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Mariam Veiszadeh speech delivered at Monash University's Castan Centre's 
Annual Human Rights Conference in Melbourne 22nd July 2016. 

 
Islamophobia in Australia 

 
Respected guests, fellow speakers, ladies and gentlemen - good morning.  
 
I too would like to acknowledge the traditional owners of the land on which we meet. Any 
such discussion about human rights in Australia must premise around our first Australians. 
 
As was already mentioned I was the original founder and President of the Islamophobia 
Register Australia. My relationship with Islamophobia over the years has taken my forms 
– from being an advocate against it, to becoming a victim of it and everything in between. 
 
I stand before you today with a heavy heart. The past few weeks and days have been 
turbulent to say the least. 
 
There is so much that has been said already, by many, on the issues I wish to speak about 
today but bear with me while I pour my heart out to you. And bear in mind that much of 
what I say is more or less directed at those outside of this hall. 
 
Like Stan Grant, the issues I speak about today are deeply personal. I do not have the 
privilege of studying, or looking into these issues from an outsider’s perspective, or as part 
of an extracurricular hobby. I have lived it and continue to experience it. 
 
I do not want to delve into a doom and gloom discourse and I premise my discussion 
around this simple fact – if you haven’t walked my path, than your understanding of my 
circumstances is only secondary,. You cannot flatly deny that which you have had the 
privilege not to experience. 
 
Since I founded the Register in late 2014, I have effectively been at the coalface of 
Islamophobia.  I joke about the fact that I have become the islamophobe’s favourite poster 
child and the sacrificial lamb (halal of course) of the anti-Islamic movement. To try and 
remain positive, despite all that I have endured is no easy feat but I can thank God, my 
supportive family and my psychologist for that. 
 
In recent months we have teamed up with a group of academics from varying backgrounds 
from across Australia to analyse the data collated from the Islamophobia Register 
Australia. In a few months’ time, we hope to release a first of its kind full findings report, 
which will include quantitative and qualitative data analysis including details around 
trends, demographics of perpetrators and that of the victims, distribution of the events 
according to months and researching the correlation between the frequency of the reports 
and the socio-political climate at that time and mapping Islamophobia hot spots. 
 
Islamophobia is so broad though– and my message today is to those who perpetrate it, 
those who experience it and those caught up in the shadows of these two.   
 
My message is for the backyard bigots and the backyard sheikhs and everyone in 
between. 
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My message is for the powerful institutions and voices of influences striding in our 
corridors of power, on our airwaves and on our screens that consciously and 
unconsciously perpetuate it and act as the “enablers” of it. 
 
And my message is to those who plant the seeds of Islamophobia and then benefit from 
the fruit it inevitably bears. 
 
My message is also to the misguided backyard clerics who label themselves as “religious 
guides” – both the tangible ones and intangible ones referred to as Sheikh Google and 
Sheikh Youtube, that exploit young, impressionable souls, by exploiting our holy verses 
and mischievously citing ‘Islamophobia’. 
 
The diverse players sucked into this vortex many of whom, unwittingly, feed off each other, 
and yet simultaneously and passionately despise one another – I call them the radicalised 
and the islamophobes. 
 
And my message is to those who find themselves on the fringes of society – those most 
susceptible to the messages and narratives of violent political ideologies, the young souls 
who feel disenfranchised and so disillusioned that they feel compelled to turn to radical 
elements of a political ideology that has conveniently wrapped itself in a religious cloak to 
gain legitimacy. 
 
Please  know this, the people whom you claim to be defending, representing and fighting 
for, are the very people who will suffer and face an enormous backlash every time you 
think you’re doing something to help “your cause” 
 
Let me remind you that whilst there are loud and vocal voices shouting down at us in this 
country which is adding to your sense of alienation, be assured that the silent majority, do 
not hate you. In fact many, speak out. They may not all understand you but do not lose 
hope and do not despair. 
 
All is not doom and gloom – this is your home just as much as it is theirs. For some of us, 
it’s the only home we have ever known. 
 
The utter irony is that all of the parties involved on each end of the extreme spectrum cling 
on to the false hope that their words and actions are actually tackling and thereby reducing 
endemic and institutionalised Islamophobia and global injustices (in the case of the young 
disillusioned souls, falling prey to radicalisation) or in turn, reducing and countering 
radicalisation, terrorism and/or the perceived Muslim threats (in the case of the 
islamophobes - both at an individual and institutional level). 
 
But the reality is that their words and actions have the polar opposite impact of what they 
set out to achieve and instead contributes towards further fuelling each other's causes. 
Meanwhile everyone else is caught up in between. 
 
These are by no means the only factors at play.   
It cannot be ignored however that political ideologies prey on disaffection. 
 
Whether it’s the very disaffection that makes voters nod to the empty, baseless words of 
politicians, that are void of logic, but somehow it resonates with them or the disaffection 
that pulls a young Australian Muslim man to the fringes of society, thereby making him 
vulnerable prey for the wicked minded – we cannot ignore this sense of disaffection. 
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No doubt, the consequences of the latter, are definitely deadly as brainwashed and 
radicalised young people, so callously end up destroying their own lives and the lives of 
countless others – but there are parallels to be drawn between the two groups. 
 
Put simply, there are far too many disaffected and disillusioned people amongst us on 
both ends of the spectrum.   
 
We need to work together to bring them into the fold. Both the ones on this end of the 
extreme spectrum and the ones on the other end of the spectrum.  
 
Australia is one big family and whilst these folks may seem like that distant cousin we 
would rather not engage with, ignoring them will not make them disappear into oblivion. 
Ignoring them, demonising and ridiculing them will only make them more emboldened, 
grant them martyr status and create bigger pockets of polarised and disfranchised people 
with devastating and long term consequences for our nation. 
 
Whilst there are many nuances specific to Australia, the academics we have teamed up 
with to draft our full findings report, are noticing Islamophobic patterns across the UK and 
the US that are being observed in Australia. 
 
Our findings to date, paint a grim picture in which everyday locations – including shopping 
centres, at public transport hubs and on public transport itself, victims of Islamophobia are 
facing varying levels of verbal and/or physical abuse. 
 
In the 12- month period between 18 September 2014 to 18 September 2015, there was 
an average of 5.4 incidents reported per week. 
 
When we conducted a preliminary analysis of the data from the Register there were 
noticeable spikes in reported incidents following certain events, including on the day of 
and in the immediate aftermath of the September 2015 Anti-Terror raids, Federal 
Parliament’s short-lived proposal to ban the ‘burqa’ being worn in Parliament, the Martin 
Place Siege, Tony Abbott’s national security statement where he said that he’d “heard 
Western leaders describe Islam as a 'religion of peace'” and that he “wished more Muslim 
leaders would say it and mean it” and the April country-wide Reclaim Australia rallies. 
 
Of particular concern is the fact that our data contains in it an alarming number of incidents 
in which mothers are harassed in the presence of young children. 
 
I want you to pause and reflect on the impact that such experiences have on young 
children who witness their mothers, their sisters or their aunts being verbally or physically 
abused in this manner? There's no research to the extent of my understanding that looks 
into the impact that Islamophobia has on young children.  
Think of a 12 year witnessing his mother being verbally abused, and then being called a 
terrorist at school, (say the day after Pauline Hanson appears on QandA), and then fast 
forward a few years and this same kid struggles to find a job because his name is 
Mohammed (we know this because there is research that shows that Australian Muslims 
have higher than average rates of education and lower than average levels of 
employment). Imagine as a young adolescent how that man will feel? And then 
contemplate on how it may be a lot easier to brainwash him into potentially joining groups 
who will promise him a job, brotherhood and a sense of belonging that his home country 
is not able to provide him.  
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About a year or two ago when I first started working in this space, I often said that 
Islamophobia in Australia was at risk of becoming normalised. 
 
Ladies and gentlemen, in my humble view, we are there. It now has become largely 
normalised and is a pervasive cancer that keeps rearing its ugly head in both public and 
private places, all too frequently. 
 
Any such discussion of Islamophobia cannot ignore the institutional, social, legal and 
historical power relations, political rhetoric, government policies and media framings, that 
contribute to it becoming normalized. 
 
The dog-whistling and fear mongering of conservative politicians sitting on the hard right 
and the often silent complicity of their leaders have played a role in helping to create a 
fertile ground for the re-emergence of groups like One Nation. 
 
With approximately 500,000 + votes, Pauline Hanson’s One Nation received the biggest 
national Senate vote in the country after the Coalition parties, Labor and the Greens. 
 
And perhaps the greatest paradox –lies in their inappropriately titled name of “One Nation” 
–as they have sought to divide the nation with their ill-informed, ill-researched views. 
 
We must however find the delicate balance between calling out the fabrications and hate 
speech but not by stooping to their levels by demonising them or writing all One Nation 
supporters off as mere bigots- because not all 500,000k + people who voted for One 
Nation fit that profile. 
 
And there’s no doubt that One Nation is riding the populist wave, with their carefully 
targeted policies and rhetoric seeking to appeal to the heart of the disaffected voter base 
who were all to ready to, in the words of Guardian columnist, Kathryn Murphy “raise their 
middle digit in the direction of the parliamentary triangle”. 
 
We know that One Nation’s key policy platform was explicitly anti-Muslim.  Of particular 
concern is their policy to outright ban Muslims from entering the country because of a 
perceived threat of terrorism. 
 
I mean why would you let the facts get in the way of a good dog whistle, never mind that 
when you plot the two variables (% of a country’s population that are Muslim) and the 
number of terrorist attacks in that country in a scatter diagram there is no obvious 
connection and no such trend. 
 
Last week a group of us set out to fact check our way through One Nation’s policy 
positions, starting with their positions on Islam – we launched www.FactCheckOneNation. 
com. au 
 
While we believe that a multifaceted approach is required to tackle the misinformation and 
xenophobia that is increasingly on the rise, separating fact from fiction is a good starting 
point to counter the fear and mistrust being peddled in the community. 
 
In the USA, research carried out by the North Western University shows that feeling 
dehumanised by another group can lead you to dehumanise that group in return - which 
can increase support for aggressive actions against them. 
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Meaning, in the context of the US, where this study was carried out, if Americans think 
that Muslims see them as savages, Americans will be more likely to return the “favour,” 
perceiving Muslims to be savages. And both groups will be more likely to support 
aggressive acts like drone strikes or torture against the other. 
 
This is why many, in the face of rising Islamophobia have cautioned that such a rise in 
incidents of Islamophobia could validate extremists’ perceptions that Americans are 
waging a war on Islam.  In fact it was Secretary of State John Kerry, who has said Donald 
Trump’s statements calling for a ban, which has been echoed in Australia, can “endanger 
national security by handing ISIS and other terrorists a recruitment tool”. 
 
So research has shown us that feeling dehumanized by another group can lead you to 
dehumanise that group and that pattern of dehumanization and mutual aggression 
continues. 
 
How is this relevant you ask? 
 
When people like Sonia Kruger from the Today Show are able to so casually call for the 
banning of all Muslims entering our country, when national newspapers like The Australian 
publish comments from readers calling for the “internment of Muslims” (so throwing the 
whole Muslim population into detention camps), when political parties get elected into 
parliament almost exclusively on their anti-Muslim policy platforms, a process of 
dehumanisation is taking place. 
 
When Pauline Hanson likens Australian Muslims to pit bull terriers, a process of 
dehumanisation is taking place. 
 
Where nothing we say or do, no amount of facts or statistics, can sway certain segments 
from their hard line, wholly manufactured views about us, a process of dehumanisation is 
taking place. 
 
When you oppress me by sending me threats of death, violence and rape, simply because 
I speak out about the islamophobia that my community and I are facing, a process of 
dehumanisaton is taking place. 
 
When the fears and safety concerns of your child becomes a more superior concern than 
the safety of mine, a process of dehumanisation is taking place. 
 
And for the record while it is not my job to enlighten you if you are so fixated in your belief 
that the sky is green, when it is indeed blue, and the onus should not be on I to befriend 
each and every Islamophobe in the same way that a victim of domestic violence need not 
befriend a misogynist. 
 
I will not, however write of every person who speaks up against me, as a mere bigot. I 
have on many occasions engaged, privately with people who hate me, but are level-
headed enough to carry out a conversation free from vitriol and hysteria. On the odd 
occasion, I helped changed some views and have helped soften some hearts. 
 
This doesn’t mean that I will turn a blind eye to Islamophobia, or not call out its historical 
constructs, or highlight the individuals and institutions, that continue to act as enablers 
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and plant seeds of hate - BUT my message today, to everyone, is that we must not and 
cannot retire into a state of despair. We must appeal to our best selves. 
The bigots in the country - are the exception not the rule.  
 
To those who do not sit on the outer edges of opposite sides of the spectrum, I eluded to 
earlier, let us reach out to one another, with a renewed and genuine intent to listen to each 
other – but to listen to understand and not just with an intent to fire off a reply. 
 
Let the reasonable voices unite and let us expend our energies into trying to inject love 
and compassion into a world that is being increasingly filled with destruction and despair 
for the forces binding us together are stronger than the forces pulling us apart. 
 
And when we lose hope, as I sometimes do, let us look down at the face of our future 
generations, reflect on their futures, reflect on our hopes and dreams, and pick ourselves 
up, dust ourselves off and light that damn candle again, for darkness cannot drive out 
darkness. Only light can do that. 
 


