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[REPORT

Despite the scare
stories in the West,
more and more expat
women are furning to
Islam. Johanna Payton
met three converts

o i r 1 ac r B - s
i H ach woman who has converted

to Islam has her own story,”

—
| savs Shenta Madgwick, from the
B4 Sheikh Mohammed Centre for

Cultural Understanding in Dubai,

Sherifa converted 13 vears ago after mos ing
to Dubai from the UK. She savs: “When |
was given the Qurtan, |Hound something that
made sense to me.”

Her story is echoed by hundreds of Western
wamen here. Islamic sources say there are
now four female comverts to every male. So
just why are modern wornen choosing a
religion that is often accused of treating them
badly? Some convert for love, others because
of Islam’ s emphasis on familv and some o
excape unwanted male attention.

Mry man Ismail Abdullah Al Hasheni,
of the International Women™s Culwural
Forum, savs she has seen an increase In
conversions. “Every month, 60 to 70 women
become Muslims.”™

Converting 1o Islam m o Muslim country
mav muke sense. but reactions back home
can be harsh, Mrs tman savs, 1 have known
fumilies wha won't allaw their children back
inte their homes.” If expats marry lor love
itdoesn't always mean their new extendedd
tamilies will accept them cither. Lavla, 31,
British expat convert, found this to be the
case. Thutiallhy Peomverted for my hushand,
but s fanuly sull wooldn'tspeak to me for
siv months after D married him.” Outcast,
Lavla was so depressed that she suffered a
nervous breakdown.: Eventually her husband’s
family accepted her, but she savs, "My first
months as a Muoslim were reallv tough™,

But the difficulues people might face still
haven'tslowed the comversion rate. We spoke
to three other expats to hind out what made

them make the change.
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86| THOUGHT MUSLIMS
WERE EXTREMISTS®®

STRALIAN MAJA CVEIC, 32, BELIEVED THE
SCARE STORIES TILL SHE FELL IN LOVE
T grow up in Belgrade under communism.
Religion was discouraged and so we

weren't twughrabout i at school. | thought
Muslims were extremists and ther litesevle
was ‘backwards' compared to the West,
However, when my sister got a job in Dubai
in 1996 and | Hew out 1o visit, | was soon
proved wrong.

O mv next trip. | became even more
hooked with the country - though notin
the way Twould have expected. My sister had
Been mvited 1o a Iriend's house and she ook
e along. While Fwus looking forward 1o
hearing mv sister’s news, someene else soon
caught myv attention. He had black eves, long

S8 ("]:i\hl_“ﬂ' and [ was L'Ll['ﬁl’[\ ated. We \P\‘ﬂl' ddes
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staring at each other across the room but as

a brazen Australian womuan Iwasn't poing
to Jewve 1t at that, so Twalked right up o the
gorgeous Arabic guy and introduced myself,

We hivie off immedtely. 1 lew bome
but we keptin touch and met up whenever
we could. We would ralk about all manner
ot things, including our beliels, but we were
too busy (alling in love to worry about the
ditferences in our religions.

Eighteen manths later we knew we wanted
to get marned and fnally accepred that
religion was anssue. My fiancé wanted his
children o be rased as Muslims nlthough he
never expected me to change.

Back in Austraha, | read books Tull of “true
stories” of women marned o Musiim men,
which scared me to death. Lalso hetened
to tapes that said Muslim hustands should
“censor” what their wives read and wore.
When I old my partner he was outraged and
sent me books about the real Tslam.

Over time my belieh system starred to
shilt. Tvisited & mosgue in Melbourne and
soon found thar Muslim women weren't
downtrodden but held in the highest respecr.

Then the world ook a turn for the
worse on [ September, 2001, and my (hght
for Dubai left two days later, My mum and
friends phoned me begging me not to get on
the plane. Fwas terrified but Tkpew | conldn't
let this stop me {rom being with my hancé
and having a furure together.

While ] arrived in Dubo, the horrors
of what had happened in America set me
back about six months. | was tentanive about
committing to Islam. but [Jnew chat Tdidn't
want to be without a religion and from what
I'd already learne, | was sure that it was the
nght rehgion for me.

Asan Australian woman who was as
partial to a glass of chardonnay as anyone clse,
converting wasn't easy. [also grombled 1o my
francé abour having to pray five umes a day; so

Reading the Quran &
had a profound -
affect on Sarni

Tstarted at vwice a day and built up to five.
Plearne Arabic so Leould fully understand
what Dwas reading i the Quiran and 1
started to wear the abava, which ] not enly
found kept me cool but stopped me from
worrying about what o wear,

By the follbwing September I was
married, lup;ﬂi_'. converted and setrled in
my new ife. My friends sull weren’t sure
about my chowes. Thev accused me of
being brainwashed and joinmg a cult. Une
even asked me il I'd become a terrorist,

Hepefully they now know | couldn’t be
happier. | have a heaitiiy marriage and 1'm
dehinitely not my husband’s prisoner.”

8 \WHEN | HEARD THE

CALLTO PRAYER | FELT
AT PEACE®®

SOUTH-AFRICAN SAMIRA HATTIMNGH. 24

WAS BORED WITH LIFE SO SHE CAUGHT A

PLANME TO DUBA

144 he name on my birth certifivate s
Michelle Huttingh, Teome Irom a

middle class South Afnican tarmily and was

christened as a child, although we were never

religious, When |was 200 [ was bored wath life

in South Africa and dving for something

new: THenged for adventure, so l gota job

at Duba Dury Free.

Tewas the first tme P'd been exposed 1o
different nationalitics and Helta it our af my
depth in my new home.

My triends and | used to oo out all the
time. [wasn't lovelh by any means, but | =
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felt that there was always something missing
and when 1heard the call to praver for the
first time [was drawn toat.

Tdidn't have any Muslim friends, but my
'Ah, Tl‘lt!
chapter dedicated o women had a profound
effect on e,

housemate had & copy of the Qur

| wanted to lvarm more, so Twent o a
lacal hookshop and found @ huge book on
the Prophet Molurnmed (PREETT). Tt rook me
months to read and it complereh changed
my outlaok on life. eried ar die end and

went o the slamic centre in Karama where [
CONVE] I-._:] 1M Il ."| 11¢ i';.

I had mever felt so peacelul as | did the
Grst thme 1 prayed. Covernmg my hair made
me feed sate and protecied and Mushims
around the country suddenly became my
extended family.

Fwo vears after converting. | met Ahmed,
a Palestinan Muslim, at work, We got marriced
in June 2005 and had our beautiful davghter,
Aisha the following vear.

Islam changed my Iife for the better. When
Tconverted T gat avery warm feching and Uve
only had this feeling twice since then - when |

got marricd wnd when Tease birde P calmer

and have more self-respect.”

8 CARING FOR MY

SICK PARENTS TOOK
OVER MY LIFE®®

GERMAN NOURA DAFPER, 46, KNEW THAT

LOSING HER PAREMTS WOLILD LEAVE A BIG HOLE

K HER LIFE BUT SHE DIDN'T KNOW HOW TO

FREPARE FOR BEING ON HER OWN

CC:[M 1998, when | hirst came o Dubai, [was
Tris Dapper, a Germun businesswoman. 1d

alwavs been interested in the Arab world and

itwus a dream ol mine 1o visit Dubai. Fven

o my brst trip Fdidn't feel like a tourist, el

like T helonged.

I'd alwavs dreamed of setting up my own
business, and even though Tknew Teould ,{
this in Dubat, | worried \ll)(JLll my family. }

futher had Alzheimer's, mn mother ,cancer.
‘md my lite was consumed by caring for them.

My dad was often confused, but when |
told him that there was this chance for me
in Dubal he "woke up’ for a short time and
told me o follow my heart. My mum also
encouraged me to go and get on with my own
life. Apart from my parents there was nothing
for me in Germany,

My move was scheduled for
September 2003 and davs before
mv flight mv father died in my

arms. [didhn Csoant to Jeave my
mum on her own but when |
said T'd stay she wouldn't hear
ot it. She mude me promse that
Twould go to Dubai and look
to the future,

I'set up mv new medical
busirness m Dubat and mv
new home was right next to
a mosque. Whenever | started
to worry about my mum
the Imuam's ¢all to praver
calmed me down. The more

[ he:

d the prayers, the more
I became interested in a
religion and [went out and

the Qur’an.

conver tmg

bought a com of

H()\W\u,
wasn't easy. In fact the first
four horrible
duc to the reactions [

received. osta lot of

mnlh\ were

business because my non-
Muslim partners were
oftended by my decision
to change my religion,
my name and my dress.
One parmer asked how |
could turn ro Islan atter

o found September th.

coawerfing fo lslom
vy cisficull of first

chd not
expect people to redct

in such a stupid way, At

A BEGINNER’S

GUIDE TO ISLAM

Becoming o Muslim recLdres o vary
smpks. bul meaninghsl gcf, The
copver miust belisve ond reciie the-Muslm
pircafesson of foith thires Hrries, known as
i Shobadaly in fronl af fwoe wiinsstsy
Tha pemson mist stote; “Thers lsonly
o God, Allab, who creatad theantes
Linlvesses, and that Mohommeao (PBLUIH) is
his- finol messenged O earfh.’
Thees Shcdhacian & Ihe first of fhe e
Pllkzrs of fskom ond sinceraly making
the declaratcn means thal you creg
recwea huslirm
The Five Pllars af siarm ana the
ohligations that every Busim rmust fulfi
in ety Yo e 0 good and respansble ifs
cocorcling fo lam;

THE FIVE PILLARS OF ISLAM

B SHAHADAH: stcting the Muslim profession
ot falth

M SALAT: performming fude Sroyes five
firmes aaay

W ZAKAT: paoying on olfms {or chaity’) tox to
Berefit the poorand fhe nesdy

W SAWM; fosfing ciuing the month of
[Famadon

W HAL; pégrimoge to Macoa

For rmore detoils sea e Sheskh
Monarmrmed Centra far Cultunc
Understonding websiia - www.culfLies.oe

the end of every evening I'd be i tears and
questioning whether 1 had really made the
right decision bur I waould call my friends and
they would calm me down.

My mm had always worried Twould be
left alone in the world when she died. She
was happy when Trold her Ihad decided 1o
copvert to Blam and through my rehwon |

had found a whole new family of Triends wh
would look after me. I'd never seen her 5o
relaxed. Three davs after Treturned 1o Dubai
she passed away. The nurses tald me she died
peacefully, smiling.

As rime went on, | ele more conhdent
about nrting my new relison into my lite,
used to worry about I:r:‘fﬁg prayers around my
meetings and my tight travelling schedule,
but my Muoshm friends exp];lined il 1 missed a
prayer 'could double up when L had the time.
Lam now happy to leave business partners to
discuss a few pongs, explain that Twas going
to pray and then we'd continue our mecung,
Tsull sometimes get the nasty comments,
which upsets me but | believe that if one door

closes. Allah wili open anather two."®
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