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Praise 
 
‘The energy that is radiated and reflected in these stories is an important lesson for all of 
us.’ Helen Szoke, Commissioner, Victorian Equal Opportunity and Human Rights 
Commission 
 
'12 Muslim women...including two talented authors...have compiled a unique collection of 
stories that break a longstanding silence, reaching out with dignity and optimism to a new 
readership.' Hanifa Deen, award-winning author and social commentator 
 
Synopsis 
 
Twelve women from various backgrounds embarked on a six-week journey to enhance 
their leadership skills to collectively break down the stereotypes of Muslim women. 
This was a group of health professionals, educators, students, wives and mothers who 
laughed, joked, debated and discussed innovative ways to create change and improve the 
profile of Muslim women in the local community. 
A Muslim woman is more than a religion, a colour, a dress code. A Muslim woman is a 
mother buttering toast for her two boys in the morning; she’s a fashion designer chasing 
her dream; a professional who prays in the first aid room; a student of Kung Fu; and a 
single mother studying to empower herself and inspire her children. 
What a Muslim Woman Looks Like tells the real stories of twelve women who participated 
in the 2010 Brimbank City Council Muslim Women Leadership training. This book is a not-
for-profit publication written by two of the participants Amra Pajalic and Demet Divaroren. 
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About the authors 
 
Amra Pajalic is born and bred in Melbourne’s Western suburbs and this is the inspiration 
for her debut novel The Good Daughter published by Text Publishing. The Good Daughter 
won the 2009 Melbourne Prize for Literature’s Civic Choice Award, was a finalist in the 
2009 Melbourne Prize for Literature Best Writing Award and was shortlisted in the 2007 
Victorian Premier’s Awards for Best Unpublished Manuscript. Her short stories have 
placed in competitions, been published in magazines, journals and anthologies. Amra 
conducts short story workshops and was funded by Artists in Schools to be an Artist in 
Residence in 2010 and 2011. 
Amra is working on a sequel to The Good Daughter funded by Arts Victoria. She lives in St 
Albans, Melbourne, with her husband, daughter and three cats, and is a co-author and 
Project Manager for What a Muslim Woman Looks Like. 
Visit amrapajalic.com 
Demet Divaroren has a Professional Writing and Editing diploma from Victoria University.  
Her writing has appeared in Island magazine, Scribe’s New Australian Stories anthology 
and The Age Epicure. Her first novel Orayt? was shortlisted in the 2008 Australian Vogel 
Literary Award for an unpublished manuscript and the HarperCollins Varuna Award for 
Manuscript Development. In 2009 she received a Glenfern Grace Marion Wilson fellowship 
for an emerging writer, a Varuna Fellowship for a Writing Retreat and a Rosebank 
Residential Writing Fellowship. In 2010, Demet was selected to participate in an intensive 
Non-Fiction Masterclass with Robin Hemley and received an Australia Council Artstart 
grant to develop her writing. 
Demet is currently working on a young adult novel and a longer work of non-fiction. She is 
represented by Curtis Brown Literary Agents and lives in Melbourne’s north. 
Visit demetdivaroren.com 
 
Pre-reading activities 
 

 What is your experience of religion in your family? 
 Describe any religious traditions you follow. If you don't follow any, describe 

religious traditions you have heard about. 
 What do you know about Islam? 
 What do you know about Muslim traditions and practices? 
 Describe what you think the difference is between spirituality, religion and cultural 

tradition. 
 What does 'freedom' mean to you? Write an extended response. 
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Reading Activities 
 
01 MANAL 

 What is a hijab? 
 Describe Manal's husband and mother's reactions to her decision to wear the hijab. 
 What lead Manal to the decision to 'cover herself'? 
 List Manal's academic achievements. 
 Why is fashion important to Manal? 
 Describe Manal's experience at the freight lines company. What aspects of her time 

there made it positive? 
 Does Manal believe Muslim women are oppressed? Why not? 
 How does Manal feel about living in Australia and what does she think it means to 

be Australian? 
 What does Islam mean to Manal? 

 
02 FATIMA A 

 What is a jibab? 
 Why does Fatima love martial arts? 
 How does Fatima's faith influence her practice of martial arts? 
 What jobs did Fatima's mother do when she first arrived in Australia? 
 How do her parents feel about marriage? 
 How did Fatima's mother react when she forgot to wear the hijab when she was 

younger? 
 What is a burka? 
 What does Fatima say about a woman's decision to wear the burka? 
 What is Fatima studying and what does she want to do when she finishes? 
 What is Fatima's motto? 
 Describe Fatima's community projects. 

 
03 SAIDA 

 What is a woman's role in Ethiopia and how does Saida feel about those 
expectations? 

 'Saida wanted an educated future, a job, a chance to discover herself.' What 
happened instead? 

 How did Saida feel about Australia at first? 
 What did Saida start studying and how did her husband feel about it? 
 After having her second child what did Saida decide? 
 Why did Saida and her husband separate? 
 Where does Saida work now? What is she studying? 
 Why did she undertake the Brimbank Muslim Women's Leadership program? 
 Describe Saida's mother and father. 
 According to Saida, what does it mean to be Australian? 
 What happened to Saida on a recent trip to Sunshine Shopping Centre? How do 

you feel about this? 
 What does Islam mean to Saida? 
 What did her father always say about religion and culture? What do you think this 

means? 
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04 KYLIE 
 Describe the difference between the hijab and the burka. Why does Kylie believe 

there is ignorance about this in mainstream Australia? 
 Describe what Kylie and her husband do in their spare time. 
 What is one negative aspect of wearing the hijab that Kylie describes? 
 Describe Kylie's experience of wearing the hijab while working as a Division 1 

nurse. 
 What was Kylie's experience of religion growing up? 
 Describe the process Kylie took in converting to Islam. 
 What does Kylie do to help others who want to know more about Islam? 

 
05 AMRA 

 How was Amra's experience growing up different from others' in the Bosnian 
community? 

 Describe Amra's personal and professional achievements. 
 Why did her mother want her to 'sharpen her domestic skills'? What was her 

response? 
 What did Amra want to be when she finished high school? Why did she enrol in an 

administration course instead? 
 Why did Amra find it difficult to fit in at her workplace? What does she say about 

being Muslim? 
 What does Amra think of the term 'un-Australian'? 
 What was Amra's experience of religion growing up? 
 What 'defined her concept of God'? 
 How does Amra feel about being a mother? 

 
06 PAGLII 

 Describe how Paglii left Bangladesh. 
 At what age did Paglii marry? Describe what married life was like for her. 
 What did Paglii study when she arrived in Australia? Where did she work after 

completing her studies? 
 What did Paglii study in Bangladesh and where did she work? 
 What is her husband encouraging her to do? 
 How does Paglii feel about Bangladesh? 
 What happened when Paglii asked for a room in which to pray at a different library 

branch? Why does Paglii think this happened? 
 
07 MARYAM 

 What is an abayaah? 
 Why does Maryam's presentation say about her? 
 At what age did Maryam decide to wear the scarf and what were her parents' 

different reactions? 
 What does Maryam say about divorce? 
 How did Maryam want to be a role model for her son? 
 Maryam 'was the first to undertake higher education in her family'. What did she 

study? 
 What was Maryam's experience in the US and Canada post-9/11? 
 What did she use her volunteer experiences to do? 
 What is a niqaab? What does Maryam think about it? 
 How does Maryam want to contribute to her community? 
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08 ZARA 
 Zara was born to Ethiopian parents but lived in Sweden from age seven to 19 

before moving to Australia. How has Zara found 'being an outsider' both positive 
and negative? 

 How does Zara feel about her decision not to wear the headscarf? 
 What does Zara appreciate about living in Australia? 
 What are Zara's qualifications? What is she still interested in doing? 
 What does Zara say about a woman's choice to wear the veil or niqaab or hijab? 

 
09 SHEHLA 

 Why does Shehla choose not to cover in everyday life in Australia? 
 What are Shehla's three Masters degrees? What does she think about education? 
 What does Shehla say about the difference between culture and religion? 
 What does Shehla find difficult about the lack of family support as a mother? 
 What is Shehla's dilemma in deciding which types of jobs to seek? 
 Why did Shehla choose to do the leadership course? 

 
10 DEMET 

 What does spirituality mean to Demet? 
 'Marriage is an important part of Turkish culture.' What was her mother's attitude to 

marriage for her three daughters? 
 What was Demet's relationship with her mother like growing up? 
 How are Demet's views about what it is to be a woman shaped by her mother's 

experience? 
 Describe the path Demet took to a writing career. 
 Why does Demet write? 

 
11 FATIMA B 

 Fatima was born in Afghanistan and moved to Iran as a toddler. What were her 
experiences of Iran? 

 What does education mean to Fatima and what does she want to do in the furture? 
 Who inspired Fatima to 'raise [her] voice'? Why? 
 What does Fatima have to say about freedom? 

 
12 LOBA 

 How is life in Bangladesh described in Loba's story? 
 How does Loba feel about reading? 
 Why did Loba migrate to Australia with her husband and two sons? 
 What careers did Loba and her husband have in Bangladesh? What happened 

when they arrived in Australia? 
 What does Loba say about being a woman in Bangladesh compared to being a 

woman in Australia? 
 What is her son's experience at school in Australia? 
 What are Loba's beliefs about spirituality? 
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Post-reading activities 
 

 What have you learned about different Muslim women's experiences in Australia 
and abroad? Write an extended response using examples. 

 What are the differences and similarities in the women's experiences? Choose 
three profiles to compare and contrast. 

 Make a list of things you have learned that you didn't know before. 
 
Creative Writing Activities 
 

 Write a letter from one of the women to her family overseas about what it's like to 
live in Australia. Use evidence from the text. 

 Choose one profile. Imagine yourself in this woman's position. Write a story 
describing your life so far; your experiences, dreams and aspirations. This is an 
imaginative response so use description, characterisation and dialogue but stay 
true to the original evidence from the text. 

 
Research Tasks 
 
In pairs or small groups research one of the following and report back to class: 
 

 Muslim traditions and customs from a range of countries around the world (ensure 
you include those countries represented by the women interviewed). 

 The religious, historical and cultural reasons Muslim women 'cover' themselves? 
(You may focus on women from a particular country to avoid generalisations). 

 Undertake a media survey: collate and analyse a range of articles which represent 
the way the Australian media portrays Muslim women. What conclusions can you 
make about the way Muslim women are represented? 

 
Debate topics 
 

 Religion is more important than culture 
 Spirituality and religion are the same thing 
 People of different cultural backgrounds must assimilate to belong in Australia 
 Australia should ban the burka 
 Freedom is choice 

 
Drama Activities 
 

 Choose one of the women profiled. Write and deliver a monologue from her 
perspective. Ensure you use specific and accurate details from the profile. 

 Enact an interview-style TV show where the women are questioned by the 
presenter about their life experiences. 

 Choose one of the women profiled. Write a script and perform a dramatisation of 
her life as described in the profile. 


