
ITS image may be austere and all-male but
Muis, the Islamic Religious Council of
Singapore, has feminine firepower in its
senior ranks.

Deputy director Farah Mahamood
Aljunied, 37, is one of five women in its
management team of 17.

Her journey in Muis and its bold
education enterprises began in 1998 when
she joined as a junior officer. 2004 was the
pivotal year when she was asked to head a
small, passionate unit that revamped the
mosque curriculum over seven years.

“The way we educated young people,
especially in Islamic studies, was too
official, formal and “sacred”, to the point
that we didn’t allow them to discover and
be excited about religion,” she explains.

So her team infused Islamic education
with interactive fun. They believed in an
inquisitive spirit. The big idea was to
mould modern youngsters to “lead very
active, contributive Islamic lives”.

In its current iteration, aL.I.V.E.
(Learning Islamic Values Everyday) is
Muis’ signature integrated programme that
reaches out to young Muslims aged five to
24. It is designed to foster love for Allah,
boost Quranic literacy skills and build
character.

Instructors at weekend mosque classes,
held in English, even read up on showbiz.

To fortify her dual portfolios in
curriculum and youth development, the
mother of two girls has embarked on her
second master’s degree (MA) at the
National Institute of Education (NIE).

She already has a string of degrees.
She pursued her first master’s in

sociology at the London School of
Economics. Earlier, she garnered a pair of
honours degrees in communication at
Malaysia’s International Islamic University
and in early childhood education at the
University of South Australia.

These days, she attends night classes
and writes papers for her courses on
education, teaching and learning.

Before plunging into her new master’s
degree course, the consultative mum sat
down with her daughters, aged 11 and 13,
and told them: “I will have few evenings at
home and we’ll lose out on some quality

time, eating ice cream or walking in the
park.” But both girls were supportive and
even excited for their mother.

Ms Farah’s latest Muis task –
overhauling the secondary school
curriculum in madrasahs – popped her
back on the MA track. “At NIE, I can step
back and look at my project more
critically, while bouncing ideas off scholars
and colleagues,” she says.

If she does this well, more talented
Muslim women may walk through open
doors, given the inclusive culture in Muis
and the Malay-Muslim world.

“I think Muis is trying to demonstrate
that religion truly supports the role of
women,” she says. “Some cultures
perpetuate the picture of Muslim women
not being active beyond their homes. Many
times this starts culturally, then it gets
wrongfully justified through religion.”

She is blessed that her Jordanian
husband, Mr Jabar Yousef Moh’d Jaber, 42,

is a hands-on dad who prepares dinner and
tucks the girls into bed if she works late.
Similarly, when he is overseas, she
structures her hours to be home more. He
works in Kuala Lumpur for the Al Jazeera
TV network as a senior distribution
specialist, and is home on weekends.

“When the children were younger,
household chores such as folding clothes
were family time,” she says. “Sure it’s a
chore to be completed, but it’s fun and
there’s educational talk.”

It is not all rosy. Family elders have
queried: “How come the husband is in the
kitchen preparing food, and the wife and
girls are reading books?”

She says: “It’s not the fault of the
elders. They saw the clean-cut
categorisation of roles work for them.”

As gender roles flux in modern Muslim
families, she remarks: “My husband knows
that my growth is his growth. He is truly
my pillar of strength.”
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MADAM Sapiah Molla, 60, carries the flame of
women-led social services organisation PPIS as
its president.

PPIS, the Singapore Muslim Women’s
Association, has a reputation as a specialist in
helping and empowering the Malay-Muslim
community, with a focus on disadvantaged
women. It manages 12,000 to 16,000 cases a
year. Ninety per cent of its clients are Malay.

It runs 14 centres with a rich menu of
programmes, including skills training for
women and student care for the low-income.
There are specialised services that support
single parents, and counselling for remarried
and minor couples.

PPIS was set up in 1952 by 22 idealistic
Muslim women who, ahead of their time,
reached out to women who customarily wed in
their teens, enjoyed few rights and were
sometimes abused.

“The socio-cultural thinking at the time was
that only boys would be sent to school if
resources were limited. A girl was to become a
wife and stay at home,” says Madam Sapiah,
PPIS president since 2008 and recently retired
from Singapore Post, where she was an
assistant vice-president of property
development.

The reform-minded pioneers made
representations before the Select Committee on
the Women’s Charter Bill, a landmark piece of
legislation to protect the rights of women and
girls.

“They provided English language and
cooking classes so the women could be more
independent and self-confident or start
businesses. They gave talks to men, and
advocated for our women.”

Madam Sapiah conveys this vivid history to
make the larger point that the spirit of
possibility persists in PPIS – now in its 60th
year – and that all Muslim women can be
visionary.

“This is the spirit, women helping women.
Every woman must be visionary. If you’re a
mother, have a vision for your children and
yourself. If you’re a leader, have a vision for
your organisation,” she says. “If you fall, you
should be able to come back, from divorce or a
death in the family, for example.”

Since the early days of PPIS, Muslim women
have made enormous strides professionally.

Today, there are many Malay-Muslim women
doctors, lawyers, accountants, government
officials, principals and heads of school
departments.

This trajectory of Singapore Malay-Muslim
women, fuelled by education, is a “progression”
rather than a sudden turning point in her eyes.
This message of progress can be spread to
women of every background, she hopes.

The seed of volunteerism was sown in
secondary school. Her Malay teachers were
very socially conscious in the 1960s and 1970s.

Their message was distinct: Study hard, get
a higher education, and give back to society.
“We were idealistic and wanted rapid
transformation in society,” she says.

As a University of Singapore undergraduate
– her BSc (Hons) is in economics – she and her
friends would visit kampung families. They
advocated for education and some gave tuition.

Her journey in PPIS really began in 1983
when she was looking for a kindergarten for her
daughter. She was pleasantly surprised that
PPIS was pioneering one where children would
learn through play. Moral values such as
honesty and hard work were also imparted,
says Madam Sapiah, a mother of four children
aged 21 to 33. She has three grandchildren; her
husband is a retired teacher.

That year, she began to volunteer at PPIS,
mostly in administration and human resources.
She chaired its As Salaam family support centre
in 2002, where she oversaw programmes for
single-parent families and grief relief.

Because PPIS has so much experience
working with Malay-Muslim clients, it offers
consultancy services to train
non-Malay-Muslim social workers. This helps
them understand the community’s view and
attune their counselling programmes to those
needs, she says.

PPIS has a staff strength of 180, and 95 per
cent are women. Most male employees are
social workers.

As she surveys the legacy of PPIS and the
changes it has wrought – women have emerged
from homelessness and joblessness to new lives
with work and dignity, for instance – she
yearns for more women to lift up women.

“We feel we should attract educated and
talented women to volunteer. We must provide
a platform for them to contribute,” she says.

“They can be role models, mentors,
ambassadors and consultants. In Singapore, our
girls and women can go as high as they can.”

Madam Sapiah interacting with children at the Childcare Development Centre in Bedok Reservoir Road, which is one
of the 14 centres run by PPIS. ST PHOTO: ALPHONSUS CHERN

Women helping women

MUIS, DEPUTY DIRECTOR

Farah Mahamood Aljunied, 37
Ms Farah Aljunied calls her
husband, Mr Jabar Yousef Moh’d
Jaber, her “pillar of strength”.
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She made Islamic studies ‘interactive fun’
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