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Dedication

This manuscript is dedicated to sheik Mikail Abdul Aziz for his service and

tremendous efforts toward Islam in Papua New Guinea. 
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ISLAMIC SOCIETY OF PAPUA NEW GUINEA (ISPNG) AND

ITS ROLE IN DAWAH ACTIVITIES

INTRODUCTION

1.1 BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY

I propose to study the Islamic Society of Papua New Guinea (ISPNG)

and its role in Dawah activities since 1977. The year 1977, marks the

beginning of the spread and growth of Islam in the country. This study

would focus on some important issues faced by the Muslim

community in Papua New Guinea during recent times. This includes

issues related to minority affairs1; where Muslims are outnumbered by

Christians; the role of media houses both local and international, 

which project a negative image of Muslims; the issue of

proselytization and interaction between Muslims and Christians

1Minorities or the rights of others are generally an issue of legitimate concern in countries
with Muslim-minority populations. However, this concern owes to the fact that true Islam
is not being practiced in the countries of concern. Some people who are genuinely
unaware of the morality of Islam, or obtain information from in accurate or dubious
sources may end up harboring several prejudices and erroneous convictions on this
subject.These people assume, for instance, that Islam will limit their lives or freedoms, or
perhaps attempt to control their very thoughts or restrict the arts and sciences. See
Democracy and Minority, Culture of Peace and Global Ethics, edited by SinemTezyapar
(Blackwell Publishing Ltd, 2007). 316-338.
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missionaries; the issue of understanding and practising Islam under

such conditions; and the policy of the government towards the issues

of Muslims. It is hoped that this study would help to develop a

theoretical framework which can be used at other countries, where

Muslims remain a minority and enabling comparisons to be made for

knowledge and improving the status quo.

1.1.1 Location and Demography

Papua New Guinea occupies the eastern half of the island of New

Guinea, just north of Australia, and many outlying islands. The

Indonesian province of West Papua (Irian Jaya) is to the west. To the

north and east are the islands of Manus, New Britain, New Ireland, 

and Bougainville, all forming a part of Papua New Guinea.2About

one-tenth larger than California, its mountainous interior has only

recently been explored. Two major rivers, the Sepik and the Fly, are

navigable by shallow-draft vessels.3

The population of Papua New Guinea was 3.1 million in 1983

and increased to 5 million in 1999.4At present, the total population of

Papua New Guinea is 6 million with Muslims estimated as only 1% of

the population. Comprising many different tribal and ethnic groups, 

the population is increasing at an estimated rate of 2.4% per annum. 

The great majority of the population lives as subsistence farmers in

small villages which are difficult of access.5 There are few roads, 

2John, D. Waiko. A Short History of Papua New Guinea. (Australia: Oxford University
Press, 1993). 86.

Ibid, 87.
Agency http:/www.theodora.com/wfbcurrent/papua_new_guinea/index.html. 

Sadiiq, Sandbach. Papua New Guinea & Islam. (Library of Islamic Society of Papua
New Guinea. 1997). 2.  
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travel being mainly by air and small boat. There is a marked urban

drift partly inhibited by the extreme difficulty in obtaining urban

employment. Urban unemployment is high and rising, a major cause

of serious law and order problems. The capital city, Port Moresby has

a population of half a million (500,000). It is the national capital

district and lies on the south coast. It connects with other parts of the

country by air and marine craft.6 Although English is the official

major language and is widely taught and spoken, the country has so

many different dialects many of which are common use. After

English, Pidgin English and Motu are the main lingua franca.

1.1.2 Political History

The first inhabitants of the island of New Guinea were Papuan, 

Melanesian, and Negrito tribes, who spoke more than 700 distinct

languages. The eastern half of New Guinea was first explored by

Spanish and Portuguese adventurers in the 16th century. In 1828, the

Dutch formally took possession of the western half of the island (now

the province of West Papua [Irian Jaya], Indonesia). In 1885,

Germany formally annexed the northern coast and Britain took similar

action in the south. In 1906, Britain transferred its rights over British

New Guinea to the newly independent Australia, and the name of the

territory was changed to the Territory of Papua. Australian troops

invaded German New Guinea (called Kaiser-Wilhelm land) in World

War I and gained control of the territory under a League of Nations

6M.S.A Chowdhury. Master plan Port Moresby Islamic centre. (Library of Islamic
society of Papua New Guinea. 1997). 3.
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mandate.7 New Guinea and some of Papua were invaded by Japanese

forces in 1942. After being liberated by the Australians in 19458, it

became a United Nations trusteeship, administered by Australia. The

territories were combined and called the Territory of Papua and New

Guinea. The Papua and New Guinea Act, passed in Australia in 1949, 

confirmed the administrative union of New Guinea and Papua under

the title of 'The Territory of Papua and New Guinea and placed it

under the International Trusteeship System. 

The Act provided for a Legislative Council (established in

1951), a judicial organization, a public service, and a system of local

government. In 1963 the first House of Assembly, replaced the

Legislative Council. Later independence from Australia was

proclaimed in 1975 and Somare became the first Prime Minister of

Papua New Guinea.9

7John, D. Waiko. 91.
"Dating the colonization of Sahul (Pleistocene Australia New Guinea):

a review of recent research". Journal of Archaeological Science. (2004). 835 853.
Theo, Aerts. The Martyrs of Papua New Guinea. 333 Missionary Lives Lost During

World War II. (2ndedn) (Port Moresby: University of Papua New Guinea Press. 1994). 79.
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Source: Political map of Papua New Guinea (1999). <http www.commonwealth.ns.ca.
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Papua New Guinea is a Commonwealth country.12 The Queen is

represented by the Governor-General of Papua New Guinea,

Ibid.
12 Bradford, Sarah . Riverhead book press
(1997). 19.
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currently Michael Ogio. Papua New Guinea and the Solomon

Islands are unusual among Commonwealth realms in that Governors-

General are selected by the legislature rather than by the executive

branch. Actual executive power lies with the Prime Minister, who

heads the cabinet of 31 MPs from the ruling coalition, which make up

the government.13 The current Prime Minister is Peter O'Neill. 

The unicameral National Parliament has 111 seats, of which 22

are occupied by the governors of the 21 provinces (2 new ones were

approved by Parliament in 2012) and the National Capital District

(NCD). Candidates for members of parliament are voted upon when

the prime minister asks the Governor-General to call a national

election, a maximum of five years after the previous national

election.14

In the early years of independence, the instability of the party

system led to frequent votes of no confidence in Parliament with

resulting changes of the government of the day. In recent years,

successive governments have passed legislation preventing such votes

sooner than 18 months after a national election and within 12-month

of the next election. This restriction on votes of no confidence has

arguably resulted in greater stability, although perhaps at a cost of

reducing the accountability15of the executive branch of government. 

In foreign policy, Papua New Guinea is a member of the Pacific

Islands Forum and the Melanesian Spearhead Group (MSG) of

countries and was accorded Observer status within ASEAN in 1976, 

13 John, D. Waiko. 91.
Dorney, Sean. Papua New Guinea: People, Politics and History since 1975 (ABC BOOK
Press 1990). 182.

Ibid.
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followed later by Special Observer status in 1981.16It is also a member

of Asia-Pacific Economic country (APEC) and an Africa, Caribbean

and Pacific group of states (ACP), associated with the European

Union.17

Economically, a rapid expanding list of gold and petroleum

growth from mineral production. It is estimated that by 1992 Papua

about75/ tonnes annually. Papua New Guinea sits in the centre of

volcanic chain of Islands stretching from Indonesia down to New

Zealand which some geologists believe could be littered with

accessible deposits of epithermal gold washed up with hot springs. A

commercial oil recovery would have been more dramatic impact on a

country whose current exports total about one billion Kina a year and

whose internal government revenue was put at 650 million Kina for

late 1980s. Long known of the search shows the high hopes in an area

of depressed oil prices.18 The most promising discovery is the Lagifu

field being explored by a US Australian consortium led by Nuigini

Gulf oil. After two wells yielded high flows, Nuigini Gulf is

extending out to see if reserves justify the high cost of development,

probably US $1 billion including 140km pipeline out to the Papuan

gulf. 19

John, D. Waiko. 92.
17 James, Portaits. Papua New Guinea Griffin. (Australia National University Press, 
1978). 109.

Phil, Gibbs. Religion and politics in Papua New Guinea. (1997-2001)
(Gorokamelenesian Institute. 2001). 16.

James, Portaits. 110.
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In the second most important export category, receipts from tea crops

also seemed likely to drop back from 1986, when Papua New Guinea

high world price. Coffee export receipts were up to 209 million Kina

in 1990, entirely countering a severe slump in palm oil earnings. 

with the current account deficit down to 183 million Kina from 197

million Kina in 1985, but the worst suddenly in the first quarter of

198720, showing  a current account deficit of 116 million Kina. In

short term, the new mining developments seemed likely to bring a

high import bill before export earning began to flow around 1990.21

The country suffered a major economic set back during 1994 with

some resultant political instability. The economic situation has

declined since then. Recovery is not yet in sight.22

1.1.3 Islam in Papua New Guinea

The last two decades have seen the rise of Islamic intellectual

regeneration in Muslim communities throughout the world. The

awakening of the Islamic ethos is at once spiritual, social, economical

and political in its manifestation. As in past centuries the hallmark of

the contemporary awakening is the return to Islamic roots, the

fundamentals of the faith as revealed to and practiced by the Prophet

Muhammad (SAW).23

20Ibid. 113.
Dorney, Sean. 115.
Sadiiq, Sandbach,. 6.

23Sadayan,R. -1997 A Content
Analysis (2002). 16.
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It was in 1977, a time when five Muslims working respectively with

the  Papua New Guinean government, statutory bodies and the

University of Papua New Guinea who decided to meet weekly as a

group to pray in (congregation) for at least one salah24 which

though a small event initiated the official awareness of Islam. These

Muslims were Ilteja Hussain of India (Associate Professor in the

Department of Political Science, University of Technology, Lae); Dr.

Qadi Ashfaq Ahmad of India, (Associate Professor of Mechanical

Engineering, University of Technology, Lae); Dr Abdullah Gurnab

from Zanjebar (Tanzania); Aitiqaad Husain from Pakistan; and Noorul

Amin from Bangladesh25. They picked Magrib salah on Fridays. After

a few months it was decided that (Friday) prayer would take

place in the home of one of the Muslims at the University campus, 

instead.26

The Muslims in Papua New Guinea are in minority; the Islamic

(parish/congregation) in Port Moresby was mostly comprised

of expatriates slightly outnumbering the locals27. Only about 200 are

women. The expatriates come from a variety of countries that are

either dominated by Muslims or have significant Muslim minorities, 

such as Indonesia, India, Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, Nigeria, Somalia and

Pakistan28. Almost all of them live in Port Moresby and work in

embassies, universities or businesses. A few are refugees. The

Mohammad, Afsal. C. Humble Beginning of Islam in Papua New Guinea. (Library of
Islamic Society of Papua New Guinea. 1997). 3.
25M, A, Chowdhury.My Memories of Islam in Papua New Guinea.(Library of Islamic
Society of Papua New Guinea. 1997). 7.
26 Mohammad, Afsal. 4.

Ibid.
Franco, Zocca. Islam Challenging Papua New Guinea? Melanesian institute

(Gorokapublishing corporation. 2012). 15.
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expatriate Muslims are generally well off, while the local Muslims

living in Port Moresby are mostly Simbu migrants particularly people

from Gumine, Nomane, Chuave, and Kerowagi. A smaller number are

from the National Capital District (NCD) and Central province. The

Islamic Society is led by a Nigerian Imam (Mikail Abdul Aziz) who

graduated from the Islamic University of Medina, Saudi Arabia. He

joined the Islamic Society of Papua New Guinea on 2nd July, 1989

under recommendation of Dr. Totonji of World Assembly of Muslim

Youth (WAMY).29 This period was when the proper

activities started. 

Although there is no actual number (official census) of the

population of Muslims in Papua New Guinea, the number is said to be

close to 5,0 0 Muslims by the year 2003.30 Apart from Port Moresby, 

Islamic communities are said to be located in Central, Oro, Gulf, and

Simbu Provinces and in Kimbe in West New Britain and in Mendi in

the Southern Highlands. Muslims are particularly numerous in South

Simbu where entire villages have embraced Islam. The

Islamic Ummah (the people) in Papua New Guinea is served by

around 15 prayer houses in the form of mosques (big buildings)

or musollas (smaller buildings), of which 3 are in Port Moresby (1

mosque and 2 musollas) and the others around the country. A new

mosque is currently being built in Wangar near Mingende, Simbu, to

Ahmad Totonji is the one of the co-founder of International Institute of Islamic Thought
along with Anwar Ibrahim and was also Deputy Secretary General of the World
Assembly of Muslim Youth.
Mohammad Afzal Chowdhury. Brief Report on My Trip to Papua New Guinea.(Library
of Islamic Society of Papua New Guinea. 1997). 7.
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replace the previous musolla. All the prayer houses are served

by imams and other Muslim officials.31

Muslim (scholars) are still rare in Papua New Guinea.

However, there are now several Papua New Guinean students (both

male and female) presently studying in Islamic schools in Medina

(Saudi Arabia), Malaysia, Indonesia and Fiji, thanks to Saudi

scholarships. It is hoped that these students will eventually become

the Islamic leaders of the Muslim community in Papua New Guinea

and the country will have its own muftis and judges. 

At present there are still no formal Islamic schools in Papua

New Guinea, but a request has been lodged with the Education

Department to establish an Islamic school or institution of learning. 

The proposed agency (institution) intends to use the government

curriculum but provide additional learning in terms of the Islamic

faith and also education in Arabic.32

1.2 STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

This study aims at ascertaining and identifying the major problems

and challenges of Muslims in Papua New Guinea. The local Muslims

are few in numbers and are outnumbered by foreigners during the

period of this study. Almost all the foreign Muslims live in the capital

city of Port Moresby, because it is near their place of work; and local

Muslims come from certain tribes of Simbu. According to the census

Muslims are below 1% of the entire population of the country.33

Franco, Zocca. 16.
32 Mohammad, Afzal Chowdhry. 8.

M. A, Chowdhury.7.
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Religious minorities of all kinds (Jews, Christians or Muslims) share

similar dynamics in that people who are classified as being a minority

group have a heightened awareness of the social categories which

determine their minority status.34  

These categories form the basis of differentiation that later

becomes a potential source of conflict and tends to split religious

communities rather than subdue them.35 And the following speech

from the recent president of Islamic Society of Papua New Guinea

(ISPNG) impli

minority and Islam is now subject to ever increasing attacks by its

enemies of Islam are out to suppress and eliminate the growth and

influence of Islam worldwide, and that Papua New Guinea is no

exception. History has shown that such perceived threats have resulted

in the unification of the Muslim ummah 36

In ruling over Papua New Guinea, the government has

encountered various forms of opposing religious dogmatism. The

government appears to champion the rights of Papua New Guineans

towards their right of religion of others. Yet, in the case of Islam the

government is seen in their attempts to block (curtail) the masses over

their right to freely practice the religion of their choice. The

government of Papua New Guinea under Prime Minister Mr. Julius

Deschamps, J.C. Social identity and relations of power between groups. In Social identity
and intergroup relations, ed. H. Tajfel. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 2001).
85 97.
35 Ibid.

A, Ahmed.President of the Islamic Society of Papua New Guinea(ISPNG), stated in a
letter dated Sept,1980 (Port Moresby) to S.R.K Abdullah(Representative, Islamic
Research and Iftah, Kingdom of Saudi Arabia.
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Chan for instance said on February 2nd, 1982 that he would never

allow Islam to exist on the soil of Papua New Guinea37. In discussing

the relations between the Muslim minority and the government, this

research attempts to provide evidence of foreign interference, or

pernicious exerted on Papua New Guinean political leaders, to halt the

spread of Islam. There seems to be hidden agenda in Papua New

Guinea which reflect a policy of religious discrimination especially

directed Muslims in Port Moresby.  

Furthermore, Muslims also face problems from Christian

missionaries, who are more influential in local politics, as they have

more representation, meaning more Christians in the government

sectors. The laws and practices are always in favour of churches and

their missionaries. Meanwhile, the rate at which the Muslim minority

is growing is causing increasing concern and fears among many

Christians in the country and this has contributed to recent tension and

the outbreak of sporadic violence between Muslims and Christians. 

Both Muslims and Christians appear to hold fatalistic (pessimistic)

beliefs that conflict will intensify in future.

In Papua New Guinea, Islam has been discredited by the local

and foreign Media. Islam had been portrayed as a branch of

Hinduism. The media houses both local and international have

projected Islam and Muslims in Papua New Guinea has been

subversive and violent to the rest of the world. Hence, the difficulty of

dealing with the prejudices and stereotypes that many people hold

about Muslims. The Papua New Guinea media often presents Muslims

as fanatical terrorists, warmongers, oppressors of women, and so on. 

M. A, Chowdhury. 3.
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Consequently, there has been an increase in the number of physical

attacks by Christians on Muslims, and there continues to be

interference and serious protest against the formation of Islamic

centre, schools and communities. Muslim women are sometimes

singled out for attacks because of dressing in an Islamic way.38 This

study tries to examine and explain the overall nature of the problem of

religious discrimination faced by Muslims in a country where

Muslims have been marginalized and sidelined from active social and

political participation. 

Muslims, encounter some problems in practicing Islam in

Papua New Guinea. For instance, while the main mosque in Port

Moresby which can contain almost 1,500 worshippers at one time;

Muslims find it difficult to pray in mosques in other cities like Lae.

There is no other mosque built in the region, except the one at the

capital city. How are Muslims in cities other than Port Moresby going

to pray in congregation in mosques according to Islamic rites?

Muslims have a of lack access to mosques, lack Islamic schools, lack

halal food, lack hospitals and many other amenities.  

1.3 SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY

The present study would help to shed light on the history of Islam in

Papua New Guinea, the major problems and challenges faced by

Muslims. This study would also help researcher to understand how

Islam began in the country and what were the major difficulties which

the early Muslims had to face. Since Muslims form a minority, this

Ibid. 15.
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study would help to draw comparisons as well as contrast the situation

of Muslims in Papua New Guinea in other countries.  

As far as the spread of Islam the spread of Islam is concern,

factors which contribute to the growth of Islam is examined. This

study would also analyze the situation of newly converted Muslims in

Papua New Guinea, their religious practices and their understanding

of Islam. For instance, converts often attribute the discrimination they

experienced as an influence in their conversion to Islam: a converted

Muslim said this verbatim: People can see that whites think they are

superior, but only God is above all. Regardless of the colour of our

skin we are all equal and that is what Islam is saying. This is why they

believe Islam is true because Islam says that all people are equal in the

eyes of their maker. White missionaries even today think other people

are inferior, if you go to Catholic Church, my old religion, the

expatriates have special places for sitting down and worshipping and

other Papua New Guineans fill the other places. 

So you see there is discrimination not only in the Catholic

Church but in all the other denominations. When they painted the

picture of Jesu they painted him like a Caucasian, a white. So you see

God the Son is a white man so God the Father must also be a white

man, the Spirit must also be a white man. So we black people and

brown people, we are inferior. That is the impression but people still

Their brains have been programmed by Westerners to hate Islam and
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Muslims.39 This study provides a perspective about why some

Christians convert to Islam by providing an example of discrimination

in their old religion as referred to in the above example.

As far as the spread of Islam goes, this study also examines the

contributions of Islamic organizations in propagating of Islam in the

country. One such body is World Assembly of Muslim Youths

(WAMY), WAMY40 is an international educational organization

whose purpose is to establish a platform where Muslim youth can get

together in an Islamic environment in the context of Papua New

Guinea will also be discussed. Apart from WAMY, the role of the

Regional Islamic Council of Southeast Asia and the Pacific

(RISEAP). RISEAP which has a just main objective the promotion of

international Muslim unity in the spirit of brotherhood for the

advancement of Islam, and also to support the activities of member

organizations in dissemination of Islam through , education, 

training and welfare activities in which Papua New Guinea is also an

area which requires attention.  

Furthermore, this study will shed more light on the interactions

between Muslims and Christians, especially those concerning

Christian missionaries. Apart from assessing the Christian attitude

towards Islam and Muslims in Papua New Guinea, this research also

deals with inter- faith dialogues between the two groups. Christian-

. Flower.Christian-Muslims relations in Papua New Guinea, Islam and Christianity-
Muslim relations, Journal of Muslim Minority Affairs.10.1080/09596410.2012.655541
(2012). 11

WAMY is the world largest Muslim youth organization. It was founded in Jeddah,
Saudi Arabia in 1972
point, it operational elsewhere in the world continue unabated, sometimes with the help
other likeminded organization.
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Muslim dialogue was established between representatives of the

Catholic Church and the Islamic community in Papua New Guinea in

1993. This dialogue still continues even though some of the principal

interlocutors have changed over the years. Bishop Fey of Kimbe and

the present Port Moresby Imam, together with a few other

representatives still meet for a fruitful dialogue.41 Christian

missionaries are officially supported by Germany and Britain. The

Protestant London Missionary Society, from their Australian base in

the south and German Catholics in the north, both groups have

worked in Papua New Guinea over the years and the Christian

missionaries have become more influential in local politics.   

This research would also examine the government policy on

Islam in Papua New Guinea and the underlying reasons for its policy.

towards the existence and growth of Islam in the country, as

Apart from the contribution of Islamic organizations, this study

seeks also to assess the roles and contributions of leading Muslim

leaders or individuals in disseminating Islam in Papua New Guinea.

Such individuals are Mikail Abdul Aziz, Alhaja Muslimat Mikail, 

Muhammad Afsal Chowdhry, and so on. Given the absence of

existing literature about media houses in Papua New Guinea, this

research will pave the way to provide information about the

relationship between the media and Islam in this country, this study

will look into the role of the media houses towards Islam and the

related challenges posed by this relationship. 

Yaqub, Amaki. Muslim Catholic Dialogue. (DeBoismenuCollege,Bomana. 2010). 2.
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1.4 RESEARCH QUESTIONS  

In analyzing the major issues and challenges of Islam in Papua New

Guinea, this study would attempt to answer the following questions:

1. What was the policy of the government of Papua New Guinea towards

Islam in the late 1970s and has it changed since then?

2. How foreign Islamic organizations like WAMY (World Assembly of

Southeast Asia and Pacific) contributed to the development of Islam in

Papua New Guinea?  

3. Similarly what were the contributions of Muslim leaders such as Imam

Mikail Abdul Aziz and other leaders towards consolidating Islam and the 

Muslim community?

4. How is the Islamic society in Papua New Guinea overcome the problems

facing them?

1.5 OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY

The aim of this study is to highlight the issues and major challenges of

Islam in Papua New Guinea. This study would allow the views of Islam

in Papua New Guinea to be understood from a historical perspective and

further show the development of Islam in the country. So the objectives

are as follows:

1. To understand the perception of the government and people of Papua

New Guinea towards Islam in the country. 

2. To illustrate the impact of foreign Islamic organizations toward the

Muslims of Papua New Guinea and also to (ascertain) the role and

contribution of Imam Mikail Abdul Aziz and other leaders towards Islam
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in the country. Particularly in relation to the activities of Christian

missionaries in Papua New Guinea and media houses both international

and local as they impinge on Islam. 

3. To highlight how the newly converted Muslims accept the practice and

their understanding of Islam and the problems they experience in

practicing Islam.  

4. To point out the problems and challenges faced by the Muslims during

this period under study. 

1.6 LITERATURE REVIEW

There has been a dearth of literature which has been written to

understand the role of Islam in Papua New Guinea. Generally such

studies have focused on explaining the (Islamic) society and politics

from the perception of other religions. The role and condition of Islam

in the region, therefore remains a neglected topic.  

For example, Joel Robbins Christianity and Moral Torment in a

Papua New Guinea Society (2004) discussed the stance of Christianity

in Papua New Guinea.42The author notes that government emphasis

on the religion helps directly or indirectly the cause of Christianity

and effort of the construction of churches. This shows that the

government is more concerned with Christianity rather than the plight

of Muslims. The writer also notes that government had repeatedly

warned Papuans not to be misled by the fanatical Muslim groups and

extremists.43This extreme stereotyping of Muslims had somehow

Joel,Robbins. Becoming Sinners.Christianity and moral torment in a Papua New
Guinea society.(LosAngeles. University of Califonia. 2004). 28.
43Joel,Robbins. 28.
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influenced government leaders. The government stressed that Islam

preached extremism not moderation. This study examines the

prejudice and outlook of the government towards Islam in Papua New

Guinea; hence this research provides views that would be beneficial

and useful for further research on this topic.

Philip Gibbs in his book Religion and Politics in Papua New

Guinea (2001) also provides some information relating to religion and

politics in Papua New Guinea. The author describes the government

as being unfair in addressing the grievances of Muslims. So distorted

is the perception of Islam is that the government considers Islam to be

a branch of Hinduism. This author shows how the government has

pursued a policy of neutrality and friendliness with many Christian

churches with smaller providence and has been concerned with

guiding Papua New Guinea against neo-imperialism. As such the

44 The information contained

therein illustrates the government is unresponsive to the grievances of

Muslims. 

sPapua New Guinea; People, Politics and History

since 1975. (1990) this book contains some factual information

relating to the treatment of Muslims by the dominant of Papua New

Guineans. The author argues that the treatment of Islam enables and

provides the government with knowledge about how to deal with

other religions, in case another religion surfaces in Papua New

Phil, Gibbs. 113.
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Guinea.45 The government and the Papuans according to the author

are pragmatic. Thus he writes:  

In the face of what was seen as government and intransigence to
Papua New Guinea interest, and in an effort to persuade
Christianity not to take Papuans compliance for granted, 
government decided to implement a by policy.46

The book confines itself to providing government speeches in

international forums in relation to the perception of Islam. The

speeches are categorized according to themes but the absence of the

book leaves readers to make their own opinion about the

ption of Islam and the Papua New Guineans

Muslims. 

Understanding Religion Conversion by L. R. Rambo, (1993) is

a literature about religious conversion, it shows that the causes of

conversion always stem from wide- ranging and complex set of

factors that evolve from within a changing social culture and religious

context.47 Therefore it should not be surprising that many converts in

Papua New Guinea argue that the relatively recent arrival of

Christianity in the country has instigated disruptive change. Although

it is not possible to reverse the process of modernity and re- establish

traditional cultures, converts argue that Islam provides a means to

counter their disillusionment with Christianity, return to previous held

values and beliefs (that are also inherent in Islam), and re- establish a

more just and stable social order. Such views represent a new form of

45Dorney, Sean. 81.
  Ibid.

47 L.R, Rambo.Understanding religious conversion. (New Haven, CT: Yale University
Press. 1993). 90.
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of dissatisfaction with Christianity contributes to conversion among

people discontented with Christianity and also appears to represent a

real and potential threat to stable Christian-Muslim relations.48

Papua New Guinea in Globalization and the Re-shaping of

Christianity in the Pacific Island (2006) by Philip Gibbs. The book

explains how the media confirms but is uncertain about the total

population of Muslims of Papua New Guinea in 1994, bringing the

total number of Muslims in Papua New Guinea to 147. Given that the

expatriate Muslim population has remained relatively static, two

separate media reports in 1994 appear to confirm the total number of

Muslims in the country, but there is doubt about the population of

Muslims because of inaccuracy in counting the number of Muslims in

the national census. On 8th August 1994, a local Muslim convert then

working for the National newspaper claimed that there are 350

Muslims in Papua New Guinea, a figure that is similar to the one

stated by the media earlier. This thesis will help to provide a more

authentic figure of Muslims in the country during the year of study. 

Next is The Growing of Muslim Community in Papua New

Guinea, Journal of Muslim Minority Affairs by Scott Flower (2012).

This work discuss an increase in Muslim population of Papua New

Guinea since the year 2003 to 5,000 (approximately 500%) mainly the

result of a spike in conversions to Islam by indigenous Papua New

Guineans. The evidence suggests that the recent growth in numbers of

the Muslim minority in Papua New Guinea is likely to continue in the

S. Flower.Christian-Muslims relations in Papua New Guinea, Islam and Christianity-
Muslim relations, 12.
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future. Nevertheless, for the foreseeable future, Muslims in Papua

New Guinea will remain a small religious minority in a predominantly

Christian country. Based on extensive fieldwork undertaken among

this growing Muslim minority community in Papua New Guinea, this

study examines and describes available statistics, patterns and trend of

conversion to Islam in a Muslim minority country that borders

can help in providing a brief yet important empirical contribution to

the research as it relates to an emerging Muslim minority that appears

representative of a broader trend of global Muslim population growth

through religious conversion.49

Sectarianism and the Miniafia People of Papua New Guinea

(2001) by Wakefield, D.C. discusses the way in which some tribes in

Papua New Guinea from Oro province keep records of their

superiority over other tribes. This book further examines the basic

history of Papua New Guinea, the existing of religions in the land and

the attitudes and behavior labeled as sectarian by members of a

competing religious group in Papua New Guinea, for instance.

Following local conversion to Islam, sometime those who feel that

Islam poses a serious threat do sometimes go to extreme length by

attacking Muslims who are regarded as responsible for undermining

their religion and its perceived declined. This type of thinking called

overzealous religious orthodoxy in Papua New Guinea.

Also useful is the work by Flower. Scott. Christian- Muslims

relations in Papua New Guinea, Islam and Christian- Muslim

relations (2012). This book deals with the reason for the growth of the

49S. Flower. The Growth of Muslim Community in Papua New Guinea, 14.
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Muslim population in Papua New Guinea. The author maintains that

the growth of Muslim minorities in Papua New Guinea, Vanuatu and

the Solomon Island is a direct result of conversion rather than of

migration. Of the three countries in the region, Papua New Guinea has

experienced the greatest growth in terms of numbers and in terms of

geographical land spread. With a shared history of colonialism and

Christianization, and similarities in culture, the study of Islam in

Papua New Guinea provides an invaluable record and reference for

understanding how Islam might spread in Solomon Island and

Vanuatu.50

The literatures mentioned above provide information on Islam

and Christianity in Papua New Guinea. One thing for sure, there are

no work which approaches history of Islam in Papua New Guinea and

its major issues and challenges. This study attempts to fill this gap in

our literature hence, this study is going to be different from what has

been written mainly because many publication focused on Christianity

in Papua New Guinea, while this study in contrast, focuses on Islam

and Muslims in Papua New Guinea.

1.7 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

To start with, this study entails a qualitative analysis of both pro

positive potential and risks concerning Islam and Muslims in Papua

New Guinea. This would be done by collecting data from different

kind of sources. 

Historical methodology, as Geoffrey Rudolph Elton explains, is

Ibid. 7.
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vestiges of the past the true facts and events of the past true meaning
51 This form of historical methodology would be

used in this research for collecting both primary and secondary

sources and critically analyzing, synthesizing and evaluating these

sources. 

Besides the secondary literatures listed in the bibliography, this

study examines documents that include bills and acts connected to the

administration of the affairs of Islamic Society of Papua New Guinea

(ISPNG) and this is obtained directly from Port Moresby. 

Any related documents such as diaries, letters written by

WAMY officials to Imam Mikail Abdul Aziz, who is both an activist

and official Imam, and also letters from World Muslim League in

Mecca, Saudi Arabia to Imam Mikail and to the entire board of

Islamic Society of Papua New Guinea such documents will be used.

And sermons, written and delivered by Imam Mikail Abdul Aziz at

Islamic Society of Papua New Guinea mosque in Port Moresby, could

be obtained from RISEAP, Malaysia.

This study would also be based on interviews of key figures of

Islamic Society in Papua New Guinea who are directly involved in the

spread of Islam in the country. Among them are, Mr. Mohammed

Yusuf, the former President of Islamic Society of Papua New Guinea,

and representatives from of Regional Islamic Council of

Southeast Asia (RISEAP) who had been to Papua New Guinea on

many occasions, also Alhaja Muslimat Mikail Abdul Aziz, who is in

charge of women affairs. This interview will also include the

comments of the official Imam of Papua New Guinea Islamic Society, 

51E. Sreedharam, A Manual of Historical Research Methodology. (SB press. 2007). 150.
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Imam Mikail Abul Aziz. His presence has provided the Islamic

Society in Papua New Guinea with a fully qualified teacher, guide and

leader. Some of the questions directed to him concern the

present state of Islam in Papua New Guinea? How is Islam likely to

be in Papua New Guinea in the next ten years? What are the major

challenges faced by Muslims in the country in the previous years and

what is the way out from those challenges?

1.8 CHAPTERIZATION

In order to achieve the objective of the study, the thesis is divided into

five chapters.  

Chapter One: Introduction

This chapter comprises the topic, scope and significance of the study

and a review of some related literature.

Chapter Two: The origin and growth of Islam in Papua New Guinea

This chapter provides information about the origin and growth of

Islam in Papua New Guinea beginning from 1977. It would discuss

the factors which contribute to the spread of Islam and review the

contributions of Muslim individuals and Islamic bodies. This chapter

would also elaborate the ways of ahl- sunnahwa al jamah as the

school of thought being used by the Islamic society in the country. 

This study would also discuss Western domination and the Muslim

response to Islamic reformism in the 21st century in the context of

history of the Papua New Guinea.

Chapter Three: The government policy and the attitude of Christian

missionaries and media houses toward Muslims. 
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The chapter examines the policy of the Papua New Guinean

government towards Muslims. This chapter would also discuss also

discuss the attitude of Christian missionaries toward Muslims, and

dialogues between the two groups. It will also focus on the perception

of the media, both internal and external towards Islam, to dispel the

distortions, misrepresentations and questionable perception and

prejudiced view of Islam portrayed by the media.

Chapter Four: Muslims in Papua New Guinea and their Challenges  

This chapter focuses on the difficulties Muslims are facing, more so, 

since Papua New Guinea is a new place for Islam, such challenges

includes the lack of understanding of Islam by the newly converted

Muslims, the lack of facilities such as mosques, schools and access to

halal foods. 

Chapter Five: Conclusion

This is chapter concludes the study and also examine the future

prospects of Islam in Papua New Guinea. This research would also

provide comments and suggestions for improving the status duo as

pertains to Islamic affairs and Muslim life in Papua New Guinea.

CHAPTER TWO

Since 1976, Islam in Papua New Guinea has grown significantly from

a small number of 120 adherents to approximately 4,000 in 2008, and

almost 6,000 Muslims by 201352. In the first seven years of the

existence of Islam in the country as a new religion, the Muslims

In 2008, a report from Papua New Guinea, the Muslim population was quoted as 4000,

2008).



30

population was relatively stable in number and consisted of workers

from India and the Africa subcontinent. There are some principle

factors which contribute to the spread of Islam in the country, they

are, the economic and humanitarian factor, emigration and

immigration factor, also factors relating to civilization, the educational

factor, and lastly the religious leadership factor.53

1.2 EARLY STAGE OF ISLAM

The early history of Islam in Papua New Guinea had a humble

beginning. It happened in 1977, when five Muslims who worked for

different employers being the Papua New Guinean government,

statutory bodies and the University of Papua New Guinea, decided

that as representatives of Islam, they should meet weekly to pray in

salah

were Ilteja Hussain of India (Associate Professor in the Department of

Political Science, University of Technology, Lae); Dr Qadi Ashfaq

Ahmad of India, (Associate Professor of Mechanical Engineering, 

University of Technology, Lae); Dr. Abdullah Gurnab from Zanjebar

(Tanzania); Aitiqaad Husain from Pakistan; Noorul Amin from

Bangladesh54. They picked (prayer time) on Fridays. 

After a few months it was decided that (Friday) prayer

The briefing paper gave a précis of Papua New Guinea history, Politics and economics, 
A. Ashfaq to Shafiqur Rahman Khan Abdullah (Representative, Islamic Research and
Ifta, Kingdom of Saudi Arabia) 05 Sept 1980.
M. A, Chowdhury. My Memories of Islam in Papua New Guinea. Library of Islamic
Society of Papua New Guinea(1997). 7.  
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would take place in the home of one of the persons, who is located in

the University campus, instead.55

A request was later made by Indonesian Ambassador Busiri

Suryowinoto, who later became the Governor of Irian Jaya in 1981 to

1982 who asked to shift Friday prayers to his residence, as he was

unable to attend it if held at the University campus and since the

relations between his country and Papua New Guinea was not as

cordial as expected. Thus Friday prayer was transferred to his

residence upon his request.56 It was between 1979 and 1980 when

Regional Islamic Council of South East Asia and Pacific

(RISEAP) was established which saw the appointment of Dr. Qadi

Ashfaq Ahmad as member and vice- president of Islamic Society of

Papua New Guinea (ISNPG) was founded by him in Lae with another

Muslim, Abdullah Gurnah from Zanjebar (Tanzania). Early in 1981

Dr. Qadi Ashfaq57 asked the Muslims in Port Moresby the capital city

of Papua New Guinea to form an Islamic Society, as the one they

were previously running was not very active, since there were only

three Muslims in Lae.  

3 THE ISLAMIC SOCIETY OF PAPUA NEW GUINEA AND

ITS ROLE IN DAWAH ACTIVITIES

In 1977, at Port Moresby there were only eight Muslims, among

whom were Aitiqaad Hussain from Pakistan, Noorul Amin from

55 Ibid.
56 S, Flower. Thestruggle to establish Islam in Papua New Guinea (1976-1983) Journal
of Pacific History, (2009) 44,no 3:241-260.

The founder of Islamic Society of Papua New Guinea, he was also an Associate
Professor of Mechanical Engineering at the University of Lae.
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Bangladesh, Tawwakul Hussain from Pakistan, Ilteja Hussain from

India, Shaukat Noor Khan from India, Ahmad Badwi from Sudan, 

Umar from Egypt and Mohammad Afzal Choudry from Pakistan.58

This group of Muslims were worried about the Islamic education of

their children, and after a meeting they decided to form a group to

monitor and conduct courses to ensure that their children received

Islamic education. Funds were needed for the teaching materials and

text books, which include books in order to improve their

understanding of Islam. After a while, it was decided that establishing

a proper society to keep the records of funds straight would be a good

drawn with the first election held in March 1981. Ahmad Badwi from

Sudan was elected as the president of the Islamic Society of Papua

New Guinea for the first time Noor Amin was elected as the Vice

President and Mohammad Afzal Chowdhry as the Secretary, Shoukat

Noor Khan as Treasurer.59 An application for the registration of the

and an interview with Mohammad Afsal Chowdhury, a member of the

Islamic society was aired on Papua New Guinea radio because a

television station did not exist in the country at that time.

The same year an opportunity arose for the participation of

Papua New Guinea Muslim participants in an international conference

which was organized by the Regional Islamic Council of

South East Asia and Pacific. As no native women had yet embraced

M. A, Chowdhury. 7.
Ibid.
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Islam in the region, the Islamic Society decided to send two of the

wives of Society members. This event introduced the Islamic Society

of Papua New Guinea to the outside world for the first time.60

August 1981, the Islamic Society of Papua New Guinea received a

letter from the Registrar General informing that the registration of the

Islamic Society had been challenged by the Justice Minister Mr. Paul

Torato61without providing any reason. Members of the Society

suggested contacting Paul Torato on the matter and also requested

reasons for this objection. He gave an appointment and three members

of the Society went to his office, they were warmly welcomed by the

Justice Minister but when they told him the purpose of their visit he

months later, the Islamic Society hired the best solicitor in Port

Moresby, who belonged to the Jewish faith and took the matter to

court. In the very first hearing the judge ordered the Registrar General

to present the reasons for the objection to the Islamic Society being

registered raised by Paul Torato, and the reasons were to be given

within four weeks. The objection was submitted by Mr. Paul Torato

on the last day at 4p.m and it concluded argument that Islam is in

contradiction to the constitution of Papua New Guinea; it teaches

extremism; it is an immoral religion and if allowed it will cause

conflict amongst the people in the region. This is an explicit case of

prejudice against Islam, held by a high official of the Papua New

9Revised at the Islamic Society of Papua New Guinea (ISPNG), 2007.Islamic Society of
Papua New Guinea annual report. 
10 Mr. Paul Torato was the Attorney General and the Justice Minister during the regime
of Prime Minister Sir Julius Chan.
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Guinea government. This is not conjecture but an actual reporting of

an event. 

On February 2, 1982 the Prime Minister Mr. Juan Chan said

over the radio that he would never allow Islam to exist on the soil of

Papua New Guinea and that he would oppose it with all the powers

available to him.62 A suggestion was later given to the Islamic Society

to forward a letter to the Prime Minister, asking him for audience in

order to clear all the misunderstandings he entertained about Islam. 

The letter was drafted and posted, and within some working days, the

Robin Osborn an Australian national. Mr. Osborn said the Prime

Minister had no knowledge about Islam whatsoever, and believed it to

be branch of Hinduism, and many of his cabinet members were

Christian priests who were completely against Islam. He also

mentioned that he was writing a report on Islam for the Prime

Minister and hoped that things would improve. He also enquired if

some officials of the Islamic Society were aware that the CID police

were following them wherever they went. They replied that they had

no knowledge of this. He continued that the government was fearful

of Papua New Guinea Muslims and considered them to be agents of

Ayatullah Khamenie63 64

62Kange, A. 1982.Islam a threat to Papua New Guinea. The National, 28 March.
Alli Hosseini Khamenei was the supreme leader of Iran and a shiaMarja, he was also

served as the president of Iran from 1981 to 1989. In 2012 forbes selected him 21st in the

powerful political authority in Iran, he was a victim of attempted assassination in June
1981 that paralyzed his right arm.
Muammar Muhammad Abu Minjar Al-Gaddafi commonly known as conel Gaddafi was a
Libyan revolutionary and politician, and the de factor ruler of Libya for 42 years, taking
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In middle 1982, the Malaysian Prime Minister, Mahathir Muhammad

came to Papua New Guinea on a one day visit, during his return from

the Commonwealth Head of States meeting in Fiji. Micheal Somare,

the Prime Minister of Papua New Guinea was his personal friend and

urged him to stop over in Port Moresby. It was an opportune time for

a member of the Islamic Society to meet Mahathir, during his state

visit and request Dr Mahathir to propose the registration of the Islamic

Society to Micheal Somare, the Papua New Guinea Prime Minister.

Mahathir was also advised by Tunku Abdul Rahman, the ex- Prime

Minister of Malaysia and President of Regional Islamic

Council of South East Asia (RISEAP) to do so. Mahathir spoke to

Micheal Somare and presented the case for Islam as a positive religion

and Papua New Guinea Prime Minister promised him that registration

would be affected once the priest in his cabinet had calmed down. In

December, 1983 a telephone call was received by a member of the

Islamic Society, from the Secretary of the Justice department,65 Mr. 

Luke Lukas regarding the registration of Islamic Society. He

mentioned that Micheal Somare is going on a state visit to Malaysia in

four days time and they needed to discuss and finalize the matter of

registration of the Islamic Society, before his departure. A member of

Islamic Society was asked to visit to his office and asked the Secretary

to prepare a certificate of Registration promptly. It was a great break

through for Muslims in Papua New Guinea and a momentous day,

which was celebrated over the weekend.66

Barah Islam. The Emergence of Islam in Papua New Guinea. Report to the RISEAP
1998 General Assembly(Port Moresby. Islamic Society of Papua New Guinea 1998). 2.

Mohammud, Hasan Khan. Islam Religion Cooperation in the Pacific. (Islamic College
for Advanced Studies press, 1989). 61-68.
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In 1984, after the official registration of the Islamic Society, the

Society decided to send a representative to the Annual General

Conference of the Regional Islamic Council of South East

Asia and Pacific (RISEAP), Sadiiq Sandbach was selected and

because being a recent convert to Islam he would leave a good

impression on the participants and could present the case of the

Society in a beautiful manner which eventually made all the

participants of the conference very sympathetic towards Papua New

Guinea.67 During his stay in Malaysia, the Libyan embassy staff

contacted him and offered some help. Saddiq informed the embassy

through their staff that the government of Papua New Guinea

considered Muslims as agents of Khamenei and Muammar Ghaddafi, 

so they are wary of involving Libya and Iran into the picture but the

Libyan embassy insisted on helping and later suggested that they

could help with an electronic typewriter and a photocopy machine for

the Islamic Society, but only through Regional Islamic

Council of South East Asia (RISEAP) as a mediator. The embassy

agreed to this and gave US$3,000 in cash.68

The year 1984 was a memorable year for the Muslims of Papua

New Guinea as they welcomed three great Muslims into their midst. 

Eltayyeb Abdul Aziz Eltayyeb from Sudan who came to Papua New

Guinea as a Commissioner of refugees, Azeemullah, as an engineer

from Fiji who joined Shell Papua New Guinea as a worker and

Shahul Hameed from Malaysia who came to work with a private retail

Al- Nahdah.
the Pacific vol. 12 No 2-3 (1985) . 206.

M. A, Chowdhury. 16
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company as an accountant69. All these three people were practicing

Muslims with in-depth knowledge of Islam and possessed good

experience in . This boosted the morale and activities

of Muslims. Towards the end of 1985, the Islamic Society published

an article on the prohibition of alcoholic drinks and the eating of pork

in Islam. The article was well received by the University student

population. A letter was sent by one of the students, Alexander Dawia

who was in his final year of B.A honours in history, he was very

impressed with the article and asked for more information. Alexander

Dawia showed an interest in joining the Islamic Society, and a letter

was sent to him to meet the members of the Society for discussions

What the Bible says
70It motivated him and he kept pursuing his

interest in Islam. In the main time, Sadiiq had been discussing Islam

with Lavi- Ali who was his adopted son; he later decided to accept

Islam, in this way the Islamic Society of Papua New Guinea witnessed

the conversion of two native Papua New Guineans who received the

honour of being the first native Muslims. 

One of the members of the Islamic Society was living on

campus of the University of Papua New Guinea Mr. Afsal Chowdhury

who also works with the university, he always goes to office with his

car, and on his way home he had the habit of offering a lift to anyone

that is walking. Usually, it mostly the Papua New Guineans would be

on foot. One day he offered a lift to the university Librarian

Ibid.
A text of a lecture delivered by Ahmed Deedat in the early 1970s.
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cataloguer, Barrah Nuli. He asked if Mr. Chowdhury knows anything

about the article being published and distributed by the Islamic

AL- 71 and he answered yes, he requested a

copy and it was given to him. After reading the articles, he was

introduced to some members of the Islamic Society and a member of

the society volunteered to explain more about Islam to him every

weekend upon his request. Barrah was delighted to meet the brother

from Islamic Society and he said he is much inclined towards Islam as

well as his wife who was working in a bank. Towards the end of 1986

Barrah and his family embraced Islam. His wife Fatima was the first

Papua New Guinean lady to embrace Islam and their daughter Hajira,

became the first Muslim child in Papua New Guinea. Fatima

was a Church Minister, who strongly opposed their decision of

reversion to Islam. When he realized that they would not change their

decision to convert to Islam, he relented.72

Islam through Barrah and eventually became a Muslim in early

1987.73 His wife was a staunch Catholic but also embraced Islam after

a year. She was followed by Umar Nabai, another cataloguer in the

University Library and Khalid Islam Apai- the National Boxing

Champion, who was working as a regional works manager with

Department of Work and Supply in Papua New Guinea. Khalid Apai

conversion to Islam was a great advantage for the Islamic Society for

Al- Islam was the name of the first article published and distributed by Islamic Society
of Papua New Guinea, the main content is about the prohibition of alcohol drinking.

M. A, Chowdhury. 19.
Ibid, 20.
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his steadfastness.74 He was married and his wife was working as an

Air Nuigini hostess, and her father was a minister of a Church. Khalid

earned a lot of money during his boxing career and bought some

plantations and other properties which were in the name of his father

in-law.75His conversion to Islam upset his father in-law greatly and he

tried everything to win him back to Christianity, but Khalid was

adamant to keep his faith. Finally, Khalid lost all his properties but

stood firm in his Islam. His wife offered her support initially; however

she turned against him later on and no one knows the actual reason. 

She eventually left Khalid; he tried to win her heart back but without

success.76 As problems emerged in his life Khalid became stronger as

a Muslim and his faith remained unmoved despite all the trials and

tribulations he went through. 77

Many of the early Muslims were university graduates and

professionals and started taking part in activities immediately

after their conversion, and as a result the number of new Muslims

gradually increased.78 Apparently, Ahmad videos became

very popular and was widely circulated by the Islamic Society which

decided to make copies of the videos to be distributed free for people. 

The University of Papua New Guinea had an Audio Visual section

and one of the members of Islamic Society approached a university

staff for the purpose of dubbing the video clips. Even some members

of the section started to watch the videos while copying them, one of

Ibid., 21.
Ibid.

76 Ibid.
Ibid.

Ibid. 22.
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them Mr. Wanjemanker began to discuss Islam with one member of

the Muslim Society regularly; whenever he had some free time he

would visit the nearest office of any of the Islamic Society Members

to discuss Islam and discuss Islam with them. After a few months, he

was asked if Islam had impacted his heart, to which he answered
79 The following Friday he accepted Islam and chose the

after becoming convinced, also accepted and joined the fold of Islam

Jaffar was senior in age among the reverts; he was very

enthusiastic about learning the Arabic alphabet and recite of the

glorious Quran. He worked diligently to learn the Arabic language

and would always ask some of the Islamic Society members for the

possibility of an English- Arabic dictionary to support his learning;

Jaffar retired and went back to his village to settle down; there he

propagated Islam amongst his own people. He maintained contact

with many members of the Islamic Society in Port Moresby, and

among the letters he wrote was about the death of his wife. She never

accepted Islam but all her children are practicing Muslims.80

The Papua New Guineans are very known for being heavy

drinkers; this became an issue which was discussed among the

members of the Islamic Society of Papua New Guinea, and the

discussion focused on how this challenge could be overcome, it was

also acknowledged the fact that it would be very difficult to stop

Ibid. 
Ibid. 13.
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Papua New Guineans from drinking immediately after their

conversion to Islam. It had to be a gradual process. Abdullah Gurnah

from Zanjebar (Tanzania) suggested that prohibition of alcoholic

drinks should perhaps not be mentioned to Papua New Guineans who

are being exposed to Islam the first time. Once they had settled into

their new religion the issue could be raised with wisdom and care

which is how Islam was introduced by the Holy Prophet (S.A.W). Yet

Chowdhury disagreed that no one is doing for the benefit of

oneself, everyone does it for Allah and Allah alone. His opinion is that

the guidance of Prophet Muhammad (S.A.W) should be followed

strictly since Islamic revelation was complete and it prohibited

alcohol.  Ever since that time, new Muslims never consumed alcohol

or ate pork once they had pronounced the Shahadah.81 It was indeed

like a miracle to Islamic Society members. In 1987 two Muslims from

United States who were originally Arabs but living in America came

with their families on a visit to Pacific countries after visiting

n by name Akbar

known in European and Australian circles because of his links to

Libya.

He was refused a visa to enter Australia, but somehow he got

visa for Papua New Guinea and requested to see one of the Members

of Islamic Society in Papua New Guinea, and he saw Chowdhury.

Chowdhury went to see him with two new converted Muslims; they

Shahadah is an Islamic creed which declares belief in the oneness of God and

There is no god but God, Muhammad is the messenger of God.
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spoke about various issues about around Islam and its history in Papua

New Guinea. The time for Magrib arrived and a new convert was

asked to lead the prayers. It was Barrah who led the congregational

salat. Akbar Muhammad was very surprised about how fast a new

Muslim had learned all the salatby heart with a few short surahs from

the glorious Quran, at the end of the salat, Akbar Muhammad stood

up and started affectionately hugging Barrah over and over again. He

asked how he had learned Arabic as some people in majority Muslim

communities were still praying in English. Barrah and others were all

shocked to learn what he had revealed.82

When the Australian government came to know that they had

been granted a visit by the Papua New Guinea government there was a

great hue and cry in the national papers, both in Australia as well as in

Papua New Guinea. One evening Akbar Muhammad and his group

were invited for a dinner by another member of Islamic Society and

somehow it came to the notice of the media in Papua New Guinea.

The following day there were headlines about them and Islamic

Society links with Libya.

The increase in Muslim population motivated the Islamic

Society to plan social activities and events for Muslims such as

picnics and the visiting of various places of interest in Port Moresby.

attended. It provided a chance for the local revert ladies to mix with

the expatriate Muslim women, and this interaction enabled Papua

New Guineans Muslim women to learn about Islam, but it also

Barrah Islam. The emergence of Islam in Papua New Guinea to the RISEAP General
Assembly Meeting (Port Moresby. Islamic Society of Papua New Guinea, 1998). 6.
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facilitated the sharing of skills such as new cooking recipes and so on, 

and it was an opportunity for the children to get to know and play with

each other. Wherever Muslims went within Port Moresby they never

missed their salat, they would pray at the correct time in

congregation. They had prayed salat at almost every public place in

Port Moresby. Outside the museum, in the national park, outside

Papua New Guinea Parliament, at the beach and other public places

and so on. When they prayed the local people would gather around

them and watch with surprise and wonder at what they are doing. On

such occasions one of the Muslim members would be asked to explain

to people in their language what the prayer and Islam meant. This was

a good way of propagating Islam. During the same time the first

came from Australia for a week in Papua New

Guinea. They came for the purpose of spreading Islamic faith; it was a

mix of different nationalities mainly Malaysian, Singaporeans and

Australians.83

The gradual increase of Muslims made the Islamic Society to

think about neutral premises more appropriate for prayer and from

such a place they could disseminate the teachings of Islam. One of the

Muslim members in Papua New Guinea El-tayyeb mentioned to the

Society his Arab friend Dr. Ahmad Totonji who could help the

Society in establishing an Islamic centre.84 One evening Al-tayyeb

invited all Muslims for dinner in his house after which he phoned Dr.

Ahmad Totonji and explained their plans to him. Dr. Ahmad Totonji

agreed to finance 50 percent of the total costs in establishing the

M. A, Chowdhry. 15.
Ibid.
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Islamic centre whether the place is bought or rented. In addition to

that he promised to provide the salary for an Imam, he said the 50

percent owned by the Society would make them feel proud to be the

owners and this would ensure that they would take good care of the

property.85 Everybody was highly pleased and happy and they looked

ahead for a great future of Islam in Papua New Guinea.86 Dr. Ahmad

Totonji showed much generosity and sincerity towards Islam and

Muslims of Papua New Guinea, and was very keen and interested in

the religious affairs of this country, that he sent an Imam from

Australia within a couple of months after the telephone conversation, 

the name of the imam was Yusuf Popat and he was originally from

Afghanistan, Dr. Ahmad Totonji left the selection of every affair to

the Islamic Society of Papua New Guinea, he never coerced them on

any decision. There was usually a general meeting which was called

by the Islamic Society and everything was explained to everybody

that attended.87  

Since there was no place which was purchased or rented yet as

the Islamic centre, Islamic Society members were a bit puzzled and

did not know where Imam Yusuf Popat should be housed. Papua New

Guinea was one of the countries where things are very expensive at

that time and Islamic Society felt it was appropriate to wait until they

had a place88. Imam Yusuf Popat was not happy with the general

Ibid. 15.
Barrah Islam, 8.
M, A. Chowdhry, 18.
Ibid.
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environment of Papua New Guinea and lack of order he witnessed

during this visit.89

2.4 THE CONTRIBUTIONS OF MUSLIM INDIVIDUALS

Since Islam begin in Papua New Guinea in 1977, there have been a

few people who have stood firm to propagate Islam and work for its

spread, though Muslim (scholars) are still very rare in Papua New

Guinea, yet up till this moment there are few prominent individuals

who have contributed to the spread of Islam in Papua New Guinea

such as Imam Mikail Abdul Aziz and others. Imam Mikail is a

Nigerian Yoruba by tribe; he was given birth to in Ibadan, Oyo state

of Nigeria on 23rd of March 1954. He attended his primary school in

Ibadan, Nigeria but had his secondary school education within 1978 to

1980 and university education in 1981 to 1985 respectively at Islamic

University of Medina, Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. He also had his

higher diploma at King Saud University, Riyadh, Kingdom of Saudi

Arabia. Imam Mikail Abdul Aziz before his official Islamic activities

in Papua New Guinea, was engaged in some community services such

as being a part time lecturer at Islamic preaching school Olorunsogo, 

Ibadan, Nigeria in 1986 to 1987, he was also providing lessons in

Islam and giving assistance to secondary schools, hospitals and less

privilege homes. He served his fatherland Nigeria after his university

education as a youth copper in Ilorin, Kwara State of Nigeria in 1985

to 1986.90

Ibid.
Biography of Imam Mikail Abdul Aziz, re-arranged by Maryam Abimbola Mikail.

2014.
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During the time he was the Imam of Muslim Coppers Association of

Nigeria, Kwara State branch. In 1986 he was publicly known for his

participation in radio and television Islamic programs. He was

employed in July 2nd, 1989 till this date as the official Imam of

Islamic Society of Papua New Guinea; he attended and had so many

presentations in seminars and conferences in countries like Australia, 

New Zealand, Singapore, Indonesia, Malaysia, Nigeria and in Saudi

Arabia.91 He has given more than two thousand khutbahs and articles

about Islam; and through him thousands of people entered the fold of

Islam with majority in Papua New Guinea.  

One of the prominent figures that contributed to Islamic

activities in Papua New Guinea is Mohammed Yusuf. He was born on

7th of February 1949 in Lautoka, Fiji Island. He had his educational

studies at University of Delhi in India in Commerce, after his bachelor

degree he was appointed as Accounting and Mathematics teacher at

Nadi College in Fiji Island. In 1974 to 1977 he went back to India to

further his studies. He worked for some firms in Fiji after he returned

from India, and later in October 1984 he traveled to Papua New

Guinea and started working as Manager in company such as Burns

Philp (South Sea) Co. Ltd and Burn Philp (PNG) till December 1993. 

From 1989 to 1990, he was the treasurer of Islamic Society of

Papua New Guinea and by 1991 to December 1993; he took the

highest post of the Islamic Society of Papua New Guinea as the

official President, his major work while he was president of the

Islamic Society was that, he acquired the land for the construction of

the first mosque in the capital city of Port Moresby, he secured the

Ibid.
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funds and started the construction of the project, he also acquired land

for the establishment of the Muslim cemetery in the same Port

Moresby. By January 1994, he relocated to Australia and settled in

Brisbane in which he became the President of Islamic Society of

Darra (ISD) in Brisbane in 1998 to 2005.92

Another person is Mohammad Afsal Chowdhry. He was born in

Lahore, Pakistan on December 18th 1940 and obtained his education

up to university level from university of Punjab, Pakistan. After his

university education he worked for four years at the office of Account

General before he migrated to Britain in 1966, he studied in United

Kingdom and graduated with diploma in Computer studies in 1977

from University of Manchester. After his education, he worked in the

university in Zambia and in the Central Africa Republic; he later got a

job with the University of Papua New Guinea as a Computer Manager

and worked from April 1980 to April 1992 in Papua New Guinea.

When he arrived to Papua New Guinea, there was less work for him at

the university as the university did not have any computer at that time

and this made have ample time for Islamic activities in which there

were no local Muslim in the whole Papua New Guinea back then. In

1981, the Islamic Society of Papua New Guinea was established and

Muhammad Afsal Chowdhry was among the founding members along

with four other people. He held the position of General- Secretary for

Islamic Society of Papua New Guinea (ISPNG) for six consecutive

years from 1981 to 1987, though he no longer lives in Papua New

Biography data of Mohammad Yussuf, Written in 2012.
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Guinea, he is still a life member of the Islamic Society and he always

stay in touch and offer his advice when needed.93

Another prominent Muslim figure in Papua New Guinea is the

wife of Imam Mikail Abdul Aziz, Alhaja Muslimat Mikail Abdul

Aziz. She is well known for teaching Muslim women in Papua New

Guinea the glorious Quran as well as major principles of Islam. Alhaja

Muslimat was born in 23rd of February 1965, in the family of Alhaji

and Alhaja Ballo Adelani. In 1974 she attended Islamic preaching

school Olorunsogo Ibadan for her primary and secondary education

respectively within 1974 to 1981. She visited Papua New Guinea for

the first time in 1999. She usually travels to Papua New Guinea when

her husband requests her to do so or when the Islamic society needs

her service due to shortage of women who are knowledgeable in Islam

and its principles in the country. She is usually out of Papua New

Guinea due to her educational commitment and her career, because of

her involvement with some educational institutions in Nigeria. For

instance, from 2000 to 2002 she attended the National Teacher

Institute Diploma in Education;andshe also attended Kuliyyah of

Imam Malik for Arabic and Islamic studies in Ibadan, Nigeria within

2003 to 2005. Whenever she is on a break she used to travel to Papua

New Guinea to teach Muslim women and also to deliver lectures to

them on every Wednesday.94

Biography data of Mohammad Afsal Chowdhry. Written in Feb, 2014.
Autobiography of Alhaja Muslimat Mikail Abdul Aziz. 2014.
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. CONTRIBUTIONS OF ISLAMIC BODIES

After the emergence of Islam in Papua New Guinea, many Islamic

bodies around the globe have been trying their best to help and fund

the dawah effort of Islam in the country, among them are, The World

Assembly of Muslim Youth (WAMY) which is an international

Islamic Organization with his headquarters in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia. It

was founded in 1972; the purpose is to establish a platform where

Muslim youth can get together in an Islamic environment. WAMY

also strives to establish a relationship of dialogue, understanding and

appreciation between Muslim organizations and the western

societies.95 WAMY had organized a seminar in Papua New Guinea for

the Islamic Society which helps the Muslims to understand basic

fundamentals of Islam. They also organized conferences, symposia,

educational workshop, research circles to address youth and student

issues in the neighbouring countries like Fiji and New Zealand in

which some Papua New Guinean Muslim participated. WAMY also

had the intention to build mosques across other province in Papua

New Guinea and would also help in the funding of the local Imams. 

Also another Islamic body that contributes and helps the

Muslims in Papua New Guinea is the Islamic Development Bank

(IDB). This is a multilateral development financial institution located

in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia. It was founded in 1973 by the finance

ministers of Muslim countries, at the first organization of the Islamic

conference now called organization of Islamic Cooperative. IDB is

organizing some scholarship programs as part of its overall effort in

the development of human resources of it member countries and those

M, Abuud. History of Emergence of WAMY. (King Fahd National press, 1998). 16.



50

of the Muslim Societies in the non- member countries.96 Papua New

Guinean Muslim students are benefiting from this scholarship in

which Muslim students from Papua New Guinea that are enrolled in

universities like the International Islamic University of Malaysia and

other institutions in Singapore in various fields of study under the

scholarship of the Islamic Development Bank (IDB). Moreover, IDB

has helped the Islamic Society of Papua New Guinea to build some

classrooms, dormitories and two apartments for the Imam and

teachers. Meanwhile, the World Muslim League in Makkah, Saudi

Arabia has helped Muslims in Papua New Guinea tremendously by

building mosques in Port Moresby, Wangar, and Karimaril in Simbu

province, the World Muslim league also held symposia, rehabilitation

and new converted Muslim courses, bringing together of intellectuals

and opinion leaders together during the Hajj season with the aim of

fostering close relations among Muslim participants and using them to

brainstorm and develop techniques and approaches needed to raise the

standards of Islamic instruction of in the world. With the help

of the World Muslim League many Muslims in Papua New Guinea

had performed Hajj pilgrimage and it was Imam Mikail Abdul Aziz

that led the contingents from Papua New Guinea to Makkah. 

Regional Islamic Council of Southeast Asia and the

Pacific (RISEAP)97

Islamic Development Bank is a financial institution located in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia. In
line with its overall objectives of fostering economic development and social progress, 
the bank finances productive projects in both public and private sectors. It also providing
technical assistance and funding to Islamic world. (International Islamic Publish House). 
488-511.
Regional Islamic Council of Southeast Asia and the Pacific is a joint own
Islamic Organization by some ASEAN states.
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was founded in January 4, 1982. The purpose is to arrange short

courses about Islam for Muslims in Papua New Guinea. RISEAP sent

their representatives from Kuala Lumpur to conduct the courses in

Port Moresby, Lea and the Islands in Papua New Guinea for the

Muslims. RISEAP used to organize courses in Kuala Lumpur for new

Muslims in which International Islamic University of Malaysia

(IIUM) was used as the yearly venue and more than ten men and five

women are among the Papua New Guineans Muslims who such

programs at have attended such programs at the expense of RISEAP.

There are also some other governmental bodies and non

governmental  bodies that do help Papua New Guinean Muslims

especially by providing scholarships for young Muslims to complete

their studies abroad. The Islamic University in Madinah, under the

Saudi Arabian government had given over ten scholarships to Papua

New Guinean Muslim students; also the government of Indonesia has

given four scholarships to Papua New Guinean Muslim students with

the aim of completing their studies in Jakarta. Al- Imam University

which has one of his branches in Jakarta, Indonesia is also known for

giving scholarship to Muslim students from Papua New Guinea. The

Fiji Muslim League has given a total of fourteen scholarships to

Muslim students in Papua New Guinea to further their studies in Suva,

the capital city of Fiji Island. 
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