COMMUNITY
ADVOCATES

INTRODUCTION

The Community Advocates Panel consists of five
panel members:

1. Mohamad Hairil Johari, member of AMP
Singapore Board of Directors, and Senior
Academy Officer at the Physical Education
and Sports Teacher Academy of the Ministry of
Education

2. Nailul Hafiz, CEO and Principal Consultant of
Asian Leaders Institute

3. Dr Walid Jumblatt Abdullah, Assistant Professor
at the School of Public Policy and Global Affairs
in Nanyang Technological University (NTU)

4. Nor Lastrina Hamid, Sustainability Advocate
and Co-Founder of Singapore Youth for Climate
Action

5. Nur Suliani Md Noor, Co-Founder of Kowabunga!
Global Pte Ltd

The panel members first convened in January
2022. They conducted extensive discussions and
analysed the results from the Blackbox Perception
Survey and sentiment analysis by My FinB, both
of which were commissioned by AMP, and the
Singapore Census of Population 2020 report to
identify the various problems, issues, definitions,
complexities, and personalities involved in the
matter at hand.

Following the discussions and analysis, the Panel
highlighted the following as this paper's main
objective: support for Muslim professionals to
play more significant roles in strengthening
communities.

The secondary objective involves encouraging
Islamic values in promoting advocacy. Before
proceeding with discussing the objectives, it is
worthwhile to discuss some fundamental questions:

+ Who is a community advocate (CA)?

+ Why does the community need more advocates?

+ What are the different communities within the
muslim community?

+ What are Islamic values (the Panel is fully aware
of the tensions between Muslims who have
different ideological bents, each claiming to be
closer to representing Islamic values)?

Definition of Community Advocates

This paper considers a community advocate
(CA) as someone who uses his or her voice and/
or position to pursue the betterment of the Muslim
community. In a way, every person is an advocate,
in line with the Prophetic tradition that “Every one of
you is a leader".

For this paper's purposes, however, advocates are
those who explicitly champion causes for Muslims.
The term "Muslim professionals” refers to individuals

"The hadith is reported in Sahih Muslim as follows: “Beware. Every one of you is a shepherd and every one is answerable with regard to
his flock. The Caliph is a shepherd over the people and shall be questioned about his subjects (as to how he conducted their affairs).

A man is a guardian over the members of his family and shall be questioned about them (as to how he looked after their physical and
moral well-being). A woman is a guardian over the household of her husband and his children and shall be questioned about them

(as to how she managed the household and brought up the children). A slave is a guardian over the property of his master and shall

be questioned about it (as to how he safeguarded his trust). Beware, every one of you is a guardian and every one of you shall be
questioned with regard to his trust.” See: “Sahih Muslim, Book 18, Hadith 29a.” Sunnah.com, https://sunnah.com/muslim:1829a. Accessed

1August 2022.
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who are successful in their respective fields and
possess the capacity to advocate, support, and
give back to the community; CAs are individuals
who speak and work on issues and causes related
to the local community.

It is not a requirement that these individuals or
groups be attached to any Community and Muslim
Organisations (CMO), as they can start their own
ground-up initiatives?. A few sub-categories of
advocates have been identified:

CQOLC

Community
Organisations

Business Social Political

While the focus is on the first three categories,
references will be made to political advocates —
Muslim politicians — as and when necessary.

The Need for Community Advocates

Why does the Muslim community in Singapore need
advocates? It is the complex nature of modern
and social life that no one can be an expert on
everything. For instance, someone extremely
well-versed in business dealings may be a novice
in the socio-political scene. Having advocates
who deal with various spheres of life concerning
the Muslim community would be needed to fill in
the knowledge-information gaps. Having more
advocates would be useful for the following reasons:

1. There may be specifics that apply to Muslims
which may not be particularly obvious to
non-Muslim advocates. Business advocates,
for instance, would have to contend with
Islamically-sound  and  permissible  ways;
social advocates would have to consider
the sentiments of various groups within the
community, and so on.

2. The Panel strongly believes in the marketplace of
ideas — the more advocates there are, the better
the competition, and hence, the best ideas
would emerge.

IDEATING STRATEGIES FOR OUR
MUSLIM COMMUNITY'S FUTURE

3. Practically, no single advocate, even within a
sphere, can cover all the needs and aspirations
of the people within that group.

Diversity of the Muslim Community

From the outset, the Panel acknowledges that even
the term "community” can be a contradiction. Within
the Muslim faith there exist various “‘communities”,
with multiple sub-identities under the umbrella of the
"Muslim community”. These include:

RACE/LANGUAGE

Even though most Muslims in Singapore are Malays,
a sizeable number are from other communities
(Indian, Arab, and others).

CLASS

The various strata have completely different
experiences, in some cases. The COVID-19
pandemic had brought this to the fore in the most
apparent ways. One example would be when many
upper/middle-class Singaporeans called for more
restrictions and tighter measures because they
could work from home, whereas those from the
lower economic strata of society could not do so.

3

Just like in other communities, younger Muslims may
or may not share similar ideational beliefs with their
elder counterparts.

GENERATION

IDEOLOGY

Various denominations within the Muslims:
Sunni-Shia, but more significantly in our context,
traditionalist/Sufi-Salafi

Liberal-conservative divide: Of course, this
is to be viewed as a spectrum and not as a
dichotomy, but it is important to acknowledge
the existence of vastly different views among
Muslims to begin with

2Hamid, Nur Lastrina. “Strengthening the Role of Singapore Muslim Professionals in Community Advocacy.” The Karyawan, 15 July 2022.
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To complicate matters, each individual is the sum
of all their identities, hence it is not always easy to
neatly categorise a person. At the same time, this
results in two outcomes:

1. Their experiences may differ
commonality of being Muslim

despite their

2. What qualifies as “Islamic values” may greatly
differ among Muslims

As such, when discussing the sub-objective of
encouraging Islamic values in promoting advocacy,
a minimalist understanding of Islamic values is
recommended — one that allows more inclusivity of
the various strands of Islamic understandings.

Essentially, this study analysed values which are
acceptable to Muslims across the ideological
spectrum. This principle was also applied to
advocates with different ideological bents in
discussions.

The Panel acknowledges that the choice of Muslim
professionals as the unit of analysis for the main
objective is a little restrictive since they are part of
the upper/middle-income category. However, it is
maintained as a gauge for the paper.

The Panel further emphasises that the Islamic
values to be discussed will be useful for advocates.

Paper Outline

This paper adopts a qualitative approach

conducted in two phases:

C% Problem Definition

Ideation

The initial phase was designed to accurately define
the scope. It aimed to identify challenges impeding
Muslim professionals from enacting more effective
community advocacy, and to outline inclusivist
Islamic values.

24

The findings were analysed and used to develop
problem statements and questions for the ideation
phase. Subsequently, the ideation phase was
designed to identify potential solutions to the
defined problem statements.

The subsequent sections will outline the
methodology, findings, and recommendations of

each phase.

Panel Members

4. Nor Lastrina Hamid
5. Nur Suliani Md Noor

1. Mohamad Hairil Johari
2. Nailul Hafiz
3. Dr Walid Jumblatt Abdullah

y \

, \ BlackBox My FinB

,Government Perception Sentiment

\\ Census // Survey Analysis
~ e

Objectives

1. Support for Muslim professionals to play more
significant roles in strengthening communities

2. Encouraging Islamic values in promoting
advocacy

Phase 1:
Problem
Definition

Focus Group
Discussions:
5 sessions /
22 community
advocates

Online Survey:
423 participants

Problem
Statements

Phase 2:
Ideation

Breakout Session
with 77 participants

Fig. 1: Overview of the
Community Advocates
Panel paper

Ideation
Analysis
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PROBLEM DEFINITION

To accurately scope the problems faced by
Singaporean Muslims in pursuing and executing
advocacy work, an online survey and five Focus
Group Discussions (FGDs) were conducted. This
process was necessary to avoid analyses that may
be projections and therefore out of touch with
actual ground redlities. This section will outline the
methodology, its key findings, and the problem
statements derived therefrom.

Methodology
Online Survey

Convenience sampling was applied for the online
survey, involving 432 respondents. The Panel is
aware of the drawbacks of this method; however,
the number of participants is believed to be large
enough to mitigate the method's shortcomings.

The majority of respondents had at least a Diploma
or above (86.1%). Income levels were diverse,
although the majority had a household income
of $3,000-$4999 In terms of gender, 52.3% of
respondents were male and 47.7% were female.

Survey questions were constructed to explore
current perceptions of the Muslim community
about relevant aspects of community advocacy
in Singapore. The questions were categorised into
nine thematic sections:

Basic personal information

Changing values

Defining “success”

Giving back to the community

Community and Muslim Organisations (CMOs)
Community advocacy

Social media

Role of women

VO NGRS

Future of the community
Focus Group Discussions

Five FGDs involving a total of 22 community
advocates (CAs) were conducted. Muslim
advocates selected were from different ideological
groups and had in-depth understanding of the
communities in which they operate. Each session

IDEATING STRATEGIES FOR OUR
MUSLIM COMMUNITY'S FUTURE

was with four to six advocates, lasting for about
two hours. The following themes were discussed:

The role of community/Islamic values in
community advocacy

+  Strengthening the role of Muslim professionals in
community advocacy
The role and impact of social media in
community advocacy

+ The role of women in community advocacy

Key Findings
Online Survey Results

1. While 39% believed that things have generally
improved for the community in the last five years,
36% believed things have stayed the same; 25%
believed things have become worse.

2. While 64% were slightly optimistic about the
future of the community in the next five years,
17% were very optimistic, and 19% were not
optimistic.

3. At least 66.7% of respondents perceived the
following values to be traditional community/
Islamic values: strong family ties; respect for
elders; moderation; religiosity/strong religious
faith; humbleness; avoiding immoral acts; and
giving back to the community. Furthermore:

+  An overwhelming proportion (over 72%)
perceived family ties; respect for elders;
religiosity/strong religious faith; humbleness
and avoiding immoral acts as traditional
community/Islamic values.

+  Approximately 42% of respondents felt that
the weakening of religiosity/faith were the
two most concerning trends.

4. Respondents were most concerned with the
weakening of religiosity/faith, followed by
the weakening of strong family ties and the
decreasing respect for elders.

5. Identified as key values were strong family
ties; giving back to the community; and strong
religious faith. These values were perceived to
help the community progress and/or succeed in
the future.

25
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Although approximately 42% believed that none
of the Islamic values actually hinder progress,
some 23% felt that values such as religiosity,
avoiding immoral acts and observing traditions
have hindered progress, to some extent.

Almost all respondents (95.8%) believed it is
important to give back to the community (53.7%
strongly agree, 42.1% agree), with 76.1% agreeing
that the community still values doing so.

. On whether there are sufficient opportunities to

do so, 72.2% affirmed so.

While 43% of them serve the community
through monetary donations, 25% do it through
volunteerism; 17% through food distributions; and
14% through mentorship (Figure 2).

Serving the Community

Food Distribution

Fig.

10.

1.

26

10

20 30 40 50

Monetary
Donations

Volunteering

Mentoring

2: Percentage of participation in community service

The majority were likely to do so seasonally or
monthly, and would usually serve the community
through personal networks and other non-profits
in equal proportions, followed by Community
and Muslim Organisations (CMOs) and mosques
in almost equal proportions as well.

When asked about areas in which CMOs have
been most effective in, 60.4% felt that they
have been effective in providing initiatives to
the community that target their needs; 40.5%
felt that they have been effective in providing
religious guidance for the community; 39.4%
in collaborating with one another to benefit
the community; 29.3% in providing a voice for
the community; 25.7% in providing thought

leadership for the community; 21.3% in influencing
government decisions.

Muslim Organisation’s Area of Effectiveness

Targeting Needs

Rel

Providing a Voice

igious Guidance

10 20 30 40 50 60

Community
Initiatives

Collaboration
for Community's
benefit

Thought
Leadership

Influencing
Government's
Decisions

Fig. 3: Perception of Muslim organisations’ effectiveness in different
areas

12.

13.

4.

15.

Two key areas which respondents believed
CMOs should improve the most were in providing
a voice for the community and in influencing
government decisions, followed by — in equal
proportions — collaborating with others to
positively influence the community, as well as
providing thought leadership to the community.

An overwhelming majority of respondents (87.7%)
felt that community advocates (CAs) and political
leaders are equally important in bringing about
positive change, and ought to work together for
the best possible outcome (859%).

Some 574% of respondents believed there is
sufficient talent to ensure a renewal of high
quality CAs.

Also, 33.6% believed there are enough Muslims
stepping up to advocate for the community;
35.2% remained neutral; 31.2% disagreed.

Focus Group Discussion Findings

Islamic values:

These values are typically universal, but, for the
advocates, what distinguishes one value from
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another is purpose, which is the execution of
values for the sake of the one true God.

- Values such as justice, integrity,
accountability, wisdom, patience, empathy,
selflessness, and hope should be at the
forefront of the advocate's work.

- A Muslim should be emotionally and spiritually
resilient.

- More critical thinking among Muslims is
needed.

Muslim professionals’ involvement in advocacy:

+  Muslim professionals do not join CMOs for various
reasons.

- Time
- Perceptions of them being in an old boys'/
girls’ club

+ Many institutional/cultural  barriers  exist for
women, influencing their decisions to become
CAs.

- Husbands need to support their wives more.
- There is a need for more male allies.

+ More women are needed on the Board of
Directors (BODs) for CMOs and also other
organisations.

Problems facing CAs or potential CAs:

« Culture of paranoia

- People are afraid to be known as an “activist”
because of fear of political reprisal

- Tendency for concerns to be dismissed by those
in authority

- "Oh this is not a problem in Singapore.”

+ Internalisation of stereotypes within the

community may affect advocacy.

Social media:

+ A great tool for advocacy

+ We must be mindful of the pitfalls of social media
- Narcissism, self-aggrandisement
- Antagonistic behaviours
- Echo chambers

A perpetual issue:

+  How broad should our spectrum of acceptability
be?

IDEATING STRATEGIES FOR OUR
MUSLIM COMMUNITY'S FUTURE

PROBLEM STATEMENTS

To define the problem statements for this paper, an
analysis of the above findings was conducted. The
discussion on this analysis can be found in Appendix
A titled Community Advocates Panel Problem
Definition Phase — Discussion of Findings. Through
this analytical process, five problem statements
were outlined, and two themes emerged: Barriers
Against Community Advocacy ond Advocacy
on Social Media. The following are the problem
statements and respective ideation questions:

Barriers Against Community Advocacy

The Muslim community in Singapore
perceives a need for more CAs.
However, factors such as lack of time,
perceptions of rigidity in CMOs and fear of
reprisals hinder Muslim professionals from
stepping forward.

Guiding Questions
during Ideation

How do we overcome
these personal and
perceived barriers

(e.g., lack of time, What Islamic values

desire for autonomy,
and rigidity in
Community and
Muslim Organisations
(CMOs)) to encourage
greater participation
among Muslim
professionals

in community
advocacy?

© AMP Singapore | Permission is required for reproduction

should be promoted
in strengthening
advocacy among
Muslim professionals,
and how should they
be introduced and
implemented?
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Muslim women today carry the burden

of multiple socio-cultural expectations:
being expected to work while juggling
responsibilities at home. There is also
some negative perception towards
women who choose to be homemakers.
These expectations hinder their effective
participation in community advocacy.

Guiding Questions
during Ideation

Can Islamic values
be used to redefine/
navigate cultural and
societal expectations
of Muslim women?

How can society
support women's
decisions in engaging
in community
advocacy?

Advocacy on Social Media

Social media provides an environment
that breeds narcissism — an inflated sense
of self-importance and entitlement —
potentially affecting how advocacy is
carried out. As a result, individuals may be
more interested in social media likes and
shares rather than actual advocacy work.

Guiding Questions
during Ideation

How do we encourage
effective advocacy on
social media despite
this challenge?

— How do we build
on the strengths
| of Community

. . Advocates (CAs)
Which Islamic values using social media in
can be encouraged __| Singapore?

to overcome these
issues, and how?

28

The design of social media may cause
individuals to remain in their own circles,
engaging mostly like-minded individuals.
This may hinder constructive discussions

on complex issues that cross diverse
interest groups.

Guiding Questions
during Ideation

How can we
overcome echo
chambers to unite
the community

on complex and
potentially divisive
issues?

Which Islamic values
can be encouraged
to overcome these
issues, and how?

There is a lack of adab or etiquette when
conversing online. There is a need to
"agree to disagree” and be “passionate
without being disrespectful” to have
constructive discussions.

Guiding Questions
during Ideation

Which Islamic values
can be encouraged
to overcome these
issues, and how?

How can we foster the
culture of respectful
and constructive
online engagements?

The above problem statements were addressed at
the ideation phase.
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Phase 1:
Problem Definition

Focus Group
Dlscus:slons: Online Survey:
5 sessions/ - Problem
22 community 423 participants Statement 1:
Problem advocates Social media
Statement 1: provides an
The Muslim environment
community that breeds
in Singapore narcis;ism,
perceives a 1. Echo- X Whlc:
need for more . chambers shapes how
community 1t zg;:c:;::src:f — —  inaddition advocacy is
advocates women to working carried out
in silos on
social media
Common
Factor:
2 Self Inclusive
- oelt= Islamic
Theme 1: . 2. Lack of
Barriers Against [ Zigsgslegs of | | Cvalues of =  online Ad Theme 2.5 -
B ommunity etiguette VOCACY on Socid
STl reprisals q Media
Advocacy Advocates
and the
community
3. Culture of
| | 3. Internalisation |__| | | narcissism
of stereotypes on social
media Problem
Prablem Statement 2:
Stut‘ement 2 The design of Problem
Muslim women social media Statement 3:
today carry may cause There is lack
the burden 4 Lcu?k Of. individuals to of adab or
of multiple — solidarity — remain in their etiquette
socio-cultural among own circles, when
expecations advocates engaging ' conversing
mostly online
like-minded
individuals
Fig. 4: Overview of ideation phase for the Community Advocates Panel paper
IDEATION two groups and seated in tables of seven. Group

A ideated on theme 1 and group B ideated on
To identify potential solutions to the defined  theme 2. Each table was assigned a facilitator
problem statements, a breakout session was  and a scribe. Participants were briefed on key
conducted. This section will outline the session’s information pertaining to the problem statements
methodology, key findings, and ideation analysis. and ideated for approximately two hours.

Breakout Session Methodology

A total of 77 people participated in this panel’s
breakout session. Participants were divided into

29
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18%

18-30

32%

30-40

12% 38%

50 and above

68%

Female 40-50

Fig. 5: Demographic information of breakout session participants

The ideation process for each problem statement
included four phases:

Participants contextualised the problem
statements to their lived realities and
experiences.

Participants generated ideas to overcome
the contextualised problems. They wrote
their ideas on sticky notes (one idea per
sticky note) and pasted them at the centre
of the table.

Participants clustered similar ideas
together, then identified the concept of
each cluster.

Participants identified the top two
ideation concepts and uploaded them to
Pigeonhole Live (an audience interaction
tool). The criteria for this selection were:

(1) whether the concept addresses a need
and creates value for stakeholders; and (2)
whether it is a breakthrough concept that
could dramatically enhance stakeholders’
experience.

30

Phase 2: Idea Generation

How do we overcome these
personal and perceived barriers
(e.g. lack of time, desire for
autonomy, and rigidity in Muslim
organisations) to encourage
greater participation among
Muslim professionals in
community advocacy?

Phase 3: Cluster & Concept Identification

>

Cluster 2 -
Descriptor

Cluster 1-
Descriptor

How do we overcome these
personal and perceived barriers
(e.g. lack of time, desire for
autonomy, and rigidity in Muslim
organisations) to encourage
greater participation among
Muslim professionals in
community advocacy?

Cluster 4 -

: Descriptor

Cluster 3 -
Descriptor

Fig. 6: Phase 2 and Phase 3 ideation process
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Barriers Against Community Advocacy

The Muslim community in Singapore perceives
a need for more community advocates
(CAs). However, factors such as lack of time,

perceptions of rigidity in Community and
Muslim Organisations (CMOs) and fear of
reprisals hinder Muslim professionals from
stepping forward.

Three forms of barriers against community
advocacy were derived from this problem
statement: structural, perceptual and individual
barriers.

1. Structural Barriers

Institutional Barriers - the need for self-
censorship and strategic advocacy in Singapore
has led to a lack of visible advocacy work
— this reduces youths' accessibility to role
models, mentorship, and inspiration. The issue
of over-regulation in advocacy work was also
mentioned. Participants highlighted the need
for more effective reconciliation between
maintaining transparency (to prevent misuse of
funds/corruption) and protecting the dignity of
beneficiaries.

CMO Rigidity - three main problems surrounding
rigidity within  Muslim  Organisations  were
identified:

1) Their programmes and outreach do not
include enough extrinsic motivation for
youths; they do not sufficiently add value to
the lives of youths.

2) There is an issue of stagnancy due to old
leadership  styles (top-down approach);
inertiac against innovation and structural
changes; and the lack of understanding
on the present needs of the community, its
demographics, and overall outlook.

3) Inadequate successor planning: new leaders
do not receive adequate mentoring to
develop a strong foundation of ground
experiences; spiritual, mental and physical
health; and stable finances.

IDEATING STRATEGIES FOR OUR
MUSLIM COMMUNITY'S FUTURE

Infrastructure of Advocacy Space - five areas of
infrastructure weaknesses were identified:

1) There is an absence of a centralised system
— many advocates work in silos or in closed
communities; absence of a database
of expertise; lack of inter-advocate
communication; and lack of resource sharing.

2) The current conceptudalisation of volunteer
work does not cater to the expertise and
needs of individuals at different points in life.

3) There is a lack of support for CAs in areas
such as employment policies, financial
resources and childminding services.

4) There is insufficient representation of Muslim
advocates in non-Muslim organisations to
represent the needs of the community, for
co-learning, and to access a larger pool of
resources.

5) There is inadequate engagement with youths
- a lack of diversity in youths engaged, and
insufficient visible role models and mentors for
youths.

2. Perceptual Barriers

Absence of Islamic Worldview - participants
highlighted the lack of meaningful understanding
of advocacy work through the Islamic lens. Due
in part to superficial knowledge of the Islamic
worldview/belief system beyond the “what”
knowledge (lack of “why" knowledge), ie.,
the lack of emphasis on the agidah (imaan —
conviction) aspect of Islam (soul of Islam) and
an overemphasis on the ibadah/ritual practices
aspect of Islam, there was a resounding
emphasis on the connection between sound
Islomic  worldview/belief  system,  correct
intentions, and more effective and enduring
advocacy involvement.

Stigma of Incentivising Community Advocacy -
Misuse of the concept of lillahi ta‘alaa was also
observed, ie., advocates have been told they
should do advocacy work for the sake of Allah
alone and expect only rewards from Him. Hence,
they should accept low financial compensation
and should not set financial expectations.

31

© AMP Singapore | Permission is required for reproduction




32

Concept of Time, Credibility and Accountability
- the concept of time being limited and
insufficient (leading to community advocacy
being low on the priority list); the belief that
an individual can only become a CA after
attaining “credibility”; and the internalisation of
accountability to the powerful rather than to the
powerless.

Mental Barriers - there are rife misconceptions
on the causes of poverty - the myth of
meritocracy, a lack of reconciliation between
the worldviews of the majority and minority
groups in Singapore (a lack of appreciation for
the differences), and the baggage of being
Malays (internalisation of the "lazy” narrative and
Islamophobia, leading to apologist and self-
censorship behaviour).

Participants also emphasised Singaporeans'’
survival mentality as a key psychological
impediment. Singaporeans’ hyperfocus on
establishing financial stability (due to Singapore's
high cost of living) prevents them from prioritising
the time and energy needed for advocacy work.

3. Individual Barriers

Lack of Advocacy Skill Sets - participants
also attributed the lack of relevant skill sets
as another barrier against effective advocacy
within  the community. For example, CAs
have inadequate analytical skills; volunteer
management skills; awareness and knowledge of
stakeholders; and fundraising skills.

Absence of Openness - absence of a
co-learning mindset was also olbserved.
Consultation  practices within  CMOs  and
between advocates tend to lean towards
tokenistic practices without a genuine desire
to listen and learn. This is in part due to an
enduring top-down management approach
and inadequate implementation of musyawarah
(consultative) values.

Inadequate Knowledge to Navigate the Civic
Space - the absence of a centralised system
results in many CAs receiving inadequate training
to effectively manoeuvre the civic space. What
is the boundary of tolerance in Singapore? What
will be considered safe and risky? This ignorance
causes heightened self-censorship.

How do we overcome these barriers (e.g.,
lack of time, desire for autonomy, and rigidity
in CMOs to encourage greater participation

among Muslim professionals in community

advocacy? What Islamic values should be
promoted in strengthening advocacy among
Muslim professionals, and how should they be
introduced and implemented?
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Muslim women today carry the burden of
multiple socio-cultural expectations: being
expected to work while juggling responsibilities

at home. There is also some negative
perception towards women who choose to be
homemakers. These expectations hinder their
effective participation in community advocacy.

Three core impediments aoffecting Muslim
women's agency in advocacy work were derived:
structural barriers, patriarchal mindset, and
misconception of religiosity.

1. Structural Barriers

Inadequate infrastructure facilitating women's
active presence in the community advocacy
space - participants surfaced the problem
of CMOs and non-Muslim Organisations not
catering to the unique needs of women, thereby
excluding women from these spaces.

Inadequate engagement with women who are
homemakers.

Inadequate capacity - participants also
emphasised the importance of internal capacity.
Muslim women cannot participate in advocacy
work if their capacity is already fully utilised,
i.e., they are already mentally and/or physically
drained. There is inadequate education for
women to optimise personal resources (mental
and physical energy) and insufficient support to
optimise the management of said resources.

2. Patriarchal Mindset

Insufficient understanding and appreciation
of the differences between men and women
in thought processes, biologically, etc., and the
importance of embracing these differences
in nation building. This leads to inadequate
facilitation and optimisation of the differences,
and the exclusion of women from community
spaces.

IDEATING STRATEGIES FOR OUR
MUSLIM COMMUNITY'S FUTURE

Absence of meaningful understanding and
appreciation of “feminine” duties — participants
also voiced concern over the continued
existence of condescension towards household
and caretaking responsibilities, and women's
general position in society. This condescension
creates ignorance of the importance of “feminine
duties” in nation building. The persisting mindset
leads to lack of recognition, appreciation, and
facilitation for the work women do - both as
homemakers and as career women.

Women's internalisation of gender roles,
gender-appropriate careers, and the honour
of being a “superwoman” (the internalised
belief that women must be capable of doing
everything, and tolerate intense physical, mental,
and emotional pain) — this internalisation is
further exacerbated by the existence of punitive
consequences to gender non-conformity. This is
problematic as it compromises the well-being
of women and hinders their participation in
community and nation building.

Imbalance in social and financial roles between
husbands and wives creates a cycle of trauma
— unhealthy dynamics between spouses lead
to compromised mental health. Such dynamics
affect children by transferring or creating new
traumas. This in turn creates a new cycle of
inherited internalisation of unhealthy or even
abusive dynamics between spouses.

Government policies, family law, social work,
and foster systems are still built upon patriarchy
(unchallenged philosophical underpinnings) -
there are observations that solutions proposed
still largely focus on the mother's and not the
father's role in the family, or on the traditional
male and female roles/behaviours. This
undermines the process of creating effective
solutions to support families.

3. Misconception of Religiosity

Superficial/inadequate understanding of
prophetic tradition surrounding treatment of
women - participants resoundingly voiced
concerns over the community's lack of
understanding of the importance and method
of treating women with kindness, and the lack
of exposure to the lives and roles played by
the Prophet's wives, female companions, and
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prominent female figures (such as scholars) in
Islamic history. The superficial understanding
of Islam led to misconstrued ideas of Islamic
teachings, and the inability to differentiate
between culture and Islam.

Framing of women's religiosity being tied
to commitment to the home - participants
made an observation linking the unredlistic
expectation towards women to the community’s
mixed internalisation of the concept of a
modern Muslimah (the view that women must
financially contribute and have careers) and the
misconception of equating women's religiosity to
their fulfilment of "feminine duties”.

How can society support women'’s
decisions in engaging in community
advocacy? Can Islamic values be used to
redefine/navigate cultural and societal
expectations of Muslim women?
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Phase 2:
Ideation

Breakout
Session

Theme 1:
Barriers Against

Community
Advocacy

Problem Statement 1:
The Muslim community
in Singapore perceives

a need for more CAs

Problem Statement 2:
Muslim women today

carry the burden of
multiple cultural-

societal expectations

1. Structural Barriers

1. Structural Barriers

2. Perceptual Barriers —

2. Patriarchal Mindset

3. Individual Barriers

| | 3. Misconception of

Religiosity

Fig. 7: Overview of ideation for Theme 1of Community Advocates

Panel paper
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Community Advocacy on Social Media capacity, foster divisiveness and spread negative
values in the community.

Social media provides an environment that
breeds narcissism — an inflated sense of self-
importance and entitlement — potentially

affecting how advocacy is carried out. As a
result, individuals may be more interested
in social media likes and shares rather than
actual advocacy work.

How do we encourage effective advocacy
on social media despite this challenge?
How do we build on the strengths of CAs
using social media in Singapore? Which

The design of social media platforms was Islamic values can be encouraged to

defined as the key factor in creating an overcome these issues, and how?

environment that breeds narcissism and
compromises the effectiveness of online
advocacy.

Social media platforms were designed for the
creation and growth of social networks between
like-minded individuals, i.e., echo chambers, and
creating profit through user engagements. User
engagement measures such as likes and shares
lead to personal gratifications — these promote
narcissistic behaviour such as over-inflation of
self and over-sharing. This is problematic for the
following reasons:

1. Advocacy work requires 1) connection
between people of diverse backgrounds
and different opinions and perspectives; 2)
investment and commitment of resources (time,
intellectual capital, financial capital, activation
networks) in order to 3) produce in-depth and
nuanced analyses and explanations of problems,
including issues of intersectionality, then 4) create
and enact effective short-term and long-term
solutions.

2. User engagements are important in gaining
and retaining online credibility, but they become
problematic when they lead to narcissistic
tendencies or if online community advocates
(CAs) only focus on gaining numbers/popularity
and not on the responsibility or advocating
power that the numbers would bring.

3. The effectiveness of online advocacy work
(objectives and action) is compromised when
affected by narcissistic tendencies, for example,
the propagation of superficial, egoistic, and
simplistic content. Such propagations, when
made by online CAs with high influencing
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The design of social media may cause
individuals to remain in their own circles,
engaging mostly like-minded individuals. This
may hinder constructive discussions on complex
issues that cross diverse interest groups.

Three areas were outlined as factors hindering
constructive discussions and effective
community advocacy: the design of social
media platforms, the lack of an evidence-based
approach and neutrality, and psychological
barriers.

1. Design of Social Media Platforms

Platforms are not necessarily reflective of
community sentiments - the design of social
media amplifies loud voices in the community,
which may be a minority view, causing a
skewed sensing of actual majority sentiments.
Furthermore, due to the importance placed on
user engagements, influencers and social media
users become fixated on outreach and tend to
stray away from their initial advocacy objectives.
The design also encourages ego-centric sharing,
giving advocates and general users alike a sense
of self-importance. This system creates the

IDEATING STRATEGIES FOR OUR
MUSLIM COMMUNITY'S FUTURE

illusion that being the loudest equates to being
the most important or the most powerful.

The user interface is designed for visually
intuitive, brief, and rapid engagement, as it was
designed for leisure activity. This consequently
leads to reactionary and superficial consumption
of contents.

Cascades of news and issues advocated
simultaneously lead to viral content being
superficially discussed and having a short
lifespan (not sustainable). This leads to
superficial and unimpactful advocacy.

The design exacerbates the spread of negative
news — humans are psychologically designed to
be more attuned to negative news, amplifying
negativity despite the presence of overwhelming
positivity. Long-term exposure to high negative
content on social media has psychological
consequences that can be irreversible or
permanent. Psychological  consequences
include mental fatigue, sense of powerlessness,
and shortened attention span. This consequently
creates more barriers to challenging difficult
problems and maintaining advocacy momentum
on social media.

Owners of social media platforms (largely
from among the liberal west) have control over
the selection, flow and accessibility of data
— censorship from these powerful minorities
skews online sentiments and advocacy, which
has offline influence especially on youths.
This becomes a serious barrier against local
advocacy work that propagate alternate/
different ideals.

2. Lack of Evidence-Based Approach and
Neutrality

Social media users untrained in Islamic sciences
tend to blindly extrapolate from Islamic sources,
ie., without exercising the proper (or any)
methodology. This can result in the spread of
Islamic misconceptions.

Tendency to voice opinions without verification
and in-depth understanding - this leads to
the spread of fake news/misinformation; it fans
the flames within echo chambers, and creates
greater polarity in opinions and camps.
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Gaslighting and trolling phenomena - such
tactics of invalidating proper well-thought
arguments make it difficult to overcome echo
chambers.

Clickbait headlines, biased framing of content,
and incendiary tone, adopted to attract high
engagements and to feed echo chambers,
propagate heated, superficial and skewed
opinions rather than balanced and well-
researched perspectives.

Congregation around “safe” and "trendy” (hot
button) issues may have validity but this type
of culture results in the disregard of pertinent
but difficult or unpopular issues. Some online
CAs champion these issues sincerely but others
may do so to appear anti-establishment or gain
online traction (fame/popularity).

3. Psychological Barriers

Confirmation bias and cognitive dissonance -
the human mind has a cognitive preference for
interactions within spaces that affirm their biases
and perspectives, while challenges to ideals
and perspectives create cognitive dissonance.
Such spaces create psychological discomfort
resulting in reflexive defensive posturing against
challengers of ideals. Such psychological
barriers lead to a prevalence of block thinking,
echo chambers, divisiveness, “othering” (valuing
only one's own values while denigrating and
marginalising all others), and lack of empathy
and openness to listen and consider opposing
views and perspectives.

Frustration from lack of ability to articulate
— When individuals have strong emotional
attachment to an issue but lack the language
or intellectual/cognitive clarity to express them,
they resort to aggressive and abrasive language
due to frustration.

Intuitive and reactive engagement with
content on social media also leads to
unquestioning acceptance of information,
preventing conception of differing opinions
and perspectives. This is especially in cases
where during the onset of virality, only a single
perspective prevails.

How can we overcome echo chambers to

reconcile the community to complex and

potentially divisive issues? Which Islamic

values can be encouraged to overcome
these issues, and how?
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There is a lack of adab or etiquette when
conversing online. There is a need to “agree to
disagree” and be “passionate without being
disrespectful” to have constructive discussions.

Participants had outlined three main sources
contributing to the lack of online communication
etiquette: the design of social media platforms,
the education system, and psychological
barriers.

1. Design of Social Media Platforms

The absence of tone, body language and
human touch from online communication
creates a tendency for misunderstandings and
misinterpretations. This is exacerbated when
two individuals are from vastly different cultures.
The lack of "human face” dehumanises the other
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party, removing natural incentives to display
good communication etiquette. This creates
fertile ground for rapid descent into hostile verball
disputes and reduces accessibility to productive
dialogues.

Rapid simultaneous commenting makes it easy
for "trolling” and for conversations to deviate
from its point of origin. This makes accessing and
maintaining productive dialogues even more
challenging.

The design also facilitates and aggravates
cancel cultures - Rapid global connection
within the platform intensifies the pressure to
conform to perceived/online social expectations
and trends. These expectations and trends
are controlled by actors who are owners of
online attention, such as microcelebrities. In this
landscape, non-conforming behaviours are
immediately punished through verbal bullying,
character assassinations, or cancel campaigns
(especially for influencers). In serious cases, it can
even have offline consequences.

Silent reasonable majority — Many users are
turned away by the toxicity of online discussions
and tend to silently watch and read content
without active engagement. The absence of
these individuals skews general sentiments and
intensify toxicity since there is no significant
intervention.

2. Education System Inculcates Groupthink

There is absence of a healthy civic culture
to encourage and facilitate healthy and
respectful open dialogues. On the other hand,
disagreements with educators are often seen
as disrespect. Singapore's education culture
cultivates blind following as the environment
discourages questioning authority and the
validity of information taught. Students in pre-
tertiary or tertiary institutes are not nurtured to
critically think, question, and debate contents
conveyed in classrooms. Overly questioning
educators is oftentimes viewed as being
contrary and challenging authority. This results
in lost opportunities to inculcate nuanced
perspectives, open-mindedness, healthy and
respectful communication skills, and methods of
navigating and reconciling disagreements.

3. Psychological Barriers

Stereotyping and confirmation bias is the
cognitive tendency to have a preconceived
opinion/idea about an individual prior to
engaging them. It becomes a barrier to
openness during interactions and limits an
individual's capacity to consider and understand
opposing perspectives.

Paranoia and self-censorship — Singapore's

history of reprisals against expression of
opposing ideals/opinions has led to the
community's  internalisation of fear and
heightened self-censorships. This leads to

an  obsession with anonymity, within  which
exists a culture of expressing with impunity
sans  accountability and  credibility.  This
circumstance creates the dichotomy of safety vs
accountability and anonymity vs credibility.

How can we foster the culture of respectful
and constructive online engagements?
Which Islamic values can be encouraged
to overcome these issues, and how?
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Phase 2:
Ideation

Theme 2:

Advocacy on Social
Media

Problem Statement 1:

Social media provides Problem Statement 3:

an environment that There is a lack of adab
breeds narcissism, or etiquette when
which shapes how conversing online.

advocacy is carried out

| | 1. Design of Social | | 1. Design of Social
Media Platforms Media Platforms

| | 2. Narcissistic | | 2.Education System
Tendencies Inculcates Groupthink

3. Differentiating

o 3. Psychological
—| Credibility and 1

Barriers

Narcissism T

Problem Statement 2:
The design of social media
may cause individuals to
remain in their own circles,
engaging mostly like-
minded individuals

1. Design of Social Media
Platforms

2. Lack of Neutrality and
Evidence-Based Approach

3. Psychological Barriers

Fig. 8: Overview of ideation for Theme 2 of Community Advocates
Panel paper
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CONCLUSION

This work paper was initiated with the main
objective of providing support for Muslim
professionals to play more significant roles in
strengthening communities, and the secondary
objective of encouraging Islamic values in
promoting advocacy. A qualitative approach
had been adopted to first produce an accurate
assessment of ground readlity, then to ideate
potential solutions to achieve the work paper’s
objectives.

Based on findings from the online survey and Focus
Group Discussions (FGDs) conducted in the first
phase, five problem statements classified under two
themes were defined for the community advocacy
panel.

Theme 1: Barriers Against Community Advocacy

1. The Muslim community in Singapore perceives
a need for more community advocates
(CAs). However, factors such as lack of time,
perceptions of rigidity in Community and
Muslim Organisations (CMOs), as well as fear
of reprisals hinder Muslim professionals from
stepping forward.

2. Muslim women today carry the burden of
multiple socio-cultural expectations — being
expected to work while juggling responsibilities
at home. There is also some negative
perception towards women who choose to be
homemakers. These expectations hinder their
effective participation in community advocacy.

Theme 2: Community Advocacy on Social Media

3. Social media provides an environment that
breeds narcissism — an inflated sense of self-
importance and entitlement — potentially
affecting how advocacy is carried out. As a
result, individuals may be more interested in
social media likes and shares rather than actual
advocacy work.

4. The design of social media may cause
individuals to remain in their own circles,
engaging mostly like-minded individuals. This
may hinder constructive discussions on complex
issues that cross diverse interest groups.

IDEATING STRATEGIES FOR OUR
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5. There is a lack of adab (etiquette when
conversing online). There is a need to "agree
to disagree” and be “passionate without being
disrespectful” to have constructive discussions.

During AMP's 4% National Convention, 77
participants then ideated solutions for these
problem statements. The intensive and structured
session resulted in  potential solutions the
community could adopt. Since the problems are
intersectional in nature, ideations that target
multiple issues should be prioritised.

For problem statement 1, "Enhance the civic space
by nurturing a healthy contestation of ideas”;
"Reframing community advocacy and life priorities
according to the Islamic worldview"”; and “Establish
a body dedicated to encouraging collaborations
between Muslim CAs and CMOs" were the three
ideations that simultaneously target the greatest
number of issues. See Appendix B for further
details.

For problem statement 2, “Campaigns on
“feminine duties"”; “"Programmes training couples
to outline, communicate, and negotiate roles and
responsibilities in marriage”; and "Campaigns on
unique female strengths” were the three ideations
with the highest number of targeted problems.

Appendix C expands on this.

Subsequently, for the problem statements in
theme 2, "Masterclasses and capacity building
trainings by experts"”; “Collaborations — enhancing
the Islamic concept of jamaa‘ah”; "Exercise
deliberation and conscientiousness”; “Create a
culture of adabul ikhtilaf'; and “Create syllabus,
campaigns and education on adabul ikhtilaf
or etiquette of disagreements” were ideations
that focus on the greatest number of problems
simultaneously. Further details on this analysis
can be found under Appendix D, Appendix E, and
Appendix F.

These ideations, despite being detailed, still
require further development. This work paper
encourages CMOs and Muslim CAs to consider
undertaking them to advance the needs of Muslim
CAs in Singapore.
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APPENDICES

Appendix A: Community Advocates Panel Problem
Definition Phase — Discussion of Findings

One of the main issues that the country faces
is self-censorship and, even in 2022, it is still a
problem. From the Focus Group Discussions (FGDs),
respondents — some of whom are extremely
active socially — discussed the fear of reprisal as
a significant factor that deters a lot of advocacy
work. Scholars have also discussed how activists,
journalists and even ordinary citizens often censor
themselves®. We find that this remains an issue.
The apprehension stems from perceptions that
individuals seen as challenging the State or
perceived to be controversial are reprimanded by
government leaders.

Some respondents have also mentioned the
internalisation of stereotypes as a problem that
deters advocacy. The myth of the lazy Malay is
unfortunately still prevalent, as is the meritocratic
myth that says “If you work hard, you will succeed;
and if you do not succeed, that means you did
not work hard”. Beliefs like these deter people from
advocating for the less privileged, since individual
— not structural — factors would be cited for their
problems.

Furthermore, there is a lack of solidarity among
advocates. Respondents observed that advocates
and Community and Muslim Organisations (CMOs)
without access to the government are overly cynical
compared to those that do have such access, and
vice versa. They also observed a lack of resources
channelled to collaborative work, including in CMOs.

For Muslim women, in addition to the challenges to
advocacy in general, they have the added burden
of socio-cultural expectations: being working
women while juggling other identities. These hurdles
exist and are not advocacy-specific, but a note
on the importance of having male allies is still due,
as mentioned by the respondents. At the same
time, some respondents pointed out that there is
some disdain towards women who choose to be
homemakers, and that this type of condescension is
not in line with true equality.

In the case of social media, the study found it to be
a key arenaq, perhaps the key arena, for advocacy.
Whatever the consequences, social media has
become pervasive; hence it is a reality that has to
be dealt with. This reality comes with a lot of good:
the barriers to entry for advocacy are much lower;
individuals are able to overcome obstacles that
previously inhibited the airing of opinions such as
mainstream media, limiting them to only articulating
their thoughts publicly through organisations or
self-censorship. Notable movements have started
because of social media, and a lot of good work
has been enabled by it.

At the same time, social media can be a
transformative force that is not always for the
better. A culture of narcissism has been enabled
by social media, and it has also affected how
advocacy is carried out. It may be that advocates
have become more interested in social media
likes and shares rather than getting things done.
Worse still, the nature of social media may lead
to polarisation, as advocates may be in their
respective silos and echo chambers and not want
to find solutions for difficult issues that cut across
different interest groups, hence requiring significant
compromise. This polarisation is aggravated by the
lack of "adab” or etiquette exercised online.

Social media has contributed to a more narcissistic,
and perhaps less selfless, culture where people are
always eager to inflate themselves under the guise
of self-affrmation. As emphasised earlier, baseline
Islamic values can contribute to the alleviation
of the problems faced by humanity. The findings
reflect this belief. Among the inclusivist Islamic
values outlined is the execution of justice, integrity,
accountability, wisdom, patience, empathy, and
being selfless for the sake of Allah. A specific
Islamic teaching that was highlighted is to deflate
one's own ego to the point that one becomes in
service of others; one is always encouraged to de-
emphasise (not devalue) one's self.

These findings justify the sub-objective of the study,
which is to encourage the fostering of Islamic values
in promoting advocacy work.

3See: George, Cherian. Freedom from the Press: Journalism and State Power in Singapore. Singapore: NUS Press, 2012.
See also: Abdullah, Walid Jumblatt. Islam in a Secular State: Muslim Activism in Singapore. Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2021.
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Appendix B:

Stigma of
Infrastructure Absence Incentivising
of Advocacy of Islamic Community
Space Wordview Advocacy
work

Institutional CMOs

barriers rigidity

Rebranding CMOs from “self-
help” to “community touch v
point”

Create awareness/
campaigns on the nuances
& intersectionality of the
problems faced by the v
Muslim community in
Singapore

Reframe understanding
of CA work & life priorities
according to Islamic v
worldview

Develop a holistic ecosystem
for community advocacy and v v
CA development

Establish a body dedicated
to encouraging collaborative
behaviour & coordinating v
collaborations between

Muslim CA and CMOs

Enhance the civic space

by nurturing a healthy v v v
contestation of ideas

Fig. 9: Solutions addressing Problem Statement 1of Theme 1: Barriers Against Community Advocacy

49

© AMP Singapore | Permission is required for reproduction




Appendix B:

Inadequate
Absence Lack of Guidance in
. Absence of . .
of Islamic Advocacy Obenness Navigating
Worldview Skillset P the Civic

Space

Concept
of Time, Mental

Credibility & Barriers
Accountability

Rebranding CMOs
from “self-help” to
“community touch v v
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campaigns on
the nuances &
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faced by the Muslim
community in
Singapore

Reframe
understanding
of CA work & life v v v
priorities according
to Islamic worldview

Develop a holistic
ecosystem for

community v

advocacy and CA
development

Establish a body
dedicated to
encouraging
collaborative
behaviour & v v v
coordinating

collaborations
between Muslim CA
and CMOs

Enhance the
civic space by
nurturing a healthy v v
contestation of
ideas

Fig. 9: Solutions addressing Problem Statement 1of Theme 1: Barriers Against Community Advocacy
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Appendix C:

Inadequate Government
infrastructure policies, family
I Inadequate .
facilitating law, social
) . engagement Inadequate
women's active . work, foster
with women personal

systems are

CLOCID capacity still built upon
homemakers

Insufficient
understanding
and
appreciation of
the differences
between men
and women

presence in

Community

Advocacy patriarchal
space lenses

Campaigns on the

unique female strengths v v
Campaigns on “feminine
duties” v v v
Campaigns,
conversations and
Friday sermons for men v

with Islamic lens

Engage men in places
of influence to advocate
and role-model '
paradigm shift

Education campaign on
how to create change '

Create policies (national
and CMO level) and v v
infrastructure

Define alternative
sources of income
for homemakers and v
policies for safety net

Increase accessibility
of resources (including v v
information) to women

Human libraries for

role-making v v

Programmes engaging
homemakers v

Programmes training
couples to outline,
communicate and

negotiate roles and v v v v

responsibilities in
marrioge

Workshops for women

with Islamic lens v v v

Intergenerational
re-education on
changing dynamics of v v
men & women

Fig. 10: Solutions addressing Problem Statement 2 of Theme 1: Barriers Against Community Advocacy
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changing dynamics of v v v
men & women

Fig. 10: Solutions addressing Problem Statement 2 of Theme 1: Barriers Against Community Advocacy
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Appendix D:

Platforms were designed | Narcissistic tendencies

for the creation & (overinflation of Differentiating credibility

and narcissism

growth of social network self & oversharing)
between like-minded exacerbated by profit
individuals design

Masterclass & capacity

building trainings by v v v

experts

Collaborations —

enhancing Islamic v v v

concept of jamaa’‘ah

Fig. 11: Solutions addressing Problem Statement 1of Theme 2: Community Advocacy on Social Media
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Appendix E:

User
Platforms interface
are not designed Cascade of
necessarily for visually | news & issues

The design
exacerbates | Owners of
the spread | social media
of negative platform
news
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engagement

Offline sessions between
oppositional online CAs v

Exercise deliberation &

conscientiousness v v v

Create culture of
adabul ikhtilaf

Online platform &
mechanisms for safe v
discussions

Fig. 12: Solutions addressing Problem Statement 2 of Theme 2: Community Advocacy on Social Media
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Social
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