Australian values’ on the identity of
Australian born Muslim Australians.
There has been little in-depth analysis of the connection between those concerns
and the actual religious and secular beliefs of Muslim and non-Muslim Australians.
More academic research as well as discussion of these concerns in civic and
interfaith dialogue would be a positive response to the findings of the division
between Muslim and non-Muslim Australians. Without such studies the extent to
which the issue of belonging is a key element in the division between Muslim and
non-Muslim Australians will not be clear. The following Chapter (7) examines these
challenges and their implications for social cohesion.
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Chapter 7.
Challenges for Muslim, Catholic and Secularist Australians
in
Australian Secular Society
This study began with the hypothesis that belief systems, including religions and
secularism, have played and are still playing influential roles in the public life of
societies. The study of the contributions of Islam, Christianity (including
Catholicism), and Secularism to the development of Islamic and Western societies
has shown the impact of religious and secular beliefs and values on the way people
relate to one another in communities, the behavioural patterns which develop as a
result and the influence they have on the social and political institutions which are
developed or redeveloped, resulting in the different cultures to be found in societies
around the world.
As already noted, a culture is a particular society’s design for living but is not a static,
fixed reality. 441 Cultures evolve through the contestation of the status quo among
peoples and groups in a society. That contestation is likely to focus on issues at all
levels of culture, but the most important issues are not matters of dress and food
preference, but the structural and motivational drivers of culture. As belief systems
have an impact at all levels,any religious belief system, or a secular worldview which
contributes to building the framework and to nourishing the sources of the key
motivating values on which a society builds its social cohesion, is playing a political
role in the sense that it influences the way people relate to one another within the
wider community.
Historically, the Australian community has drawn on its western heritage to develop
its own interpretation of it, a combination of pre-Christian, Jewish, Greek, Roman
and Christian values, Germanic traditions and Enlightenment ideals. It accepts the
right of its members to hold different religious, political and philosophical views, as
long as they are prepared to grant that right to others. To protect that basis on which
community relationships are built in Australia the community has opted to use a
secular democracy as the institutional framework best suited to guarantee its
aspiration of egalitarian tolerance and reciprocity toward ‘the other’.
Some aspects of Australian society may confront Catholic, Islamic or secular beliefs
and values. If these differences concern the basic motivational values of Australian
society, stress and difficulties for social cohesion are inevitable. If such differences
are not addressed the integration process has limited prospects of success in the
long term. This chapter addresses the difficulties which the beliefs or world views of
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Secularists, Catholics and Muslims face in Australia in building and maintaining
social harmony as well as their own religious or ideological identities.
Chapters 4 and 5 have identified differences in the way Western and Islamic
societies currently perceive the role of religion in public life. Chapter 6 offered an
overview of the key religio-political characteristics of Australian secular democratic
society, “a society with no controlling beliefs in which all religions are allowed to
coexist peacefully. 442 This chapter 7 identifies the key challenges which face all
believers and ideologies in becoming integrated elements within Australian society.
Enculturating Australian values has not just been a problem for Muslim Australians.
The advent of modernity has posed, and still poses serious challenges for organised
religious institutions. Religious groups have had to face or are still facing the
challenge of rethinking their relationships to civil authority and of how they might
contribute to the creation of social harmony in increasingly pluralist societies. This
has proven to be a major challenge especially for the strongly missionary religions of
Christianity and Islam.
Catholicism and Islam have both had difficult journeys in coming to terms with that
development which requires a shift from a religious culture of power and social
conformity to one of persuasion and conviction. It was possible for Catholicism to
finally begin making that change at Vatican II because of its historical acceptance of
the distinction between the roles of the Church and of civil authorities. On that basis
it has found it possible to begin coming to terms with key values of secular society
and its religious pluralism – freedom of speech, freedom of religion, respect for other
religions and spiritualities, the separation of church and state. Islam is still struggling
with those challenges in Muslim majority societies.
Such challenges have created a fundamentalist religious back-lash in religious
circles, not just in traditional societies, but in the West as well. 443 Fundamentalist
voices in Australian Catholicism have an influence which more mainstream voices
claim is that of a minority of Catholics. Such a view is a constant theme in editorials
and in Forum entries in the Australian online journal “Catholica”. 444
Examples of the differences are to be found in comparing the content to be found in
outlets such as Catholica, Eureka Street and Cath News 445 and with that to be
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found in publications such as “Into the Deep” and “AD 2000”.446 In spite of the
changes adopted within Catholicism at Vatican II, a number of unresolved
ambiguities in the relationship of some Australian bishops with the state indicate
that the positions adopted at Vatican II are still being contested within the Australian
Catholic community.
As both Christians and Muslims believe that their mission involves transforming not
just individual people but society itself, their religious leaders have to resist the
temptation to reclaim traditional roles in society and “try to take over society as a
whole and make one's counter-modern religion obligatory for all”. 447 Influential
Catholic voices internationally, echoed by some Australian bishops, still seek the
restitution of the role and power of the Church as in the time of Christendom. 448 At
the same time, some Muslim Australians call for the recognition of Islamic Law within
Australia 449 and the whole tradition of using power, political and military, to construct
the Islamic state, is still influential in its understanding of mission or Dawah. 450
Whether such thinking is still influential among Muslim Australians is unclear.
The ‘religious’ minorities who would be affected by the introduction of a version of
Shari’a Law or the establishment of an Islamic state would include that 16% of
Australians who seek meaning and fulfilment through non-religious ‘belief’
systems. 451 They too have to be part of the search for a framework of values
acceptable to an overwhelming percentage of citizens on which Australia can build
and maintain its social cohesion. 452
This chapter therefore has the tasks of identifying the points of tension which Islam,
Catholicism and Doctrinaire/radical Secularism encounter with Australian secular
democracy and of assessing the potential impact specific religious beliefs and
practices might have on community relationships. Any findings which identify a lack
of consensus on the core values of Australian society will be relevant to the
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development of social policies intended to maintain and strengthen social cohesion
in a multi-faith, multicultural secular democracy. They may also give a fuller picture
of the factors contributing to the reported division between Muslim and non-Muslim
Australians. That was the aim of this research as set out in Chaper 1.

Challenges for Non-Religious and Secularist Australians
The radical secularist critique of religion outlined in chapter 6 is that religion is
irrational, hostile to science, a source of violence and conflict, opposed to free
speech and a threat to the separation of Church and State. 453 Some of the blame for
this development has to be accepted by the religious institutions themselves and
their failure to engage positively and in culturally appropriate ways with the challenge
of modernity. 454
Nevertheless, a number of secularists are working from a limited understanding of
religion and of its role in the development of cultures, an attitude which some
believers interpret as a lack of respect for their views. 455 Mainstream, nonfundamentalist religious believers do not oppose science but do challenge what
they judge to be a narrow reductive materialism espoused by some secularists
which believers insist is itself a belief system competing with other world views. The
Catholic education system has never been anti-science or supporters of
creationism. In fact, the first steps towards the reintroduction of State Aid to the
Catholic School system in Australia came in the form of science grants in 1964. 456
Defenders of religion are calling on secularists to acknowledge this, recognize the
narrowness of the definition of rationality in their thinking and respect the challenges
that religion mounts from time to time because of concerns that science is ignoring
the damage to human dignity caused by the utilisation of its findings. They seek an
acknowledgment of some of the rational and evidence based arguments put by
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religious bodies as an important form of respect. 457 They also seek an
acknowledgment of the secularist difficulties in defending human rights and
community, as discussed in Chapter 4, and seek a more serious engagement by
secularists with the mainstream Christian and Muslim challenge that rationality is
much wider than scientific evidentialism. 458 The fact that such views are seen in
religious circles as based on inadequate scholarship poses a challenge for those
whose beliefs are based on the central role of reason and scientific method. The
latter requires evidence supporting hypotheses and such evidence is not always
available.
Scientists constantly use intuition and experience in developing their hypotheses.
But if scientific hypotheses are given the status of facts, this is bad science. 459
Galileo’s mistake, if the recent research outlined above in chapter 4 is correct, was
to do just that. Besides, contrary to the expectations of sociologists, religion is still
an enduring reality even in this post-modern era and is an influential player in
developing the attitudes to others which are crucial for the social cohesion of a
society. 460 Would some acknowledgment of those points encourage joint searches
for solutions as Habermas has suggested?
What Hudson has argued applies equally to non-religious Australians. He called for
a more explicit conception of religious citizenship, one requiring that persons be
allowed to exercise religious freedoms on the condition that they extend this right to
others and one urging persons to tolerantly recognise religious differences in the
ways in which they enact their social life. 461

Challenges for Catholic Christians
The dramatic decline in Catholic affiliation may appear at first sight to result from the
secularization of Australian society. Another explanation is offered by those who do
not discount the impact of secularization but point to a failure by the Catholic
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leadership in Australia and in the Vatican to welcome and adopt the best of
Australian values in their governance of the Catholic church in Australia. The
importance of adapting to the best of Australian values as part of Catholicism’s
inculturation into Australian society was implicit in Benedict XVI’s address at
Regensberg University on Faith, Reason and the University. 462 His thinking was
summed up in a news headline taken from his text, “The Best of Greek Thought is an
Integral part of Christian faith”. 463 A growing number of voices within Catholicism
are critical of its leadership for failing to integrate the best elements of the
Enlightenment and, in Australia, of Australian culture, as an integral part of its faith.
Because of that perception there are voices calling on Australian Catholic bishops to
accept some of the responsibility for the alienation of their own members and the
loss of the church’s credibility in the public square as outlined in Chapter 6. Many
Australian Catholics, already under pressure from secularization, claim they are
being alienated from the Church by its clerical authoritarianism, by its refusal to allow
discussion of contentious issues such as the ordination of women¸ and its failure to
introduce measures of accountability for the use of authority. As an organised body,
Catholicism has yet to adopt some of the core values of Australian society. 464
Australian culture has traditions of freedom of speech, religious freedom, an
egalitarianism which now includes women, and an accountability for the use of
authority, which are mandatory ground rules for participation in that process
essential in a democracy - a society of “citizens locked in argument”. Yet the
Australian Catholic Church, does not tolerate dissent or debate about what it calls
the authentic teaching of the Church, nor incorporate any effective procedures to
ensure accountability against misuse of authority.
Often the ‘ordinary magisterium’ of the Church is invoked by the Vatican to support
its claim that a particular teaching is held and taught infallibly by the Catholic Church
because it is the general teaching of Catholic bishops throughout the world and is
therefore not open for further discussion and debate. Yet,
Vatican II also made it clear that the infallibility of the pope and bishops must always
be related to the faith of the whole Church, that there must always be close, collegial
cooperation between pope and bishops in the process of definition, that the assent of
the Church can never be wanting to an authentic definition... 465
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To claim that a Vatican ruling is infallible when the conditions required for such a
declaration are not fulfilled reduces the credibility and ability of Catholics to engage
in public debate. The Vatican itself misread the beliefs of so many bishops in
preparing the discussion papers for the Second Vatican Council. The Vatican Curia
learned that its theological views were not those of the non-curia bishops from
around the world. The latter preferred to draw on the thinking of theologians whom
the Vatican had labelled and condemned as ‘dissidents’. The influence of the latter
on the thinking and teaching of that Council is well known. 466 Only an infallible
declaration made by the pope in consultation with the bishops of the world or in a
general council, can confirm with credibility what is the belief of the Church. 467
Following the lead from the Roman Curia or papal bureaucracy, Australian Catholic
Bishops tend to block any official discussion or debate by claiming that the teaching
is part of the infallible teaching of the Church Their critics call it “creeping infallibility”.
Discussions of the ordination of women, and a range of questions relating to sexual
morality are prohibited and not publicly debated.
Frank Brennan has offered an alternative approach to the discussion of these issues
in the public square. His discussion of excess embryos, euthanasia and same-sex
marriages draws on science and reason in attempting to work out the appropriate
response of civil authorities to the ethical dimensions of these issues. 468 Too little of
such open discussion takes place within the Catholic Church in Australia although
the growth in Australia of Catholic news and comment websites such as Catholica,
Eureka Street and Cath News is providing avenues for alternative opinions to be
aired and debated. 469 This use of ‘creeping infallibility’ inhibits Catholic participation
in debate and discussion in Australia on the range of contentious topics referred to
above.
Another challenge for Catholicism in Australia is that, as an institution, it is still
operating with a governance culture imposed by the Vatican which is described as ”a
late modern authoritarian state...exercising immense and threatening control over a
compliant or cowed hierarchy and an increasingly disillusioned global laity...” 470
In spite of strong rhetoric and charters of rights in Church law, the Australian bishops
have failed to introduce effective appeal procedures to protect the human rights of
Catholics within the Church, which their Church law claims to acknowledge. 471
466
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Consequently, its leaders are unaccountable to the communities they lead. The
Church’s credibility in the public square has been damaged by the paedophile priest
problem and the sexual and other abuses of children in institutions. In such cases,
the lack of proper avenues of appeal within the Church when administrative
decisions failed to investigate or to provide mediation for people, undermined the
credibility of religion as a potential contributor to the maintenance of the values at the
basis of Australia’s social cohesion
The lack of accountability of bishops for their administrative decisions means that the
culture of the Catholic Church in Australia is out of step with Australia’s deepest
values – the rule of law, an equality under the law which applies in Australia from
Governor Generals to the ordinary citizen, the freedom to express concern about
pastoral policies or doctrinal interpretations and an obligation on those with authority
to be accountable to the people and to ensure access to appeal mechanisms to
challenge administrative decisions or restrictions. The credibility of the Catholic
Church in the public square is compromised and undermined by the failure of the
bishops to commit themselves to using their authority in an Australian way. It makes
their requests for exemptions from human rights legislation problematical for both
Catholics and the Australian civil authorities.
The failure of Australian Catholicism to integrate the key values of Australian culture
and society into its governance and its failure to respect and protect its members
rights and dignity may be at the heart of the alienation of so many Catholics from the
Australian Catholic Church. 472 Some evidence for this is is to be found in the
reaction of many Catholics to the enforced retirement of Bishop Morris of
Toowoomba in 2011. 473
There are calls now for the Roman leadership to follow its own teaching on
subsidiarity and allow local bishops their traditional role as collegiate members of the
episcopacy, partners in union with the papacy, not branch managers under the direct
authority of the Roman leadership. 474
Linked with that is the confusion within Catholicism generally and within Australian
Catholicism in particular, over the roles of bishops and of Catholic politicians in
public life, seen particularly in matters arising from legislation dealing with abortion,
gay marriage, in vitro fertilization and euthanasia. Some bishops have attempted to
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influence political decisions by calling on their members to obey the directives of the
church leadership on such political issues.
Even though Benedict XVI recently set out principles on which this confusion could
be resolved, little has changed:
This political task is not the immediate competence of the Church. Respect for a
healthy secularity—including the pluralism of political opinions—is essential in the
Christian tradition. ..... Only by remaining independent can she ...form consciences,
... be the advocate of justice and truth, [and] educate in individual and political
virtues: that is the fundamental vocation of the Church in this area. 475

According to this papal teaching, bishops do not have any authority as bishops to
decide on the best methods to be used to achieve political goals. That is the
responsibility of the civil authority.
A recent intervention by Cardinal Pell in which he rejected climate change can be
seen as a classic example of a religious leader literally pontificating on a subject over
which he has no mandate to speak. 476 His views were those of a science sceptic. In
Catholic teaching, he is entitled to have his own personal private opinion on that
question, but his position as a religious leader could lead to his views being
interpreted to mean that climate sceptism is more compatible with the beliefs of his
church than the other. As a bishop he is taking on the role of a politician who is
perfectly free to campaign publicly in favour of climate scepticism if that is his/her
personal or party political policy. The reality or not of climate change is a scientific
question and it is the responsibility of scientists to clarify the reality and that of
politicians to make decisions on how to protect society from the risk of possible
adverse effects. The Catholic Church accepts that its authority is limited to offering
guidance on the morality of the political goals and on the means being used to
achieve them. Its focus is the conscientisation of its members, and through them, of
society generally, on the principles and basic values needed for ‘building a society
worthy of man [sic]’. 477 By taking sides in such a scientific and political debate a
bishop confuses his co-religionists because of his public role as a religious
spokesperson for the Catholics of his diocese. He is trespassing on the authority of
the politician.
It was the opinion of Thomas Aquinas that the primary concern of the civil authority is
social order and the common good. Not everything immoral could or should be
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criminalised. 478 Acceptance of that view is stated in the Vatican’s Declaration on
Procured Abortion:
The law is not obliged to sanction everything, but it cannot act contrary to a law
which is deeper and more majestic than any human law: the natural law engraved in
men’s hearts by the Creator… 479 (Emphasis mine).

This Vatican statement accepts that the law is not obliged to criminalise everything
which is immoral, and accepts that a lawmaker must be free to follow his or her own
conscience. Commenting on the stem-cell issue in NSW, Brennan wrote:
Individuals must be first of all guided by their own consciences, and what they
believe to be the truth. The consequences of a decision, as in the case of the NSW
vote, should be a matter for the individual and his pastor, not public debate. 480

However, the central question is whether the pressure being exerted by the public
statements of some Australian Catholic bishops condemning Catholic politicians who
vote to legalise or decriminalise abortion is reflecting traditional Catholic teaching.
Politicians are not voting on the morality of abortion but are being called to make a
prudential judgment on the overall benefit to society of criminalising or
decriminalising abortion in the interests of the overall public order, the enhancement
of human dignity and the common good. 481
As in all prudential judgments there will be a degree of uncertainty, conflict and
confusion. Often the moral principle of the lesser of two evils will be invoked in such
situations, a moral principle which Curran claims the majority of Catholic moral
theologians accept as a legitimate basis for decision making. 482 John Paul II
accepted this in a clarification on ‘The participation of Catholics in Political Life’,
particularly in a ‘situation in which it is not possible to overturn or completely repeal a
law allowing abortion which is already in force or coming up for a vote’:
an elected official, whose absolute personal opposition to procured abortion was well
known, could licitly support proposals aimed at limiting the harm done by such a law
and at lessening its negative consequences at the level of general opinion and public
morality. 483
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Voting to minimise access to late term abortion for example, could be a valid,
orthodox decision by a Catholic politician. 484 Bishops who ignore the statements of
Benedict XVI and John Paul II and the validity of the principle of the lesser of two
evils in reaching a morally sound judgment, are being unfair to Catholic politicians.
The latter are painted as out of step with the Church because they are not voting
against something which the Church teaches to be immoral. It is for the religious
authorities to speak out on the morality of issues; it is the responsibility of politicians
to make a prudential judgment on either the benefits or the lesser damage to be
done to the community by legalising, criminalising or decriminalising certain actions
which may in fact be objectively immoral.
The Australian Jesuit Frank Brennan has summed up the situation as follows:
There is a case for an enforceable criminal law that prosecutes a doctor for
terminating the life of a foetus with reckless disregard for the viability of the foetus or
without due regard for the health of the mother. Beyond that, the criminal law is an
inappropriate device to attempt further protection of the foetus. The criminal law has
no role to play in attempting to protect the embryo which the mother wishes removed
from her womb. There is neither deterrent value nor educative effect in passing a
criminal statute which will never be enforced. Such a statute undermines the efficacy
of the law and imperils the integrity and impartiality of the law enforcers. 485

The bishops who do not accept that point of view are confusing their role with that of
a politician. Taking decisions on practical political solutions to achieve a fair and
just society is the direct responsibility of civil society. Religion’s role is the indirect,
yet essential one of educating consciences so that the virtues of justice, compassion
and forgiveness are reflected in the structures of society.
Studies of the conflict within Australian Catholicism over the relationship of the
National Civic Council and the Democratic Labor party with the Australian bishops
have presented evidence that Catholicism has acknowledged that that approach was
flawed. 486 Catholicism clearly recognizes that to influence public life its religious
leaders should focus on assisting their members to grow into a mature faith and into
the fullness of their humanity. 487 The role of religious leaders in public life assists the
development of the conscience of society, 488 with them becoming “critical
collaborators” but not political leaders or controllers of the civil authority in seeking
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the common good. 489 Catholicism now accepts in theory that believers as citizens
don’t bring divinely revealed solutions to the problems that confront society. Moral
principles are not practical, morally sound solutions. Principles have to be applied
and believers have to share in the search for the answers to how people can build a
just society. 490 Catholic natural law theory acknowledges that the capacity of the
human to discern right from wrong does not automatically provide a determinate set
of rules that flow from that capacity. Rather, the human capacity to discern has
resulted in the development of a number of natural law moralities and hence the
need for all to join in the search for ever better and fairer rules for our ever evolving
and changing societies. 491 “’Revelation is bound in two volumes,’ wrote Thomas
Aquinas, ‘the book of life and the book of Scripture.’ They are both essential to the
meaning of the one Word…” 492
The confusion and lack of debate reinforces the importance of the questions posed
at the beginning of this chapter: Can Catholicism and Islam inculturate the best that
Australian culture has to offer? 493
Catholicism in Australia is clearly in crisis. Its own research shows that it is due in
part by its failure to adopt the best of Australian values in its governance, particularly
in matters of human rights. 494 That is not a direct concern of the state, but the fact
that both Catholicism and Islam in Australia have sought exemptions from Human
Rights legislation does involve the State. This issue is addressed in more detail
below in the section on Challenges for Believers.

Challenges for Muslims
While the Catholic Church had its difficulties with modernity and secularism, the
Muslim experience has also been a difficult one. 495 In Islamic countries those
experiences came while most were still under colonial domination and control. 496
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They were powerless to innovate in adopting modernity – they could only imitate and
failed all too often to adopt measures to ensure that there would be religious and
political tolerance. This was exacerbated by certain forms of secularism which were
aggressively hostile to religious belief in a number of Islamic countries under colonial
influence. “In such circumstances secularism was not experienced as liberating and
civilised, but as wicked, lethal and murderously hostile to faith”. 497 In the eyes of
many Muslim commentators, modernity refers to a world-view which “revolted
against religion… and replaced it with humanism, rationalism and secularism“. 498
They distinguish, of course, between Western technology and western culture,
believing that they can embrace the former but reject the latter. Yet, to enter into the
world of industrial civilisation demands a new mentality and attitude. Traditionalists
turn instead to a literal interpretation of Sacred Scriptures in their search for the
answers to the questions raised by the challenges which all religions and secularists
face. 499
As noted in Chapter 6, non-Muslim Australian commentators see some of the
difficulties and challenges arising from a multiculturalism in which religious traditions
play an influential role. Many Muslims come from cultural traditions in which different
religious communities lead almost separate, autonomous lives. Kaplan so describes
life in Macedonia, 500 and Chapter 5 of this study has noted the traditional separation
of religious communities in Muslim majority countries. So far in Australia there has
been a pattern of migrant settlement in which people of similar ethnic or religious
background at first settled together, but then moved on to live amongst members of
the wider community. Concern with the possibility that Muslims may end up living
separately from the wider community has been expressed by non-Muslims as a
concern which may be dividing the community, but it is probably too early to judge.
Multiculturalism is a process in which, first of all, migrants themselves undergo
changes as they mix with and relate to the wider Australian community. But
mainstream Australians are also changing – soccer which was once the focus of
migrant sport activity has now become a national sport within the country as became
clear during the World Cup games; eating and drinking habits are much wider and
varied than was the case in the late 1940’s and 50’s. All this has happened without
any sense of a serious jeopardising of Australian values because they are nonobligatory elements of Australian culture.
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Difficulties arise when religious and cultural beliefs of migrants, particularly of recent
Muslim migrants, appear to clash with some of the ‘sacred’ values of Australian
society. Philip Hughes of the Christian Research Association has noted that while
some migrants ”are assimilating the individualistic, consumer oriented approach to
life, others seek to maintain a distinctiveness, even an antagonism to it”. 501 To some
extent, most religious people could be classified as being antagonistic to various
aspects of modern life. 502 So too are trade unionists who are struggling to defend
the balance between work, family and personal time.
Muslim Australians are therefore entitled to be critical of aspects of Australian life
and lifestyles. If it were only their rejection of consumerism and individualism that
made them appear reluctant to integrate into Australian society, there would be little
concern, at least among people who value religious life, community and family. But
a perception that Muslim Australians are happy to use freedom of speech to criticise
aspects of Australian society, yet become defensive and reluctant to debate when
challenged on aspects of Islamic culture, can be interpreted as a reluctance to
embrace a key value in Australian culture – a citizen’s right to criticise other political
or religious beliefs - Islam, Catholicism, the Prime Minister, Jesus Christ or the
Prophet Muhammad. Perhaps such defensiveness reinforces a perception already
widespread in Australian society that Muslims are not integrating into Australian
society. 503
Religious groups who rely solely on religious argument, or regularly interpret criticism
of their proposals as vilification leave themselves open to marginalisation.
Ideological affiliates of Islamism excel at spreading distorted claims about their
critics, attempting to portray all criticisms of their ideology as racist attacks on all
Muslims, because this serves their political ends. 504

Populist political groups in both the host community and among the more radical
members of religious groups exploit such attitudes for their own particular
purposes. 505 Dialogue by Muslim leaders with the secular state and with other
religious groups on the rights and limits of freedom of speech and of freedom of
religion is required. 506
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Such a process may be difficult for Islam, even in Australia. Islam has seen power
as part of the divine mandate and so far has shown “little appreciation for a culture of
persuasion”. 507 Islam in many Muslim majority societies is still rejecting religious
freedom in the sense of allowing its member the freedom not to believe in God or the
freedom to convert from Islam to another religion. 508 Pressure to maintain Islamic
Law, the Shari’a, is still very strong in many countries in spite of a number of widely
supported aspects of that law discriminating against religious minorities and women
and supporting militant interpretations of jihad. Pressure to change those attitudes is
a reality within Islam in many countries, but the centrality of a Shari’a which is
unreformed in the sense of not addressing the lack of equality for women and or
religious minorities makes Islam theoretically incompatible with core values of
Australian society. This may well be an important factor in the division between
Muslim and non-Muslims identified in the surveys discussed above.
The 2011 report on Freedom of Religion and Belief in 21st Century Australia provides
a summary of ‘Muslim Concerns and Concerns about Islam’. 509 Many views were
submitted to the review, but evidence of how widely held they are among Muslim and
non-Muslim Australians was not provided. An example of an informed negative view
of Islam held by some non-Muslim Australians has been published in response to the
proposals made in the new Australian National Curriculum for schools. 510 Whether
such views are widely held in Australia by non-Muslims has not been researched.
Nor has the extent to which Muslim Australians hold beliefs and support practices
which are seen, rightly or wrongly by non-Muslim Australians, as making integration
and social cohesion more difficult. On the whole, there is little research into the
actual attitudes of Muslim Australians on these issues, and minimal research to
determine whether fear of threats to what are seen as key features of Australian
society is a major factor in the reported negativity of non-Muslim Australians towards
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Muslims. The 2011 report (Towards understanding) also notes the lacuna in the
research. 511
A review of mainstream Islamic websites in Australia shows that they reproduce
articles from the mainstream media which have provided balanced, but not uncritical
coverage of some of these issues. 512 Contributions to forum columns include
criticisms of the current leadership and the lack of ‘shura-cratic’ accountability to the
community in the current structures of Islam in Australia. An openness to addressing
difficult issues is evident. Topics such as jihad and threats to Sydney Copts have
been noted and regret expressed, but the relationship of these issues to religious
beliefs has not been explored. 513 Nor has there been attention given in Australian
Islamic circles to the problem of the status of religious minorities, such as the Copts
in Egypt which has had wide media coverage in Australia. 514 On the other hand, the
Australian women’s websites Sultana Dreams and the Muslim Women’s National
Network Australia are addressing questions about the status of women, with the
MWNNA returning to original sources to find attitudes more compatible with
Australian core values than traditional patriarchal interpretations. 515 The lead
Islamic Councils such as the Australian Federation of Islamic Councils, the Victorian
and New South Wales Islamic Council websites and others with audiences likely to
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have an interest in such issues have not addressed the concern of potential
incompatibilities of Shari’a law with Australian law, 516
Multicultural policy in Australia expects migrants to show respect towards the host
society by making an effort to acculturate, to understand and accept those
institutions and values which are seen by mainstream Australians as almost ‘sacred’
elements of Australian life: a commitment to the common good, the Constitutional
framework for Australian society, its Parliamentary democracy, the rule of law, the
rights to tolerance, equality, freedom of speech and freedom of religion, to the
equality of the sexes, the separation of Church and State, and the acceptance of
English as the national language. This doesn’t mean that these ‘sacred’ values and
Australia’s understanding of them will not change or evolve. But as discussed earlier
in Chapter 6, the framework within which that evolution will take place is one that
requires the tolerance needed to respect the right of others to freedom of speech
and freedom of religion.
But the reality of some level of unease among Muslim Australians with aspects of
Australian society also raises the question: how should people who find their
religious beliefs at odds with Australian law, be they Catholics protesting the noncriminalisation of abortion, or Muslims wanting some level of acceptance of Shari’a
law as part of the legal system, go about seeking such changes. This is a crucial
question for religious organisations and their adherents in a secular democracy.
Islam in Australia is facing the inevitability of not having some of its assumptions
about the role of religious law in public life, the Shari’a, accepted by the wider
community. Islam may find this a bigger challenge than that which Catholicism is
facing in adopting and incorporating core Australian values into its religious heritage.
Lamina Sanneh has commented that Christianity seeks to inculturate, to become
part of the local culture as a key step in sharing the Good News; Islam, he claims,
inculturates its converts into an Arabic culture. 517 Nevertheless, the wide range of
different interpretations of the Shari’a seem to reflect the influence of many
traditional and ethnic values inculturated by Islam in its long history. An Australian
version of the Shari’a is likely to emerge in due course.
If the traditional interpretations of Islamic law on military jihad, religious freedom,
blasphemy for any criticism of the Qur’an and the Prophet, gender equality and the
status of non-Muslims in Islamic states, are found to be factors in the division
516
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between Muslim and non-Muslim Australians, any healing of the division between
them may well be impossible unless a reinterpretation of those beliefs and practices
is undertaken. Muslim Australians expressing reservations about the relevance of a
separation of church and state to Islam is an indicator of that need. 518
Institutions in society develop as a result of patterns of behaviour expected of its
members. Islam certainly has set out in the Shari’a or Islamic Law patterns of
behaviour expected of its members. In a number of Muslim countries religious police
enforce observance of that law. Such a relationship between religion and the state is
not possible under the Australian Constitution and the principles which require a
separation of Church and State in the West apply equally to Islam in Australia. Any
recognition of Shari’a Law which requires preferential treatment from the state or its
assistance in enforcing religious law would clash with the Australian Constitution
because it would then inevitably discriminate against non-Muslims as well as violate
the religious freedom of Muslim Australians. 519 The separation of church and state
for Islam is different from the challenge for Catholicism. For Islam it requires
abandonment of aspirations for special treatment from the state.
Shari’a Law itself presents a number of difficulties because of its differences from
Australian law. Its regulations cover a range of personal, family, commercial and
criminal law areas which are part of the legal system in most Muslim countries. In
Australia, some of those provisions clash with Australian law – in the Sharia there is
a limited right to polygamy; there are some inheritance and divorce regulations which
do not treat women equally with men; there are regulations on marriage which
discriminate against women and non-Muslim partners. 520
The introduction of such a legal system into Australian law would create a
constitutional crisis even if Muslims were a majority. Existing interpretations of the
Shari’a would be seen as preferencing one religious group over other members of
the community. Unless the Shari’a can find ways of protecting the rights of nonMuslims, its current formats would violate what are seen as basic human rights of
both Muslim and non-Muslim Australians. That is why there is a separation of religion
and the state in democratic societies. Riaz Hassan has commented that one of the
findings from his survey was that levels of public trust in religious institutions are
affected by the nature of the relationship between religious and political institutions.
Historically, a practical separation of religious and state authorities has been a reality
518
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in many Muslim states, so there may be a basis on which to build a mutually
acceptable understanding of the interpretation of that principle in Australia. In any
case, there are benefits for religion in reaching such an understanding. In states
where religion and politics are fused together in some way, religious institutions have
tended to lose public trust more than in those societies where religion and politics
occupy separate spaces. 521 In the United States the separation of church and state
has been accompanied by a strong religious vitality.
On the other hand, there are positives which Islam can bring to Australia. The
growing interest in Islamic banking for example may have valuable insights for
Australian financing. Moreover, ethnic and religious groups have a counter-cultural
role in challenging attitudes and institutions which are undermining the family, or
seeking a more radical secularisation of society. Islam has a contribution to offer in
such a role.
Over the centuries the Sharia law, drawn from the guidance of religious scholars,
developed and evolved to meet changing situations and challenges. This has been
outlined in Chapter 5. Like English common law, it has been built on precedent, but
with the capacity to embrace new insights and solutions to problems of injustice.
Local variations of Islamic law have been the basis of the legal system in all Muslim
majority countries, and in time, if the Muslim population becomes a majority, there
may be significant pressure to introduce such a system here too.
Part of the difficulty however, is that the separation of church and state is not
accepted by influential Islamic scholars who believe it separates religion from
political life. 522 Experience of life in Australia’s secular democracy may lead Islamic
thinkers to realize that there are other ways of contributing to public life without
having to designate the majority religion as the state religion. Over the centuries
Islamic Law, the Shari’a, has evolved to adjust to local situations and cultural
realities which are not seen as a threat to its core beliefs and there is no reason to
think that such developments won’t take place in Australia. Such thinking is
surfacing among Muslim scholars in the USA and in the U.K.. 523 Muslims are
entitled of course to seek an acceptance by the Australian parliament of particular
provisions of Islamic Law which do not affect non-Muslims or the basic rights of
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Muslim Australians, but there will be an expectation that their arguments will be
supported by experience and evidence of their value to the whole community.
The reality is that Shari’a law as such is not likely to be adopted in Australia but this
does not prevent Muslims from observing it as a private decision. Catholics also
have a Code of Canon Law covering the discipline to be followed by Catholics. The
fact that the state doesn’t recognize it still leaves Catholics free to follow it in their
own lives. Private observance of the Shari’a will only become a problem for Muslims
in Australia if one party to a dispute decides to appeal to civil law. Ultimately, that
comes down to a question of religious freedom and the right of a party to exercise
that option. How this is understood by Muslim Australians will be an important issue
for further dialogue. A reinterpretation of the Shari’a, as called for by the 23 Scholars
in Egypt in January 2011, is the kind of development likely to meet many of the
difficulties being encountered in Australia. 524 Without such a renewal, there is likely
to be a fear in the Australian community that its values would be at risk if Islam were
ever to achieve a majority in this country. Such fears may give rise to extremist,
populist, anti-Islamic political parties, as is happening in Europe. 525
A report on what has happened in Rotterdam is a signal that the issue has become
serious in the Netherlands. 526 In that country, issues such as the legal exemption
that allows Muslims to refuse to stand in recognition of and respect for the legitimacy
of court officials, and incidents of violence against critics of Islam have fuelled
division and hostility. The lack of awareness among members of host communities
of the reality that many Muslims in fact appreciate the freedoms and values of the
host societies, even in Europe, is a problem. 527 But mere cross-cultural education
will not solve it.
A number of traditional and influential interpretations of Islamic law are not easily
reconciled with the equality of all under the rule of law in a multi-faith society. This
raises the question of whether Islamic law is fixed or whether there is flexibility and a
capacity to accommodate to different cultures. The Muslim experience in Australia
has shown that there are many different interpretations of Islamic Law according to
the ethnic cultural background of Muslim migrants. Clearly, reinterpretation and
accommodation to different cultures does take place within Islam. An explanation of
how this can happen, and therefore, how it can take place in countries like Australia,
524
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was presented in the Boston Review some years ago, and supported by one of the
leading U.S. scholars of Islam, John L. Esposito. 528
Islam continues today to lend itself to multiple interpretations of government; it is
used to support limited democracy and dictatorship, republicanism and monarchy.
Like other religions, Islam possesses intellectual and ideological resources that can
provide the justification for a wide range of political models. 529

In making these comments he was reflecting on some of the important insights
offered by Khaled Abou El Fadl. Such insights could encourage deeper dialogue
within Muslim Australian communities but ignoring the issue at the inter-faith and civil
authority levels will not help community relations in Australia.
Muslim Australians, like earlier Catholic migrants, are generally comfortable with the
religious freedom, freedom of speech, democracy and Australian secularism. 530
While mainstream Muslims in Australia may be open to making adjustments to the
way they relate with Australian society, there is no authoritative leadership structure
which can effectively marginalise extremist positions nor much research available
into the extent of radical interpretations of Islam among Australians. There are
signs, however, that steps are being taken overseas to clarify what constitutes
Muslim belief and practice. The Amman Declaration referred to in Chapter 5 is a
good example. It restricts the right to issue fatwas or religious rulings to recognised
religious scholars belonging to the acknowledged schools of law to set some
boundaries to what is genuinely Muslim belief.
The importance of respect for other views and ways of doing things poses another
problem for Muslim Australians participating in religious dialogue. The Prophet
Muhammad believed that it was because Jews and Christians moved away from the
teaching of their prophets that God had sent him to retrieve the earlier revelations
and complement them with a final, definitive message. Judaism and Christianity
were now finished “and their time has come to an end”. 531 This has resulted in a
tendency to ignore Christian achievements and their contribution to the development
of Islamic religious and cultural development.
Its (Islam's) studied awareness of the beliefs of Christians, and its rejection of what
they stand for, is built into the fabric of the Koran and has been defended in a vast
literature that has no counterpart in the religious world. 532
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Yet Islam has drawn on parts of the Bible, on Greek science and philosophy and
Persian administrative traditions courtesy of Christian and Jewish scholars,
architects and administrators but shows little interest in or willingness to
acknowledge those contributions to the development of Islamic culture. Linked with
this rejection and negativity towards Christianity is the practice of discussing religious
issues, even the life of Jesus, strictly as described in the Qur’an. 533
Because of their belief in the Qur’an being literally the word of God, Muslims have
tended in the past to engage in dialogue with Christians on the basis of three
principles as explained in chapter 5: ‘the only true source which allows a knowledge
of Christianity is the Qur’an’; ‘that the Muslim Jesus has his place in the religious
history of the world as the Qur’an describes it’. The third is that Jesus foretells the
coming of the Prophet Muhammad. 534
Basing dialogue on such principles runs the risk of turning it into a debate on
religious beliefs and of preventing Christians from a role in defining their own
religious beliefs and traditions.
Christians and Muslims do share a belief in the Transcendent ‘Other’ but their
concepts of a monotheistic God are so different that some Christians and Muslims
do not accept that the terms ‘God’ and ‘Allah’ refer to the same transcendent
divinity. 535
Christian theologising is the process of reasoning about the revelation received
through Jesus about the nature of God. 536 While acknowledging that God can only
be known analogically, many Christians believe that God is monotheistic but
Trinitarian, emphasising that God is essentially relational, rational and loving.
Christian theologians use reason to gain deeper insights into what they believe are
God’s creative, rational and loving relationships with human beings, an important
factor in the development of western civilisation and of objective human rights as
discussed in Chapter 4.
The Islamic concept of Allah is of a reality without limits of any kind and beyond
understanding, unknowable. Hence Muslim theology tends to concentrate on what is
or is not permitted under holy law, the Shari’a. “Whereas Christians assume that
Jehovah is the epitome of rationality, Muslims deny that Allah is rational or even
virtuous, these being human judgments entirely …”. 537

533

Watt Islamic Political (2001), 70-72.
Jomier How to (1989), 103.
535
Baradan Kuppusamy, “Can Christians Say 'Allah'? In Malaysia, Muslims Say No”, Time 8 Jan 2010
at http://www.time.com/time/world/article/0,8599,1952497,00.html, accessed 28 June 2011; Stark
Discovering (2008), 365-367.
536
Stark Discovering (2008) 5.
537
Stark Discovering (2008), 367.
534

227

The implications of this denial of rationality and virtue as qualities of Allah are
effectively denying any objective basis for the difference between good and evil.
“Were God to stipulate in Shari’a that lying, adultery, and theft were good, they would
be allowed in spite of the fact that human reason may judge them evil.” 538 To what
extent such views are held by Muslim Australians is yet to be researched, but the
issue is relevant to the capacity of Islam in Australia to join with other religious
believers in mounting a defence of human rights against pragmatic, utilitarian public
policies.
Islam has shown a capacity in the past to overcome historical crises, but this
encounter with secularism and modernity is posing a challenge which is more difficult
because it requires a reinterpretation of the Qur’an and the Sunna for a 21st century
context - difficult, but not impossible. 539 For Muslims, the Qur’an provides a basic
constitution for mankind and is untouchable. “but the by-laws under it may be
renewed and reviewed”. 540 In other words, there is a flexibility in interpreting the
application of the Qur’an in particular circumstances. In the past, many Muslims
could see meaning in the Quran that went far beyond the literal sense of the words,
and which transcended the circumstances of the original revelations. The Quran
became a force in their lives that gave them intimations of the sacred, and which
enabled them to build fresh spiritualities of great power and insight. 541

It will be one thing for sections of the leadership to engage in these challenges.
Another difficult task will be the transfer of their reformulations from the elite few to
the institutions and peoples of Islam. The training of the next generation of religious
scholars, community leaders and the laity may require institutional change, in
particular, curricular reforms in seminaries (madrasas), universities and schools. As
in all faiths, the religious understanding of the vast majority of believers is initially
learned at home and in the local mosque, from parents and local religious leaders
and teachers. Thus, the importance of training those who preach and teach in the
locally based mosques. 542 This was one of the important recommendations made in
the Australian survey Religion (2004). 543

Challenges for Catholics and Muslims on Human Rights
The recent release of the Brennan Report following the National Consultation on a
Charter of Human Rights Act is perhaps a timely development in that it now places
538

Mahmoud M. Ayoub,’ The Islamic Tradition’ in World Religions: Western Traditions, Willard
G.Oxtoby (ed.), Oxford: Oxford University press, 1966, quoted by Stark Discovering (2008), 366.
539
Robin Wright, ‘Islam’s Soft Revolution’, in Time Magazine, 30 March 2009, 26-30.
540
Cragg The Mind (1973), 186-187.
541
Armstrong Islam (2000), 65.
542
Esposito, Practice (2003) ibid.
543
Cahill et al. Religion (2004), 85.

228

before Catholicism and Islam the challenge of engaging with the implications of that
Act. 544 It is an opportunity to consider accepting United Nations human rights
instruments as the fundamental basis of social cohesion in a multifaith society like
Australia’s.
The introduction of Equal Opportunity legislation and Charters of Human Rights by
state governments in Australia has led to a growing debate over the claims by
religious groups for exemptions from these Acts of parliaments. The religious groups
claim that a refusal to grant them exemptions impinges on their rights to religious
freedom. But, as pointed out earlier, religious freedom does not give a religious
group permission to deny rights to either their own members or to those outside their
group. This applies both to Catholicism and Islam in Australia
In the case of the Catholic Church in Australia, its failure to provide avenues of
appeal for its members against allegations of unfair treatment within the Church
should be a consideration if granting it exemptions from these acts. The experience
in Ireland where the Catholic Church was effectively exempt from state law is a
reminder of the dangers of such exemptions.
The Dublin Archdiocese's pre-occupations in dealing with cases of child sexual
abuse, at least until the mid 1990s, were the maintenance of secrecy, the avoidance
of scandal, the protection of the reputation of the Church, and the preservation of its
assets. All other considerations, including the welfare of children and justice for
victims, were subordinated to these priorities. The Archdiocese did not implement its
own canon law rules and did its best to avoid any application of the law of the
State. 545

Similar concerns about the behavior of Catholic Bishops in Australia have been
described by Bishop Geoffrey Robinson. 546
The experiences of teachers in Catholic schools occasionally get headlines when a
female teacher gets pregnant and loses her job because of that. One appeal against
the decision of the Church was taken to the VCAT, but was dismissed on the grounds
that the Church was exempt. 547 Another case was reported in the Sunday Age just
after the Attorney General in Victoria pre-empted a Parliamentary Inquiry and
announced that he would allow discrimination by religious groups on grounds such as
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sexuality, parental or marital status or gender identity if it accorded with their
beliefs. 548
The former Catholic Teachers Union is now part of the wider Victorian Independent
Education Union. That union made a submission to the Victorian Parliamentary
Inquiry into Exemptions from Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Legislation. 549 It
supported a limited range of exemptions.
The Act should permit a church to discriminate only in limited circumstances namely in
relation to the ordination of religious officials, such as priests or rabbis and probably
also in the employment of religious education teachers and faith leaders depending on
the circumstances.550

Nevertheless, it also proposed that the employer be required to justify a decision to
terminate employment because of personal lifestyle choices or gender issues prior to
dismissing the employee. That should be done before the Victorian Civil and
Administrative Appeals Tribunal. The employers would have to argue their case on
the basis that the person concerned was no longer able to carry out the inherent
responsibilities of the position.
On the other hand the Attorney General’s ruling put the onus of appeal on the
employee. 551 The Union’s submission keeps the onus on the religious group to justify
its decision before it acts, an important protection of a right all too easily by-passed
because of cost factors if litigation has to be initiated by the employee.
Another related matter which affects the whole question of exemptions from human
rights and equal opportunity legislation is the Catholic Church’s track record on basic
human rights within its own structures. The Second Vatican Council recognised this
problem and a review of Church Law was undertaken.
In papal documentation and in its social teaching, the Catholic Church is now fully
supportive of human rights. 552 In the new Code of Canon Law published in 1984
after twenty years in preparation, Pope John Paul II declared that at last there was, in
this new Code, a Charter of Rights for Catholics within the Church.
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The Church has always affirmed and protected the rights of the faithful. In the new
code, indeed, she has promulgated them as a "Carta Fundamentale" (confer canons
208-223). She thus offers opportune judicial guarantees for protecting and safeguarding adequately the desired reciprocity between the rights and duties inscribed in
the dignity of the person of the faithful Christian.553

In spite of that, no effective protection of basic human rights was available within the
Australian Catholic Church until teachers in church schools gained the protection of
State Industrial Relations Tribunals. For other Church employees, apart from access
to marriage tribunals, there is no effective avenue of appeal against a bishop other
than to Rome. Many of the procedures in the Vatican courts still fail to provide
equality before the law. It is almost impossible to mount a case against a Cardinal.
There has been no response to an appeal made to Rome for clarification of Cardinal
Pell’s views on the Primacy of Conscience. 554 There is no right to know the identity of
one's accuser nor the full nature of the accusations made against one. 555 Even an
acknowledgment of one's appeal to Rome, let alone a decision, is not guaranteed. In
the recent sexual abuse scandals it was only when Catholics went to the police and
to the secular courts did the Church begin to implement procedures to protect its
own members. 556
The Catholic Church has faced up to the challenge of religious freedom but it still has
to face up to four unresolved issues related to human rights: its failure to introduce
judicial and dispute resolution procedures which follow human rights principles; its
exclusion of women from key leadership positions within Church administration, its
failure to accept the need for accountability for its use of authority, and its reluctance
to allow open debate (free speech) within the Church on what many see as its
discredited stance on sexuality and gender identity related issues. 557
Seeking exemption from human rights and equal opportunity laws does not help the
credibility of Australian Catholic leaders. 558 According to Catholic theology, the role
of such religious leaders is to form communities of people committed to living
according to the spirit and the example of Christ, both in their own personal lives as
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members of the church, and in their public lives as citizens. 559 Finding political
solutions to the building of a society of justice, peace, compassion and concern for
the common good is the responsibility of believers as citizens. Jesus gave no
definitive template as the solution. He has given his followers a set of principles or
insights into that basic law which they believe God has given them. As already
explained above the lack of freedom to discuss and debate the moral issues involved
has weakened the capacity of Catholics to engage with credible argument based on
evidence and reasoning in defending human rights and responsibilities
A failure to address these four issues will bring its own penalties – an undermining of
the credibility of the Catholic Church in Australia on human rights, a blunting of its
efforts to raise concerns in the public square about the treatment of minorities, and a
lack of effectiveness as a constructive collaborator. 560
Islam in Victoria has also opposed changes to the current exemptions for religious
bodies. In a submission to the Victorian Parliamentary “Scrutiny of Acts and
Regulations Committee: Inquiry into exceptions and exemptions in the Equal
Opportunity Act”, spokespersons for the Islamic Council of Victoria argued for the
maintenance of exemptions for the Halal meat industry because of the need for
Muslims to be able to trust that the slaughtermen have carried out the rituals
conscientiously. For that reason they argued they should be allowed to restrict that
role to Muslims.
In the case of Islamic schools which do in fact employ both Muslim and non-Muslim
teachers, the argument in favour of an exemption from the Act was
that school boards have the freedom and choice of being able to employ the most
appropriate person based on their religious belief, because Islamic values touch
almost all of the disciplines taught in school and parents consider teachers to be role
models for their children. 561

Parents with religious beliefs claim the right to ensure that their children are not being
taught by teachers who are hostile to or lack respect for the school and its families’
religious traditions. Clearly, a religious school will appoint teachers who understand
and respect the religion and beliefs of the school and can fulfill the responsibilities of
the position. It is later on, when a school claims that evidence has emerged of the
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teacher’s inability to carry out the responsibilities of the role, or lacks the proper
respect for the religious beliefs of the children and their families, that teachers
deserve an independent avenue of appeal.
The teachers’ union sought the same limitation on Islamic schools as should apply in
Catholic or other religious schools. An appeal to a Shari’s court for a resolution of the
dispute would provide an initial mediation process, but would not help in all cases
because the teacher would still have the right to be heard in a civil court and would be
disadvantaged in Shari’a procedures if a non-Muslim.
Another issue relevant to the issue of exemptions from human rights is that of
sovereignty. While religious freedom can support the granting of a limited range of
exemptions from the Act, the point made by Ullmann about the tension in western
society between a descending and an ascending understanding of sovereignty
(Chapter 4) is still an unresolved problem for Catholicism and Islam in Australian
society.
The whole concept of accountability to the community, central to the ascending
concept of sovereignty is still being resisted in leadership circles in the Catholic
Church. Yet, in Western culture, the shift from a hierarchical/theocratic form of
governance to a democratic system is almost complete. Pressure to accept the
principle of accountability for administrative decisions is growing within the Catholic
Church, particularly because the lack of it leads to injustice as became clear in the
paedophile issue.
Christians and Muslims believe that human behaviour is subject to the Laws of God,
to the Transcendent Sovereign as the source of law. For Christians, the sovereignty
of the people is subject to the sovereignty of God who has dignified mankind with
certain fundamental human rights. For Muslims, the Sovereign God is the sole
source of Law. Laws have been given to Muslims through the Prophet Muhammed
and are only to be found in the Qur’an and the Sunna, that is in the correct path set
out in his teaching and practices. However, religious scholars offer advice in the
various legal fatwas which they offer to people seeking guidance on the appropriate
behaviour in a particular set of circumstances. Because Islam insists that only God
is sovereign, not the people, there is a reservation among Muslims about the
sovereignty of the people as the source of authority in secular democracies. . As a
result,
A case for democracy presented from within Islam must accept the idea of God’s
sovereignty: it cannot substitute popular sovereignty for divine sovereignty, but must
instead show how popular sovereignty—with its idea that citizens have rights and a
correlative responsibility to pursue justice with mercy—expresses God’s authority,
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properly understood. Similarly, it cannot reject the idea that God’s law is given prior
to human action, but must show how democratic lawmaking respects that priority. 562

For Christians and Muslims, the sovereignty of the people is limited by those human
rights deriving from God’s sovereignty. For the Australian state, the sovereignty of
the people is concerned with ensuring the accountability of the legislative and
executive arms of government for their observance of the rule of law. The
sovereignty of the people is not a rejection of the sovereignty of God which is
implicitly recognised in the Australian Constitution’s setting of limits to the power of
the state.
In practice then, Christian and Islamic leaders bring the use of reason and
experience to bear in applying to particular circumstances those general moral
principles given by the Transcendant Sovereign in the scriptures and traditions of the
religion.
Because of the belief by Catholics and Muslims in God’s Sovereignty, both groups
have to address the relationship of the sovereignty of the people to that of God. As
argued above, the sovereignty of God can be acknowledged as the source of the
universal human rights and the limits to state power arising from those prior rights and
responsibilities. Non-believers will seek another source for those universal rights, but
religious groups and non-believers who accept the existence of fundamental rights
independent of popular sovereignty have much in common. There are grounds for
being optimistic about that. The correspondence between Pope Benedict XVI and
138 Muslim scholars following Pope Benedict XVI’s Regensberg address is evidence
of the possibility of serious dialogue between Muslim and Christian theologians
especially on issues related to justice and peace. 563 Going a step further and
engaging in dialogue with non-believers in identifying those key values whose
violation is universally seen as an attack on the fundamental rights of people and of
their human dignity may be possible.
The importance of this for social harmony in Australia should not be underestimated
because of a disturbing development in a number of Islamic countries. The
Universal Charter of Human Rights was intended to be a declaration on the rights of
individuals. It was not intended to shield ideas, ideologies or theologies from
criticism, but in a number of Islamic countries it is being interpreted to mean that
criticism of Islam itself is a violation of its human rights. 564 If Islam as a religion is
given the same rights as individuals, there is a fear that any criticism of Islam will be
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interpreted as an attack on its human rights, and blasphemy laws will be introduced
again. 565
Another challenge arises from the modifications introduced into the Islamic Charter
of Human Rights by subjecting the universal human rights to the Shari’a. The
Islamic Charter states:
Article 22 (a) Everyone shall have the right to express his opinion freely in such
manner as would not be contrary to the principles of the Shari'ah. Everyone shall
have the right to advocate what is right, and propagate what is good, and warn
against what is wrong and evil according to the norms of Islamic Shari'ah.
Article 23 (b) Everyone shall have the right to participate, directly or indirectly in the
administration of his country's public affairs. He shall also have the right to assume
public office in accordance with the provisions of Shari'ah. 566

A failure by Islamic leaders in Australia to address this ambivalence towards human
rights written into the Islamic Charter of Human Rights will not help community
relationships.
For non-Muslims, the Shari’a, as distinct from the Qur’an, is a human construct and
their opposition to any recognition of a religious law which limited the rights of nonbelievers could be expected. 567 As the Shari’a is not the Qur’an, it cannot claim to
be a God-given law without human interpretations built into it. The fact that such
interpretations may be in conflict with current Australian interpretations of human
rights is an important example of the way religious beliefs and practices can cause
difficulties in maintaining social cohesion.
Catholicism and Islam are facing a challenge to review their positions on these
issues. It is true that Muslim-ruled areas were an early form of multi-faith and multicultural societies and provided a place for minorities within their world which was
better than Europe managed to do for the Jews. However, the lack of equality under
the law in that model makes it unrealistic to see in that model of governance a form
of multiculturalism that could be used in today’s democracies. .
In Islamic societies religion is very much part of public life with religious scholars
giving legal advice on personal, family, heritage, commercial and criminal law. They
can also act as judges in Islamic courts which have state jurisdiction over religious
law and its enforcement. This gives Islam a public role no longer possible in secular,
democratic societies.
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Catholicism too played public roles in feudal, pre-industrial societies, and there are
many remnants of this in the public celebrations of religious festivals which still play
an influential role in the structuring of industrial law. But the days of the princebishop and confessional states are over. The Church is no longer able or entitled to
look to the support of the civil power in its mission. 568 This is not to say that the
Church(es) no longer interfere directly and inappropriately in the workings of modern
democracies. The way the Catholic Bishops in Ireland did just this in the post
independence democratic Republic of Ireland during the 20th century is a reminder of
the temptations of power, in spite of theology. 569 Cardinal Pell’s intervention in the
stem-cell legislation and climate change debates discussed above are further
examples.
The fundamental challenge for Muslim Australians will involve assessing whether the
rights and responsibilities set out in those charters are compatible with the formula
and principles provided in the Qur’an and the Sunnah for the building of an Islamic
community and society. For Muslims, the observance of God’s Law as revealed in
the Qur’an and the Sunna is seen as setting out the solution to the challenge of
building a peaceful, just and compassionate society. The traditional interpretations
of how that should be done have included expectations that the State will ensure that
certain Muslim beliefs and practices are protected and enforced. This assumption is
very different from the Australian understanding of the separation of Church and
State. This may well be one of the underlying factors contributing to that hostility to
Islam reported in the surveys carried out in recent years in Australia.
All this is likely to be particularly challenging for Muslim Australians because Islam
today is experiencing a serious spiritual crisis as it attempts to come to terms with
the challenges posed by the multi-faith, multicultural societies which globalization
has made inevitable.
In Australia, both Christianity and Islam are expected to play a public role without
undermining the principles being protected by the separation of church and state –
freedom of speech, religious freedom and equality of all before the law. This calls for
a spirit of reciprocity, equality and mutuality if social harmony is to be maintained.
Seeking broad exemptions for themselves from human rights legislation may well be
counter-productive.
Islam in Australia can learn from the Catholic experience. Catholicism has already
experienced the fall-out of disaffection when its leadership ignored the attitudes and
beliefs of its people. One way of avoiding that alienation is to engage in open
discussion and debate by arguing the case in the Australian public arena for a
different interpretation of core values. Initially, some of that exploration done in an
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inter-faith context may help Muslim thinkers to share insights which may strengthen
Australia’s current understanding of those rights, or in turn, it may help those thinkers
to see that their Islamic concerns are in fact already accommodated in the current
Australian interpretation of the Charter of Human Rights.

The Challenge of Violence
Catholics and Muslims, indeed all Australians, are facing the challenge of violence,
and the relationship between religion or ideology and violence. In Chapter 3, the
ambiguity of religion to violence as analysed by R. Scott Appleby and Rene Girard
was raised. Appleby acknowledges that
Religion has an ambiguous encounter with the sacred that generates competing
interpretations of what is justifiable, leaving the community ambivalent about
violence. 570

Girard adds another insight, that to prevent violence, societies introduced the scapegoat mechanism which became sacrificial, sacred and religious for the good reason
of minimizing violence. The Judaeo-Christian revelation offered a way out of such
religious violence and such an understanding of the sacred. Similar developments in
all the great religions since the axial age have developed an understanding of the
sacred which has come to emphasise the elements of compassion, mercy and
reconciliation while still tolerating some level of violence. 571 The ambivalence
remains as both violent and non-violent interpretations are still possible and secular
society is not free from the same challenge as people transfer “religious loyalties to
the nation, ‘the people’ or other objects of unconditional devotion”. 572 The issue of
‘religion’ and violence is a challenge for Australian society. How are Islam and
Catholicism addressing this challenge?
An overview of Catholic thinking on the criteria for a just war has been published in
an Australian discussion paper on the war in Iraq:
The ius ad bellum (right to go to war) criteria are usually listed as:
• Just cause
• Legitimate authority
• Right intention
• Probability of success
• Proportionality between good and bad outcomes
• Last resort
• The goal of achieving a peace based on justice.
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The ius in bello (conduct during war) criteria are:
• Non-combatant immunity
• Proportionality, limiting destruction to the extent militarily necessary. 573

Duncan argued that the intervention in Iraq did not meet those criteria. His article
included an historical overview of the Catholic contribution to the development of just
war theory. In doing this he acknowledged the contributions made by
the classical thinkers of Greece and Rome, the Hebrew Bible, the military tradition
itself, thinkers from the Enlightenment, the Protestant and Anglican churches, more
recent secular thinkers and writers, and the burgeoning network of international
organisations working to establish improved systems of international governance. 574

Furthermore, Duncan discussed the change by the Catholic Church at the Second
Vatican Council to a more critical attitude to war together with a commitment by the
church to become a catalyst for peace. In Duncan’s judgment, Jacques Maritain’s
reflection on some of the Catholic ambivalence to violence perpetrated by fascist
regimes early in the 20th century, influenced Church thinking and resulted in a
change in the attitude of the Church leadership to try “to bring about a new ‘dialogue
of civilisations’, beginning with the joint conviction that to kill in the name of God is
blasphemous”. 575
Such changes will, in Duncan’s view, facilitate dialogue with Muslim Australians on
difficult problems and will be a basis for “developing closer understanding and
mutual respect with the various Muslim communities” 576
There is a long tradition within Islam of distilling rules for warfare from the Qur’an and
the commentaries on it known as the Hadith. An introduction to this topic Islamic
Rulings on Warfare urges moderate/mainstream Muslims “to mount a major
ideological campaign to counter those who have hijacked Islam with their destructive
interpretation of Islamic scripture”. 577
The basic principles on which Muslims scholars judge a war to be just are quite
different from those which have developed in the West as set out above. The basic
Islamic approach focuses on the different types of jihad which can be waged against
Muslims as well as non -Muslims
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The most permissable form of jihad was that pursued against unbelievers or
polytheists.
Jihad against apostasy. Apostasy is a capital crime in Islam; here it could mean
that an individual renounced his belief in Islam or, as with the tribes who seceded
from their alliance with the Muslims after the Prophet’s death, it could refer to a
group of Muslims who denied their faith.
Jihad against dissension or sedition. Since Muslims gave an oath of allegiance to
their leader, none should revolt against him.
Jihad against brigands and deserters.
Jihad against the Peoples of the Book (ahl al-kitab), Jews,Christians, and by
some deﬁnitions, Magians and Sabeans.
Some jurists considered defense of the frontiers (ribat) to be a
requirement of Muslims comparable to jihad. 578

Without clarifications of these principles in the light of the Australian acceptance that
freedom of religion includes the right to change one’s religion, and a spelling out of
the situations in which jihad can be waged against Jews and Christians, it is
understandable that many Australians might be uneasy about aspects of Islam, as
reported in the survey (Understanding). 579
Given the ferocity of modern warfare, it is becoming more and more difficult to justify
military interventions to solve conflicts, even with rogue states. Modern warfare has
begun to exact such human and physical destruction that the scapegoating of a
single victim or family, or the waging of a ‘just war’ as solutions to conflict arising
from perceived injustice, is being seriously challenged in Christian circles. 580 The
emerging acceptance of democracy as a non-violent form of civil authority within
Islamic societies, the Arab spring is also encouraging. 581 Australian religious
leaders, Christian and Muslim, may find they have much to offer and receive by
participating in the search for effective non-violent options for conflict resolution, both
at the domestic and international levels. However, a search through Australian
Islamic websites and online newspapers did not find much discussion on the rules of
war or of jihad or attitudes to that issue affecting relationships with non-Muslim
Australians. 582 Even the recent research material (Towards understanding) didn’t
address these issues in spite of acknowledging the lacuna in research. 583 The report
singled out the finding from the Australia Deliberates forum that a better
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understanding of Islam resulted in non-Muslim participants changing their negative
views of Islam. It failed to note the increase in the percentage of Muslim participants
who, by the end of the forum, came to hold the view that it was the incompatibility of
Islamic values with those of the west which is fuelling terrorism, 584 What is it in
Australian society that nearly 50% of Muslim Australians find incompatible with
Islam? Are any of the core values of Australian society incompatible? Are specific
religious beliefs a factor in this? These questions are still part of the lacuna in
Australian research and addressing these issues will be a difficult challenge for
Muslim Australians because of the kind of organizational structure of Islam and its
diversity already referred to above.

The Challenge of ‘Exclusive’ Theologies of Mission
Another challenge facing Christianity and Islam in all their various forms is that of
exclusivity. Missionary religions can fuel an exclusivist mentality which sees 'others'
as infidels, or the enemies of God and a threat to 'true believers'. To ignore the
effect this attitude can have on social harmony is to ignore the lessons from Northern
Ireland. As noted in Chapter 3 when discussing social cohesion, religious diversity in
Australia caused tension but it didn’t undermine social harmony. In Australia,
according to Dixon: ”Religious toleration was often promoted by clergy and lay
people on both sides, but their work was frequently undermined by those who saw
only evil on the other side.” 585
The acceptance of the implications of that for inter-faith dialogue - focusing primarily
on respect for the other, and an acceptance that the ‘others’ are recipients of God’s
beneficence, has been fruitful. Catholic theology of mission has been grappling with
this question since the Second Vatican Council in the 1960's and the concept of
'mission' is being developed in a much more inclusive way. 586 This has led to the
Catholic Church participating more positively in ecumenical and inter-faith activities.
Mission is still announcing the Gospel but with more emphasis on learning from the
spiritual insights of other religious denominations and traditions, and on building
bridges and alliances which urge their members to tackle together poverty, injustice,
environmental challenges and social conditions which are destructive of human
dignity.
Crucial in this so called Prophetic Dialogue is the acknowledgement of the presence
of God’s Spirit at work in peoples of other religious traditions and of non-religious
belief systems who demonstrate love and compassion for others in their work to
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overcome poverty and injustice in society. 587 The Second Vatican Council set out
this understanding of mission in its document “Declaration on the Relationship of the
Church to Non-Christian Religions” (Nostra Aetate).
The Catholic Church rejects nothing which is true and holy in these religions. ...The
Church therefore has this exhortation for her sons [sic]: prudently and lovingly,
through dialogue and collaboration with the followers of other religions, and in
witness of Christian faith and life, acknowledge, preserve, and promote the spiritual
and moral goods found among these men, as well as the values in their society and
culture. 588

It also adds that
Upon the Moslems too, the Church looks with esteem. They adore one God, living
and enduring, merciful and all-powerful, Maker of heaven and earth and Speaker to
men. They strive to submit wholeheartedly even to His inscrutable decrees, just as
did Abraham, with whom the Islamic faith is pleased to associate itself. ... 589

Islam from its beginnings acknowledged the action of God within Judaism and
Christianity. As it spread and encountered other major religions, it sought to
acknowledge them also as religions of the book. This more tolerant, inclusive type of
Islam is under threat today from the exclusivist Wahabist attitude to ‘others’ being
popularised and funded by Middle Eastern oil wealth throughout the Islamic world. 590
A failure to meet the challenge posed by fundamentalists, both Christian and Muslim,
is likely to cause major problems for social harmony in Australia. One initiative which
has already shown potential for enabling Jews, Christians and Muslims to improve
their relationships and mutual understanding has been inter-faith dialogue.
There is a strong Catholic belief that many moral truths can be found by the use of
reason, not just be revelation. 591 In dialogue with non-Christians who do not accept
the authenticity of the Christian scriptures, the use of reason to support theological
insights is necessary. There is some ambivalence at the theoretical level within
Islam about the role of reason, but that is just another challenge for clarification in
coming to terms with modernity. The guidance given by Islamic scholars has
constantly drawn on reason and experience. Nevertheless, both Christianity and
Islam are experiencing internal conflict. There is a deep chasm between literal
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fundamentalists who believe that all practical solutions to social and political
relationships are to be found in the Bible or in the Qur’an, and those who hold that
the teachings of the Sacred Books have to be re-interpreted in the light of a fuller
understanding of truth emerging from the findings of science, experience and social
developments. Mainstream Christians have come to terms with literary and form
criticism and do not interpret the Old and New Testaments in a fundamentalist, literal
manner. 592 The Muslim world is still struggling with this issue. 593
An encouraging development is the growing acceptance within mainstream Christian
churches, including the Catholic Church, that other religions have spiritual insights
and spiritualities which are from God and can enrich the faith life of people from
other religious traditions. This has made it easier to relate more sympathetically to
people who hold different religious beliefs. 594 But there is also a recognition that
unless religious leaders address any religious beliefs or practices which can be
invoked or are being interpreted to justify discrimination and the use of violence
against the innocent or the ‘other’, social cohesion is at risk. If religion is part of the
problem, it must become part of the solution.
If religious groups in Australia face up to these issues, clarify the role and the limits
to their role in the public sphere, and bring their belief and commitment to
compassion, justice, non-violence, human dignity and peace into the lives of the
members of Australian society, they can make a major contribution to strengthening
and maintaining social cohesion and peace in Australian society.
In its affirmation of what is just and humane and in its willingness to sacrifice
everything for that affirmation, religion may set lasting and powerful limits on what
may otherwise appear to be limitless temporal power. 595

592

See “Homosexuality” ch. 7 of Salzman & Lawler, The Sexual (2010), 215-226.
Antony Black, The History of Islamic Political Thought: From the Prophet to the Present.
Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2001,145-147, 250,302; Asghar ali-Engineer, "Tashri
(Process of Law-making)” in Islam: Religion, Law and Society: A Christian-Muslim Discussion, Tarek
Mitri (Ed), Geneva: WCC Publications, 1995, 43; Appleby Ambivalence (2000), 256; Irshad Manji.
The Trouble with Islam, Sydney: Random House Australia, 2004, 61-62; John L.Esposito, Islam, The
Straight Path, 3rd Edition. New York; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998, 83-84; Wolfgang
Kasper, "Can Islam meet the challenge of modernity?" Quadrant 49.5 No. 416 (May 2005): 11-12;
James Alison, “On helping the faithful negotiate confusion”, The Tablet, (3 March 2007) 10-11. This
Catholic theologian takes up the issue of homosexuality which he describes as ‘”an emerging
anthropological truth about a regular, normal and non-pathological variant within the human
condition.”
594
Nostra Aetate (1966), ibid..
595
st
Chris Patten, What Next?: Surviving the 21 Century, Penguin Group (Australia), 2008, 444.
593

242

Key Findings
This chapter set out to identify difficulties which the beliefs or world views of Radical
Secularists, Catholics and Muslims face in building and maintaining social harmony
without abandoning their own religious or ideological identities.
It found that Radical Secularists face the challenge of engaging with mainstream
religious believers in dialogue on rationality and in a joint search with believers to
strengthen and protect human rights and the core values of Australian society.
Catholicism in Australia is still facing difficulties in clarifying the relationship between
bishops and Catholic politicians, in wanting wide exemptions from human rights
legislation and in inculturating the best of Australia’s values into its governance
structures – dispute resolution procedures, financial and administrative
accountability, free speech and gender identity issues..
Muslims are also confronting serious difficulties. If 50 % of Muslim Australians think
that there is an incompatitiliity between Islam and the west, there are likely to be
difficulties in inculturating the best of Australian values. Concerns on their part with
the current Australian understanding of the boundaries of free speech, little
discussion among themselves on non-Muslim concerns about human rights being
subject to the rules of Islamic law, and a lack of insight into the implications of the
doctrine of the separation of church and state for an Islamic tradition which has
traditionally presumed a privileged position for Islam and a lesser status for other
religions within the state. The lack of any authoritative leadership structure to set
limits to what can be accepted as authentic Islamic belief and practice makes
dialogue difficult. The need for Muslim Australians to clarify the meaning of jihad and
the role of military or state power and Shari’a Law in building a just and
compassionate society is already a public concern in Australia. Finally, it remains to
be seen whether the ambiguity within Islamic thinking over the rationality and virtue
of God becomes a serious difficulty for dialogue. So far, there has been little
research into such issues.
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Chapter 8
Conclusion: The Encounter of Islam and Catholicism
With Australian Secular Society
Research into this encounter grew out of a concern that the influence of religion in
the development of Australia’s political and social culture was not seen as
particularly relevant to the debates about the core values on which Australia has built
its social cohesion. The purpose of the research was to identify beliefs and religious
practices with the potential to inhibit the acculturation of newly arrived migrants or of
their acceptance by the host community, both necessary to maintain a socially
cohesive society.
The literature review undertaken found reports of a deep division between Muslim
and non-Muslim Australians with four of the nine surveys undertaken since the year
2000 noting the relevance of religion to the problem. Of the four, the report on the
Australia Deliberates forum offered a summary of expert opinion on the possible
causes of that division. Their consensus was: that Muslims are seen as a threat to
the Australian way of life, and more so than other ethnic groups; Islamic teachings
are perceived as threatening the hard-won rights of women, of worship and of
personal security; and the widespread association of Islam with violence fuels a fear
that Islam will take over the Australian way of life. The same forum found that at its
conclusion the number of Muslim participants who consider Islam to be incompatible
with Australian values increased from 34% at the beginning of the conference to
49%. The findings of the 9th survey, (Religion and belief) also identified similar fears
among non-Muslim Australians: a fear of the introduction of Shari’a law with its
restrictions on criticism of Islam and prohibition of apostasy.
So far those findings have not led to research into the possibility that incompatibilities
between specific religious beliefs and practices, and Australian core values might be
at the root of the division. Academic research has been more focused on the impact
of racism and discrimination as causes of that division with much of the research
based on interviews done with Muslims, not with members of the host community.
The expert opinions presented at the Australia Deliberates forum offered some
findings on the views of non-Muslim Australians but not the evidence on which their
opinions were based. The latest survey report, (Religion and belief) acknowledges a
lacuna in the research, but hasn’t identified particular issues to be explored.
From the reports in those surveys it is clear that there has been little evidence of
research into the relevance of specific religious beliefs and practices to the issue of
social cohesion, but evidence of a bias in research which has relied on interviews
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with Muslim Australians without comparable studies on the concerns and
perceptions of non-Muslim Australians.
According to the Final Report of that Australia Deliberates forum, many grassroots
initiatives are being taken to bridge the divide between Muslim and non-Muslim
Australians, but apart from a consensus on the need to do something, there is little
idea of what should be done.
The methodology followed in this study was influenced by an understanding that
acculturation is a two way process in which both migrant and host communities have
a role to play. Host communities have to ensure not only that migrants are not
victims of racism and discrimination, but that the hosts have an openness to the
migrants and the potential riches of the cultures they bring with them. New migrants
have to make an effort to familiarise themselves with Australian culture and its
values as well as be seen to be making efforts to reassure members of the host
community who voice unease or concern about the values and attitudes of
newcomers. To put the blame for racism and discrimination onto the host
community without researching the concerns and unease reported among its
members, particularly when religious issues have been mentioned as giving rise to
that concern, is a flawed approach.
The methodology adopted in this project was designed to allow an assessment to be
made of the compatibility of the religious beliefs of Christians, particularly Catholics,
and of Muslims on the one hand and the core values of Australian society on the
other. The study used a comparison with the Catholic experience, another religious
minority which experienced a deep division between itself and the mainstream
majority as outlined in Chapter 1 and explained in more detail in Chapter 6. The
comparison with the Catholic journey has helped to identify important challenges
which Muslim migrants face in overcoming that division between them and the host
community. As for the core values of Australian society, this study concluded that
they are among those listed in the United Nations Universal Declaration on Human
Rights as shared and understood in Australia’s secular democratic society.
The value of a comparative approach became clear as the study considered the
missionary visions of Christianity and Islam, visions which include the task of
transforming, not just the individual member, but the very society in which people
live, into the Kingdom of God or into an Islamic State. The comparison showed that
religious beliefs about the role of religion in the public square had the potential to
either nourish or threaten the core values of society and its social cohesion. The test
used in this study to identify such beliefs was their capacity to strengthen or
undermine community relationships and social cohesion in a secular democracy.
As a result, this study has found questions and agendas for research and dialogue
relevant to the challenge of social cohesion.
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As a number of ambiguities and incompatibilities emerged in the attitudes of religious
believers and secularists towards those values, the importance emerged of not just
believers but also of agnostic/atheistic non-believers, joining in a search for a shared
understanding of the core values on which multi-faith, multicultural Australia can
build its social cohesion.
The history of Australian Catholicism’s engagement with secular democracy has
confirmed the strength of the Catholic tendency to inculturate the best values of the
society in which it exists. At a time when the central leadership of Catholicism in
Rome was condemning the separation of church and state, democracy, freedom of
speech and religious freedom, the Catholic laity in the English speaking world,
including Australia of that time, found itself at ease with those principles and rights.
During the Second Vatican Council, the leadership engaged with those features of
Western societies and accepted their compatibilty with the core beliefs of
Catholicism. However, two ambiguities still need clarification in Australia, one
directly affecting relationships in the public square, the other doing so indirectly.
The relationship between Catholic bishops and Catholic politicians on matters such
as legislation on sexual morality needs further clarification. Some bishops, in spite of
clear teaching from the papacy that it is not the duty of the state to criminalise all
immoral behavior, still expect politicians to vote simply on the morality of the
behavior being criminalised or decriminalised. They justify this on the basis of their
responsibility to help form the consciences of Catholics as citizens. When
governments propose legislation on issues such as stem cell research, the
distribution of condoms to prevent AIDS or abortion, all matters which concern the
public square, some bishops continue to demand obedience to their judgments on
the morality of such actions. This can have serious consequences for a politician
whose role is to make a judgment on the impact of criminalising or decriminalising
legislation on the common good, on respect for law, on the minimization of harm
which may result, and on the need for him/her at times to choose the lesser of two
evils. Firmer guidelines are needed for bishops planning to demand obedience from
Catholic politicians on such matters.
An indirect effect on the public square flows from the restrictions on discussion and
debate within Catholicism on issues particularly concerning sexual morality and the
accountability of those with authority to the general membership of the church. Apart
from the marginalization and alienation of many Catholics from the church which this
study has noted, the indirect impact on the public square arises from the lack of
credible input from the Catholic Church on such issues. Many Catholics are simply
rejecting the Church or drifting away, a sign of a major difference between the beliefs
of the ordinary Catholics and those of the leadership in Australia as regards the need
to inculturate the best of Australian values. Key issues include accountability from
those with administrative and financial authority, the equality of women, freedom of
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speech including debate on matters of sexual morality, and the extent of the
Church’s request for exemptions from human rights legislation.
So far, any attempts to bring the core values of Australian society into the
governance of the Catholic Church in Australia have been blocked by the veto
powers used by those holding unaccountable authority in the church. However, the
existence of government funded Catholic universities around Australia means that
those institutions should be sufficiently independent of bishops not to be intimidated
into refusing to hold academic explorations of topics they judge to be in the public
interest. This may be one avenue which may help to resolve the ambiguities. A
boycott by bishops of such studies or forums under the auspice of Catholic
universities would be more difficult to sustain than if similar work were attempted
under a secular auspice.
The Islamic journey of engagement with modernity and the secular democratic state
is at an earlier stage than that of Catholicism. As this study has shown, historians
have noted how from its beginning the Prophet Mohammad used military and
political power to protect and spread Islam. In doing this, in spite of the tolerance
accorded to non-Muslim communities by the Prophet under the Constitution of
Medina, the Islamic state as it developed failed to fulfill the equality it promised. The
underlying cause was the development of Islamic law, the Shari’a, in ways which
failed to protect the equality of non-Muslim religious minorities and imposed
blasphemy laws which prohibited any criticism of Islam and threatened the death
sentence on any Muslim who apostasised. Concerns and questions about those
issues, about the relationships and attitudes of Muslims to ‘infidels’, and especially
about Islamic theologies which are open to interpretations calling for the waging of
military jihad against non-Muslims: all have the potential to cause deep divisions in
society if such interpretations are influential among Muslim Australians. Whether
that is true or not still remains to be researched.
There are reports of Muslims welcoming the freedoms they have experienced in
Australia, but whether this amounts to the beginnings of an inculturation of some of
Australia’s core values has not been confirmed. In spite of the claim by Sanneh that
Islam does not inculturate but transforms local cultures into Arabic culture, the failure
of Islamic societies to agree on a universally applicable Shari’a indicates that Islamic
law has in fact inculturated many values from the local cultures in which it operates.
Has it begun to do this in Australia?
Answers to these question are necessary if the reported division between Muslim
and non-Muslim in the Australian community is to be resolved. Already there are
indications that Australian Muslims are in fact inculturating Australian values. HanIfa
Deen’s report on the Muslim Australian responses to the Danish Cartoon controversy
is an indication of that. As happened in Catholicism, ordinary Muslims may have
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already accepted that many Australian interpretations of human rights are no threat
to the core beliefs of Islam. But, the answer is not clear. Many Australian
universities, especially those with centres for Islamic studies now have the capacity
to research such questions.
As the Islamic Charter of Human Rights makes rights such as freedom of religion
and freedom of speech subject to the Shari’a, the ambivalence in that commitment to
those human rights which are among the core values of social cohesion in Australian
society needs resolution. Being subject to the Shari’a could be understood to mean
being subject to the Sovereignty of God in the sense that there are limits to the
powers of the state which prohibit it from violating God-given human rights. Do
Muslim Australians accept such an interpretation?
The reality that the Shari’a varies from one Islamic society to another does offer the
possibility for discussion and re-interpretation of Islamic law, but there are still
reservations within Islam over the process of reinterpretation. Islam in many
countries is still relying on the concept of an Islamic state in which the authority of
the state is melded with that of the religious leadership of Islam. In those countries,
the Religious Scholars have traditionally defined the Shari’a and control, or seek to
control, not just influence, the lawmaking process for religious, social and
commercial legislation. Nevertheless some Muslim countries have had a de facto
separation of religion and the state but the Religious Scholars have not developed a
theoretical justification for that practical development. Islam’s long history of difficulty
with autocratic and despotic leaders is blamed on such a lack of development of its
religio-political thinking on governance and on the need for accountability for
decisions taken by those with authority. Rational solutions are often adopted to
resolve problems, but lack a developed theoretical basis for a reconciliation with
traditional beliefs.
Accountability to the people based on the sovereignty of the people, is still a
theoretical difficulty within Islam, but, given the acceptance of ‘shura’, consultation,
within Islam, the concept of democracy would seem to be quite compatible with its
teachings. On the other hand, the claims by powerful sections of Islam that the
gates of interpretation have been closed for many centuries is a factor hindering the
reinterpretation and application of the Shari’a in the light of the social and religious
context of the 21st century.
Part of the difficulty in addressing such issues arises from the Muslim belief in the
status of the Qur’an and the Shari’a and in the difficulty that this poses for any reinterpretation in the light of experience and reasoning. A fundamentalist view claims
that the Qur’an and the Shari’a provide a template for governing society, with a
consequent refusal on the part of fundamentalists to engage in any process which
requires a re-interpretation of those sources.
The unresolved struggle over re-interpretation within Islam may well be a key factor
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in creating the public perception among members of the host community that
Muslims are defensive in the face of criticism and are reluctant to discuss such
issues be it in civic or inter-faith dialogues. Commentators are expressing concern
that if Islam does not address this issue, militant fundamentalists will continue to
determine the public image of Islam in countries like Australia.
One first step in coming to terms with these challenges would be research into what
Muslims in Australia think about such aspects of the Shari’a.
A related approach, if evidence is found of an inculturation taking place among
Australian Muslims, is to explore the possibility of Islam in Australia developing an
Australian version of the Shari’a.
A possible third path for consideration of Muslim Australians would be the adoption
of the principles set out in the Amman Declaration which would legitimise an
authoritative voice for Islam in the Australian public square. That would be a step
which the Muslim communities within Australia would have to take, but judging from
the positive reception that declaration has so far received around the world, it should
be possible to bring Religious Scholars to Australia to facilitate debate and
discussion about adopting that declaration as part of Islamic Law in Australia.
Drawing on the scholarship and leadership of Religious Scholars and Muslim
academics based in Western secular democracies could be helpful. A number of
them identified in this study have started to discuss these challenges and to seek
solutions. Bringing them to Australia for dialogue with the Muslim communities, with
academia and with interfaith networks would be an important step enabling
mainstream Islam in Australia being seen to be addressing the concerns and unease
of non-Muslim Australians. Just starting the process may improve relationships.
Another issue which needs to be addressed is the incompatibility with the Australian
understanding of the separation of religion and the state, of calls for the recognition
of Shari’a Law by the state. Recognition of Shari’a Law would require the state to
endorse a legal system in which there are limited rights for women and for members
of religious minorities. Because the Islamic Charter of Human Rights makes all
rights subject to the Shari’a, it is implicitly giving preference to Islam over other
religious or secular beliefs. It implicitly supports the concepts of a confessional or
state religion and the view that citizenship should be based on religious affiliation.
Acceptance of such interpretations of the Universal Declaration on Human Rights
would impact on relationships with non-Muslims in Australia. Dialogue with other
religious groups on the lack of state recognition for their legal systems may offer
reassurance to Muslims that a lack of state recognition does not prevent Islam or any
religious group playing a role in the public square in Australia.
There is little evidence that these issues are being discussed and debated within
Islamic leadership organizations or on Islamic websites in Australia, yet these are the
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challenges which building social cohesion in a secular democracy forces all citizens
to face.
These challenges are taking place during a period of time in which Doctrinaire
Secularists are urging the exclusion of religious groups from the public square.
Because of this issue and of the increasing numbers of non-Christian migrants who
bring a different understanding of that relationship with them, the need to clarify the
role of religion in the public square is becoming more important for social cohesion in
Australian society.
Australia, one of the first secular democracies, has developed a constitution which
protects religions from government interference in their internal affairs and outlaws
the preferencing by government of any one among the country’s competing belief
systems. In return, it seeks a reciprocity from believers and non-believers who are
expected to acknowledge the rights of others to hold and publicly defend their
beliefs, ideologies or spiritualities. This includes the right of all belief systems to
engage in debate in the public square as members of civil society seeking to nourish
and influence the interpretation of the core values on which Australia has built its
social cohesion and public policies. It also permits criticism of other religions, but not
vilification or defamation. The degree of acceptance of this reciprocity may be a key
question for gauging the strength of social cohesion in Australia today.
So far, Australia seems to have been able to maintain its social cohesion without
some of the more difficult problems encountered in other countries although Cronulla
was a warning signal. If religious groups in Australia face up to these issues, clarify
the nature and the limits to their role in the public sphere, continue to demonstrate
their commitment to living as members of Australian society with compassion,
justice, non-violence, respect for human dignity and peace with others, their
influence in the public square can continue and they can continue to make a major
contribution to strengthening and maintaining human rights, social cohesion and
peace in Australian.
Catholicism, Islam and Doctrinaire Secularism are all facing serious challenges
arising from their encounter with Australian secular society, yet one proven factor
which facilitates understanding and makes authentic change possible is that of
dialogue both civic and interfaith.
The impact on Catholicism of its relationship with other religions as a result of its
participation in ecumenism and inter-faith dialogue has been quite dramatic. A
similar engagement by religious and secular thinkers could lead to greater mutual
respect, a better defence of human rights and an acceptance of the need to
overcome the religious illiteracy noted by the surveys (Religion) and (Freedom of
Religion). Such an engagement could encourage much needed academic research
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into the positive and negative contributions of religious and ideological beliefs to
social cohesion in Australia.
Finally, this study has identified a number of religious beliefs which have the
potential to cause a division within Australian society serious enough to undermine
social cohesion. Both sides of the division between Muslim and non-Muslim
Australians need to be reassured that their perceptions of the others are based on
actual beliefs and attitudes, not just on assumptions from what is believed and done
in other countries.
This assessment of the current situation in Australia has identified crucial questions
which need to be answered in the interest of public policy, community relationships
and social cohesion.
The central issue from this research is the degree to which Muslim and non–Muslim
Australians have begun to or have inculturated the core values of Australian society.
The research will require:
1. Surveys among cross sections of all Australians to identify their understanding of
the values currently accepted as the basis of social cohesion in Australia.
Essentially, it will focus on those values spelled out in the booklet for intending
citizens as noted in Chapter 6:
respect for the equal worth, dignity and freedom of the individual; freedom of speech;
freedom of religion and secular government; freedom of association; support for
parliamentary democracy and the rule of law; equality under the law; equality of men
and women; equality of opportunity; peacefulness; and tolerance, mutual respect and
compassion for those in need. 1

To those values should be added ‘a commitment to the common good, the
separation of Church and State as interpreted in Australia and acceptance of
English as the national language’..
2. This will require questions to be developed which seek information on the degree
of acceptance of the core values across the community. Consequently,
questions on the following issues will be part of any such research.
•

Is the sovereignty of the people compatible with the sovereignty of God?

•

Should religious laws be given recognition as part of the Australian legal
system?

•

Should Australian law guarantee:

1

Life in Australia, Canberra: Department of Immigration and Citizenship, 2007, 4 at
http://www.immi.gov.au/living-in-australia/values/book/english/lia_english_full.pdf, accessed 15 Oct.
2010.
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a. equal rights for women in legal disputes related to divorce and other
matters?
b. the right of every Australian to convert to another religion?
c. the right of every Australian to be a non-believer if he or she so wishes?
d. the right of every Australian to criticise, but not to defame or vilify, other
religious beliefs and their founders.
•

What degree of acceptance of the principle of reciprocity is to be found among
Australians?

• Can political violence ever be justified in a democratic society?
3. To develop the wording needed to gain answers to those questions, focus groups
involving Muslims and non-Muslims who have built mutual trust and friendship in
civic and interfaith dialogue are likely to be productive.
4. Useful research will aim to compare the findings in at least two regional areas
and two urban centres which have higher than average levels of Muslim
populations but contrasting socio-economic indicators. The same questions
should be put to both Muslim and non-Muslim residents.
From this kind of research, beliefs and ideologies which clash with or support
Australian values could be identified, and a search started to find common ground in
identifying and interpreting the core values needed for social cohesion in Australia.
Public policy in Australia continues to evolve. Currently, it is attempting to address
the discrimination against Indigenous people, women and peoples of colour, but is
yet to recognise religious factors which are likely to be important contributors to the
the relationship between Muslim and non-Muslim Australians. Public policy needs
dialogue and research to discover if and what religious beliefs and practices have
caused a division between Muslim and non-Muslim Australians and what still needs
to be done by both groups to bring about a successful acculturation of Muslim
migrants. That division is a symptom of difficulties in need of attention.
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