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Navigating faith and cultural 

diversity: The Bendigo 
Mosque controversy1

Muslims worshipped publicly in Bendigo over a century before the 
construction of the city’s first mosque began. The distinctive features of 
Muslim prayer were noted by Christian settlers in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries. Religious observance of the most prominent 
holy days in the Islamic calendar was regularly reported in the local 
European settler press alongside the varied Christian churches in the 
region. Islamic rituals and practices were most often located in a common 
religious sensibility, described in the terms of commonalities between 
the Abrahamic traditions. Muslim religious leaders, for example, were 
recognised in the local newspapers, usually described as ‘Mahommedan 
priests’.2 Of particular note was the observation of Ramadan, the month 
of fasting that is one of the five pillars of Islam. Eid al-Fitr, the feast of 
the breaking of the fast marking the end of the month of Ramadan, was 
reported as the ‘Mahommedan “Christmas”’ or ‘a kind of Mohammedan 
Feast of Tabernacles’, referencing the Jewish feast, Sukkot.3 Eid al-Adha, the 
other principal Islamic holiday, was similarly reported as ‘Abraham’s Day’.4 

1	  Thanks to Natasha Joyce and Bryn Jones for sharing their records of these events and consulting on 
historical details.
2	  See Valait Shah in ‘A Murderer Hanged,’ Bendigo Independent, June 13, 1907, p. 4, nla.gov.au/nla.
news-article226716332; also Munchee Goolan Mahomed is mentioned several times, including in the 
Bendigo Independent, December 12, 1904, p. 2, nla.gov.au/nla.news-page24135387.
3	  Bendigo Independent, January 23, 1901, p. 2, nla.gov.au/nla.news-page19062427.
4	  ‘Abraham’s Day,’ Bendigo Independent, March 22, 1902, p. 4, col. 4, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article​22​
7558112.

http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article226716332
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article226716332
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-page24135387
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-page19062427
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article227558112
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article227558112
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In nineteenth and early twentieth century Bendigo, Muslim prayers, the 
regular rhythm of devotion punctuating a faithful Muslim’s day, often took 
place in the open air in public parks. Described in the newspapers through 
a colonial lens as ‘oriental ritualistic methods’, they were ‘closely watched 
by a number of curious occidentals’ (or Westerners).5 This identification 
and interest continued into the early twentieth century, despite a shift in 
public policy.

In 1901, the White Australia Policy was formalised federally as the 
Immigration Restriction Act 1901 (IRA), which inhibited the movements 
and livelihoods of people of South Asian descent.6 The IRA was meant to 
make spaces imagined as ‘Australia’ absent of South Asian bodies, as well 
as their cultures. That same year, a group of South Asian Muslim hawkers 
applied to the Bendigo City Council for permission to celebrate Eid al-Fitr 
in Rosalind Park. These large public gardens were situated at the centre of 
the city, in the midst of Bendigo’s civic buildings and a few blocks from the 
Roman Catholic Sacred Heart Cathedral, then under construction.7 On the 
following Wednesday, 32 Muslims (probably all men) gathered in the park 
to pray together. Attired in distinctive white garments, they were observed 
by ‘a good number of interested spectators’, and later, ‘the kindly disposed’ 
Muslims treated the children in the vicinity with a distribution of lollies.8 
In 1907, an Eid feast of ‘the favorie [sic] relish, mutton and macaroni’ was 
again reported. At this time, the pattern of the rituals was familiar to locals. 
The Bendigo Independent reported that boys had been asking when and 
where the feast was going to be held, ‘for they well know a bountiful supply 
of lollies accompanies it’.9 The paper continued:

Around the camping ground juveniles as thick as flies on tanglefoot 
awaited the conclusion of the ceremony … Tins of lollies were carried 
from their hiding place and for a quarter of an hour there was a 
rough and tumble, and much gleeful excitement, which was enjoyed 
as much by the Mahommedans … as by the boys themselves.

5	  Ibid.
6	  Kama Maclean, British India, White Australia: Overseas Indians, Intercolonial Relations and the Empire 
(NewSouth Publishing, 2020).
7	  ‘A Novel Request,’ Bendigo Advertiser, January 19, 1901, p. 4, col. 5, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article​
88598125.
8	  ‘Mahommedan Ceremonies,’ Bendigo Advertiser, January 24, 1901, p. 2, col. 3, nla.gov.au/nla.
news-article88598438.
9	  ‘Mahommedan “Christmas”: The Feast of Ramadan,’ Bendigo Independent, November 9, 1907, p. 4, 
nla.gov.au/nla.news-article223262707. Also reported in Bendigo Independent, December 12, 1904, p. 2; 
Bendigo Independent, October 7, 1910, p. 4.

http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article88598125
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article88598125
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article88598438
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article88598438
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article223262707
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These light-hearted reports of Islamic worship taking place in public, at 
the civic heart of Bendigo, observed and joined by non-Muslim locals, give 
us a glimpse of religious diversity celebrated and welcomed. The pleasant 
tone of these reports contrasts markedly, however, with wider contemporary 
racial anxieties and attempts to create Australia as an exclusive ‘White man’s 
paradise’ represented by the newly implemented IRA.10 Indeed, it seems 
reasonable that this ‘light-heartedness’ might have partly been underwritten 
by white settlers feeling more in control and less threatened by Muslim 
presence and strength after the IRA was in force.11 At the time that these 
Eids were reported, the population of inner urban Bendigo was contracting. 
Its population almost halved between 1901 and 1911, falling from 30,774 
to 17,883.12 In the decades that followed the IRA, the population of non-
white migrants and sojourners fell even more precipitously.13 It is interesting 
to note, however, that the 30 to 50 Muslims recorded in the Bendigo press as 
praying in public in the first decade of the twentieth century may represent 
a similar proportion of the local population as the 300 to 500 Muslims who 
today call Bendigo home.

In contrast to these reported joyful early twentieth century Eids, and many 
of the stories of religion and social cohesion examined in this book, the 
remainder of this chapter explores a moment of bitter and violent religious 
conflict: the reactions to the proposal to construct Bendigo’s first mosque 
from 2014. Local and national groups opposed to the inclusion of Muslim 
faith and institutions in contemporary society mobilised to try to stop 
the mosque. Drawing on strategies deployed internationally by similar 
Islamophobic groups, they staged graphic and performative protests and 
made formal appeals against the council’s approval of the development all the 
way to the High Court. The press and social media amplified this conflict, 
and it became a national and international controversy. The conflict over 
the Bendigo mosque is significant in this book’s focus on material culture 
and the symbolic as well as physical inclusion of religious difference as a 
site of particular struggle for religious and social cohesion. The violent 

10	  Nadia Rhook, ‘“Turban-clad” British Subjects: Tracking the Circuits of Mobility, Visibility, and 
Sexuality in Settler Nation-Making,’ Transfers 5, no. 3 (2015): 104–22, doi.org/10.3167/TRANS.2015.​
050308.
11	  Andrew May, Melbourne Street Life: The Itinerary of Our Days (Australian Scholarly Publishing, 1998), 
163, 177.
12	  ‘Bendigo,’ Victorian Places, accessed September 5, 2023, www.victorianplaces.com.au/bendigo.
13	  Margaret Allen, ‘Shadow Letters and the ‘Karnana’ Letter: Indians Negotiate the White Australia 
Policy, 1901–21,’ Life Writing, 8, no. 2 (2011): 187–202, doi.org/10.1080/14484528.2011.559735; 
Alexander Yarwood, Asian Migration to Australia (Melbourne University Press, 1964), 163.

http://doi.org/10.3167/TRANS.2015.050308
http://doi.org/10.3167/TRANS.2015.050308
http://www.victorianplaces.com.au/bendigo
http://doi.org/10.1080/14484528.2011.559735
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struggle over the mosque’s approval, dominating media coverage of Islam in 
the contemporary goldfields, contrasts sharply with the longer and gentler 
history of Muslim worship in Bendigo. The materiality of the mosque and 
cultural centre’s design purposively references this more peaceful history to 
tell a story and plot a future of social cohesion and religious diversity. The 
failure of authorities to resolve the conflict, however, points to limitations 
in their application of multicultural policy.

Figure 9.1: Bendigo Mosque
Source: Photographed by Natasha Joyce.

Building for the modern Bendigo 
Islamic community
The physical heritage of Islam that remains in present-day Australia from 
the colonial era is sparse relative to its significant place in Australian history. 
Southeast Asian Muslims have a trading history with First Nations people that 
long predates European invasion and settlement.14 Muslims from Central 
and South Asia played a significant part in the colonisation of Country, 
managing the camel transport that was crucial to Europeans accessing and 

14	  Regina Ganter (with Julia Martinez, and Gary Lee), Mixed Relations: Narratives of Asian-Aboriginal 
Contact in North Australia (University of Western Australia Press, 2006).
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transporting goods through the Australian inland.15 In colonial Victoria, 
Muslims played a crucial role in facilitating commercial trade, being 
prominently remembered and recorded as merchants and hawkers. In South 
Australia and New South Wales, fixed places for Islamic worship were built 
from the 1860s.16 Victorian Muslims did not build their first mosques until 
a hundred years later, worshipping in private or, as we have seen, praying in 
public to the apparently benign and curious interest of their neighbours.17 
Victoria’s earliest mosques were built in Shepparton and Melbourne, and 
there are now over a hundred dedicated Muslim prayer spaces in Victoria, 
including over 45 mosques. While there have been occasional planning 
objections and social disquiet related to new Muslim planning approvals, 
the 2013 proposal for a mosque in Bendigo [see Figure 9.1] was unusual in 
that it faced sustained and violent opposition.

While contemporary Bendigo is home to Muslims from around the world, 
it has a small Muslim population compared with other parts of the state. 
The vast majority of Victoria’s Muslims today live in Melbourne (94.7%), 
with significant regional populations in Shepparton and Geelong.18 The 
Muslim population in Bendigo increased rapidly between 2011 and 2016, 
more than doubling. It is a diverse population, with members from over 
27 different national, ethnic and language backgrounds and includes 
permanent residents, refugees and international students temporarily 
residing in Bendigo for their education.19 Most were born in Australia, with 
significant numbers of people born in Afghanistan (16%), Pakistan (11%), 
Bangladesh (11%) and Iran (7%).20 A large number are in professional 
employment, particularly in health and medicine. Regular prayer is a 
central pillar of Islam, but the closest mosques to Bendigo are more than 

15	  Peter Scriver, ‘Mosques, Ghantowns and Cameleers in the Settlement History of Colonial Australia,’ 
Fabrications 13, no. 2 (2003–2004): 19–41, doi.org/10.1080/10331867.2004.10525182; Hanifa Deen, 
Ali Abdul vs the King (University of Western Australia Press, 2011); Nahid Kabir, Muslims in Australia: 
Immigration, Race Relations and Cultural History (Kegan Paul, 2005); Samia Khatun, Australianama: The 
South Asian Odyssey in Australia (University of Queensland Press, 2019).
16	  Katharine Bartsch, ‘Building Identity in the Colonial City: The Case of the Adelaide Mosque,’ 
Contemporary Islam: Dynamics of Muslim Life 9, no. 3 (2015): 247–70, doi.org/10.1007/s11562-015-
0345-z.
17	  James Barry and Ihsan Yilmaz, ‘Liminality and Racial Hazing of Muslim Migrants: Media Framing 
of Albanians in Shepparton, Australia, 1930–1955,’ Ethnic and Racial Studies 42, no. 7, (2019): 1168–85, 
doi.org/10.1080/01419870.2018.1484504.
18	  Andrew Markus, Division in Bendigo: Mainstream Public Opinion and Responses to Public Protest in 
Bendigo, 2014–2016 (Monash University, May 2018), iv.
19	  Julie Rudner, Social Cohesion in Bendigo: Understanding Community Attitudes to the Mosque in 2015 
(Victorian Multicultural Commission, 2017), 26.
20	  Markus, Division in Bendigo, iv.

http://doi.org/10.1080/10331867.2004.10525182
http://doi.org/10.1007/s11562-015-0345-z
http://doi.org/10.1007/s11562-015-0345-z
http://doi.org/10.1080/01419870.2018.1484504
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100 kilometres away in Shepparton and Melbourne. La Trobe University 
made rooms available to the Muslim community for prayer in 1997, but 
these can only accommodate a fraction of the local Muslim community. 
They were quickly insufficient for Friday prayers and are particularly 
inadequate on Muslim holy days when many from the community want to 
pray together. The Bendigo Islamic Association (BIA) was formed in 1998 
to support local Muslims, partly out of concern that the lack of religious 
facilities was leading Muslim families to move away to locations that were 
better supported with religious spaces, ‘weakening the fabric of the local 
Islamic, and wider Bendigo, community’.21

Supported by the successful Sydney-based Australian Islamic Mission, 
the BIA made plans to build an Islamic community centre that could 
accommodate local worshippers and support them and the wider community 
with extra public facilities. Plans to build the centre were lodged with the 
City of Greater Bendigo in late 2013. The development was proposed 
for industrial land on Rowena St in East Bendigo. The mosque proposal 
included two prayer rooms, an education room, an office and a caretaker’s 
dwelling.22 The proposal also included facilities for the wider community, 
including a café and sports hall. Given Bendigo’s celebration of religious 
and cultural diversity, epitomised in the Chinese Museum, the Emu Point 
Joss House and Great Stupa of Universal Compassion (the focus of Popouts 
Five and Six), members of the Muslim community hoped that the mosque 
would be ‘welcomed as a valuable addition to the diversity of the town’.23

To the surprise of organisers, opposition to the mosque was organised soon 
after the plans were lodged. A ‘Stop the Mosque’ group formed on Facebook, 
and a campaign fund was established with Bendigo Bank.24 National and 
internationally linked far-right groups, The Q Society and Restore Australia, 
advised local residents on strategies to oppose the mosque and provided 

21	  ‘Our Story,’ Bendigo Islamic Community Centre, accessed March 2, 2022, bicc.org.au/about/our-
story/, available web.archive.org/web/20220301080005/https://bicc.org.au/about/our-story/.
22	  ‘Bendigo East – Mosque and Community Centre,’ GKA Architects, 2016, gkaarchitects.com.au/
community/160405_bendigo_east_mosque.
23	  Markus, Division in Bendigo, v.
24	  The bank later closed the account because of ‘values differences’. Simon Lauder, ‘Bendigo Bank 
Stands by Decision to Close Account of Anti-Mosque Group,’ ABC News, April 8, 2014, www.abc.net.
au/news/2014-04-08/bendigo-bank-stands-by-decision-to-close-account-of-anti-mosque/5375340. 

http://bicc.org.au/about/our-story/
http://bicc.org.au/about/our-story/
http://web.archive.org/web/20220301080005/https://bicc.org.au/about/our-story/
http://gkaarchitects.com.au/community/160405_bendigo_east_mosque
http://gkaarchitects.com.au/community/160405_bendigo_east_mosque
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2014-04-08/bendigo-bank-stands-by-decision-to-close-account-of-anti-mosque/5375340
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2014-04-08/bendigo-bank-stands-by-decision-to-close-account-of-anti-mosque/5375340
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significant funds for campaign material.25 Funds were channelled to Stop 
the Mosque in Bendigo and to the Victorian chapter of the Patriot Defence 
League Australia (PDLA). The PDLA had recently been registered as an 
incorporated association in Queensland in January 2014, with the objective 
‘to raise awareness of women and childrens [sic] rights and domestic violence 
against women and children’.26 In Bendigo, affiliates of this and similar 
groups began to tie up ominous black balloons in public spaces in May 
2014.27 At this time, the council had also received 179 formal objections 
and only six letters of support. In a decision that would later be critiqued as 
exacerbating social conflict, the council decided it would depart from normal 
procedure and not hold a consultation meeting with objectors, judging 
that ‘meaningful mediation [was] impossible’.28 A week before the council 
was due to vote on the mosque proposal, the Bendigo Advertiser received 
an anonymous email with the subject line, ‘Mysterious black balloons 
revealed’. The email set out the intention behind the balloon campaign to 
oppose the mosque development. Mirroring the PDLA’s putative objectives, 
the email asserted that accepting Islam into the community would be an 
endorsement of domestic and child abuse, linking Islam to child marriage, 
genital mutilation and the oppression of women.29

In the face of this concerted opposition, Bendigo council met to decide on 
the mosque plans on 18 June 2014. The gallery of the council chambers was 
packed on the day of the vote. Onlookers brandished placards and heckled 
speakers in favour of the development, including using racial epithets against 
Councillor Mark Weragoda, who has Sri Lankan heritage.30 The debate 
went for more than two hours and was constantly interrupted by audience 

25	  Blair Thompson, ‘Group Rallies Against Mosque Proposal,’ Bendigo Advertiser, January 14, 
2014, www.bendigoadvertiser.com.au/story/2023064/group-rallies-against-mosque-proposal/; Chris 
Johnston, ‘Anti-Islam Lobby Group Funds Mosque Fight in Bendigo,’ The Age, June 28, 2014, www.
theage.com.au/national/victoria/antiislam-lobby-group-funds-mosque-fight-in-bendigo-20140627-
3az6n.html; Sue Bolton, ‘Right-wing Groups Unite To Fight Bendigo Mosque,’ Green Left, July 4, 2014, 
www.greenleft.org.au/2014/1015/news/right-wing-groups-fight-bendigo-mosque.
26	  Bianca Hall, ‘Anti-Islam Group Deregistered for Masquerading as Domestic Violence Group,’ The 
Age, July 2, 2015, www.theage.com.au/national/victoria/antiislam-group-deregistered-for-masquerading-
as-domestic-violence-group-20150702-gi360o.html.
27	  Chris Johnston, ‘Bendigo Mosque a Cause Celebre for Right-Wing Outsiders,’ The Age, June 27, 
2014, www.theage.com.au/national/victoria/bendigo-mosque-a-cause-celebre-for-rightwing-outsiders-
20140627-zsoft.html.
28	  ‘Council Decides Against Consultation Meeting With Mosque Opponents,’ ABC News, May 30, 
2014, www.abc.net.au/news/2014-05-30/council-decides-against-consultation-meeting-with/5488904.
29	  Johnston, ‘Bendigo Mosque.’
30	  Adam Holmes, ‘A Mosque Two Years in the Making Has Dominated Bendigo Discussion,’ Bendigo 
Advertiser, June 15, 2016, www.bendigoadvertiser.com.au/story/3971376/bendigo-mosque-years-in-
the-making/.

http://www.bendigoadvertiser.com.au/story/2023064/group-rallies-against-mosque-proposal/
http://www.theage.com.au/national/victoria/antiislam-lobby-group-funds-mosque-fight-in-bendigo-20140627-3az6n.html
http://www.theage.com.au/national/victoria/antiislam-lobby-group-funds-mosque-fight-in-bendigo-20140627-3az6n.html
http://www.theage.com.au/national/victoria/antiislam-lobby-group-funds-mosque-fight-in-bendigo-20140627-3az6n.html
http://www.greenleft.org.au/2014/1015/news/right-wing-groups-fight-bendigo-mosque
http://www.theage.com.au/national/victoria/antiislam-group-deregistered-for-masquerading-as-domestic-violence-group-20150702-gi360o.html
http://www.theage.com.au/national/victoria/antiislam-group-deregistered-for-masquerading-as-domestic-violence-group-20150702-gi360o.html
http://www.theage.com.au/national/victoria/bendigo-mosque-a-cause-celebre-for-rightwing-outsiders-20140627-zsoft.html
http://www.theage.com.au/national/victoria/bendigo-mosque-a-cause-celebre-for-rightwing-outsiders-20140627-zsoft.html
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2014-05-30/council-decides-against-consultation-meeting-with/5488904
http://www.bendigoadvertiser.com.au/story/3971376/bendigo-mosque-years-in-the-making/
http://www.bendigoadvertiser.com.au/story/3971376/bendigo-mosque-years-in-the-making/
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shouts and interjections. Opponents claimed ‘the mosque would bring 
violence to Bendigo and the city would be overtaken by Sharia law’.31 At the 
vote, the plans were approved 7 votes to 2. The meeting was covered live by 
the Bendigo Weekly and the Bendigo Advertiser.32 Protesters taped more black 
balloons to Councillor Weragoda’s house that evening.33 Weragoda said he 
had also received ‘emails linked to my colour and my race’.34 A man was 
later arrested and convicted for making death threats against Weragoda.35 
Queensland-based Mike Holt, head of Restore Australia, commented that 
the Bendigo mosque issue had united Australian anti-Islam forces: ‘We were 
not united before. But this issue has managed to unite us.’36

Following the troubling council debate and black balloon campaign, a ‘small 
army’ of people rallied to put up hundreds of multi-coloured balloons ‘to send 
a message that everyone is welcome in Bendigo’.37 A Change.org petition 
in support of multiculturalism and diversity in Bendigo was also started. 
On 21 June, a peaceful protest was held in Hargreaves mall, handing out 
more coloured balloons with tags saying: ‘racism has no place in Bendigo’. 
Counsellor Weragoda was also presented with a bunch of colourful balloons 
to replace the black balloons tied up outside his house.38 Local Christian 
leaders supported the peaceful demonstration of support for diversity in 
the community, which included Uniting Church and Anglican ministers 
and representatives from Amnesty International. About 120 people were 
at the demonstration at its peak. Later in 2014, an Interfaith Council 
was established, comprising Anglican, Buddhist, Catholic, Muslim and 
Sikh representatives.

31	  ‘Bendigo Mosque: Council Approves Construction Despite Fiery Public Meeting,’ ABC News, 
June 19, 2014, www.abc.net.au/news/2014-06-19/bendigo-council-approves-mosque-despite-objections/​
5534634.
32	  Lisa Waller, Kristy Hess and Kristin Demetrious, ‘Twitter Feeders: An Analysis of Dominant ‘Voices’ 
And Patterns in a Local Government Mosque Controversy,’ Australian Journalism Review 38, no. 2 (2016): 
47–60.
33	  ‘Bendigo Mosque: Black Balloons Hung Outside Councillor’s House,’ ABC News, June 20, 2014, 
www.abc.net.au/news/2014-06-20/backlash-against-bendigo-mosque-plans-includes-black-balloons/​
5538424; Stephanie Corsetti, ‘Objections to Bendigo Mosque Discriminatory and Racist, Council 
Lawyer Says,’ ABC News, December 2, 2014, www.abc.net.au/news/2014-12-02/objections-to-bendigo-
mosque-discriminatory-council-says/5934442.
34	  Hannah Carrodus, ‘Rainbow Balloons Fly in Support of Diversity.’ Bendigo Advertiser, June 21, 2014, 
www.bendigoadvertiser.com.au/story/2367115/rainbow-balloons-fly-in-support-of-diversity/.
35	  Markus, Division in Bendigo, 11.
36	  Johnson, ‘Anti-Islam Lobby Group.’
37	  ‘Coloured Balloons Challenge Bendigo Anti-Mosque Protests,’ SBS News, June 20, 2014, www.sbs.
com.au/news/article/coloured-balloons-challenge-bendigo-anti-mosque-protests/mc54fi1lj. 
38	  Carrodus, ‘Rainbow Balloons.’

http://www.abc.net.au/news/2014-06-19/bendigo-council-approves-mosque-despite-objections/5534634
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2014-06-19/bendigo-council-approves-mosque-despite-objections/5534634
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2014-06-20/backlash-against-bendigo-mosque-plans-includes-black-balloons/5538424
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2014-06-20/backlash-against-bendigo-mosque-plans-includes-black-balloons/5538424
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2014-12-02/objections-to-bendigo-mosque-discriminatory-council-says/5934442
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2014-12-02/objections-to-bendigo-mosque-discriminatory-council-says/5934442
http://www.bendigoadvertiser.com.au/story/2367115/rainbow-balloons-fly-in-support-of-diversity/
http://www.sbs.com.au/news/article/coloured-balloons-challenge-bendigo-anti-mosque-protests/mc54fi1lj
http://www.sbs.com.au/news/article/coloured-balloons-challenge-bendigo-anti-mosque-protests/mc54fi1lj
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Opposition to the mosque continued. A group of 18 objectors to the 
development appealed to the Victorian Civil and Administrative Tribunal 
(VCAT). The grounds for appeal were concerns about ‘lighting, privacy, 
visual impact, traffic congestion and noise’.39 These formal grounds contrast 
markedly with the fears about domestic abuse, violence against women, 
terrorism and Islamist violence expressed in protests and public meetings. 
While the appeal was being heard, local protests and counter actions 
continued. In February 2015, one of the councillors who had voted against 
the mosque, Elise Chapman, raised controversy on social media linked to the 
mosque debate. In response to tweets in favour of the mosque, Chapman posted 
graphic images of five baby girls with mutilated genitals.40 Linking Islam with 
female genital mutilation, sexism and physical violence, she said, ‘Every day 
in the media there are cases of people being raped by Muslims … and there 
is no doubt a mosque would see more Muslims move to Bendigo’.41 Twitter 
suspended her account in response to complaints, and an online petition 
was established calling for her to be removed from the council.42 Her actions 
were referred to a Councillor Conduct Panel, where she was found guilty of 
misconduct, a conviction which was upheld on appeal to VCAT. Local and 
state government members and civil society organisations attempted to repair 
the social divisions that emerged over the mosque proposal. In April, a lunch 
with political and community leaders was held to celebrate multiculturalism 
and promote social cohesion. Following the lunch, two federal Labor MPs 
met with local Muslim leaders at the site of the proposed mosque. Two 
cars towing A-frame trailers with anti-mosque messages drove past the site 
repeatedly while the press covered the visit and the protest.43

39	  Stephanie Corsetti, ‘Bendigo Anti-Mosque Protesters Take Battle to Victorian Planning Umpire 
VCAT,’ ABC News, December 1, 2014, www.abc.net.au/news/2014-12-01/bendigo-anti-mosque-
protesters-take-battle-to-planning-umpire/5930672.
40	  ‘Bendigo Councillor Elise Chapman Tweets Genital Mutilation Image To Mosque Supporter,’ 
ABC News, February 27, 2015, www.abc.net.au/news/2015-02-27/bendigo-councillor-tweets-genital-
mutilation-image-elise-chapman/6267958. Chapman’s views were earlier canvassed in the Herald 
Sun: ‘Support and Opposition over Proposed $3m Bendigo Mosque,’ Herald Sun, July 7, 2014, www.
heraldsun.com.au/news/opinion/support-and-opposition-over-proposed-3m-bendigo-mosque/news-st
ory/46c9e11bd05a3f12d186164e08dc96e9.
41	  Nico Bucci and Raina Spooner, ‘Bendigo Councillor Elise Chapman Tweets Genital Mutilation Image 
to Mosque Supporter,’ The Age, February 26, 2015, www.theage.com.au/victoria/bendigo-councillor-elise-
chapman-tweets-genital-mutilation-image-to-mosque-supporter-2015​0226-13ppyf.html.
42	  ‘Bendigo Councillor’s Genital Mutilation Tweet Sparks Online Petition,’ ABC Central Victoria, 
February 27, 2015, web.archive.org/web/20160907172030/http://www.abc.net.au/local/stories/2015/02/​
27/4188205.htm.
43	  Adam Holmes, ‘Drive-by Protest at Mosque Meeting with MPs,’ Bendigo Advertiser, June 16, 2016, 
www.bendigoadvertiser.com.au/story/3016560/drive-by-protest-at-mosque-meeting-with-mps/.
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VCAT dismissed the planning approval appeal on 6 August 2015. Two 
weeks after the appeal was dismissed, protests and counter protests were 
staged in Bendigo. The PDLA had recently been deregistered when its 
anti-Islam activities were found to be beyond the scope of its incorporated 
objects (which were to raise awareness of domestic violence).44 However, 
another anti-Islam nationalist group, The United Patriots Front (UPF), had 
formed in May 2015, partly in response to image problems experienced 
by the earlier similar groups Reclaim Australia and the Australian Defence 
League.45 Local objectors to the mosque invited the UPF to Bendigo to 
join the campaign.46 The UPF organised a demonstration of about 200 
people, described more broadly as an ‘anti-Islam demonstration’, ‘part of 
a vocal campaign to stop a mosque from being built in Bendigo’.47 Left-
wing groups including Socialist Alternative and No Room for Racism 
organised a counter protest of a similar size. There was a heavy police 
presence. The ABC reported that the ‘different groups continued to try and 
circle around police lines to have a head-on confrontation, but were kept 
apart’.48 Officers had barricaded the Bendigo Town Hall in preparation for 
the demonstration and used pepper spray in order to keep the two groups of 
protesters separated. Lead objector in the appeal to the mosque’s planning 
approval, Julie Hoskin, spoke at the event, claiming that ‘the majority of 
people in Bendigo opposed the mosque’.49 Anti-mosque counsellor Elise 
Chapman was seen in the crowd wearing an Australian flag, holding a sign 
that said, ‘Islam oppresses women’. The protests and police action shut 
down the centre of town for the afternoon.

On the same day in August that these protests were staged, a halal ‘Diversity 
BBQ’ was held in the Yi Yuan Garden near the Chinese Museum. It was 
coordinated by the Bendigo Action Coalition, an informal coalition of local 
activists who organised in support of multiculturalism, in partnership with 
the Muslim community.50 It was held away from where the UPF protests 

44	  Hall, ‘Anti-Islam Group Deregistered.’
45	  Jeff Sparrow, ‘Members of the Far Right are Threatening Political Violence. Whatever Happened to 
those Anti-Terror Laws?’ New Matilda, November 21, 2015, newmatilda.com/​2015/11/21/members-of-
the-far-right-are-threatening-political-violence-whatever-happened-to-those-anti-terror-laws/.
46	  Email correspondence with Timothy W. Jones, 29 March 2022.
47	  Tom Cowie, ‘Bendigo Mosque Protest: Anti-Mosque and Anti-Racism Protesters Clash,’ The Age, 
August 29, 2015, www.theage.com.au/victoria/bendigo-mosque-protest-anti​mosque​-and-antiracism-
protesters-clash-20150829-gjaml8.html.
48	  ‘Mosque Controversy Drives Rival Protest Groups to Rally in Bendigo,’ ABC News, August 29, 2015, 
www.abc.net.au/news/2015-08-29/rival-protest-groups-rally-in-bendigo-over-mosque/6734702.
49	  Cowie, ‘Bendigo Mosque Protest.’
50	  Email correspondence with Timothy W. Jones, 29 March 2022.
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were scheduled and had a family feel with clowns, bands, colouring in 
and chalk drawing. Without the advertising budget or media-grabbing 
spectacle of the UPF, it garnered little attention in the press. The council 
commenced consultations with local stakeholders about how to respond 
to the situation, which had become disruptive and upsetting to the whole 
community. Business representatives were concerned about the disruption 
to commerce and sought protection for their economic interests, and many 
were concerned to counter the violent expressions of racism and neo-fascism. 
An ‘Eat, Drink, Shop’ campaign was launch by local traders to bring people 
back into the CBD and support local business after the protest shutdowns.51

On September 16, protests again erupted at the Bendigo Town Hall over 
the mosque. In an apparently unplanned protest, a group calling itself 
‘Rights for Bendigo Residents’ disrupted the council meeting, demanding 
that a referendum be held on whether a mosque should be built.52 The 
group of about 150 people heckled the council and chanted ‘no mosque’. 
Unable to contain or curtail the intervention through discussion or normal 
meeting procedures, the major, Peter Cox, decided to abandon the meeting. 
Police were called to clear the hall and ended up having to escort the mayor 
and councillors out of the building for their safety. At the conclusion of 
the meeting, Julie Hoskin sat in the mayor’s chair to shouts of ‘Julie for 
mayor’.53 Following this incident, public access to council meetings was 
limited to live telecast for several months.54

51	  ‘Buy Local Campaign Lifts Bendigo Traders’ Spirits After Mosque Protests Mar Profits,’ ABC News, 
September 7, 2015, www.abc.net.au/news/2015-09-07/bendigo-traders-welcome-profits-turnaround-
after-protests/6754244. 
52	  ‘Bendigo Mosque Protests: Mayor Felt “Numb, Shocked” By Police Escort From Council Meeting,’ 
ABC News, September, 17 2015, www.abc.net.au/news/2015-09-17/bendigo-mosque-protests-mayor-
felt-numb-and-shocked/6782230; Karen Percy, ‘Bendigo Muslim Community Undeterred by Ongoing 
Protests to Mosque Plans,’ ABC News, September 17, 2015, www.abc.net.au/news/2015-09-17/bendigo-
muslim-community-undeterred-by-ongoing-protests-to-mosq/6784520.
53	  ‘Bendigo Councillors Leave Meeting Under Police Escort After Anti-Mosque Protest Erupts,’ ABC 
News, September 16, 2015, www.abc.net.au/news/2015-09-16/police-called-in-to-control-public-at-
bendigo-council-meeting/6781712.
54	  ‘Bendigo Council Security Boosted for First Meeting Since September Anti-Mosque Protest,’ 
ABC News, October 14, 2015, www.abc.net.au/news/2015-10-14/bendigo-council-boosts-security-for-
meeting/6852862; ‘Protests and Progress: Four Years That Will Shape Bendigo’s Future,’ ABC News, 
October 21, 2016, www.abc.net.au/news/2016-10-21/four-years-that-will-shape-bendigos-future/7953
536?nw=0&r=HtmlFragment.
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In September 2015, Believe in Bendigo was founded by local businesswoman 
Margot Spalding to demonstrate local support for the Muslim Community 
and the Islamic Community Centre.55 On 2 October – the AFL grand final 
public holiday – the Believe in Bendigo picnic was held to celebrate diversity. 
Melbourne and local bands played, and Chinese dragon dancers and food 
stalls entertained participants.56 Maximising the spectacle, participants 
were encouraged to wear yellow. Yellow blankets and wrist bands were 
distributed, funded by local businesses. Oversized iPhone frames were 
circulated for people to take selfies in with the hashtag #BelieveInBendigo. 
It was estimated that the event attracted ‘3000 people in a celebration of 
compassion and a sea of yellow’.57 Organisers emphasised that participants 
were all local, in contrast to the anti-Islam rallies. Russell Jack, director of 
the Golden Dragon Museum, likened the event to Bendigo’s popular Easter 
Parade as a similar demonstration of diversity and social cohesion.58

Conflict came to a head in October. On 3 October 2015, UPF members, 
including Blair Cottrell, staged a mock beheading outside the Bendigo 
council offices, spraying fake blood over the steps.59 The incident was filmed 
and published on their social media channels, a profitable medium for far-
right actors.60 On 10 October, rival anti-mosque and anti-racism rallies 
again faced off.61 In line with similar protests by far-right groups around 
the world, who had organised a global day against Islam they titled the 
World Wide Rally for Humanity, the UPF marshalled an estimated 1,000 
people to Bendigo.62 It was prominently reported that many protesters had 
travelled from New South Wales, South Australia and Queensland. UPF 

55	  Janine Cohen, ‘Believe in Bendigo: Businesswoman Margot Spalding Leads Campaign to Fight 
Anti-Mosque “Hate”,’ ABC News, November 26, 2015, www.abc.net.au/news/2015-11-23/margot-
spalding-fights-hate-in-bendigo-amid-mosque-protests/6956262?nw=0&r=Gallery.
56	  Joseph Hinchliffe, ‘Sun, Music Make New Believers,’ Bendigo Advertiser, October 2, 2015, www.
bendigoadvertiser.com.au/story/3398144/sun-music-make-new-believers-photos/.
57	  ‘Our Story,’ Bendigo Islamic Community Centre, accessed March 20, 2022, bicc.org.au/about/.
58	  Hinchliffe, ‘Sun, Music Make New Believers.’
59	  ‘Anti-Islamic Group Stage Fake Beheading in Bendigo to Protest Against Mosque Development,’ 
ABC News, October 5, 2015, www.abc.net.au/news/2015-10-05/anti-islamic-group-stage-fake-beheading-
in-bendigo/6827220; Imogen Richards, ‘A Dialectical Approach to Online Propaganda: Australia’s United 
Patriots Front, Right-Wing Politics, and Islamic State,’ Studies in Conflict & Terrorism 42, no. 1–2 (2019): 
43–69, doi.org/10.1080/1057610X.2018.1513691.
60	  Alex Hern, ‘YouTube Defends Decision to Keep Tommy Robinson on its Site,’ The Guardian, 
March 6, 2019, www.theguardian.com/technology/2019/mar/06/youtube-defends​-decision-to-keep-
tommy-robinson-on-its-site.
61	  ‘Bendigo Mosque: Anti-Mosque Protesters Face Off With Counter Activists,’ ABC News, October 10, 
2015, www.abc.net.au/news/2015-10-10/police-prepare-for-violent-mosque-rallies-in-bendigo/6842862.
62	  Vashti Kenway, ‘Why its Right to Confront the Fascists,’ Red Flag, October 12, 2015, redflag.org.
au/article/why-its-right-confront-fascists.
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spokesman Blair Cottrell addressed the protesters, saying ‘In order for Islam 
to conquer us, we have to be weak … At the end of the day you can’t be both 
a Muslim or an Australian as the two just don’t correspond. Ultimately one 
must conquer the other’.63 Danny Nalliah, leader of the Rise Up Australia 
Party, also spoke at the rally.64 About 300 to 400 anti-racism protesters 
from the Bendigo Action Coalition and the Melbourne-based Campaign 
Against Racism and Fascism met at Town Hall and attempted to confront 
the UPF protesters as they moved into Rosalind Park. More than 420 police 
were reported to be present and prevented the two camps from physical 
confrontation. A similar, highly policed UPF protest and Bendigo Action 
Coalition counter protest was staged in February 2016.65

Objectors appealed the VCAT decision to the Victorian Court of Appeal, 
initially seeking an injunction preventing work on the mosque from 
commencing pending the substantive appeal hearing in November. At this 
point, the original 18 objectors had been winnowed down to just two.66 
When their objections were dismissed again, they sought leave for the case 
to be heard in the High Court, but that was rejected on 15 June 2016. The 
extensive appeal process bankrupted lead objector Julie Hoskin, who was 
left unable to pay the legal costs. A City of Greater Bendigo Councillor 
since October 2016, Hoskin’s bankruptcy forced her to resign in September 
2018.67 Hoskin claimed that her lawyer misappropriated funds from the 
anti-mosque protesters and appealed the bankruptcy determination.68 
At the 2019 federal election, Hoskin ran for the seat of Bendigo with 

63	  Paul Anderson and Andrew Jefferson, ‘Pro- and Anti-Islamic Groups Protest as Bendigo Mosque 
Rages,’ Sunday Herald Sun, October 11, 2015, www.heraldsun.com.au/news/victoria/pro-and-antiislamic-
groups-protest-as-bendigo-mosque-rages/news-story/d8d629605744​a49​d45​f02256b99d7b9e.
64	  Madeleine Morris, ‘Bendigo’s Anti-Mosque Protest: United Patriots Front Nationalist Group 
Behind Demonstration,’ ABC News, October 12, 2015, www.abc.net.au/news/2015-10-12/who-was-
behind-bendigos-anti-mosque-protests/6848468.
65	  ‘United Patriots Front Supporters Outnumber Anti-Racism Protesters at Bendigo Rallies,’ ABC 
News, February 17, 2016, www.abc.net.au/news/2016-02-27/anti-racism-group-calls-for-peaceful-
protest-in-bendigo/7205178.
66	  Sarah Farnsworth, ‘Bendigo Mosque Injunction Refused as Opponents Attempt to Reverse Planning 
Approval,’ ABC News, September 23, 2015, www.abc.net.au/news/2015-09-23/victorian-court-refuses-
injunction-to-halt-bendigo-mosque-plans/6799734.
67	  Adam Holmes, ‘Julie Hoskin Declared Bankrupt One Day Before Sending Councillor Resignation 
to City of Greater Bendigo,’ Bendigo Advertiser, September 26, 2018, www.bendigoadvertiser.com.au/
story/5667858/hoskin-declared-bankrupt-day-before-council-resignation/; Peter Lenaghan, ‘New Look 
for Bendigo Council as Voters Reject Divided Team,’ ABC News, October 31, 2016, www.abc.net.au/
news/2016-10-31/new-look-after-2016-bendigo-council-results/7979146. The previous councillor, Elise 
Chapman, notably opposed to the mosque development, lost her seat at the council in the 2016 election.
68	  Natalie Croxon, ‘Judge Orders Dismissal of Hoskin Bankruptcy Appeal,’ Bendigo Advertiser, 
August 23, 2019, www.bendigoadvertiser.com.au/story/6344251/judge-orders-dismissal-of-hoskin-
bankruptcy-appeal/.
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Fraser Anning’s Conservative Australia Party.69 Hoskin was one of three far-
right candidates standing in the marginal Labor seat, along with Rise Up 
Australia Party and One Nation. Elise Chapman had been nominated as the 
lead Victorian One Nation candidate in 2016.70 The UPF’s Blair Cottrell, 
Christopher Shortis and Neil Ericson were convicted of racial vilification in 
2017 for their 2015 mock beheading video.71

Plans for the Bendigo mosque’s design were released late in 2016. 
Its architecture reflects the design principles of mosques around the world, 
with significant local inflections. Architect Asher Greenwood had been 
commissioned by the BIA to design a contemporary mosque. His design 
responds to both the built heritage of Bendigo and the diverse architectural 
histories of the multi-ethnic Muslim community that will use it. It 
features a central courtyard, traditional to Syrian mosques. The courtyard 
will be lined with laser-cut metal screens, dually referencing Islamic rug 
patterns and the decorative iron lacework that is the signature of founding 
Bendigo architect, William Vahland. The prayer hall eschews the domes, 
common to mosques internationally, instead taking the form of a curved 
pyramid, inspired by the design of the late nineteenth century Bendigo Law 
Courts. Its supporting columns will be painted black, referencing the iron 
bark trees in the surrounding bush setting.72

Construction of the mosque began in 2019. Victorian Premier Daniel 
Andrews took part in a sod-turning ceremony with local councillors and 
Muslim community leaders.73 Photographs of the scene depict a semi-circle 
of dignitaries lofting soil forward with shiny silver shovels.74 The Victorian 
government contributed $400,000 to the first stage of the project, which 

69	  She attracted only 1.64% of first preferences: Croxon, ‘Judge Orders Dismissal.’
70	  Peter Leneghan, ‘Bendigo Anti-Mosque Protester Elise Chapman Named as Lead One Nation 
Candidate for Victoria,’ ABC News, January 8, 2016, www.abc.net.au/news/2016-01-08/bendigo-anti-
mosque-protester-named-as-one-nation-candidate/7075768.
71	  ‘United Patriots Front Trio Found Guilty of Inciting Serious Contempt of Muslims,’ The Guardian, 
September 5, 2017, www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2017/sep/05/united-patriots-front-trio-
say-beheading-stunt-during-bendigo-mosque-protest-an-act-of-free-speech; David Lowe, ‘Far-Right 
Extremism: Is it Legitimate Freedom of Expression, Hate Crime, or Terrorism?’ Terrorism and Political 
Violence 34 no. 7 (2022): 1433–53, doi.org/10.1080/09546553.2020.​1789111.
72	  Linda Cheng, ‘The Architectural Face Of Bendigo’s Embattled Mosque,’ Architecture, AU, 
November 26, 2016, architectureau.com/articles/the-architectural-face-of-bendigos-embattled-mosque/.
73	  Emma D’Agostino and Elspeth Kernebone, ‘Bendigo Mosque Works Begin as First Sod Turned at 
Site of Islamic Community Centre,’ Bendigo Advertiser, July 26, 2019, www.bendigoadvertiser.com.au/
story/6295558/a-day-of-joy-as-mosque-construction-begins/.
74	  Larissa Romensky and Natalie Kerr, ‘Bendigo Mosque Construction Begins as Premier Daniel 
Andrews Turns First Sod,’ ABC News, July 26, 2019, www.abc.net.au/news/​2019-07-26/​bendigo-
mosque-sod-turned-after-years-of-controversy/11347164.
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includes a sports hall and community space.75 The prayer hall is due to be 
built in later stages, depending on further fundraising. The staging of the 
build, its reportage and even the design of the centre that is being pursued 
foreground the shared community facilities.

Building social cohesion
The protest and social conflict over Muslim inclusion in Bendigo society and 
its built environment stand out in Australian history as a nadir of religious 
conflict. Mosques built earlier in Victoria, or even contemporaneous to the 
Bendigo Islamic Centre, did not receive comparable protest or opposition.76 
In Newport, in the inner west of Melbourne, the Australian Islamic Centre 
was being constructed at the same time as the protests and appeals against 
the Bendigo centre took place.77 There were no reports of far-right public 
protests, nor were there technical objections to planning permission made 
by people associated with anti-Islamic political movements. The particular 
ferocity and scale of the conflict in Bendigo can usefully be understood in 
reference to three factors: the specificity of social conditions at the site related 
to a ‘boom and bust’ in cultural diversity, the history of xenophobia and the 
far right in Australia, and the way that religious difference was managed by 
the council and state government, especially the operation of discourses of 
multiculturalism and social cohesion at the frontline of conflict between the 
far-right, left-wing and Muslim communities.

The controversy over the mosque arose at a time of rapid social change in 
Bendigo. After the gold industry collapsed, Bendigo entered a long period as 
one of the most homogeneous and white regional towns in the country. It was 
only in the second decade of the twenty-first century that migration of people 
from minority cultures and religions had begun to grow, and cultural diversity 
was still less than half the social, religious and cultural mix of Bendigo during 
the gold rush. The Muslim population of Bendigo was more than doubling 

75	  Natalie Croxon, ‘Bendigo Islamic Community Centre Takes Shape as Construction Continues,’ 
Bendigo Advertiser, July 11, 2020, www.bendigoadvertiser.com.au/story/​682​4891/bendigo-islamic-
community-centre-takes-shape/.
76	  Yasmeen Vahed and Goolam Vahed, ‘The Development Impact of Mosque Location on Land Use 
in Australia: A Case Study of Masjid al Farooq in Brisbane,’ Journal of Muslim Minority Affairs 34 no.1 
(2014): 66–81, doi.org/10.1080/13602004.2014.888284.
77	  Julie Rudner, Fatemeh Shahani and Trevor Hogan, ‘Islamic Architectures of Self-Inclusion and 
Assurance in a Multicultural Society,’ Fabrications 30 no. 2 (2020): 153–75, doi.org/10.1080/10331867.​
2020.1749220.
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at the time of the mosque planning application. As registered in the census 
between 2011 and 2016, the population rose from 200 to 460. A significant 
number of this growth (168) was from new migrants to Australia.78 A century 
of cultural homogeneity did not equip the Bendigo community with the 
tools, values or attitudes to adjust easily to this rapidly expanding diversity, 
small as it was. Close to half of the population had ‘negative views or concerns 
over the prospect of an increase in the Muslim population’.79 Furthermore, 
as Andrew Markus observed, municipal organisations in areas with ‘historic 
and currently low levels of cultural diversity have little experience or expertise 
in the handling of controversial issues within multicultural contexts’.80 It is 
notable that the local cultural institutions celebrated for representing religious 
and cultural diversity – the Stupa and the Chinese Museum – are not linked to 
influxes of culturally or religiously diverse migrants. The Chinese community 
memorialised in the museum is historic, and the Stupa, as noted in Popout 
Six, has strong links to white Western Buddhists.

Opposition to the mosque was grounded in views of Islam as being 
particularly incompatible with the Australian way of life and an imminent 
threat. Numerous commentators and scholars have noted how, following 
the September 11 attacks on the World Trade Center, xenophobic sentiment 
became narrowly focused on Islam.81 Earlier waves of right-wing political 
violence had broader and more distant targets such as ‘communism’ or 
‘immigration’. Twenty-first-century anti-Islam rhetoric portrayed the 
political ideology of Islamist groups such as Al Qaeda and Islamic State as 
the authentic representatives of the whole religion. Ironically, Australian 
anti-Muslim political activity increased with the wave of Muslim migrants 
fleeing conflict and Islamist persecution in Iraq and Afghanistan. The public 
rallies in opposition to the Bendigo mosque proposal, thus, came at a time 
of heightened tension around Islam.82 In addition to the public protests 

78	  Markus, Division in Bendigo, 27.
79	  Ibid., vii.
80	  Ibid.
81	  Amber Hart, ‘Right-Wing Waves: Applying the Four Waves Theory to Transnational and Transhistorical 
Right-Wing Threat Trends,’ Terrorism and Political Violence 35, no. 1 (2021): 1–16, doi.org/​10.1080/​
09546553.2020.1856818; Linda Briskman, ‘The Creeping Blight of Islamophobia in Australia,’ 
International Journal for Crime, Justice and Social Democracy 4, no. 3 (2015): 112–21, doi.org/​10.5204/
ijcjsd.v4i3.244; Adrian Cherney and Kristina Murphy, ‘Being a ‘Suspect Community’ in a Post 9/11 World 
– The Impact of the War on Terror on Muslim Communities in Australia,’ Australian and New Zealand 
Journal of Criminology 49, no. 4 (2016): 480–96, doi.org/10.1177/0004865815585392.
82	  Benafsha Askarzai, ‘The Burqa Ban, Islamophobia, and the Effects of Racial ‘Othering’ in Australian 
Political Discourses,’ Australian Journal of Politics and History 68, no. 2 (2022): 218–41, doi.org/10.1111/
ajph.12790.
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and sustained opposition to the Bendigo mosque, street demonstrations 
against Islam were also held in 2015 and 2016 in the Melbourne CBD 
and in the suburbs of Coburg and Melton, where there was a perception 
that the Muslim community was growing.83 Anti-Islamic street action was 
legitimated by political inquiries into links between halal certification and 
terrorism and a proliferation of anti-Islam political parties.84

Earlier waves of Muslim migrants experienced racism, social ostracisation 
and exclusion; however, there is less evidence that ‘Islam as a belief system’ 
factored into this discrimination.85 In early twentieth century discourse and 
policy invention, Muslims were excluded as people labelled as ‘Asiatics’, 
not as Muslims. Further, South Asians were often and inaccurately 
imagined as ‘Hindoos’. A distinctive feature of the twenty-first-century 
anti-Islam movement is its engagement with the (ostensible) beliefs and 
principles of Islam and Islamism. Their vision of Islam is one of a violent, 
colonising political movement with a desire to impose Sharia law on all 
people.86 They view Islam as incompatible with Australian values and 
lifestyles; as one mosque opponent wrote: ‘every time a mosque is built in 
Australia a little bit of this nation dies and is replaced by the Middle East’.87 
Anti‑Islam groups mobilise an alternative ideology in their fight, which 
several commentators have likened to a civic religion combining ANZAC 
mythology and Christianity.88 Some mosque opponents in Bendigo saw the 
conflict over planning permission as a restaging of the iconic World War One 
campaign, posting on social media: ‘Most important place in our history – 
MUSLIMS WILL NOT WIN!!! The ANZACS must rise again – starting 
in BENDIGO!!!’89 The Christchurch mosque shooting in March 2019 led 

83	  Stephanie Anderson, ‘Melbourne Counter Rallies, Bendigo Mosque Protests Cost Taxpayers 
$2.3 Million, Police Say,’ ABC News, December 8, 2016, www.abc.net.au/news/2016-12-08/victorian-
islam-counter-rallies-cost-2-3-million-police-say/8100294.
84	  Fatima Measham, ‘Keep Islamophobia on the Fringes Where it Belongs,’ Eureka Street, October 26, 
2015. www.eurekastreet.com.au/article/keep-islamophobia-on-the-fringes-where-it-belongs. 
85	  Mario Peucker, Peter Lentini, Debra Smith and Muhammad Iqbal, ‘“Our Diggers Would Turn 
In Their Graves”: Nostalgia and Civil Religion in Australia’s Far-Right,’ Australian Journal of Political 
Science 56, no. 2 (2021): 189–205, doi.org/10.1080/10361146.2021.1935448.
86	  James Stewart, ‘Anti‐Muslim Hate Speech and Displacement Narratives: Case Studies from Sri Lanka 
and Australia,’ The Australian Journal of Social Issues 54, no. 4 (2019): 418–35, doi.org/10.1002/ajs4.83.
87	  Measham, ‘Keep Islamophobia.’
88	  Peucker et al., ‘Our diggers.’
89	  Ibid.
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to a decrease in anti-Islam demonstrations. However, a small number of 
anti-mosque protesters continued to picket the mosque site weekly at the 
time of writing.90

The Bendigo council has been widely applauded for its handling of the 
contentious planning application and its support of multiculturalism in 
the region. In November 2016, the council was awarded the Planning 
Institute of Australia’s President’s award for excellence for its handling 
of the planning permit application for the Bendigo mosque.91 Planning 
Institute of Australia Victoria’s president, James Larmour-Reid, said that 
the award was made in recognition of the way the council dealt with the 
contentious issue, its: ‘adherence to planning law, policy and process; its 
sound governance practices; and its efforts to mitigate the social impact 
of a highly divisive issue upon its staff and citizens’.92 Two investigations 
into the controversy and government and community responses were 
also conducted.93 They admired the council for both following the law 
regarding planning applications and taking a moral stand in support of the 
Muslim community in the face of intimidation and threats. However, they 
also identified a number of significant deficiencies in the way authorities 
responded to those threats.

Perhaps the most serious deficiency was identified by Andrew Markus, 
who showed that the handling of the application and protests did not 
acknowledge or address the beliefs and anxieties of mosque opponents.94 
While authorities repeatedly affirmed the social values of multiculturalism 
and religious diversity, Markus found that authorities did not acknowledge 
or understand the level of public concern about the growing presence and 
impact of Muslims in the community. Political leaders affirmed Bendigo as 
a place that celebrated multicultural diversity and welcomed immigrants. 
They depicted mosque opponents as a small minority and emphasised 
the role of non-local anti-mosque campaigners. Judging that reasoned 
engagement and consultation with opponents was unlikely or impossible, 

90	  Lisa Martin, ‘A Blessing In Disguise? Bendigo at Peace With its Mosque After Years of Far-Right 
Protest,’ The Guardian, July 20, 2019, www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2019/jul/30/a-blessing-in-
disguise-bendigo-at-peace-with-its-mosque-after-years-of-far-right-protest.
91	  ‘2016 PIA Victorian Awards for Planning Excellence Announced,’ Landscape Australia, November 7, 
2016, landscapeaustralia.com/articles/2016-pia-victoria-awards-for-planning-excellence-announced/.
92	  Ricky Ray Ricardo, ‘City of Greater Bendigo Wins Award at Victorian Planning Awards for its 
Involvement in Mosque Crisis,’ Landscape Australia, November 7, 2016, landscapeaustralia.com/articles/​
city-of-greater-bendigo-wins-award-at-victorian-planning-awards-for-its-involvement-in-mosque-crisis/.
93	  Rudner, Social Cohesion in Bendigo; Markus, Division in Bendigo.
94	  Markus, Division in Bendigo.
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the council did not explore other means of engaging and influencing 
opponents that may have more effectively worked towards improving social 
cohesion. Markus identified several strategies that could have been usefully 
deployed to avoid escalation of conflict, including smaller-scale consultations 
facilitated by trusted community leaders in the ‘middle ground’, clear and 
timely messaging about the council’s powers, emphasising the relevant 
constitutional and human rights considerations, and foregrounding the 
impact of the anti-mosque campaign on vulnerable fellow citizens. The 
council’s failure to engage substantially with mosque opponents has had 
asymmetrical impacts on the Muslim community. Islamophobic protest has 
forced Muslims into roles where they explain and apologise for their faith.95 
New mosques are being built in literally transparent designs to debunk 
myths of terrorism.96 However, there has been limited acknowledgment of, 
or engagement with, the beliefs and politics of anti-Islam social movements.

In many respects, the protests and counter protests were a painful debate 
between different groups of white settlers about who gets to be ‘local’ – who 
will be allowed to feel like they belong. At the heart of the anti-mosque 
protests was a profound fear that religious outsiders were going to make 
their hometown ‘foreign’, literally transforming it into the Middle East. 
On the other hand, in their attempts to promote multicultural social 
cohesion, authorities repeatedly described Muslims and their allies as ‘local’, 
while the protesters were dismissed as mostly being ‘outsiders’. In some 
ways, the problems with religious diversity and social cohesion represented 
in the mosque controversy are a testament to the problematic ‘success’ of the 
White Australia Policy. Whiteness shaped racial and religious discrimination 
through and beyond the life of the IRA. Islam’s long history in Australia was 
successfully erased from local memory. The Muslim population of Bendigo 
only returned to similar proportions to what it was at Federation after a 
100 year ‘whiteout’. The erasure of Muslim history in Australia – which both 
predates Christianity and facilitated Christian dominance in the country – 
means that Muslim communities in the recent past have had to constantly 

95	  Mario Peucker, ‘“You are Essentially Forced Into Being An Activist”: The Interplay Between 
Islamophobia and Muslims’ Civic Engagement in Australia,’ Religion, State & Society 49, no.1 (2021): 
23–40, doi.org/10.1080/09637494.2021.1900766; Anita Harris and Shakira Hussein, ‘Conscripts or 
Volunteers? Young Muslims as Everyday Explainers,’ Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 46, no. 19 
(2020): 3974–991.
96	  Glenn Murcutt, Architecture of Faith (exhibition), 9 August 2016 to 19 February 2017, National Gallery 
of Victoria, www.ngv.vic.gov.au/exhibition/glenn-murcutt/; Linda Cheng, ‘Murcutt’s ‘Extraordinary 
Enlightenment’: Australian Islamic Centre,’ Architecture, AU, August 3, 2016, architectureau.​com/articles/
murcutts-extraordinary-enlightenment-australian-islamic-centre/.
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renegotiate their entry and integration into Australian society. But it also 
points to the limits of multiculturalism. As Ghassan Hage observed in 
White Nation 25 years ago, public discourses of multiculturalism commonly 
do not engage with those white people who experience non-white migration 
as loss. As we saw in Bendigo from 2014, their consequent exclusion from 
mainstream political discussion contributes to the formation of ‘a home-
grown Australian neo-fascism’.97 Thus, the hope for a socially cohesive 
future in Bendigo, and more widely, needs to be grounded in more than 
a handsome and historically informed mosque architecture. It requires the 
difficult work of genuinely engaging with the fears and historical fantasies of 
disaffected white people, as well as tracing the historical agency of Muslim 
South Asians, who found ways to continue to practice their faith through 
and despite discrimination.

The mobilisation of history in Bendigo’s built heritage is a celebrated 
feature of its identity, planning and culture. The Chinese goldfields history 
is memorialised in the Golden Dragon Museum, located in the historic 
civic centre of Bendigo adjacent to Rosalind Park, where over 100 years 
ago, Bendigo’s Muslims celebrated Eid and delighted locals with their 
prayers, feasts and celebrations. Bendigo’s first mosque, however, is being 
built in a quiet, out-of-the-way location in an East Bendigo industrial 
estate. Its ‘non-monumental’ design quietly but strenuously asserts Islam’s 
long association with colonial Australia: from the locally mined sandstone 
walls to an industrial ‘chimney stack’ style minaret, and founding Bendigo 
architect William Vahland’s signature decorative cast iron.98 In the face 
of violent Islamophobic protests, the local community (both Muslim 
and non‑Muslim), government and media rallied to show their support 
for Bendigo Muslims. The proposed Islamic Community Centre was 
increasingly represented as not being exclusively Muslim, but a place for 
the whole community: a ‘community centre with a mosque inside’.99 This 
proposed building is saturated in references to the past in order to make 
a community safe in a troubled present, hoping to conjure forth a socially 
cohesive future.

97	  Ghassan Hage, White Nation: Fantasies of White Supremacy in a Multicultural Society (Routledge, 
2000), 21.
98	  Cheng, ‘The Architectural Face.’
99	  Romensky and Kerr, ‘Bendigo Mosque Construction.’
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