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ABSTRACT 
This thesis explores how British South Asian Muslim women's experience of 
higher education may contribute to the construction and negotiation of their 
identities. With participation rates in higher education for British South Asian 
Muslim women steadily increasing, this thesis also seeks to understand Muslim 
women's (and their families), motivations and influences in the pursuit of 
degree-level qualifications and considers the impact of their higher education on 
their relationships and lifestyle choices. 
Drawing on contemporary debates on the formations of social and religious 
gendered identities, this thesis seeks to explore the extent to which higher 
education shapes Muslim women's conceptualisations of culture and faith. It 
calls for an approach that is rooted in the experiences of Muslim women in 
Britain and supports an approach which advocates the linking of structural 
forces with localised and specific experiences. Through the use of detailed semi- 
structured interviews with under-graduate and graduate South Asian Muslim 
women, this thesis argues that explorations of Muslim women's experiences and 
expressions of identity need to allow for differing and competing 
conceptualisations of `difference'. 

The thesis questions prevalent stereotypes and representations of South Asian 
and Muslim women in Britain based on deterministic over-arching Eurocentric 
concepts and Western feminist theories that promote artificial and reductive 
`modern-traditional' dichotomies. It also highlights the complexities around the 
use of the `cultural signifier' as a marker of identity and does this through 
exploring representations of `arranged marriage'. 
Various notions of `agency' have been expressed that are characteristic of the 
on-going complex assessments made by Muslim women in relation to both 
perceived familial obligations and their own aspirations. Their articulations 
suggest that higher education is increasingly viewed as a necessary asset in 
maintaining and gaining social prestige for themselves and their families. The 
research documented in this thesis indicates that young South Asian Muslim 
women are continually negotiating and re-negotiating their cultural, religious 
and personal identities and that these processes operate in complex and 
sometimes contradictory ways. 

In exploring the identities of Muslim women in higher education and as 
academic achievers, this thesis highlights how Muslim women are challenging 
popular stereotypes. It therefore calls for a re-evaluation of current mis- 
conceptions of Muslim women and their families and highlights how Muslim 
fathers in particular, were instrumental in encouraging their daughters to pursue 
higher education. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

Why British South Asian Muslim Women in Higher Education? 

This thesis in many ways is a personal response to representations of young 

South Asian Muslim women in Britain'. It aims in particular, to highlight the 

motivations and experiences of Muslim women in higher education and to 

examine whether or how this transformative time influences family relationships 

and obligations, and conceptualisations and articulations of religious identities. 

As a Muslim woman researching Muslim women, I have something of a vested 

interest in seeking to focus on a small, but highly diverse and dynamic group of 

women. In this thesis I hope, in a small way, to challenge not only stereotypes 

about Muslim women and their families, but also to contribute a further 

dimension to accounts of Muslim women's lives in contemporary Britain. 

Having situated myself as an `insider' with an agenda, I should offer a brief note 

about how and why this project was conceived. 

Growing up with an expectation to achieve academically was something I shared 

with the daughters of my parent's social circles. To not have gained the 0' 

levels, A' levels and degree from a `good university' would have meant a `loss 

of face' for myself and my parents. As a daughter, my educational success was a 

key means by which I and my parents could gain social prestige. The social 

pressure to achieve, intermingled with `snobbery' and gossip acted to regulate 

the behaviours of both men and women. Consequently, there was much 

emphasis placed on who was doing what, and where. There was therefore, never 

any question of not gaining a degree, and the spectre of the oft-cited 'arranged 

marriage' at 16 or 18 did not represent my lived realities or those of many of the 

other young Asian Muslim women I grew up with. Nor did this appear to reflect 

the experiences of many of the young Asian Muslim women I saw and engaged 

with at university. 

1 In order to accommodate the representational overlap that exists between representations of South 

Asian and Muslim women, whilst also recognising points of distinction, I will refer to `South Asian 

amd Muslim women' where necessary. 
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This emphasis on higher education was not necessarily, as far as I could tell, a 

class-related manifestation - my parents social circle when I was growing up 

was diverse; apart from families my parents knew when they were first married. 

many were known through the local Muslim Sunday school which attracted 
families from a variety of backgrounds. The parents of the daughters I mixed 

with were doctors, accountants, factory workers, shop-keepers and unemployed. 

My own parents represent two very differing South Asian cultural groups and 

social positionings; one is Indian Urdu-speaking and a descendent of Mughal 

bloodlines, (but now the equivalent of Indian `middle class'), the other is 

Pakistani Punjabi `white-collar / land-owning class'. Neither of these class 

descriptions though, adequately summarise family, individual or resultant class 

identities upon arriving in the UK. Never the less, both parents have been 

equally encouraging of my education. 

On reading some of the early monographs on South Asian Muslim communities 

in Britain then, I was confused. None of the accounts I read `spoke' to my own 

experiences or described any of the pressures and expectations I had grown up 

with, or seen my peer group face. And yet, these accounts were written about 

South Asian migrants to Britain such as my parents and their friends, and about 

`second generation' Asians such as me. Dominated by recurring themes and 

defining tropes such as `giving and taking', `biraderis', `arranged marriages', 

`izzat' and `sharam', `hijab's' and `veils', Mirpuris and Kashmiris in northern 

towns, `culture clash', seclusion, insularity, social deprivation and despair (e. g., 

Jeffrey, 1976; Desai, 1963; Ballard and Ballard, 1977; Saifullah Khan, 1977; 

Anwar, 1985; Werbner, 1981; Dahya, 1988, to name but a few), the relative 

absence of literature or research on say, South Asian middle-classes, or women 

and achievement, empowerment or agency, was striking. This is not to say that 

these accounts do not represent aspects of South Asian lives and family 

structures, but rather to stress that the generalisations that stemmed from these 

ethnographies masked diversity within and across South Asian communities. 

and have remained as defining structures of `South Asian-ness'. 

While early accounts of Asian women documented their struggles to adjust to 

life in the UK against economic and structural disadvantage and deep-seated 

racism (Bhachu, 1988,1991; Westwood, 1988; Werbner, 1988, Warner. 1988, 
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Woollett et al. 1994; Brah, 1993,1978; Afshar, 1989; Saifullah Khan, 1977). 

more recent research on British Muslim second and third generation diasporic 

subjects - the daughters and grand-daughters of these early pioneers - stress 
issues such as `identity', hybridity, agency and social change and seek to situate 

subjects as diverse and dynamic politicised individuals within both macro- and 

micro- contexts. Influenced by contemporary post-structuralist and feminist 

responses, contemporary research is marked by its engagement with questions of 

subjectivity, power dynamics and self-reflection. (Knott and Khokher 1993: 

Lyon, 1995; Brah, 1993,1996; Basit 1997; Butler 1999; Dwyer 1999,2000). 

However, despite these developments and acknowledgements towards 

reflexivity, some conceptualisations of gender remain firmly rooted within 

Western frameworks. Persistent and deterministic themes and structures such as 

religion, `arranged marriages' and the hijab and veiling remain central points of 

focus that to some extent, limit the scope of discourses on British Asian and 

Muslim families in assuming that these frames impact on Muslims lives in 

similar ways. By also concentrating fieldwork in areas of high Asian or Muslim 

concentration, the search for structure that underpins much ethnographic work, 

sometimes inadvertently `tribalises' and essentialises Asian and Muslim families 

in ways that limit their participation to `objects' of social research. 

However, very little is known about British Muslim women under-graduate 

students and graduates, their motivations to study, experiences of university life 

and the influence their experiences have had on their relationships to family and 

religious and cultural identities. In focusing on Muslim women in higher 

education then, this thesis not only contributes to the literature on British 

Muslim women's identities, but also seeks to shed light on a relatively recent 

and as such under-researched indicator of social change. This thesis also 

contributes to the literature on representations of South Asian and Muslim 

women in Britain and explores both academic discursive formations and 

populist media constructions. 

One of the key aims of this thesis is to draw in voices that disrupt hegemomic 

conceptualisations of `Muslim woman' as a category of analysis and discourse. 

Through a detailed exploration of Muslim women's motivations, and 

experiences of higher education and the impact their time at university has on 
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their attitudes towards their religious and cultural identities. I argue that Muslim 

women and their families increasingly view higher education as a personal and 
social commodity and means for upward social mobility. The value ? Muslim 

women attribute to their higher education experiences offers new challenges to 

stereotyped representations of South Asian Muslim women's identities and their 
families, and will serve to interrogate the legitimacy of deterministic and racist 
binarised discursive formations. 

The accounts I draw on here are not intended to reflect a representative sample 

of British South Asian Muslim women in higher education. Rather, the hope is 

that previously neglected voices are given recognition for the diversity their 

experiences represent. In wishing to remain focussed, I have consciously 

avoided exploring or describing at length certain other issues. This thesis, for 

instance, is not about `Muslim women and hijab', or about `women's rights in 

Islam', though these themes will remain acknowledged as contested and 

contingent frames of reference for women who participated in my research 
(Katherine Bullock's (2002) work on representations of the hijab and the exalted 

status of Middle Eastern women writers such as Fatima Mernissi (1975) 

however, are particularly interesting in the context of my work). 

My research in this thesis has been heavily influenced by the framework for 

analyses offered by Avtar Brah (1996), namely, an endorsement of theoretical 

perspectives advocating links between `... structure, culture and agency... ' 

describing them as `... mutually inscribing formations' (p. 129). Therefore, 

developing an understanding of some of the ways that gender, `race', ethnicity 

and class and religion can intersect and interact with internal dimensions of the 

`self at any given moment, are crucial challenges to be addressed. Brah's 

definition of `culture' favours an approach that recognises `cultures' as dynamic 

processes that are historical products where specificities are acknowledged, but 

at the same time accepted as `fluid modalities' created within multiple relations 

of power, structures and locations (p. 130). As I shall go on to discuss in Chapter 

Seven, this conceptualisation of culture is one that allows for the multiple 

expressions and articulations of agency exhibited by Muslim women in my 

sample. 
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The core themes of representations, experiences and identities then will form a 
linking thread through the chapters, but before I go on to describe the outline of 
this thesis, it may be helpful to remind ourselves of some of the social contexts 
in which this work is located. I begin by summarising some of the literature on 
Muslim women and higher education and offer some thoughts on the ways 
Muslim women's participation and experiences have been framed. Here, I also 
outline some of the central questions I am interested in exploring in this thesis. 
Following this, and linking into Chapter Two, I move on to discuss 

representations of Muslim women following one of the most disturbing and 

profound moments in recent history - the terrorist attacks of September 11 2001. 

Representations of Muslim women in higher education 

Research on British Muslim women university students and graduates is limited, 

though they have been included in various analyses of South Asian Muslim 

women and labour markets for example (Afshar, 1989a, 1989b; Brah and Shaw, 

1992; Brah, 1993; West and Pilgrim, 1995; Modood, Berthoud, Lakey, Nazroo, 

Smith, Virdee & Beishon, 1997; Dale, Shaheen, Fieldhouse and Kalra, 2002a; 

Ahmad, Modood and Lissenburgh, 2003). A small number of studies have 

included Muslim women college students in studies on black women (Mirza, 

1995), or British South Asian women's identities (Shain, 2000,2003; Abbas, 

2003), while Pickerden (2002), in describing a project exploring lifelong 

learning issues and widening participation strategies aimed at mature Muslim 

women students, ironically offers little information about women's qualitative 

experiences of the project. Archer's (2002) critical study on constructions of 

young Asian Muslim men and women and their post-16 choices, problematises 

discourses that suggest Muslim women have limited choices due to their cultural 

or religious backgrounds. She suggests that the issue of `choice' is one that is 

situated within the production and reproduction of inequalities and is both 

emotive and inextricably linked to gendered and racialised Muslim identities. 

For the most part then, experiences of `Muslim women' and their identities in 

higher education have remained subsumed within broader studies on issues 

around inclusion and exclusion, and widening access for `non-traditional' 

entrants based on social class and (to a lesser extent) ethnicity (Reay, Davies. 

David and Ball, 2001: Ball, Reay and David, 2002. Archer, Hutchings and Ross. 
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2003; Read, Archer and Leathwood, 2003)2. It is worth considering these studies 
for a moment. Even though `class issues' are not stated as an explicit feature of 

my thesis, they remain an embedded feature of both the theoretical perspective 

adopted but are also grounded in the empirical data through women's own 

emphasis on increasing social mobility and status as a result of their higher 

education. 

In conceptualising the relationships between education and social class, Archer 

(2003) identified a number of themes for analysis including (amongst others) 

acknowledging the difficulties in defining `class' within postmodern 

approaches; a consideration of the ways in which class-based identities 

influenced decisions and choices in higher education (the `risk, habitus and 

capital' approach); and, the impact of multiple identities, referring to ways class, 

gender and ethnicity intersect in varying manifestations of experience, agency 

and resistance (p. 13). 

The `risk, habitus and cultural capital' approach has some interesting 

implications for my thesis on Muslim women's identities and higher education. 

Educationalists have found the work of Pierre Bourdieu to be helpful in 

understanding processes of choice of higher education. Concepts such as 

`habitus' and `cultural capital' have been found to be significant theoretical tools 

in understanding how choices made at higher education level are influenced by 

social class and access to certain forms of `cultural capital' and knowledge about 

universities. While middle-class families are able to share this knowledge capital 

onto their children, working class parents lack knowledge of `the system' and 

social networks and are thus unable to take advantage, or challenge the 

privileging of such knowledge. This has consequences for the ways in which 

higher education is `valued', perceived and conceptualised for working class 

students (Reay, Davies, David and Ball, 2001; Ball, Reay and David, 2002: 

Archer, Hutchings and Ross, 2003; Read, Archer and Leathwood, 2003). Here, 

2 There are some problematic aspects to the term `non-traditional students' that extend beyond the 

context of this study. To imply that students, especially those from racialised minorities are 'non- 

traditional' can inadvertently create a pathologised reading of students who are not from white, 

middle-class backgrounds. This in turn deflects attention away from structural issues around access 

to higher education and re-focuses it onto the marginalised group as lacking in the appropriate social 

profile. I will therefore distinguish between 'A' level entrants' and `non A' level entrants where 

possible. I am grateful to D T}Ter for drawing this to my attention. 
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issues such as `fitting in' and potential failure become significant decision 

making factors in working class students' participation in higher education, and 

assessment of risk (Archer, 2003). 

Although these studies do not explicitly deal with the issues and experiences of 
Muslim women in higher education, they are none-the-less useful to compare 

and contrast with my findings on Muslim women's motivations for, and 

experiences of higher education and identities. In the context of my thesis, one 

of the questions this approach raises is to what extent (if at all), do Muslim 

women and their families exhibit similar risk assessments? Another feature of 

particular interest are the ways in which debates on widening participation are 

framed by exploring accounts of `working class' and other `non-traditional' 

students' identities and experiences of feeling `Othered' while at university. 

Of those studies that have centred on Muslim women's higher education 

experiences, an earlier publication (Ahmad, 2001) arising from this thesis 

focused on motivations and experiences behind university study, while Housee's 

(2004) discussion on South Asian women's experiences in university in the post 

9/11 period highlighted areas of commonalities and differences amongst a small 

sample (seven) of South Asian women students, three of which were Muslim. 

Christine Asmar's (2005) survey of Muslim students experiences in Australian 

universities represents how Muslims as a student group are displaying strong 

commitments towards academic achievement and in the case of women 

especially, towards their faith. Significantly though, this work (with Proude and 

Inge, 2004) noted how some Muslim students, especially Muslim women 

wearing hijab, felt excluded and alienated from the campus `drinking culture' 

and by some discriminatory attitudes. Some of Asmar et al's findings resonate 

strongly with my own and make for an interesting contrast. Newer, on-going 

research on young British Muslim men and women and social capital is 

beginning to address links between young people's appropriation of Islam and 

the value of higher education (Modood, 2006)3. 

However, there still remains a considerable lack of British based studies 

exploring Muslim women's experiences as students, or the impact higher 

For a general overview of ethnic minorities and higher education, see Appendix IX. 
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education has for their religious and cultural identities. This represents a gap that 
I hope my thesis will go some way to address. 

Until quite recently, much of the work that focused on education, identities and 

young South Asian Muslim women, featured schoolgirls. I have argued 

elsewhere (Ahmad, 2001), that while there is much to be learnt from 

generational accounts, there is also an issue, I believe, around the `over-use' of 
Muslim schoolgirls in social research. While providing valuable insights into 

career aspirations and their awareness of discrimination (Basit, 1995.1996, 

1997; Archer, 2002), it should be remembered that all research accounts, 
including this one, are age-specific and historically framed both structurally, 

politically, and personally. With relatively little life experience, teenage Muslim 

women (and men) are placed in the awkward position of speaking as either 
`representatives' for their community, or as `experts' on their culture, especially 

when `arranged marriages' are discussed (cf., Wade and Souter, 1992; Khanum, 

1995)4. Few white British girls are expected to be `experts' on white British 

culture in quite the same way. For adolescents whose priorities should be 

`growing up', this is a very heavy burden to carry. Serious attention has not been 

paid to qualitative work examining the potential links between experiences of 

higher education and the religious identities of Muslim women. 

Muslim students as a group perhaps first became `visible' when events 

surrounding the publication of the controversial book, `The Satanic Verses' in 

the late 1980's where some Muslim groups called for the extension of the 

blasphemy laws to cover Islam, and the first Gulf War placed Muslims firmly 

within the public consciousness. Most non-Muslims found the passion and zeal 

which Muslims in Britain expressed towards Islam at the time of these two 

particular periods to be perplexing and more seriously, threatening (Modood, 

1990; Ahmed and Donnan, 1994; Werbner, 1994). `Islamic re-assertion' 

(Modood, 1990, p. 271) and the growing politicisation of Muslim identities in the 

wake of the above two affairs, and other high profile campaigns such as the 

state-funding of Muslim schools (Parker-Jenkins, 2002; Halstead, 2004), 

demands for the introduction of laws protecting Muslims against religious 

discrimination, and recognition of faith-identities in statutory services provision, 

Sec Appendix X for a more detailed critique 
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have caused some secular commentators to launch stinging critiques of 
multiculturalism in Britain. Accusing multicultural policies of breeding male- 
dominated `Islamic fundamentalism', they have viewed the emergence and 
assertion of Muslim identities as especially problematic (Modood. 2005). 
Growing `Islamophobia' in the West, the tense political situation in the Middle 
East and Western foreign policy interventions there. the terrorist attacks in New 
York on September 11 2001, the resulting war in Afghanistan and `war on 
terror', Guantanomo, the second war against Iraq, and most recently, the London 
bombings on July 7 2005, have all played a role in the construction of various 
Muslim discourses. Tyrer's (2004) study of `Islamic fundamentalism' on 
university campuses is one of the few detailed analyses of discourses around 
fundamentalism in universities. He notes that fears of the influence of certain 
radical groups are often exaggerated, and configured around racialised referents 

which construct Muslim political identities as hostile towards others. Although 

much of this discourse is directed towards Muslim men, recent and highly 

publicised controversies such as the banning of the niqab (face veil) by one 
London University in light of the London bombings in July 2005, clearly 
defined certain images of Muslim women within such boundaries. 

The increased visibility of younger Muslim women wearing the hijab, and calls 
by Muslim women's organisations for recognition of their religious needs in 

welfare provision, (Ahmad and Sheriff, 2001) have posed a particular dilemma 

for those at the extremes of secular thought. As younger Muslim women 

(globally) have begun to wear the hijab in the name of female empowerment 

through Islam, secular critics of multiculturalism, including several activists 

from anti-racist movements and black women's organisations, have sought to 

dismiss Muslim women's agency through discourses of fundamentalism and 

`false consciousness'. I return to this discussion in Chapter Two, but until these 

quite recent events the visibility of Muslim women students' on campus was 

hidden or obscured from view for at least three possible reasons: 

0 their presence in numbers was previously too small to warrant any 

meaningful investigation; 

" the research and policy focus from the seventies onwards was on anti-racism 

and multi-culturalism in primary and secondary schools and ethnic minority 
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students achievement there (see Tomlinson, 1983,1986,1991; Parekh. 1988; 
Verma and Mallick, 1988, for example). More recently attention has turned 
to debates around the state-funding of Muslim schools (Halstead, 2004): 

" they `chose' to remain `invisible', thus possibly suggesting that Muslim 

minority interests held little significance for these students. This could be 

envisaged if, for instance, the South Asian Muslim presence was composed 
of mainly `middle-class' or overseas students, whose participation or 
`integration' into British life was either found to be relatively unproblematic, 
or was of a temporary nature. 

However, from the late 1990's, South Asian Muslim women's participation in 
higher education has been framed in at least three main ways. One is to 

concentrate on the statistical realities, noting the relatively low participations 

rates in particular, of Pakistani and Bangladeshi women and men in comparison 
to other minority groups, especially other South Asian groups (Shiner and 
Modood, 2002; Modood, 2006). In terms of national statistics, a report by the 

Cabinet Office found that men of Pakistani and Bangladeshi origin were 

amongst the most discriminated ethnic minority groups in terms of employment 

and pay compared with white and other ethnic groups (2003). Muslim graduates 

also experience an 11 per cent disparity in employment; 76 per cent of Muslim 

graduates of working age are in jobs, compared with the overall graduate 

employment rate of 87 per cent (Department of Work and Pensions, 2005). 

Women from Pakistani and Bangladeshi backgrounds, while showing a small 

increase in their higher education participation rates, remain among the least 

successful across minority groups. Despite doing better than Pakistani and 

Bangladeshi young men at school exams at a national level this success is not 

yet evident at university entry (Modood, 2005). Here the emphasis is to explore 

why such disparities may exist. While earlier analyses suggested that Muslim 

women's lack of participation in higher education and the labour market were 

due to `cultural factors', that is, (racist discourses of) `Islam', more recent 

research indicates that these disparities are more likely due to a combination of 

factors such as racism and discrimination, social deprivation and poverty, timing 

of migration and localised dynamics and that there is evidence of social change 
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(Brah and Shaw, 1992; Dale, Shaheen, Fieldhouse and Kalra, 2002a and 2002b; 
Ahmad, Modood, Lissenburgh, 2003; Modood, 2006). 

The second model frames Muslim women's presence in universities within the 
contexts of Muslim student extremism on campus (cf., the heavily criticised 
Glees Report, 2005 and Baty, 2005; Fazackerley, 2006) and discourses of 
Muslim male criminality. The work of Claire Alexander (2000; 2006) is 

particularly instructive here for the ways in which social policies have continued 
to objectify and pathologise young Muslim men. Another way in which 
discourses of extremism have been used to frame Muslims in education have 

related to frenzied media debates around Muslim faith schools, particularly in 

the context of the riots in the north of England in July 2001, (Allen, 2003, 
AMSS, 2004) and on issues around school uniforms for Muslim schoolgirls. 
Shabina Begum's landmark high court victory in 2004 and the subsequent over- 
turning of that decision by the House of Lords, over her right to wear the jilbab 
in school increased the profile and visibility of Muslim women in schools and 
further and higher education. 

Finally, the third and most relevant model to this thesis and the issue of 

representations is to critique the discourse of South Asian family structures, 

cultures and religions as being oppressive and excessively patriarchal. These are 

thought to act as significant barriers to women's participation in higher 

education or employment; invoking discourses of `degradation and despair' (cf. 

Bhopal, 1997,1997a). These will be elaborated on throughout the thesis. 

One manifestation of this model is in portrayals of Muslim women at university 

as `rebels' and tearaways'. This can best be exemplified by reference to media 

articles on Muslim women at university where representations of Muslim 

women's experiences are sensationalised and fetishised (cf. Malik, 2005, `Girls 

Just Wanna Have Fun'; Coleman, 2005, 'Amazing double life a growing trend 

among Muslim girls') thus replicating stereotyped notions of `culture clash' and 

`double lives'. Drawing on quotes from Muslim women students, these articles 

aim to show that Muslim women, once `liberated' from their oppressive families 

and religion by the secular freedoms of university life, enjoy these freedoms to 

excess by drinking, sleeping around, taking drugs, going to raves. wearing «hat 

they want, etc. These realities, or caricatures, are then contrasted with 
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generalised references and quotes from Muslim women who have 'escaped' 
from strict `cultural traditions', `growing up under lockdown'. with strict 'moral 
directives', and `pressures to safeguard familial honour', all of which feed into 

popular racist stereotypes about the alleged backwardness of Muslim 

communities and the incoherence of Muslim identities (Tyrer and Ahmad, 
2005). Fixing our gaze on a particular sub-section of Muslim women, 
remembering how highly contested and loaded a term `Muslim woman' is, 

serves to reinforce the fears and anxieties some parents may have about the 
influences daughters might be exposed to entering university. This type of 
framing of Muslim women students also suggests a distinct lack of women's 

own agency to create alternative subjectivities and spaces for the articulation of 
their identities. 

How representative are such accounts? Muslim women are no less influenced by 

academic and social learning processes than other university students and some 

of those experiences form part of this thesis. But the fact that they are present in 

higher education institutions is significant. How far then, do decisions to study 

reflect family expectations and practices, both here and in the country of origin? 

What perceptions do British Muslim women have of their `positioning' within 

British society, their local community and their families? What benefits do they 

perceive and expect from participation in higher education personally and 

socially? Do any contradictions exist for British South Asian Muslim women in 

their pursuit of upward social mobility through the British higher education 

system? If so, how are such contradictions rationalised? What influence does 

their time at university have on the constructions of Muslim women's religious 

and cultural identities? 

In the absence of research to address some of these questions therefore, one of 

the aims of this thesis is to question stereotypes that portray young South Asian 

women and, in this case, South Asian Muslim women in Britain, as `victims' 

and recipients of oppression in patriarchal family relations, or as women with 

fixed religious identities, or as rebels and `tearaways' from their families, 

cultures and religion. 

Representations of Muslim women in the aftermath of the September 11 2001 

terrorist attacks in New York, provides us with another example of the was in 
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the manufacturing of stereotypes through discourses of `modern' and 
`traditional', mirror some academic treatments and discursive formations 

Representations of Muslim women after 9/11 

In any context, academic or otherwise, the very term `Muslim woman' is a 
loaded concept and now particularly so since September 11. The Western 
imagination, encouraged by agendas set by the media and academia, has always 
held a certain fascination with Muslim women - exotic, erotic. licentious, 

seductive, mysterious, visible but frustratingly unavailable, oppressed, 

repressed, subaltern, victim - the variety of adjectives used to conjure up images 

of Muslim women swing from one extreme to another. It is of little surprise 

therefore, that located within various competing gendered, racialised and 

regulating discourses such as religion, colonialism and imperialism, 

representations of Muslim women in Britain appear, for the most part, to be 

`fixed' (see Chapter Two). 

Numerous stories of relevance either to Britain's 1.6 million Muslims or to 

South Asian British Muslims in particular, have made the headlines in recent 

times5. These have included debates on `forced marriages'; teenage runaways 

and `honour killings domestic violence; the state funding of Muslim schools and 

Muslim girls school uniforms; and the Anti-Terrorism Act (2001) which 

spotlighted Muslim groups with alleged terrorist connections in Britain. The 

summer of 2001 saw young British Asian Muslim men feature heavily in the 

news, first because of their `over-exuberance' as Pakistani cricket supporters 

during the 2001 Natwest Cricket series involving Pakistan, England and 

Australia, then as `disaffected youth' after a wave of summer riots spread across 
6 

socially and economically deprived towns and cities in the north of England. 

The events of `9/11' and more recently, the London bombings in July 2005 and 

the Danish cartoons affair at the beginning of 2006. compounded 

institutionalised Islamophobia through the introduction of draconian home 

security measures and the abandonment of `ethical foreign policies' in favour of 

5 National Census data on Britain's religious communities can be found on 
htth: and for a summary of Muslim data see Hussain (2004). 
6 For a summary of events in Britain just before and after 9/11, see Ahmad (2003). 
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pre-emptive military strikes against Iraq in a war that has further alienated 
Muslim and non-Muslim populations on a global scale. 

Before September 11, the `victim-hood' of Muslim women was already 

embedded into foreign and domestic policies through various measures such as 
the granting of asylum to women fleeing gender-related persecution, particularly 
from Muslim countries, to the more publicised measures the government took to 

tackle the controversial issue of `forced marriages' (see Chapter Two). Since 

then however, the representation of Muslim women has taken on a new urgency. 
It was almost immediate with the now infamous edition of the BBC's `Question 

Time' soon after the news of the attacks on the Twin Towers broke out. That 

edition launched the image of Fareena Alam (then News Editor of the Muslim 

magazine, `Q-News') into the public consciousness as the `Islamicalhv dressed 

woman' in the audience who was cited in the tabloid press as being responsible 

for making the former American Ambassador cry. She spoke animatedly about 

why Muslims believed the attacks on the US were the product of US foreign 

policy in the Middle East and criticised the continued sanctions against Iraq. Her 

comments and appearance then, gave immediate visibility to Muslims and 

Muslim women in Britain but she was perceived by the media as the hostile 

`Other'. 

The huge media interest in the British Muslim community and their responses to 

the atrocities against the United States and now London, has given rise to a 

number of `experts', analysts and surveys on Muslims. Some within the 

mainstream print and broadcast media have sought to promote an understanding 

of Muslim frustrations and to educate against irrational prejudices and 

stereotypes against Islam and Muslim communities at a time of heightened 

tension (one of the most surprisingly examples of this was `The Sun' newspaper 

following 9/11). Others however, have preferred to focus on extreme elements 

and fringe groups, playing on fears of'Islamic terrorism' and the 'enemy within'. 

What was particularly apparent in the weeks following 9/11 was an alienating 

public discourse of `these people' referring to Muslims in Britain that was set 

within discourses of 'modern and secular' versus `traditional, fundamentalist' 

(see Chapter Seven for a critique of these terms). Muslim women were and 

continue to be framed within these boundaries but discourses on young Muslim 
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men were also similarly constrained. This was exemplified in news coverage of 
two young men from Tipton, in the Midlands and one from London. who were 
captured by US forces in Afghanistan and sent to Guantanomo Bay as 'illegal 
combatants' (29 January 2002, `Tipton in shock', BBC News Online). News of 
their capture across the mainstream networks was set within a discourse of 
despair at their apparent decline from `normality', as news reporters pondered 
over how `normal lads' who previously enjoyed drinking, smoking cannabis, 
clubbing, playing football, girlfriends and `not being particularly religious' were 
transformed into young men who `discovered Islam' and (therefore) became 
`terrorists'. The key indicators cited as evidence of their radicalisation were their 

growing of beards, refraining from wearing Western clothes in favour of Arab or 
Asian dress, and the avoidance of contact with non-Muslims. This pathologising 

and the criminalisation of young Asian and Arab Muslim men by the media was 
legitimised by emergency powers granted to the Home Secretary under the Anti- 

Terrorism, Crime and Security Act (2001) after 9/11. It gained added impetus 

during the war on Iraq in 2003 after a wave of much publicised raids and arrests 

across Britain followed by the less publicised releases from custody of the 

majority of alleged terror suspects for lack of evidence7. 

The position of Muslim women in Islam has and continues to be, another 

significant focus of attention for much of the non-Muslim media. Even in the 

pre-9/11 era, Muslim women, their attire and socio-economic positions within 

Muslim societies were frequent topics of consternation from white feminists but 

the events of 9/11 gave commentators license to equate Islam with 

fundamentalism, extremism, flawed Muslim practices, despotic and oppressive 

regimes (propped up by Western governments) and violence thus at once 

representing and pathologising Islam. This was especially so in discourses on 

Muslim women. The very obvious subjugation of women under Afghanistan's 

Talibanist regime was accorded a certain symbolic resonance throughout the 

`war on terrorism' as the image of the 'burqa' attained an iconoclastic hold over 

media and political discourses. The re-iteration of Orientalist and Colonialist 

agendas to regulate the frames through which Muslim women's experiences 

7 For sonic excellent critical accounts see Fekete (2004). Spalek (2004); Allen (2005) and Alexander 
(2006). 
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were described was a central theme in much mainstream news reporting. What 
was interesting was the ways in which a victim-focus was often evoked but also 
used, through a feminisation of war rhetoric, as a means to justify military action 
in Afghanistan, or to attack organised religion, especially Islam. Of particular 
note were secular fundamentalists such as journalist Polly Toynbee, (a self- 
confessed `Islamophobe'), who, writing for the liberal paper The Guar-dianl, 

wrote of the burqa in an all-encompassing fashion as: 

`an instrument of persecution, it is a public tarring and feathering of female sexuality. It 
transforms any woman into an object of defilement too untouchably disgusting to be 
seen... More moderate versions of the garb - the dull, uniform coat to the ground and 
the plain headscarf - have much the same effect, inspiring the lascivious thoughts they 
are designed to stifle. ' 

(Toynbee, 2001) 

Despite the presence of Muslim women in prominent positions within the 
British-based Muslim media such Sarah Sheriff (previously Deputy Editor of 
The Muslim News and Chair of the Muslim Women's Helpline) and Shagufta 

Yacoub (previously Editor of Q-News magazine) at the time of September 11, 

there were far more articles and news reports written or produced about Muslim 

women than by them. This contributed to a general sense expressed by some 

women as a `loss of control' over their image and the power and operational 
license to define themselves (Ahmad, forthcoming, 2006). Ironically then, both 

the Islam-critical media and Muslim male-led organisations contributed to 

marginalise Muslim women's voices. 

My aim in highlighting both academic (as I will develop in the proceeding 

chapters) and media representations of Muslim women is to show how both 

utilise problematic discourses of `modern' and `traditional' as a means to frame 

Muslim women's experiences and subjectivities. Rather than create spaces for 

Muslim women's articulations of agency, such deterministic and regulating 

discourses instead act to limit and render invisible Muslim women's voices and 

their contributions and participation in society. 

Outline of the Thesis 

This thesis will take the form of eight chapters in total. Chapter Two continues 

to develop the themes started here in Chapter One, of representation and 

stereotyping with a specific reference to the ways in which South Asian Muslim 

24 



women have been framed within Orientalist and Colonialist discourses. Using 
the example of the `arranged marriage as cultural signifier', the chapter offers a 
critique of the ways in which Western theoretical frameworks, including 
`feminism' when applied to non-Western societies, can lead to pathologising 
accounts of marginalised minorities. 

Chapter Three describes how a critical feminist and qualitative methodological 
framework, with its emphasis on reflexivity, informed my use of detailed semi- 
structured interviews, supplemented with participant observation with Muslim 

women students and graduates. Here I outline some of the key questions this 

thesis is concerned with and reflect on the ways in which my location as `a 

Muslim woman doing research on Muslim women' influenced the research 

process. 

Chapters Four to Seven form my main fieldwork chapters. Chapter Four will 
discuss Muslim women's motivations for entering university, their choice of 
institution and degree, and who their primary motivators were. This chapter 

reveals how many Muslim women spoke of the positive influences of their 

parents, especially fathers, in encouraging them into higher education. This 

represents a direct challenge to stereotyped representations of Asian Muslim 

families, and in particular fathers, as oppressive and restrictive of women's 

education. The chapter also discusses how higher education was viewed by both 

women and their parents as a significant means by which to gain social prestige. 

Chapter Five explores Muslim women's experiences of higher education and 

university life and describes, amongst other things, women's routes into higher 

education, and the personal and social benefits women felt they gained as a 

result of degree level study. It also discusses some of the ways in which `non- 

traditional' entrants to university can sometimes feel `Othered' in predominantly 

white, middle-class and secular institutions. 

One of the key motivating factors identified in Chapter Four was the ability to 

attract a `suitably educated' potential husband and this, and women's thoughts 

about their higher education and its influence on their marriage choices, is 

explored further in Chapter Six. Chapter Seven continues the discussion started 

in Chapter Two and represents the `pulling together' of the main strands of this 

thesis through an exploration of Muslim women's religious and cultural 
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identities. Drawing on the theoretical frameworks offered by AN-tar Brah, it 

considers the ways in which Muslim women perceive their religious and cultural 

identities. It further considers the use of dichotomous terms such as ' modern' 

and `traditional' often used in accounts on Muslim women and questions the 

legitimacy of such terms. Chapter Eight forms the concluding chapter. 

summarising the main findings of the thesis and situating the work within a 

broader context. It ends with some further thoughts from the Muslim women in 

this study on their university experiences and its impact on their identities and 

their future aspirations. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

`(RE) PRESENTING SOUTH ASIAN MUSLIM «'OMEN IN 
BRITAIN; CONTEMPORARY REALITIES AND 

EMBODIMENTS' 

Introduction 

Chapter Two will explore the relationships between power, representations. 
stereotypes of South Asian and Muslim women and questions the persistence of 
these stereotypes within both academic and media discourses. Drawing on the 

contributions of Edward Said on the nature of Orientalist discourses and 
stereotypes of the `Other' as either `deformed representations (Said, 1978) or a 
fetishised `fixated form of representation' (Bhabha, 1994), I discuss how some 

representations of South Asian and Muslim women and their families in Britain 

have served to produce lingering essentialised embodiments which in turn are 

promoted as gendered signifiers of identity. 

Stuart Hall's concerns with `access to the rights to representation', and the 

`politics of representation' will link into the critical interventions of Avtar Brah, 

Marnia Lazreg and Chandra Talpade Mohanty, amongst others, who have each 
highlighted how certain `Western feminist' theoretical concepts, such as 

patriarchy theory, can reproduce hegemonic structures and impose meaning 

upon the lives of `Othered' subjects8. A critique of oppositional binaries such as 

`modern and traditional' often used to limiting effect to frame the experiences of 

South Asian and Muslim women, will form a connecting thread through the 

thesis. In this chapter I argue that persistent, gendered and racialised Eurocentric 

discourses have fetishised certain aspects of South Asian and Muslim women's 

lives such as `arranged marriages'. These stereotypes act to obscure 

manifestations of agency and empowerment by `subalternised' subjectivities and 

fail to account for diversity and fluidity in expressions of identity. By way of an 

illustrative example that links into my fieldwork, I deconstruct `taken for 

Mohantv's use and definition of 'W'estern feminism' refers to, `the similar effects of various 
textual stratc`gics used by writers which codify Others as non-Western and hence themselves as 
(implicitly) W'estern' (1991, p. 52). It is one that simultaneously rejects a monolithic understanding 
of the term. 
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granted' cultural signifiers such as `arranged marriage', `izzat and sharam' and 
`dowries', and argue that representations of these practices as static and 
immutable, homogenises both South Asian men and women's narratives and 

experiences and masks sites of complexity, social change and agency 

I conclude by stressing the importance of developing sociological accounts of 

gendered and in the case of this thesis, religious identities that respond to both 

global influences and localised socio-political processes. The significance of 
Brah's theoretical approach, that pays attention to both localised and larger 

structural forces and modes of construction, particularly when thinking about 
Muslim women's presence in higher education and their religious identities and 

experiences, will be returned to in Chapter Seven. 

Power, Representation and Stereotype 

The significance of power relations that delineate and inform practices of 

representation and stereotype cannot be under-estimated and is a recurring, 

regulating and circulatory theme that owes much to the theorisations and 

perspectives of Foucault and Gramsci. Key to understanding the nature of 

representational forms of power are the unequal relations that exist between 

signifier and signified and the symbolic power through which stereotypes are 

legitimated at both structural levels and localised contexts (Hall, 1997). As many 

non-Western women writers have argued, it is through the unequal but 

circuitous power relations within varying institutions that stereotypes of South 

Asian and Muslim women continue to be reproduced and re-packaged. 

Edward Said in 'Orientalism' (1978) notes that it is the nature of the discourse 

that shapes specific representations, which are in turn regulated by those very 

discourses into `re-producing' established forms of knowledge about, rather than 

b 
. 
i,, `Othered' populations. Implicit in this process is the premise that certain 

groups or cultures lack the intellectual capacity, language, 'objectivity' and 

rigour with which to represent themselves. Orientalist projects, based as they are 

on essentialised and de-humanised representations, achieve dominance through 

the exploitative relations of power associated with Colonialist enterprises. 

Hence, Said's contention of the `deformed' nature of the Orientalist discourses. 

The `major shift' Said notes, is when intellectual endeavour, already a 
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politicised activity, is transformed into what he calls an -instrumental attitude', 
in other words, a policy role. Similar themes can also be found in Mohanty's 
critique of the Western feminist overtures and representations of the universal 
`Third World Woman' (1991), particularly in relation to political positionings 
and scepticism over imposed binaries (see below) and in Stuart Hall's 
discussions on the `politics of representation' (see below). 

Said's assertion of stereotypes as `deformed representations', can be contrasted 
with Bhabha's (1994) assertion of stereotype as `fetish'. Moving away from 

conceptualisations based on an assertion of difference, Bhabha argues that 
discourses of stereotypes are hinged on the significance of `fixity' as a 
conceptual category and notions of ambivalence. This allows for the Other to be 

constructed as contradictory being both fixed, known and predictable, but at the 

same time associated with stereotypes of disruption and disorder. This 
formulation, based on a Freudian reading of fetishism, and much like the 

contradictory nature of identity, being the same but also different, 

accommodates disavowal of the Other that is held as both an attraction and 
desire (to be indulged) and a threat (to be rejected and forbidden), and that 

responds to the introduction of sexualised fantasies of the Other (Hall, 1997; 

Bhabha, cited in Hall, 1997; Childs and Williams, 1997). 

Bhabha's model of fetish links into Orientalist stereotypes in a structural way. 
Both share similar structural features which link racial and sexual difference (the 

unfamiliar and foreboding) with the fetish object or stereotype (the familiar and 

conventional). Applied to representations of South Asian and Muslim women, 

we can see how competing images of women as both victims and objects of 

desire waver between these two fixations. There are of course, parallels here 

with the ambivalence observed in some representations of black masculinities. 

where reactions to stereotypes take the form of the opposing and competing sets 

of characteristics thereby confining identities within ambivalent fixations instead 

of freeing them (Mercer, 1994; Hall, 1997). 

Taking the issue of representational politics a little further, Stuart Hall's 

contributions on the politics of, and `access to' representation and meaning draw 

attention to relations of power within the academy and other representational 

forums such as media and film (1989/1996). The `shift' in black cultural politics 
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that Hall has spoken of was marked by a `new discourse of ethnicity ' that acted 
to displace varying cultural strategies in relation to each other. This overlapping 
`later moment' was, he suggested, a `burden of representation' that signified a 
new phase in cultural studies whereby black artists were required to address a 
change in the `relations of representation to a politics of representation' (p. 442). 
Recognising that `representation' is not an `after-the-event' reflection of existing 
discourses, but is constitutive of them, Hall argues that: 

This gives questions of culture and ideology, and scenarios of representation - 
subjectivity, identity, politics -a formative, not merely an expressive, place in the 
constitution of social and political life. 

(Hall, ibid, p. 443. ) 

The phenomenon of `native informants' in academic, policy, or media spaces 
does little to redress disparities in power relations between objectifier and 

subject when the tools, language and structures associated with these 

environments are not brought into question9. In the field of popular literature, 

women writers from South Asian and Other backgrounds entering the 

`mainstream' are also likely to find their work or themselves, subject to critical 

gazes and pigeonholing as `writers of colour' with all the baggage such labels 

imply. They become unwittingly or not, enmeshed in a production of knowledge 

and representation that they ironically, have no authority over. However as Hall 

notes, it is possible to adopt a position of `continuous critical discourse' about 

forms, subjects and regimes of representation, that is located within the struggle 

and politics of black representation (ibid, p. 448). 

The issue of representational politics raised by Hall presents some key questions 

that this thesis must address in the framing of its research questions. For 

instance, how do I ensure that I remain sensitive to power differences between 

myself and research participants? Even when accounting for all my subjectivity 

positionings, how do I avoid reproducing a new series of stereotyped 

representations? How do I remain alert to localised nuances and individual 

stories without over-privileging or silencing these? How do I know I'm asking 

the right' questions'! 

9I return to some of these debates on the politics of 'insider-outsider' debates in Chapter Three 

where I discuss the methodology I employed. For two interesting discussions on 'native informants' 

or researchers, sec Kiran Narayan (1997) and Rey Chow (1994) reproduced in Lewis and Mills 

(200 3). 
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Any theoretical approach that is influenced by notions of reflexivity and the 
situatedness of the researcher within the research process is subject to a number 
of uncertainties, particularly when exploring the experiences of marginalised, 
racialised and gendered groups. Issues of representation and social responsibility 
in the research process hold, I believe, a unique. politicised value when the 
researcher is also the researched. 

Use of Western Feminist theoretical concepts 

I have been very much influenced by the writing of Marnia Lazreg (1988), and 
Chandra Talpade Mohanty (1988,1991), who draw our attention to the broad 
influence of western ideologies in writings on `Othered women'. These not only 
construct fixed representations of the `non-western world', but in situating their 

own particular experiences and perspectives as the `norm', also yield authority 

over `third world' women who can similarly find themselves utilising these 
ideological tools when writing about their own communities. 

Lazreg (1988) questions the very nature of the Western `feminist project' 

criticising it as `inherently `Western gynocentric' (p. 96) in that it exerts a `power 

of interpretation' over `different' or `other' women which ultimately gives status 

and credibility to academic feminists. It is this hegemonic authority, the 

privileging of one (Western) social standard over another (non-Western), which 

she argues, has resulted in the failure of the Western feminist project as an 

emancipatory venture. She criticises current notions of `difference' (based in 

deconstruction and discourse analysis) as leading to reductionism and 

essentialism that prevent the acknowledgement of other forms or `modes of 

being different' (p. 97) and suggests that the issue of `intersubjectivity' and 

shared experiences is lost when this occurs. This, she believes, is necessary in 

order to acknowledge the lives of `Othered' women as meaningful and coherent 

and not overwhelmingly rooted in negativity/sadness. Intersubjectivity should 

enable and encourage the facilitation of shared experiences between the 

researcher and the researched and allow for the ways over-arching structures 

such as culture. economics and politics impinge on women's everyday lives. 

Intersubjectivity should therefore facilitate attributing agency to `other' women 

and respecting their right to express their lives through their own constructs 
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whilst recognising that their definitions of certain constructs both exist as their 
own and at the same time, are subject to different definitions, without needing 
definition or validation from the Western researcher or feminist. In short, she 
advocates recognising the heterogeneity behind seemingly shared expressions 
such as `the veil' and argues that `a certain form of humanism must be re- 
affirmed' (p. 98) if this is to occur. Categories such as `Muslim woman' have as 
a result of the essentialising of difference, become `erased' and abstracted. Both 
Avtar Brah (1996) and Shahnaz Khan (1998) draw similar conclusions though 
from differing socio-political contexts - Britain and Canada respectively (see 
Chapter Seven). 

By adopting pre-determined and over-arching religiously defining paradigms 
that shape and regulate discourses used to describe the experiences of `Muslim 

women', `Western feminists', argues Lazreg (who uses the term broadly and 
thus avoids identifying particular texts), assert authority over `their' objects', 

attaching their own interpretations of religious meaning into the everyday lives 

of Muslim women. These paradigms in turn, become so deterministic and 
dominant they negate the opportunity for other frames of reference and offer 
little thought as to why, when and how religion intersects with women's lives. In 

criticising the tendencies of defining paradigms and generalisations, she writes: 

The repetitive nature of the prevailing paradigm stifles the mind and dulls the senses. At 
the very least, it has no aesthetic value; it is like wearing the same clothes all the time. 
However, its ultimate effect is to preclude any understanding of Algerian women in 
their lived reality: as subjects in their own right. Instead, they are reified, made into 
mere bearers of unexplained categories. Algerian women have no existence outside 
these categories; they have no individuality. What is true of one is true of all; just as 
what is true of Algerian women is also true of all women deemed to be like them over 
the space generously defined as the "Muslim world" or the "Arab world. " This 
"worlding" of the female world is another instance of the unquestioned practice of 
"abstracted empiricism" 

(Lazreg, 1988, pp. 94-95, original emphasis). 

She suggests a phenomenological approach to the study of women's lived 

experiences as a means of diffusing boundaries between categories and 

promoting an agenda that takes its cues from those it proposes to study, not 

those with defining authority. Citing also the use of certain `leading questions' 

that are more reflective of the Western feminists attitudes and pre-conceptions 

towards the `Oriental object'. Lazreg goes on to ask a vital question: 
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How then, can an Algerian woman write about women in Algeria when her space has 
already been defined, her history dissolved, her subjects objectified, her language 
chosen for her? How can she speak without saying the same things? 

(ibid., p. 95). 

Ultimately, Lazreg's frustrations are a reflection of the unease she perceives that 

characterises both latent and manifest forms of racist and Islamophobic 

sentiments that parade under the guise of the secular liberalism higher education 
institutions and liberal intelligentsias enthusiastically advocate. Many of her 

observations on the objectification of Arab women are features that parallel the 

ways in which South Asian women and South Asian Muslim women are also 

objectified, although historically, they are different. 

Like Lazreg, Mohanty argues that `Western feminist' interventions into the lives 

of Othered women have replicated paternalistic and colonial discourses in three 

main ways. The first is to act to erase specificity and difference between cultures 

of women whilst privileging an ethnocentric universalism. This assumes that the 

category of `woman' is pre-defined and non-specific. The second rests in the 

way that cross-cultural universalism is uncritically accepted, while the third 

frame of analysis is based in disparities in the flow of knowledge (between the 

West and the Rest). The combined effect of these modes results in the 

representation of the `Third World Woman' as monolithic and reified by a 

handful of static images. Mohanty asserts: 

This average third world woman leads an essentially truncated life based on her 

feminine gender (read: sexually constrained) and her being `third world' (read: 
ignorant, poor, uneducated, tradition-bound, domestic, family-oriented, victimised, etc). 
This, I suggest, is in contrast to the (implicit) self-representation of Western woman as 

educated, as modern, as having control over their own bodies and sexualities, and the 
freedom to make their own decisions. 

(Mohanty, p. 56,1991) 

Mohanty's critique echoes similar calls for a re-evaluation and challenging of 

Western feminist theories and their objectifying universalising practices when 

writing about women from other cultures (Carby, 1982; Amos and Parmar, 

1984; Ong, 1988; Ang, 1995). Revisiting her original article in 2003, Mohanty 

reminds us that her critique of white feminism was not in order to set up 

oppositional structures of reference, but rather to encourage shared frameworks 

across feminisms. 
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The prominence I have given here to critiques of Western feminism, especially 
with respect to perspectives on Muslim women, is not intended to deny the 
contributions of Western feminist theories and methodologies to broader 

understandings of gendered relations. As Bradley (1996) reminds us, `there is a 
danger of writing off the classic legacy and under-valuing its achievements' 
(p. 92). She points to the sometimes vigorous debates and research diverse 

feminist standpoints have triggered (including variations of patriarchy theory), 

such as work on the nature of inequalities of gender relations in both public and 

privates spheres, waged and unwaged work, sexuality and the body, male 

violence, and work on education and the state. All these have shaped 

contemporary understandings of gendered power relations and their inter- 

connectedness with other forms oppressions. Feminist methodologies (which I 

draw on in Chapter Three) have given space to the significance of subjectivity, 

agency and gendered experience in the research process, not to mention the 

possibilities for gendered research that is emancipatory and rooted in women's 

lived realities. Indeed, some Western feminist concepts such as Judith Butler's 

theorisations on `agency' have been usefully developed and adapted to Muslim 

contexts. Saba Mahmood (2005) for example, leans on Butler's notions of 

agency and its relationship within structures of power in her analysis of Muslim 

women's movements in Egypt. Here, Muslim women are re-defining their 

spaces in ways that disrupt both liberal feminist and Islamist assumptions of 

empowerment and agency. 

Black feminist writings have been amongst the strongest critical voices of 

Western feminism and in so doing, have problematised white feminist accounts 

for replicating the very imbalances in power relations they have critical of, and 

for contributing to an erasure of difference that rendered black women invisible. 

However, many (though by no means not all) black feminist writings (whilst 

acknowledging points of convergence and divergence amongst women) have 

also failed to acknowledge Western feminism's authoritative assault on the lives 

of Muslim women. Indeed in many instances, black feminist perspectives. either 

through remaining largely silent on Orientalist constructions of women or 

through similar stereotyped perceptions, also collude in denying Muslim women 

the agency and voice to define their own spaces. 
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Based on mis-informed texts and sensationalist academic and journalistic 

writings, both white and black feminists project pre-conceived attitudes towards 
Islam and Muslim women that are just as damaging as sexism and racism 
(Bullock, 2002). Rarely do black and white feminists, when highlighting the 
oppression of Muslim women in Muslim countries such as the case of Talibanist 
Afghanistan, contextualise their articles, point out that the oppression of women 
is not mandated by the Qur'an, stress the heterogeneity of Muslim cultures and 
their dynamic nature, or draw references to the rights Muslim women are 
entitled to - rights that women in the West waited centuries for and in some 

cases, are still struggling to attain. 

In surveying the development of black women's organisations in the UK, 

Sudbury (1998) appears to interpret Muslim women's mobilisations as an 
`unwillingness to choose' between religion and gender (p 191). White Muslim 

women - including those who converted to Islam - are also largely ignored in 

Western feminist thought and in some instances, have been described as 
`traitors' to their sex (Berrington, 1993). Their welfare needs, as women of faith, 

are not normally considered in social welfare systems for example, that 

categorise on the basis of race and ethnicity (Shah-Kazemi, 2001). 

Despite there now being some excellent books and articles on black feminist 

scholarship and activity, the vast majority (not all) of these ignore `Muslim 

women' and the ways faith-based identities are being used as tools of 

empowerment (cf. Sudbury 2001; Young, 2001). For instance, outstanding 

reader texts, such as `Black British Feminism', (1997) that stress both the 

importance of political solidarity amongst women in the face of racisms and also 

appropriately, the fractures that exist within the umbrella term of `black', (Ang- 

Lygate, 1997), are notably silent on the struggles and successes of, British 

Muslim women. Similarly, in some writings defining `black British feminism', 

`Muslim women', or faith-based identities, are rarely, if at all mentioned (cf. 

Sudbury 2001: Young, 2001). Where Muslim women are mentioned, it is often 

within pathologised, victim-focused discourses and in the context of 

'fundamental isin' -a term that recurs in popular and academic discourse, but 

exists without coherent definition (cf., Patel, 1997) in pejorative reference, 

mostly towards Muslims. `Religious identities' it seems, are not considered 
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suitable vehicles for female empowerment and debate within Western 
discourses, but are to be viewed with suspicion (cf. Sahgal and Yuval-Davis. 
1992). 

If Orientalism is one defining framework used to shape discourses on Muslim 

women, its antithesis is the highly politicised Islamist movement. Like 
Orientalism, this ideological construct also seeks authority over women's lives 

and can limit women's own capacities for self-definition. However, unlike 
Orientalist narratives, Islamist movements (typically dominated by male 

authority over women) often attract Muslim women seeking empowerment 
through Islam, rejecting discriminatory practices legitimated (by male 
interpretations) in the name of religion (Khan 1998; Salih 2001). The problem 
though, with pitting Orientalism against a reactionary framework such as 
`Islamism' is that there is little room for women veering at the margins of the 

Islamist movement - those who identify as Muslim, sometimes strongly so, but 

believe some Islamist interpretations and practices to be too prescriptive. In 

terms of research, this can exclude devout Muslim women who choose not to 

wear the hijab, for example (cf., Roald, 2001, who in her study of gender 

relations and Muslim women's experiences living in `the West', explicitly stated 

that women not wearing the hijab were excluded from her study). 

Whilst the literature from women based in the Developing world and black 

feminist critiques have made some important theoretical and methodological 

contributions, Muslim women in their specificity, located in West, are still 

largely reliant on, and framed within discourses emanating from Muslim women 

in the Middle East where the political, social and economic conditions are 

noticeably different to the `West'. However, these insights, though useful in 

many respects, do not always speak to the localised and particular experiences of 

South Asian Muslim women who remain marginalised across public and private 

spheres. In order to produce meaningful discourses that remain sensitive to 

power discrepancies and contemporary, contextualised and varied experiences 

and realities, theoretical frameworks need to develop critical spaces that allow 

both shared and particular realities to co-exist. 
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Representations of South Asian Women in Britain - Contesting 
Themes and Frameworks 

Representations of South Asian women and their sexuality - regardless of 
ethnicity or religion - have historically and typically been framed within 
competing gendered and racialised discourses of victim-hood and exoticised 
objectification, as erotic but vulnerable, ugly and dirty, or as sexually immoral 
(Brah, 1996; Bhattacharya, 1998; Puwar, 2003), and as `carriers' of cultural 
traditions (Rattansi, 1992,1994; Patel, 1997). In `A Glimpse Through Purdah', 
Sitara Khan (1999) identifies amongst the following as common stereotypes of 
South Asian women in the West: 

" Asian women come from a primitive backward culture; 

" Asian women, especially Muslim women are not allowed to work because of their 
religion; 

" Asian women accept their lot and do not struggle against the circumstances in 
which they find themselves; 

" Asian women come from restrictive patriarchal families; 

" Asian women have arranged (forced) marriages (with close relatives) in which they 
are trapped; 

" Asian women are passive victims of circumstance (citing Parmar, 1982); 

" As their potential is severely limited there is no point in providing them with equal 
opportunities. 

(ibid, p. 2-3) 

In addition, South Asians have `ghetto mentalities', large extended families, 

marry close relatives and bear several children (ibid). Populist writings on 

Muslim women, especially following September 11, have contained elements of 

all the above characteristics indicating a convergence of ambivalent and 

stereotyped identities of `Asian' with `Muslim' (Werbner, 2004). Some, if not 

all, these listed features are also rooted in both academic and state responses and 

positions on South Asian Muslims. For instance, the establishment of an office 

within the Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO) to deal with increased 

cases of `forced marriage' has been widely critised by Muslim commentators for 

devoting much of its attention on women from Muslim families (The Muslim 

News, May 2002). Basit's (1997) study on young South Asian Muslim women 

in schools, noted that teachers questioned the wisdom in offering careers advice 

to young South Asian Muslim women, or investing time in their academic 
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development if all they were destined for were `arranged marriages' as soon as 
they reached school-leaving age (see also Brah, 1996). In Chapter Seven, I 

discuss how newer, emerging realities of Muslim women's participation in both 

higher education and professional employment disrupt stereotyped images of 
Asian women considered in this chapter. 

A more recent review of the ways in which South Asian women have been 

represented both within academic scholarship but also within the power 

structures of academia, Puwar (2003), identifies what she calls four 

`melodramatic moments' or postures. These overlapping, competing and diverse 

configurations - victim-hood, `heroine-hood', pity and celebration - 

circumscribe and map theoretical frameworks within which representations of 

South Asian women are often located. Varying images of South Asian women 

whether in colonial India, in sweatshops in Britain, or as `hybridised' and 

fashion-setting young women or `Asian Babes', Puwar argues, are none-the-less 

typified and objectified through these discourses. Whilst passivity, `victim- 

hood' and `heroine-hood' are most profoundly and dramatically embodied 

through `sati' (widow burning amongst Hindus in India) evoking responses of 

`rescue' and salvation, discourses of `pity' and `celebration' dominate accounts 

of diaspora experiences. 

Older research monographs on first generation South Asian migrants 

concentrated very much on anthropological accounts stressing defining tropes 

such as kinship systems and Punjabi `biraderi's, household structures, links with 

the country of origin and structural disadvantage, female-focused concepts of 

`izzat' and arranged marriages (which I will discuss in some detail below), veils, 

generational conflicts, and the phenomena of `being caught between two 

cultures' (Khan 1977; Shaw 1988,1994; Ballard 1994; Brah 1996; Anwar 

1998). 

This `clash of two cultures' thesis, dominant in anthropological thinking in the 

1970's and premised on the basis of discreet ethnic categories that are 

incompatible with one another, still holds currency for academic, government 

and media discourses and problematises South Asian women in a number of 

ways. By homogenising and situating South Asian women and their experiences 

within dichotomous and oppositional discourses of 'Westernised' (read ' free' ) 
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and `traditional' (read `oppressed'), thereby evoking images of victim-hood. 
South Asian cultural practices (such as `arranged marriage', see below) are 
distanced from their social and localised contexts and translated as static and 
abstract features of women's lives. As I go on to discuss in further detail in 
Chapter Seven, this particular framework limits the capacity for the expression 
of agency and dismisses experiences that are located outside this binary. 

These earlier accounts showed that South Asian women, far from confirming 

stereotypes of secluded and `passive Asian women' played key roles in their 

contributions towards household economies, the reconstruction of cultural 
traditions, labour movements and emerging political dialogues (Wilson 1978; 

Saifullah Khan 1977; Bhachu 1988; Werbner 1988; Brah 1996). It is perhaps, 

reasonable to assume that the women my research focuses on are, 

metaphorically speaking, the `daughters' (and also possibly, the 'grand 

daughters') of the women featured in some of the earlier, classic studies 

mentioned here. Yet regardless of economic positioning, whether in low-paid, 

unskilled or semi-skilled occupations or as high-flying professional women, 

representations South Asian women (including Wilson and Saifullah Khan 

above) remain bound within the essentialised and deterministic configurations 

Puwar identifies. Even classic texts such as Amrit Wilson's `Finding a Voice' 

(1978), hailed by white feminists for giving space to `authentic' Asian women's 

voices and challenging myths of Asian women as passive victims, contribute 

instead, alternative forms of limiting, pity-evoking discourses (Parmar, 1982, 

cited in Puwar, 2003). Descriptive accounts devoid of their political, economic, 

racialised and gendered contexts, allow for further and persistent objectifications 

and Othering. 

Essentialised markers of South Asianess such as clothing have also been 

appropriated in varying ways. Within professional working environments, 

studies on South Asian women and employment indicate how the traditional 

`shalwar kameez' or sari, are generally viewed as unsuitable for the work place 

and carry negative and opposing connotations (Ahmad, Modood and 

Lissenburgh, 2003, Ramji, 2003). In comparison, `Asian chic' took on a new 

significance at a commercial level once Western pop stars such as Madonna 
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`discovered' certain cultural trinkets (for example `bindis' and bangles) and 

methods of bodily adornment (hennared hands) (Kalra and Hutnyk, 1998). 

However, despite the availability and intellectual credibility of the above 

critiques on representational politics and emphasis on the `location of the 

subjective self, the potential for essentialising frames of reference and the 

reification of cultures still exists. Oppositional or challenging projects can 

similarly find themselves constrained by limiting theoretical tools, frameworks 

and language, or are `read' through prevailing subjectivities and perspectives. 

Representations of South Asian and Muslim women, who are either objects of 

desire or disgust, are particularly subject to these tendencies and modes of 

knowledge production. 

The representation of South Asian women then, has been dominated by a 

handful of themes ('inter-generational conflict', cultural conflict and 

negotiations and `arranged marriages'). These themes have remained remarkably 

persistent constituting the grammar by which South Asian women's experiences 

are mediated and disseminated throughout society. 

`Arranged Marriage' as Cultural Signifier 

The discussion above on the nature and production of stereotypes and on the 

political `regimes of representation' (Hall, 1997) highlights how certain 

persistent themes can result in people and cultures being reduced and 

essentialised to a few key characteristics which are presented as fixed and 

immutable. `Arranged marriages' are one of the main practices which are used 

to define the distinctiveness of South Asians in relation to other communities 

found in Britain. Not only do they symbolise `South Asianess', but also continue 

to represent them in ways that mark them as being distinct from other 

communities. `Arranged marriages' are thus commonly abstracted as a metaphor 

for British Asian life-styles and Otherness. Whilst not wishing to attribute the 

same level of fixed cultural marked-ness and significance to the practice of 

`arranged marriages' as those accused of essentialising Asian women. the very 

nature and characteristic of my sample group, that is, young women either 

studying in university or as graduates in professional employment and of an age 

where many were able to realistically consider marriage, made the issue of 

40 



`marriage' in the interviews relational and significant in their lives. I want 
instead, to detail how the trope of `arranged marriage' acts as a cultural signifier 
of identity and show how certain hegemonic interpretative frameworks, when 
applied uncritically to non-Western families, can produce static representations 
of culture and people that homogenises both South Asian men and women's 
narratives and experiences and masks sites of complexity, social change and 
agency. 

First though, it may be helpful to offer a brief overview of how descriptions and 
discourses of arranged marriages have manifested themselves in academia. 
Often presented as diametrically opposed to `love marriages', studies on 
`arranged marriages' - where, in the most general sense, parents, with their 

children's consent, take a lead role in choosing spouses for their children - have 

almost exclusively focused on women as objects of the `process'. Other senior 

women and men are situated as instigators and the social controllers of women 
(for examples see Brah on teenagers in West London, 1978; Basit on Pakistani 

and Bangladeshi schoolgirls in East England (1996,1997); Bhachu on Sikh 

women 1991; Bhopal (1997,1998,1999,2000) on South Asian women in East 

London; Bradby (1999) on young Punjabi women in Glasgow and; Shaw (2000) 

on Pakistanis in Oxford). In cultures that place a particular value on chastity, 

marriage is viewed as the appropriate institution or avenue for the regulation and 

expression of sexuality for both sexes, but particularly so for women. The 

ambiguity around the term `arranged marriage' (Stopes-Roe and Cochrane, 

1990; Bauman, 1996; 4th PSI Survey, Modood et al, 1997), further attests to the 

complexity, variety and significance attributed to definitions and practices that 

constitute `arranged marriages', and the different meanings different groups of 

people and individuals attach to the term. These are obviously also subject to 

religious, sectarian, caste, cultural, class, and educational and generational 

influences. 

Similarly, `love' marriages, an equally subjective term, by contrast, are often 

presented as the polarised opposite to arranged marriages, with the underlying 

assumption being that the choice of one or the other is in some way reflective of 

cultural or religious conformity and conservatism and also symbolic of the 

degree of integration into and influence of, western lifestyles. Many of these 
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studies, particularly the earlier ones, reported that amongst their respondents, 

arranged marriages were viewed as more stable than `love' marriages and 
pointed to the significantly lower rates of divorce within Asian families and the 

supportive role played by the extended family should problems arise. However, 

arranged marriages were often portrayed from a idealized European perspective, 

as an ancient and rigid duty-bound system that suppressed individual freedoms 

and subjugated women, and as already noted, are sometimes confused with 
`forced' marriages. 

Within the academic literature arranged marriages are also described as being 

circumscribed by rules determining who one could or could not marry based on 

religious, caste or regional affiliations. Hindu and Sikh marriages have been 

characteristically identified as exogamous, with members forbidden to marry 

within the kin group and unions sought between non-kin sharing similar, or 

higher caste backgrounds. Whilst their marriages are regarded as sacramental, 

Muslim marriages are contractual and are traditionally typified (though not 

exclusively so) as endogamous marriages within kinship groups (see Anwar, 

1998; C. Ballard, 1978; R. Ballard, 1982; Brah, 1978; Jeffrey, 1976; Saifullah 

Khan, 1977; Shaw, 1994,2000; Stopes-Roe and Cochrane, 1990; Werbner, 

1988; Wilson, 1978). 

From as early as the late seventies, concerns were raised about the unduly 

negative focus Asian families and the practice of arranged marriages received 

both in the press and from government quarters, some of whom talked of 

`discouraging the arranged marriage system in the hope that (Asian) parents 

would respect the rights of their children' (C. Ballard, 1978, my emphasis). 

Catherine Ballard drew attention to how both populist and academic literature on 

arranged marriages tended to adopt a simplistic problem focus, highlighting 

mostly negative outcomes and attitudes, or stressed inter-generational and inter- 

cultural conflicts (ibid). Not much has changed since. The `clash of cultures' 

thesis, that underpins many melodramatic accounts, especially from the media, 

is supplemented by additional fears from government quarters that British South 

Asian families (especially Muslim ones), will continue to select partners from 

the sub-continent and thus be responsible for `importing povverty' (NIP for 

Keighly, West Yorkshire. Ann Cryer speaking in the Evening Standard, '001). 
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This is a concern that is publicly and politically couched within the racialised 
discourse of the emancipation of women from `forced marriages', either as 
recipients of a spouse from overseas or the actual overseas subject. 

This issue first came into the public consciousness when the Labour MP for 
Keighly, Mrs Ann Cryer spoke out in the Commons against the `treatment o/ 
Asian Muslim women by their families' (Hansard, February, 1999). Although 
Muslim women's groups had been highlighting such issues for a number of 
years, it was her intervention as self-professed `champion' of Asian Muslim 

women that caught the attention of both media and the Government and led to 
the establishment of a Commission to investigate `forced marriages'. British 
Asian Muslim families were again problematised when soon after the summer 
riots of 2001, Ann Cryer criticised Asian Muslim families who arranged 
marriages in Pakistan or Bangladesh of `importing poverty'. She urged the 
Home Secretary to consider introducing stringent immigration policies to ensure 
that only spouses who spoke English were given entry to the UK and suggested 
that British Asian Muslim families should `select partners for their children 
from the sort of home-grown variety of Muslim Asians' (2001). The key points 

worth highlighting here are that she, as a white woman, assumed a Western 

feminist position of `protector' and objectifier of `silent and suffering' South 

Asian Muslim women. She made no effort to contact existing nationally-based 
Muslim women's organisations to ensure that their voices could be heard or to 

learn about their work and how they had been dealing with such issueslo 

Instead, her actions alienated Muslim women's groups. In so doing she perhaps 

unwittingly, invited the media to present another sensationalised and 

homogenised portrayal of British South Asian Muslim women (see Chapter Six). 

While earlier, anthropological accounts were discourses developed from a 

perspective of the `outsider looking in' and were descriptive in nature, many 

contemporary academic accounts of Asian families and marriage acknowledge 

the developing processes of continuity and change, of adaptation and innovation, 

and modification and re-negotiation of cultural values, that are mediated via 

ethnic or religious frameworks. They are also careful to avoid perpetuating 

" Information based on personal communication with the then Chair of one of the longest running 
Muslim women's organisations. ̀The Muslim Women's Helpline', who are regularly consulted by 
Government on various gender and Muslim issues. 
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stereotypes based on simplistic and reductive categories. However, some 
accounts of `arranged marriage' still adopt an un-critical and assumed 
universalistic understanding of the term that situates arranged marriages as 
immutable, static institutions that are further fixed by temporal and spatial 
boundaries. When conceptualised in this way, arranged marriages and Asian 

cultures tend to be presented in a wholly negative light. For example, Talbani 

and Hasanali (2000), based on their work with Canadian schoolgirls, and with 
only some limited reference to the wider issues of gender inequality in Canada, 

present an uncritical and generalised reference to the `inertia of south Asian 

culture' (p. 623), which they assert encourages the (de facto) subordination and 
subjugation of women through arranged marriages: 

The arranged marriage plays a central role in maintaining the subordinate role of 
women in society. Female subordination is expressed, validated and perpetuated 
through rites and symbols related to marriage 

(Talbani and Hasanali, 2000, p. 626). 

This static and immutable view of homogeneous south Asian cultures and 
families necessarily excludes possibilities of diversity across religious and 

cultural expressions, and alternative positionalities that may allow for definitions 

of cultural expressions as fluid and fluctuating, subject to change and open to 

negotiation within and outside immediate social groups. It negates prospects for 

individual agency. It also raises another key limitation of accounts on arranged 

marriage, and in my view, ethical issue, over the use of adolescents whose 

experiences and expectations of marriage were likely to be limited (C. Ballard, 

1978). This was a point echoed by myself in an earlier paper where I drew 

attention to the ways in which young Asian informants in these studies were 

often expected to assume the role of `cultural expert' (Ahmad, 2001). 

As identified in the earlier discussion, some of the literature on South Asian 

women and their families act to invoke emotional responses of pity and 

reproduce stereotypes of Asian women as passive victims of a singular and static 

South Asian culture that is inevitably oppressive towards women (cf., Wade and 

Souter, 1992; Bhopal, 1997,1998,1999,2000). Although some differences in 

the meanings of `arranged marriage' may be explored in such texts, these are 

often not contextualised sufficiently to account for religious, cultural or class 

locations, but are rather situated within a racist discourse of patriarchy, which 
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from its outset, assumes `the family' to be repressive and constraining structure. 
Like Talbani and Hasanali's analysis above, individual `agency' within the 
framework of `Asian family' in these contexts appears to be limited and can 

only be achieved through active promotion of and mobilisation around clearly 

perceived western discourses. 

Challenges to authority tend to be primarily viewed through a prism of `cultural 

rebellion' against repressive Asian `traditional' values, especially for Asian girls 

and the question of marriage. As Carby notes: 

The Western nuclear family structure and related ideologies of `romantic love' formed 
under capitalism, are seen as more `progressive' than black family structures. An 
unquestioned common-sense racism constructs Asian girls and women as having 
absolutely no freedom, whereas English girls are thought to be in a more `liberated 
society and culture. The media's `horror stories' about Asian girls and arranged 
marriages bear very little resemblance to their experience. The `feminist' version of this 
ideology presents Asian women as being in need of liberation, not in terms of their own 
herstory and needs, but into the `progressive' social mores and customs of the 
metropolitan West. 

(Carby, 1997/1982, p. 47. ) 

Other facets of the arranged marriage process, such as the practice of dowry 

giving, and underlying defining concepts such as `izzat' and `sharam' can also 

be interpreted in ways that contribute to the pathologised discourse of Asian 

cultures as fixed and homogeneous. These, and some comment on new emerging 

patterns of social change, shall be discussed below after some consideration of 

the ways certain theoretical structures are operationalised and effectively result 

in the reproduction of racist and stereotyped assumptions about the Other. 

The `forced marriage' controversy is another key example of how South Asian 

families are publicly stigmatised and problematised. Despite public 

pronouncements by politicians acknowledging that `forced' marriages are 

relatively rare, and acknowledging that the vast majority of `arranged marriages' 

are between freely consenting adults, making them therefore, `compatible with 

British social values', the continued high profile emphasis by both the media and 

politicians on forced marriage, acts to negatively and disproportionately 

highlight, confuse and problematise `arranged' marriages and thus Asian 

families. There is still a dearth of quality research that has sought to explore in 

detail, why some marriages result in varying elements of force, and even less 

detailing the after-effects on both parents and children in such situations. Crude 

hypotheses and conclusions about the `over-bearing' and `izzat-obsessed' nature 
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of Asian families who `need to integrate more' into British culture (whatever 
that means), however abound a plenty. 

When discussing Asian families and arranged marriages, the application of 
theories that are culture-specific raises some important questions that have 

significant implications for the ways data can be interpreted. Ann Phoenix for 

example, discusses the pathologisation of black families when gender theories 
based on white middle class norms are applied without taking into account other 
structural issues such as race and class (1997). Further examples of 
problematisation and stereotype can be viewed when white feminist concepts of 
the family frame women from South Asian backgrounds. Based on notions of 
the nuclear family unit as normative and a primary site for the oppression of 
(white) women within Western capitalist societies, alternative family structures 

such as the single parent, female-led households or indeed, extended family 

systems, can be seen as extreme and repressive. 

`Patriarchy theory' as already mentioned, is an example of a `grand' and over- 

arching Western feminist concept situated within capitalist structures and 

relations that is often used to analyse and describe non-Western families. Carby 

(1982) problematises the universal application of patriarchy theory by pointing 

towards the very distinct differences between differing colonial contexts; it 

failed to explain for instance, why black men were also situated within racialised 

discourses and power relations with respect to white men and women. Black 

women's experiences are markedly different from white women's experiences 

of patriarchy in that black women are simultaneously subjected to the forces of 

racism, class and patriarchy. Similarly, black men cannot, in their relationships 

with women, replicate the patriarchal relations white women are resisting 

because they are also subject to racist structures. As Carby says, "Black women 

have been dominated 'patriarchally' in different ways by men of different 

`colours ' ", (1982/1997, p. 48). In addition, the conceptual relationship white, 

middle-class women have to `the family' as a source of oppression, cannot not 

hold true for black women and their relationships with the black family, which 

are instead experienced as a site of resistance to racist forces (ibid). Here, the 

notion of the family as a site of support and safety, and not of gendered 

oppositional relations is one that resonates with Islamic models of the family. 
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albeit idealised ones, which are based on a conceptualisations of gender relations 
as ̀ different but equal' 

Recent years have seen a number of new research publications documenting the 

processes of rapid social change amongst younger, British born and educated 
South Asian women, who are taking advantage of educational opportunities 

using these as a lever towards upward social mobility (Basit, 1996,1997; 

Ahmad, 2001; Dale, Shaheen, Fieldhouse and Kalra, 2002a, 2002b; Ahmad, 

Modood and Lissenburgh, 2003). Avtar Brah's earlier work on South Asian 

Muslim women in the labour market also documented these emergent themes 

and like Bhachu discussed above, acknowledged the influence patriarchal 

relations had on women's lives and their relationships with men in their 

families, communities, both local and wider (1996). Like Carby, she remains 

sceptical of universalistic concepts of gender relations such as patriarchy theory, 

per se reminding us of the fluidity and variation within male: female 

relationships and the contingent and relational nature of patriarchal relations to 

other equally contingent structures. For the work presented in this thesis, this 

perspective allows for a far more nuanced reading of gender relations across and 

within familial, ethnic, class, religious and political contexts. 

This linking of the `macro' (structural) with the `micro' (localised) aspects is 

central to Brah's conceptualisations on representations and identities of South 

Asian and Muslim women which favours an approach that encourages links 

between "... structure, culture and agency... as inextricably linked mutually 

inscribing formations " (1996, p. 129). Basing her empirical work on the labour 

market realities for young South Asian Muslim women, Brah's approach 

interrogates articulations of difference across and between structural relations 

such as ethnicity, race, class, gender and religion. The emphasis on the 

contingent nature of these formations as also being both empirical and historical, 

allows for contradictory narratives. 

Of particular interest to my discussions on the representation of South Asian 

women and the ways in which arranged marriages are highlighted as cultural 

signifiers of identity, is Brah's operational concept of culture. Describing the 

relationships young South Asian Muslim women have with labour markets, she 

maintains that: 

'47 



There is no suggestion here of a binary divide between culture and structure.. concept 
of culture is evoked that does not `reference' an already fully constituted and fixed 
array of customs, values and traditions. Rather, culture is understood as a process: a 
nexus of intersecting significations; a terrain on which social meanings are produced, 
appropriated, disrupted and contested. Cultural specificities remain but they are 
construed as fluid modalities, as motile boundaries constructed within a multiplicity of 
sites, structures and relations of power. 

(Brah, 1996, p. 130. ) 

Based on this understanding of culture and structure as relational, the concept of 
`arranged marriage' and the relationships of the various subjectivities involved. 

far from being construed as a static signifier, becomes contested and subject to 

re-configuration. Evidence from other studies (including this one) would suggest 

that concepts of marriage and relationships amongst young South Asians have 

undergone significant re-formulations. Brah's emphasis on `structure, culture 

and agency as mutually inscribing formations', demonstrates how experience 

can both be influenced by, and contradict, social discourses. This contingent and 

dynamic view of social relations and structures is particularly useful for my 

study in conceptualising the links between South Asian Muslim women and the 

influences of higher education on their religious identities and experiences (see 

Chapter Seven). 

We can contrast these approaches described above with other recent publications 

on South Asian families, women and attitudes and practices towards arranged 

marriages, that also document similar social changes as a result of higher 

education and professional occupational status, but have been less cautious and 

uncritical in adopting theories such as Walby's theories of patriarchy as the 

interpretive framework (cf., Bhopal, 1997; 1998; 1999). These inevitably tend to 

produce pathologised discourses of South Asian families that imply and 

generalise South Asian family structures and gender relationships as inherently 

oppressive, with particular emphasis on `arranged marriages' where Asian 

women are mere `objects' or `victims' rather than active subjects. Such 

interpretive structures, despite the wealth of research emphasising difference, 

diversity and complex identities between and within social groups, also 

encourage rather than challenge the perpetuation of stereotyped and polarised 

and simplified dichotomies between `traditional (Asian) women' and `modern 

(westernised) women'. 
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One particular study on Asian women in Britain that advocates patriarchy theory 

as an appropriate analytical tool to examine south Asian family structures and 

practices, not only promotes such extreme dichotomies but further characterises 

and compares `traditional women' as those possessing few or no qualifications 

and `therefore' likely to have arranged marriages and dowries, with `single, 

independent women' (or `deviant' women), typified as highly educated women 

and who were `therefore' likely to have unanimously rejected dowries and 

arranged marriages (Bhopal, 1999, p. 129-132). This analytical framework also 

suggests that in order to achieve `success' (whose definition is not elaborated 

upon), South Asian women have little option but to `turn their backs on their 

religion and culture' and that individual `agency' can only be exercised once the 

subject has consciously dissented from the familial and cultural group (Bhopal, 

1997; 1998). Here, it seems that the only way to achieve a separate, individual 

identity, was to `assimilate' into British society. It concludes that: 

It is through marriage that women are able to achieve respect and status in south Asian 
communities. Single women are stigmatized and regarded as having failed the 
community... South Asian women's identity is achieved through the men in their 
communities. 

(Bhopal, 1999, p. 133) 

In addition, the notion that `arranged marriages' are representative of a male 

dominated south Asian identity becomes further re-emphasised and essentialised 

so that within this analytical framework, a rejection of an `arranged marriage' is 

interpreted as a rejection of identity (Bhopal, 1997). Clearly, this form of 

analysis presents us with a number of conceptual problems. The adoption of 

patriarchy theory as an interpretive framework to discuss Asian families and 

cultural practices as highlighted in the above example, effectively essentialises 

arranged marriages as both fixed in practice and experience, but also as a 

representative feature of Asian women's identities, that incidentally, were not 

their `own' but belonged to their families and community. Apart from masking 

the diversity of experiences and differences within South Asian communities 

around practices and beliefs around marriage, and failing to situate the above 

work within a wider social context (for example, by referring to social class 

differences and racism or even accounting adequately for the apparent 

contradictory evidence from other studies) sweeping and simplistic 

generalisations and stereotypes are made. For instance, the `modern/traditional' 
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binaries that this theoretical perspective invites, bear little resemblance to the 
differing forms of agency exhibited by South Asian women in numerous other 
research studies (e. g., Bhachu, 1991,1996, Brah, 1993.1996; Brah and Shaw, 
1992; Shaw, 1994,2000; Jhutti, 1998; Bradby, 1999: Dwyer, 1999; Ahmad. 
2001; Ahmad, Modood and Lissenburgh, 2003; Ramji, 2003) and serves instead, 

to further promote of a set of static stereotypes that contribute to a general 
problematisation of south Asian women, their families, cultures and their 
identities. I shall return to this discussion on the `modern/traditional' dichotomy 

in Chapter Seven. 

Some of the more recent studies on South Asian women show great diversity 

amongst attitudes to marriage choices and document the increasing significance 

education, qualifications and/or professional employment hold when considering 

marriage and securing a suitable husband (Basit, 1996,1997; Ahmad, 2001; 

Dale, Shaheen, Fieldhouse and Kalra, 2002a, 2002b; Ahmad, Modood and 
Lissenburgh, 2003). These support earlier findings from Bhachu's (1991) work 

with younger Sikh women where she described how younger Sikh women's 

entry into the labour market was not `dominated by patriarchy' as Bhopal (1997) 

would suggest, but instead marked a dramatic shift in women's roles within the 

domestic sphere where women exercised considerable control over their lives 

both inside and outside the private domain. This was most significantly noted in 

relation to their consumption patterns particularly in the elaboration of dowries, 

which I shall discuss below. 

Shaw (2000) in her study of Pakistani Muslims in Oxford noted a process of 

social change in the practices and expectations that many of her respondents had 

when considering the marriage prospects of their children. Where once the ideal 

was to satisfy obligations to family in Pakistan and arrange marriages for 

children there, many parents and young people in her sample acknowledged that 

differences in education and outlook between those born and brought up in the 

UK and Pakistan meant that kinship marriages were not always reliable 

indicators of marital success or compatibility. However, the importance of 

securing matches with members from appropriate castes within the UK was still 

stressed. According to Shaw's predictions (supported by other research, e. g., C. 

Ballard, 1978; Brah, 1978; Stopes-Roe and Cochrane, 1990; Basit, 1996,1997). 
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the availability of suitable caste members and an extended definition of biraderi 

coupled with a greater desire to find partners within Britain, would eventually 
lead to a decrease in the number of trans-national marriages with kin folk. This 
is a prediction at odds with those made by a Foreign and Commonwealth report 
on community perceptions of `forced marriages' (Samad and Eade, ? 00? ). 

Another interesting feature to emerge from some studies, including this thesis, 
on South Asian women and on Muslim young women in particular, was the 

reported influential role parents played in encouraging their daughters education, 
if only partly to increase their chances of success in the `marriage market' 
(Basit, 1996,1997; Dale et al 2002a and 2002b; Ahmad, Modood and 
Lissenburgh, 2003). In an earlier publication (Ahmad, 2001), I identified the role 
fathers in particular played in encouraging their daughters' higher education and 

shall elaborate on this in Chapter Four. This finding is in stark contrast to 

research that situates Muslim fathers and families as exercising extreme 

patriarchal restraints on the education and careers of their daughters (cf., Wade 

and Souter, 1992 Khanum, 1995). 

Changing social realities such as a general increase in marrying ages amongst 

educated Asian women (itself a national statistic for the population as a whole) 

and difficulties in securing a suitable marriage partner - which could be 

attributed to wider difficulties families are facing as well as a product of limited 

leisure time due to expectations of over-time in the workplace - are interpreted 

either as a `rejection of arranged marriages' or as a failure on the part of the 

woman (Bhopal, 1997; 1998). Alternative conceptualisations of marriage 

practices that remain sympathetic to cultural and religious sensibilities are 

similarly not accounted for. Nor is the prospect that younger Asian men, or even 

parents are also experiencing and expressing social change and differences in 

expectations with regards to marriage. 

Whilst not denying the persistence of genuine gender inequalities within some 

South Asian familial practices, attention also needs to be paid to ensuring that 

one adequately addresses and contextualises the racialised nature of gender 

relationships and the capitalist structures that underpin these, highlighting not 

only where complexities and ambivalences lie, but also where resistance to 

inequities exist, and the forms these take. Without such an understanding, any 
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analysis that relies solely on highlighting gender inequalities within racialised 
families is in danger not only of re-enforcing stereotypes, but also of 
encouraging the re-enforcing of racialised inequalities that act to mask diversity 

within groups and areas of mutual struggle. These points are well made by 
Parmar (see above, 1982) in relation to Amrit Wilson's early work, the much 
acclaimed `Finding A Voice' and more recently by Puwar (2003). At this point, 
it is worth also considering popular academic renderings of three other highly 

contested and recurring themes that delineate and circumscribe South Asian 

women's experiences in similar ways to the trope of `arranged marriage' and are 
indeed constitutive elements of marriage: the oppositional emotive states of 
`izzat' and `sharam ', and the practice of dowry giving and construction. 

Izzat and Sharam 

The related and oft recurring themes of `izzat' (honour) and its antonym, 

`sharam ' (shame) are also used as deterministic elements of South Asian 

cultures (and also Mediterranean and Middle Eastern societies), but the extent to 

which these concepts are developed is limited. Many authors have typically 

defined `izzat' as a facet of male honour and have situated female relations as 

the sub-ordinate `carriers' or representatives of male izzat. For example, 

A woman can have `izzat' but it is not her own - it is her husband's or her father's. Her 
`izzat' is a reflection of the male pride of the family as a whole. 

(Wilson, 1978, p. 5) 

Implicit within such fixed definitions is also an underlying assumption, in 

keeping with anthropologised accounts, of izzat as a strategically manipulated 

outcome of actions and alliances. The extent to which cultural norms of izzat 

and purdah are reproduced from the sub-continent to Britain vary according to 

factors such as kinship group, particular family practices, degrees of education 

and socialisation with the host community and the concentration of clan group 

members or townsfolk from the country of origin amongst others. However, this 

is rarely acknowledged in the literature. Scant attention has been given to 

expanding the concepts like izzat and sharam to encompass female-centred 

narratives of personal honour or shame (or indeed male personalised 

renderings), or to offer alternative accounts that might suggest shifting, 

boundaries and dynamic conceptualisations. One of the few to do this is Bradby 
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(1999) when discussing younger Muslim women and their marriage choices in 
Glasgow, where she suggests that female honour may alternatively be mediated 
through a positive assertion of religion, or through professional employment. 
This is in stark contrast to Wilson (op. cit) and others (e. g.. Bhopal. 1997; 1999). 

who present more immutable, essentialised views of izzat. By failing to fully 

account for definitions of izzat and sharam as dynamic and evolving processes 
that are both gender and context specific, the majority of the academic literature 
inadvertently re-produces a regulative and deterministic discourse that 

contributes towards pathological and stereotyped representations of Asian 
families. 

Dowries - oppression or expression? 

`Dowry' is subject to differing interpretations dependent on religion, caste, and 

social location, amongst others (see Menski 1998 for some discussion of its 

varying forms). For instance, Muslim marriages are contractually dependent 

upon the payment of a dower (mater) from the bridegroom to the bride but, 

South Asian Muslims also engage in the broader cultural practice, shared with 
Hindus and Sikhs of `dowry giving' of items from the bride's parents to the 

bride upon her wedding which will also include a number of gifts to the 

bridegroom's family. The extent to which these are `demands' from the 

bridegroom's family or are voluntary gifts is subject to much variation. 

Changing patterns and perceptions in dowry production and consumption across 

South Asian groups and the noted increase in marrying ages, particularly 

amongst women, are both features that are reflective of continuity and change 

within contemporary British contexts. Dowry giving, elaboration and dowry 

abuse are areas that have received recent attention within the academic literature 

though, as noted already, the theoretical frameworks employed to interpret these 

aspects of Asian culture are as important as the empirical data under discussion. 

The issues around dowry abuse are particular and detailed and will not be dealt 

with here but should be acknowledged as another significant aspect of female 

oppression that is particular to Asian families but remains specific in its context 

and scope. It is also one that retains powerful and disturbing images and insights 

that the media are often quick to sensationalise. Interested readers should consult 

the many detailed and contextualised accounts in Menski (eds., 1998). 
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However, it is still worth exploring representations of dowry within the broader 

academic literature and to compare two very differing analysis to the ways in 
which the concept of dowry production in South Asian marriages relates to 
issues of identity formation, agency and control, and to representations of Asian 

women and families within the academic literature. Bhachu's (1991; 1996) work 
from the early nineties, and later supported by Thutti's work with Sikh women in 
Britain (1998), documented the relationship between Asian Sikh women's 
economic participation and independence and the construction and elaboration 
of their dowries or daj. Whilst recognising the hierarchical nature of Asian 
family structures and the asymmetrical relationship between dowry givers and 
dowry takers, both presented an analysis of social change and cultural re- 
negotiation that was reflective of women's changing roles in the domestic sphere 

and the public realm as more Sikh women became more economically active. 
Instead of remaining passive in the process of dowry exchange, their greater 
financial autonomy meant that they exercised a high degree of control over the 

content of their dowries, with the often full expectation of maintaining control 

over the contents once they were married. These were subject to local and 

personal variations in taste and spending power though essentially, reproduced 

the main expected constituents of the `traditional' daj (clothes, gold, household 

items and affinal gifts). 

They thus became active participants in the cultural elaboration of their dowries, 

and illustrated how `cultural baggage' is re-modelled and re-appropriated in 

order to fit-in with local, post-colonial environments and localised identities. 

While Bhachu explored consumption patterns and elaborations of dowries as a 

means to challenge stereotypes of South Asian women as `passive victims' by 

adopting a post-colonial perspective of identity construction, Bhopal's analysis 

of patriarchy served to reproduce stereotypes of dowries as fixed processes that 

situated Asian women within a structure of `degradation and despair'. Despite a 

broad variety of definitions and assorted reasons for the giving of dowry offered 

by her respondents, with the majority stating that dowries were gifts given to 

daughters by parents, Bhopal maintains that women are 'objects of social control 

in the family' and that marriage practices such as dowry exemplify and act to 

sustain her sub-ordinate position: 
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Dowry property is not women's wealth, but wealth that goes with women. Women are the vehicles by which it is transmitted , rather than its owners. Dowry functions to disinherit women and promote their economic dependence upon men. 

(Bhopal, 1997, p. 87) 
Bhopal's extension of patriarchy theory to the processes of dowry giving and 
taking are worth examining when discussing how dominant. hegemonic 
discourses are used to construct pathologised accounts of arranged marriages 
and Asian families. When discussing dowry giving, the desire to pander to an 
interpretive framework of patriarchy renders other forms of self-realisation, 

expression and agency, such as those described by Bhachu (1991.1996) and 
Jhutti (1998) absent. 

The example of the patriarchal analysis cited above therefore, consistently fails 

to account for diversity in practices of dowry giving even across religious 

groups, preferring instead to re-iterate and accept as `given', a simplified, overly 

generalised and stereotyped discourse of women's sub-ordination. This includes 

assumptions of her `religious and social inferiority', her subservience to both 

family and husband, subjugation, and her passivity, citing a lack of education for 

women who choose to engage and re-negotiate with cultural practices and 

processes (Bhopal, 1997). Given these assertions, it is a wonder indeed that any 

woman would wish to marry into an Asian family. The vision of South Asian 

cultures and family life as presented in such a patriarchal analysis stands in 

isolation not only from other studies but from social realities such as the huge 

globalised commercial flow of goods and cultural artefacts. These are 

represented in the expanse of boutiques and wedding emporiums found in many 

high streets in densely populated Asian areas, not to mention the rapid rise in 

Asian glamour magazines (such as `Asian Woman' and `Asian Bride'). These 

cater for young, dynamic, educated and professional Asian women, with a heavy 

emphasis on Asian fashion, wedding features and relationships with a strong 

`Asian' theme. The readership may well be influenced by western attitudes - 

none of the other studies referred to suggest otherwise - but are active 

participants in the reconstruction, re-appropriation and re-negotiation of cultural 

formations. 
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Summary and Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have discussed the production and the reproduction of cultural 

stereotypes of South Asian and Muslim women in academic discourses. 

Drawing on the work of theorists such as Hall, Said, Mohanty, Lazreg. Carby 

and Brah, I have illustrated, through a detailed deconstruction of a particular 

signifying stereotype - the arranged marriage - how certain theoretical 
frameworks such as patriarchy, based on Western gendered capitalist relations, 

when applied uncritically to non-Western societies and people, can produce 

reductive and essentialised tropes and categories. I have also illustrated how 

reductive binaries such as the `modern-traditional' dichotomy can create 

artificial and static representations that leave little room for articulations of 

agency or social change. I will return to a discussion of the `modern-traditional' 

dichotomy in a discussion of Muslim women's identities in Chapter Seven. 

Patriarchy theory then, when applied uncritically to explore South Asian marital 

practices, can lead to a number of significant limitations. Specifically and in the 

context of the current discussion, these can include the promotion of extreme 

binaries, a homogenising of culture and failure to account for diversity not just 

within South Asian ethnic groups but also within individual families, and the 

privileging and promotion of a hegemonic, colonialist-inspired discourse of 

western cultural superiority over other cultures. Such theoretical inadequacies 

can produce pathologised analyses of Asian families that are seriously flawed, 

essentialised and reductive. These in turn only serve to detract from key 

empirical findings (such as the educational success of younger Asian women), 

which unfortunately become secondary to the analytical framework. The aim 

therefore, in critiquing patriarchy theory here and the ways it has been applied to 

`other' women, is not just to emphasize how restrictive such regulative 

discourses in post-modern contexts are, but to specifically raise concerns over 

the ways Western structural theories, when operationalised to describe non- 

western societies, can act to pathologise certain social groups and silence forms 

of agency and difference that do not conform. They result in racialised 

discourses that suggest that to be `educated' and South Asian is to be 

`westernised', `modern' and secular; to be `traditional' and accept an arranged 

marriage and partake in dowry production and consumption is to be 'un- 
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educated' and `backward'. The choices and opportunities that exist 'within or 

outside these boundaries become necessarily constrained and negatively 

problematised. These pathologies are not just restricted to everyday stereotypes 

employed by the media as part of its on-going Orientalist discourse, but are also 

normalised and deeply ingrained misconceptions that extend into the academic 

working environment. 

In concluding this chapter, a perspective that advocates the linking of structural 

forces ('macro'), with localised and specific experiences ('micro'). is one that I 

believe is the most appropriate for exploring Muslim women's identities in 

Britain. This is the approach offered by Brah and is one that allows for differing 

conceptualisations of `difference' through the modalities of `experience', social 

relation, subjectivity and identity. I shall turn to a discussion of how this 

theoretical framework can be usefully applied to the discourses on Muslim 

women's identities in Chapter Seven. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

METHODOLOGICAL DILEMMAS, TENSIONS AND 

CONTRADICTIONS 

Introduction 

This chapter will detail my rationale for adopting a qualitative research 

methodology that focused primarily on thirty-five detailed semi-structured 
interviews, supplemented with some observational accounts of student society 

events. I begin by discussing the theoretical framework in which I situate my 

research, which I describe as a `critical feminist research methodology', and 

outline some of the core questions and issues this thesis explores. Situating 

myself firmly as an `insider-researcher' as a British Muslim woman doing 

research on British Muslim women, I discuss how such positionings in 

qualitative and feminist research reveal complexities and power imbalances that 

require further levels of reflexive thinking. Describing the difficulties I initially 

encountered in gaining a research sample was one example in which I was 

forced to re-think the implications of some feminist perspectives that presume 

`sameness' between researcher and researched to be relatively unproblematic. 

Methodology - developing a research frame 

There is something of a general tentativeness associated with researchers `doing 

research on their own communities'. We have to define and question whether we 

are, or want to be identified as `part of the community' -a term that in itself 

implies spatial diffuseness. As a British-born, `youngish' South Asian Muslim 

woman, my own `situatedness', subjectivity and `insider status' within the 

research has been inextricably linked to the research design, theoretical framing, 

access and recruitment of participants, questions asked, processes and 

interpretation of the data. 

In seeking to privilege the voices of a marginalised group such as Muslim 

women, this research can be broadly situated within a 'critical feminist 

methodological framework'". Given my critique of `Western feminism' in 

I add the term 'critical' in order to highlight the inconsistencies of feminist theoretical 

perspectives when describing the `Other'. 
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Chapter Two, this requires some brief elaboration. In defining ' feminist 

research', Ramazanoglu and Holland (2002), note that alongside considerable 
diversity in terms of theories of power, social relationships, ontological and 
epistemological beliefs for example, `feminist knowledge is grounded in 

experiences of gendered social life' (p. 3). How these experiences are interpreted, 

vary according to the feminist theoretical frameworks deployed. The 
distinctiveness of a feminist methodology is a shared ethical and political 

commitment that: 

.. makes them accountable to a community of women with moral and political interests 
in common (Code, 1991; Nelson, 1993). Feminist research is politically for women; 
feminist knowledge has some grounding in women's experiences, and how it, feels to 
live in unjust gendered relationships. 

(ibid, p. 16, original emphasis). 

The centralising, or locating of `problematics' from women's perspectives, with 

women playing a key role in the design and administration of research, is widely 

acknowledged as one of the most significant features of feminist research 
(Harding, 1987). Harding further stresses the multiplicity of women's 

experiences across and within different modalities such as class, race, culture 

(and in the context of this thesis, religion). In addition, the potential for 

contradiction, for `fragmented identities', and the framing of women's 

experiences within political struggles (see also Maynard, 1994), characterise 

feminist research from `traditional' or male-centred empirical approaches. The 

feminist approach is also one that calls for reflexivity in the research process, 

with an acknowledgement of the subjectivity positionings of the researcher, and 

power inequities within social structures and research relationships (ibid). This 

leaning towards subjectivity in research has meant that feminist methodologies 

tend to rely (though not exclusively so) on qualitative research that allows for 

the in-depth exploration of women's experiences. 

The central themes to the research described and discussed in this thesis are an 

exploration of British Muslim women's identities and relationships to their 

experiences of higher education. Based on the above brief summary. a critical 

feminist perspective is one that accommodates and embraces the multiplicity of 

Muslim women's subjectivities at both local and structural levels. and allows for 

a critique of existing frames of reference. To that end, some of the key questions 

this thesis seeks to address are listed below: 
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" What are Muslim women's motivations and reasons for wanting to pursue a 
degree? 

" What are Muslim women's experiences, academic and social, of higher 

education? Do they feel `Othered' in the university environment? 

" What personal, social and economic benefits do Muslim women perceive 
they gain as a result of higher education? 

" What are Muslim women's points of entry and routes into higher education? 
Were there particular preferences in terms of degree and higher education 
institution? If so, why did this matter? 

" How do their parents and families feel about their higher education? 

" How does degree level study impact on family relationships and obligations? 

" How does degree level study influence Muslim women's choices and 

practices in relation to marriage? 

" How useful are certain definitional categories (such as `modern' and 
`traditional')? 

" In what ways do Muslim women articulate their identities? 

" How do women account for differences between religion and culture? 

" How does the process of studying at university impact on Muslim women's 

religious and cultural identities, if at all? Did it act to `secularise' women, 

cause women to question their religious and/or cultural identities, or re- 

affirm their beliefs and core identities? 

In order to address some of these questions, and allow for an emphasis on 

subjectivity, difference, experience and identity, detailed semi-structured 

interviews, supplemented with participant observation of student union events 

were employed (see below). 

A quantitative approach, such as the sending of questionnaires for example, 

would not have elicited the rich and nuanced detail that the interviews 

eventually yielded, nor would it have allowed for the possibility of further 

explorations into aspects of women's lives that they themselves believed 

relevant to the study. In concentrating on a relatively small number of detailed 
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interviews then, thirty-five, the research was not seeking to chart the entry 
numbers or retention levels of Muslim women in higher education institutions. 

Instead, my interest has focused on micro-level details such as women's reasons 

and motivations for choosing to study for a degree, their experiences whilst at 

university and the value and impact higher education has on their marriage 

choices, family and social relationships, obligations and identities. 

An additional aim of this research was to question stereotypes that portray 

young South Asian Muslim women in Britain as `victims' and recipients of 

oppression in patriarchal family relations, or as women with fixed religious 

identities. To that end, the work discussed here is not seeking to portray a 

representative sample but rather, through a qualitative and reflexive 

methodology, to recognise a previously neglected collection of diverse 

experiences, voices and gendered realities. Acknowledging the influence of the 

work of Avtar Brah (1996), the research also sought to situate women's lives 

within larger social structures and formations that affect women's everyday lives 

such as socio-economic factors, racism and patriarchal relations. 

The research was therefore restricted to a specific group of women who could be 

said to be `privileged' by virtue of their presence and participation in the select 

and elitist establishments that universities tend to be. They were also marked in 

terms of the demographics of the Muslim population in Britain - one of the most 

socio-economically deprived and socially marginalised. However, as a social 

group in and of itself, `Muslim women' as I maintain throughout this thesis, are 

marginalised politically, economically and socially and within academic and 

media discourses. 

There are now several accounts on the `insider-outsider' status of social 

researchers, especially within feminist methodologies where working with and 

across concepts of difference require the researcher to examine their 

relationships with research participants and acknowledge the hierarchical nature 

of these interactions. I shall elaborate more on these below. 

Establishing a sample group 

My research was interested in exploring the identities, experiences and 

motivations of British Muslim women of South Asian origin who were studying 
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in London universities for first or higher degrees. I was also interested in talking 
to British South Asian Muslim women graduates. Research participants were 
sought between the ages of nineteen to thirty years. Students aged eighteen, or in 

their first year of under-graduate study were exempt from the study as I wanted 
students who could reflect on their university experiences without these being 

confused with the novelty of the first year of university life, or leaving home, for 

example. I therefore sought students who were in their second year of degree 

study at least. 

Initially, four higher education institutions within London were identified as 

core sampling sites. Two were to be the traditional or prestigious universities 
based within central London where large numbers of students from diverse 

ethnic and religious backgrounds, including high numbers of international 

students, were known to attend. The other two institutions chosen were new 

universities' or post-1992 universities. These offer more vocationally oriented 

degrees and are often attended by students from the local populations (Modood, 

& Shiner, 1994). Social class plays a role in influencing which students study at 

which institutions; students from ethnic minorities are more likely to attend 

these new, often less prestigious universities (Modood, 2006). They are also 

likely to aggregate around certain subjects such as medicine (or related careers), 

law, engineering, IT and business (Modood, 1998; 2003,2006; Shiner and 

Modood, 2002; Connor, Tyers, Modood, and Hillage, 2004) so the pattern of 

higher education is quite differentiated. 

London was chosen as the site for the research because of its convenience to me 

living and working in London, and for the large range of higher institutions 

within London. The high numbers of students from South Asian backgrounds 

that came to London to study from other parts of the UK (and internationally) 

was also a significant factor. 

One of my initial research questions at the point of the PhD proposal was to 

explore differences in attitudes, participation rates and subjects studied between 

older traditional universities and the new universities. For instance, did women 

and their families exercise preferences towards institution type, if so, why and 

was this related to social class? To this end, I initially sought statistics from the 

Society for Research into Higher Education (SRHE) on the numbers of ethnic 
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minority students for the four institutions I had chosen as my sampling sites. 
However, as the research interviews progressed, I found I was able to extract 
necessary details on attitudes towards institution type and course preferences 
without recourse to statistics. More significantly. issues around the numbers of 
Muslim women in higher education became secondary compared to the value 
and depth of Muslim women's stories, routes, motivations, experiences and 

reflections of higher education study. 

As Chapter Four will demonstrate, there were differences in attitudes towards 

old and new universities, with some women stating that for them and their 

parents, the choice of institution was crucial. There were others however, 

especially those from Tower Hamlets in the East end of London, where the 

actual achievement of a degree signified so much more than the prestige of the 

institution or subject studied. To them, the degree itself held a different 

qualitative value. For this reason, the emphasis of the project shifted to focus on 

the value women (and very often their parents) attributed to their higher 

education study. 

Difficulties gaining a sample 

Fieldwork was staggered over periods between 1998-2002 to accommodate my 

full-time academic post at the time and periods of absence from the PhD study. 

In the early stages of the research process, attracting a suitable sample proved 

more difficult than initially anticipated. I had assumed that a `British Muslim 

woman' doing research on other British Muslim women, might confer some 

additional advantage in terms of access to volunteers. 

However, approaches made through formal university channels were met with a 

limited response. Letters to student unions were sent at the beginning of the 

academic year and term times requesting that a flier I had drawn outlining my 

research objectives, background and contact details (see Appendix II), be posted 

on a student union notice board. More specific letters to specialist societies such 

as Islamic Societies (ISOC's), Pakistan Societies (PakSoc's), and Asian 

Societies for example, requested my flier be circulated amongst members and 

asked whether I could attend meetings or events to discuss my research. This 

formal approach via student unions and societies proved to be the least 
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successful recruitment method; very often, the letters would remain unanswered 
or never made their way onto any student notice boards (when I would visit to 
check). Follow-up calls to the student union's concerned remained unanswered. 
The Federation of Student Islamic Societies (FOSIS) was also unable to help 
further and advised that I contact individual ISOC's directly for volunteers. 

There are some possible reasons for the poor response. Lack of organisational 
structure of ISOC's at that time meant that unanswered correspondence was a 
`norm' amongst some Student Union societies12. The ISOC's may just have 
been `typical' in this respect. There may also have been a lack of interest or 
priority in the research or suspicion of an `outside' female researcher «who could 
not identify as a current or former member of an ISOC (Ramazanoglu and 
Holland, 2002). 

Successful periods of respondent recruitment loosely corresponded with my 
gradual involvement, integration and establishment within Muslim community 

groups and politics, and my own increased confidence in making `cold 

approaches' to women requesting interviews. As I became more involved and 
known as a `safe and trustworthy Muslim academic' through various networks, 

the interest in my work from potential volunteers also increased13 

The period following September 11 was significant to the research discussed 

here given the sustained attention on the position of Muslim women. An article 
based on my research for the Times Higher Education Supplement (THES, 

Sanders, 2001 and Appendix V), was particularly helpful in raising the profile of 

my research. The THES article sought to highlight the role, emerging from my 

research, of Muslim father's in encouraging daughters into higher education. An 

'2 Many ISOC's now are much more sophisticated, organised and open to Muslims of varying 
backgrounds and levels of practice than when I was an under-graduate student or doing fieldwork 
for this thesis. The central body of student Islamic societies, FOSIS, established in 1962, have had to 
rapidly develop their media profile and communication skills particularly since 9/11 and 7/7. The 

response to the London bombings led to FOSIS creating a post for a dedicated Media Officer 
(FOSIS Nvebsite: http: //www. fosis. org. uk/index. htm). 
13 At the time of the 9/11 attacks, I worked briefly for an organisation called the Forum Against 
Islamophobia and Racism (FAIR). My time at FAIR, involvement in the 'Association of Muslim 
Social Scientists' (led by the high profile late Dr Zaki Badawi), and links to other Muslim networks 
such as the `Association of Muslim Researchers' (AMR), and `The Iconoclast' (now renamed the 
'Muslim Public Affairs Committee', MPAC), boosted my credentials as a trustworthy 'insider' and 
increased my access to potential participants. The AMR network has been established for sixteen 
years and frequently passes requests from researchers onto its e-lists; being 'known' in a personal 
capacity helped in boosting my credentials as trustworthy. 
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initial call to several Muslim networks inviting women students with their 
fathers, to come forward for the article, met a positive response. nineteen in all 
within a two-week period. Unfortunately, many of these were unsuitable for the 

purposes of my own study, being from women who were Arab in origin, not 
British, or living and studying outside London in universities in the midlands or 
the north of England. Some women also requested interview fees, which I could 

not afford due to my own fee-paying status. Nevertheless, this episode highlights 

the immense interest from Muslim women in wanting to share personal stories 

and challenge stereotypes about Muslim women and their families. In later 

attempts to recruit potential interviewees, I was able to refer to this article as an 

example of my work and re-assure women about how the research would be 

framed. 

There were only two responses from representatives of Islamic Societies 

(ISOC's), neither of which resulted in access to any potential interviewees. Both 

raise interesting questions about the use of gatekeepers, when one is clearly 

viewed as an `outsider' and the reversal of the power relationship during the 

research process. It is therefore worth considering both contacts briefly. 

One was from a representative of the `Sister's Section' of a particular ISOC 

which involved a series of long phone conversations over a period of several 

weeks about the nature of my research and my credentials. Ghazala (not her real 

name) was extremely nervous about allowing me access to the group she was 

involved with. Despite assurances regarding confidentiality outlined in my 

project flier (Appendix II), existing academic position (relating to my then 

academic post), and references to university and BSA professional code of 

ethics, she remained suspicious of my motives. Aside from the project flier, 

Ghazala insisted that I provide her with a further signed assurance (similar to a 

contract) that I would not divulge personal details of her, or the group she 

represented. She also wanted guarantees to copies of the transcripts and editorial 

control over what was eventually written. For my part, I remained very uneasy 

about submitting to Ghazala's demands. While providing a written assurance on 

confidentiality issues would have been easy to produce, I resisted giving in to 

her full list of demands, especially her insistence on editorial control. as I felt 

they were impractical and extreme. Rather crucially for me though, the research 
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relationship is also one that is also bound on a primary basis of trust and respect 
between both the researcher and researched. 

The second contact from an ISOC came from `Rehan' (not his real name) the 
`Amir' (leader) of the group. He contacted me via email five months after 
receiving my initial letter. His reply, full of Islamic references indicated an 
interest and willingness to assist with the research but he required further 
information about my proposed sample so that he could select appropriate 

candidates for me. After replying to his email with further clarification, he failed 

to respond. What was interesting about our correspondence, was not that it failed 

to elicit any volunteers but that he, like Ghazala, wished to exercise some form 

of `control' over the research. In Rehan's case, although a willingness to assist 

was apparent, this manifested itself by limiting my access to those he chose to 

place me in direct contact with. 

Only three women responded to fliers I had posted on Student notice boards and 

these were in my own place of work. Another approach aimed at sample 

recruitment, involved contacting university lecturers and departments in my 

chosen universities that, based on research into course preferences, were known 

to attract large numbers of South Asian students. One contact tried to put me in 

touch with some of her tutees but was obliged through the Data Protection Act, 

not to supply me with their direct contact details and so the onus was left very 

much on the students (who had initially expressed an interest) to contact me. 

Another response, in November 1998 from a biological sciences department, 

forwarded my initial letter to the University Registrar - who replied by 

suggesting I contact Student Union Societies! In his response, he maintained that 

lecturers would be unlikely to `use part of their lectures' to advertise my project 

or introduce me to students. My subsequent correspondence with the Registrar 

resulted in my gaining permission, subject to certain conditions, to visit the 

campus, where I could make direct personal approaches to students''. 

14 In order to visit the University premises, I needed to give notice to Security of my arrival times, 

and to ensure that students were fully informed of my research aims, objecti\ es, and my employee 

role at Brunel University, and PhD study at Bristol University. Additional assurances about 

respecting the confidentiality of students, retaining sole access to the raw data, using pseudonyms 

and not naming the university in any publications and public forums and following established 

ethical guidelines, were discussed, though no additional written details were required beyond 

existing correspondence. 
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The `direct approach', following the advice of the Registrar. proved far more 
productive in terms of student recruitment to the project. Most women I 

approached were interested in participating -a few were too busy with either 
exams (medical students) or coursework (post-graduate students). I also began 

attending some public meetings of ISOC's and PakSoc's in some of the London- 
based institutions where I was able to make direct appeals for volunteers. This 

yielded some respondents but one of the most fruitful methods proved to be via 
`snowballing' where interviewees recommended friends for interview (May. 
1997). As noted earlier, my success rates in attracting volunteers also appeared 
to be linked to my association with various known and respected Muslim 

organisations. 

Finally, a small number of interviews (five) were recruited during 1999-2000 as 

a result of the South Asian Women and Employment (SAWE) research (Ahmad, 

Modood and Lissenburgh, 2003) where I was one of the key researchers. This 

study also resorted to the use of snowballing in order to generate a sample of 

seventy women from the main South Asian ethnic and religious groups in 

varying stages of education and employment or non-employment's 

Final sample group 

The final sample consisted of thirty-five British Muslim women of South Asian 

origin (Pakistan, India and Bangladesh) who were either studying at universities 

within London, or had graduated and were (mostly) in professional employment. 

Thirteen were under-graduates, four were post-graduate students and eighteen 

were graduates mostly in professional employment. Five women were recruited 

via the SAWE study. Fourteen described their ethnic origin as Pakistani, 

fourteen were Bangladeshi, and seven were Indian. One woman, Tahira, at 33 

was slightly older than the age limit stipulated for my sample but was keen to be 

included. For a summary of research participants, including details of degree, 

country of origin and parental occupations, please refer to Appendix VI. 

Most of women interviewed were from, as they described predominantly 

`working class' backgrounds (twenty-one); a smaller number described their 

15 Most of these interviews were conducted by linguistically or ethnically matched intervie\\ ers. 
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backgrounds as `middle-class' (fourteen) and cited at least on of their parents 
professional employment and/or degree-level qualifications 16 

The majority, in keeping with the general profile of the Muslim population in 
Britain, were Sunni Muslims. Two women identified as Shia Muslims and one 
woman, it was revealed once the interview began, hailed from the Ahmediva 

sect. It is worth reflecting on her inclusion for a moment. The consensus 
amongst mainstream scholars from both Sunni and Shia communities is that the 
Ahmediya are regarded as `outside the folds of Islam' (see `British Muslims, a 
Media Guide', Masood, 2006). However, her addition to the sample was 
reflective of her own identification as a `Muslim'. The methodology's 

commitment to, and emphasis on demonstrating diversity amongst Muslim 

women especially in terms of religious adherence, practice and opinion meant 
that `Rabic', along with two women who had `left' Islam, yet none-the-less 

volunteered for the study, were included. 

The sample, though diverse in terms of South Asian ethnicities, women's level 

of practice of Islam, and family background was by no means representative. In 

recruiting candidates for participation in the study, I did not consciously make 
distinctions between seeking women who wore the headscarf, or other 

manifestations of `Islamic clothing' (definitions on what this represents vary), or 

not. Women who responded and volunteered to take part in my research 

encompassed a broad and diverse range of opinion and practice. This in itself 

demonstrates some salient points about the use of labels, especially contentious 

ones such as `Muslim woman'. Inevitably, some of the women recruited onto 

the study will have expressed their faith through the hijab, but as a Muslim 

woman myself, I did not wish to over-emphasise the hijab as a key defining 

feature of Muslim women. 

As is the nature of qualitative and feminist based methodologies, the sample was 

composed of volunteers wanting to talk about their experiences. In responding to 

my flier, or short presentations, women who strongly identified with the research 

aims were more likely to come forward (interestingly, most women came from 

16 I refer to `class' here loosely. South Asian class structures cannot be assumed to hold the same 

meanings as they do within Western capitalist societies and many families experienced profound 

changes in their socio-economic positions when settling in the UK. However, the references here are 
based on women's own class-based identifications. 
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social science or arts backgrounds). Other researchers have engaged with sample 
groups representing alternative sets of views. Housee's research on Asian 

women in higher education (2004), for example, engaged with a sample of seven 
women, who had mostly struggled with their families to enter university. 

Methods - `structured conversations' 

Many accounts of the in-depth interview have described them as `conversations' 

(Burgess, 1982; Kvale, 1996; May, 1997) but with obvious differences regarding 
the distinct objectives, roles and remits to the conversation. Semi-structured 

interviews as a research technique are valuable because they are flexible. 

interactive and responsive, allow for probing during the interview, and thus 

enable researchers to explore meanings people attach to their experiences (May, 

1997; Legard, Keegan and Ward, 2003). Legard et al also suggest that in-depth 

interviews are `generative' in that `new knowledge or thoughts are likely, at 

some stage, to be `created' both for the researcher and interviewee' (p. 142). 

These features make semi-structured interviews particularly appealing to 

feminist researchers. Ann Oakley (1982; 1990), in one of the most frequently 

cited, and contested (see Cotterill, 1992), contributions on feminist interviewing 

methods, has stressed the importance of researcher engagement, rapport with the 

interviewee, and crucially, self- disclosure as a means to achieving intimacy in 

the interview and `minimal social distance'. Oakley argues that feminists 

interviewing women are already situated as `insiders' who also participate in the 

task of research. The sharing of gender, class or ethnicity for instance, would 

enhance levels of rapport and empathy between researcher and researched. 

This has been contrasted against `traditional textbook' models which 

recommend interviewer detachment. Legard et al (ibid), in favouring a more 

neutral approach by the interviewer, argue that self-disclosure on the part of the 

interviewer can hinder open responses from the interviewee, causing them to 

censor their responses. They recommend instead, ensuring a degree of `warm 

and interested' neutrality during the interview process (p. 161). However, as I go 

to describe below, reflexivity and `insider-outsider' debates within qualitative 

social research, and particularly feminist research, show how issues of 
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commonality, difference and power within the research interview are far from 

simple. 

In keeping with the critical feminist methodological perspective, detailed semi- 
structured interviews lasting between 11/2 to 2 hours approximately were 
conducted with thirty-five women in total. The amount and quality of data 

generated by the interviews alone was richly layered and detailed, extending 
beyond the scope of this thesis. Approximately seventy hours of interview 

material were tape-recorded. My longest interview, staggered over two meetings 
(at the request of the student) was four hours. This was the most difficult to 

manage as the student digressed on several occasions and despite my attempts to 

steer the interview, was unfocused and seemed to enjoy `being interviewed'. 

Some researchers have noted that respondents sometimes use the opportunity 

presented by research to speak at length about themselves without having to 
display the reciprocity expected during a `normal' social interaction (Finch, 

" 1984). 

The vast majority of the interviews were conducted in university refectories. 
These were often the venue of choice for women students and some former 

students who preferred the familiarity and informal relaxed atmosphere. A 

handful of interviews occurred in women's homes and a small number in my 

office at my then workplace. Each interview began off-tape with a brief 

background to the project rationale and reassurances about confidentiality and 

the use of pseudonyms throughout. Women were encouraged to alert me to any 

details they did not want divulged and were free to disengage at any time or to 

not answer any questions they were uncomfortable with. 

The interviews began by covering areas such as family background and 

migration histories. Details on where women lived, the activities of other 

siblings and extended family members were asked before focusing the interview 

on their educational experiences and routes into higher education. Women were 

asked about their degree choices, motivations and influences for higher 

education and their experiences at university, both academic and social. The 

17 This may well have been the case here coupled with the fact that this student was one of three 
under-graduates (all friends) recruited from my work campus. As one of the few Asian women 
members of academic staff, and being, relatively young. I was aware that I represented a certain 
'novclt\-' factor for some students, especially Asian students. 
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potential impact of higher education on marriage choices and relationships were 
also asked and formed a significant part of the interview. I was interested in 

exploring women's responses to deterministic and contested terms such as 
`modern' and `traditional' and other similar terms that exist in South Asian 

vernaculars and so some time was spent exploring these and stereotypes with 
women. The interviews then moved on to discuss women's understandings and 
thoughts about identity and in particular, their religious and cultural identities. 

Women were also asked to reflect on ways in which their experiences of higher 

education may have influenced their religious and cultural identities. For 

instance, did women feel that their experiences at university had acted to 
heighten or lessen their religious identities, or had no impact? The interview 

ended with questions on women's future hopes and expectations. There was also 

an opportunity at the end for women to add any further details they felt were 

relevant but had not been covered in the interview. Throughout the interviews 

though, I sought to ensure that the interview itself was relaxed, flexible and 

comfortable enough to enable women to offer points of discussion that had not 

been anticipated in the interview schedule. (See Appendix VII for interview 

schedule). 

Like many of the accounts of feminist interviewing already outlined, most of the 

interviews took on a form of `structured conversations'. The interview schedule 

was not rigidly adhered to but acted as guide from which I was able to probe and 

develop themes with women as and when they emerged during conversation, 

make linkages to my own research questions, and summarise and recount key 

points for clarification where necessary. (However Legard et al (2003), caution 

against this unless the clarification is sought in the form of a question. ) For the 

most part though, I perceived the interviews as very relaxed and open with 

opportunities for women to offer details not covered in the interview frame. 

While there was diversity of opinion and experience across the sample, there 

were also differences in forms of expression. Some women spoke with greater 

clarity, with more detail or animation than others, or engaged more with certain 

sections of the interview. The extensive use of quotes throughout the following 

chapters is indicative of the range of interview responses, with some women 

featuring more than others. I have tried as far as possible to cite examples from 

71 



all the women I spoke to but where this has not been possible, their comments 
have helped to establish and underline key themes 

Background details on student union events and activities were gathered via 
unstructured participant observations where I was able to 'blend in' with the rest 
of students. The events consisted mostly of public Pakistan Society (PakSoc) or 
Islamic Society talks and social events where I was able to freely record the 
talks on audiotape (see Appendix VIII for an example of one of the PakSoc 

meetings). These were of varying sizes ranging from a small group discussion of 

nine women to larger mixed debates filling a lecture theatre (approximately 

around 100). With the permission of the organisers, I used some of these 

meetings to advertise my research at the end of the talk. The largest event I 

attended was a cross-university fashion show organised by a number of Pakistan 

Societies. I was invited by a small group of under-graduates, some of who were 

participating in the fashion show. 

Each one of my interactions with students and graduates during the recruitment 

stage of the research and the actual interviews, revealed a differing series of 

complex dynamics that varied from individual to individual and from question to 

question. Although I personally experienced most interviews as `comfortable', 

some were more intense than others. Far from being just `sisterly conversations' 

(Oakley, 1982), issues of power, identification, connection and disconnection 

framed the interview encounters from moment to moment. My own subjectivity 

positioning and engagement with the research participants therefore, warrant 

some scrutiny and discussion, not least because they influence my interpretation 

and analysis of the data. 

Reflexivity and `insider' - `outsider' debates 

Reflexivity in qualitative research is not just a concern for anthropologists or 

feminist researchers; it has demanded greater attention in recent years because of 

the recognition of the ways in which researcher perspectives shape the 

conception, design, administration, fieldwork and analysis of research. Of 

particular importance especially for feminist research, are the Nv'avs in which 

power relations between the researcher and the researched influence the research 

process (Alvvesson and Sköldberg, 2000, Finlay. 2002; Ramazanoglu and 
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Holland, 2002; Henry, 2003; Etherington, 2004). The depth and range of debate 
has led some to argue that reflexivity is better `just done' rather than theorised 
and that written representations ultimately reflect power imbalances (Lal, 1996, 
cited in Henry, 2003). 

With my focus on interviewing Muslim women as a Muslim woman, it is worth 
spending some time briefly examining some of the debates and issues around 
reflexivity in the research process and the nature of `insider-outsider' 

relationships. 

Sherryl Kleinman and Martha Copp (1993) discuss how the process of `doing 
fieldwork' can arouse a variety of emotions and responses (cynicism, sympathy. 

empathy), from researchers. Using a variety of examples from ethnographic 
fieldwork, they suggest that an acknowledgement of these can often enhance a 

researcher's understanding of a situation. Textbook ideals of emotional distance 

in social research, criticised by Oakley (1982) for instance, often contradict 

realities of the fieldwork situation, but crucially it is in acknowledging where 

and how subjectivities come into play, that then allow for emotions to be `used' 

as sources of evidence (see below). The issue of `going native' is an interesting 

one. Kleinman and Copp (ibid) offer examples of how researchers have used 

their experiences of `conversion' to better understand lived realities. Katherine 

Bullock (2002) wrote of how her conversion to Islam during her doctoral 

research on Muslim women and media representations of the hijab, helped her to 

appreciate not only how Muslim women felt when wearing the hijab, but how 

racism, stereotypes and Islamophobia impacted on their lives. 

As the discussion above on the nature of the interviewer-interviewee 

relationship suggests, there are strong opinions on how useful developing 

emotional ties with research subjects is to the research process. Finlay (2002), in 

describing the reflexive process as `always problematic' and a `swamp' of 

interminable self analysis and self disclosure' (p. 212) draws on a range of 

research traditions to 'map' five main but overlapping ways `researcher- 

explorers' navigate issues of reflexivity. She identifies these as: 'introspection' 

(use of the researchers' own reflecting and thinking as primary evidence): 

`intersubjective reflection' (exploration of mutual meanings emerging within the 

research relationship); 'mutual collaboration' (a range of research 
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methodologies that enlist participants as co-researchers including- some feminist 

methodologies); `social critique' (examining hierarchies of power within the 

research relationship) and `discursive deconstruction' (exploring ambiguities of 

meanings in language). 

Finlay argues that researchers, depending on particular contexts, can 

operationalise each mode of reflexivity at any given moment. However, 

whatever role adopted carries risks that over introspection on the part of the 

researcher can take attention away from the research itself. An additional 

concern is that researcher reflexivity can lead to claims of authenticity or `better 

research' (ibid). Gunaratnam (2003) adds that reflexivity as an exercise in itself 

is far more complex than an examination of the researcher's ideological 

positions. For it to be effective, it requires a complex examination of emotional 

relations, mediations of experience and power dynamics (ibid). 

Insider? Outsider? Ambiguities 

Debates on `insider-outsider' research and the advantages and disadvantages of 

one position or another can be quite polarised. Oakley's (1982) earlier 

descriptions of feminist interviewing as a `friendly and sisterly exchange' (p. 55) 

have led many researchers since to problematise Oakley's assumptions and the 

simplified dichotomy implied by the `insider-outsider' term. They highlight 

instead the multiple points upon which identifications can and also do not occur. 

(For examples see Edwards, 1990; Wheeler, 1994; Bhavnani, 1994; Phoenix, 

1994/2001; Song and Parker, 1995; Haw, 1996; Reay, 1996; Puwar, 1997; 

Archer, 2001,2004; Bhopal, 2001; Pitman, 2002; Crozier, 2003; Gunaratnam, 

2003; Alexander, 2004; Frankenberg, 2004; Young, 2004; Bradby, 2005; 

Horton, 2005). 

Many of the accounts cited above show that far from being passive participants, 

research participants can exercise forms of power and control that reverse 

`traditional' assumptions about the researcher-researched relationship 

(Cotterhill, 1992). My own experiences early in the sampling phase of this 

research highlight how gatekeepers from two ISOC's exercised power as active 

agents over me as the researcher and the research process through the act of 

non-cooperation. The example of Ghazala and what I perceived as her 
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`demands' for some editorial control over my work, when she believed she was 

exercising due caution and protecting herself and her group. is a specific 

example of this. There were several other instances during my fieldwork where 

women disrupted assumptions of `powerlessness' in the research relationship by 

cancelling meetings at short notice, for instance, or by asking me personal 

questions during the interview (see below). 

Citing Razavi (1992), Bridges (2001) reminds us that `the insider researcher 

will always be something of an outsider in his or her own community by virtue of 
becoming a researcher' (p. 372). Arguing against a number of epistemological 

arguments that reject outsider accounts of disempowered groups, Bridges 

suggests that an `outsider' perspective can contribute towards better 

understandings of communities across differences. He advocates instead for 

research approaches and principles that place value on ethics, respect for others, 

sensitive and reflexive understanding of experiences, the stressing of mutual 

benefits in research, and an appreciation of relationships in the research setting. 

While these may not directly challenge structural oppressions, he maintains that 

an emphasis on such research principles will `render such structures visible and 

to display them as intolerable' (p. 384). 

These debates are especially significant for the work discussed in this thesis 

because as stated from the outset, I have identified myself as a `British Muslim 

woman doing research on and with, other British Muslim women'. Issues of 

representation, history and retrospection, orientation, authenticity, power, 

personal and academic responsibility have therefore, become inextricably and 

fundamentally intertwined when engaging with research and discourses that 

situate the researcher as potentially, the researched too (Ahmad, 2003). This 

research then has been conceived, designed and interpreted as a direct result of 

my reactions to previously published literature on British Muslim women and 

my own sense of unease and disempowerment as a result of certain discursive 

representational tropes. It has also been informed by my observations of Muslim 

women students as a member of staff and my own recollections of parental 

encouragement to study; experiences of `being a student', and the impact this 

time had my personal development and relationship to my religious and cultural 

positioning. 
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My own experiences during the initial stages of the sampling process showed 
that, in contradiction to Oakley (1982) and Finch (1984), I could not presume 
that a shared Muslim and Asian female identity would necessarily lead to greater 

rapport, or even as discussed above, trust or enthusiasm for the research. 
However, as the research sample was based on volunteers culled from 

snowballing or Muslim networks, women's motives to participate in the research 
influenced the nature of our relationships. The fact that I introduced myself as a 
`Muslim woman researcher' and (by this time) could cite both academic and 
Muslim credentials, acted to my advantage in attracting women both of varying 
levels of Islamic practice and of none. Different women responded to differing 

aspects of my identities, as an `Asian woman', `non-hijabi Muslim woman', 

academic, etc. My sample was not without bias; as stated above, women who 

more likely to volunteer and participate were also likely to have sympathies with 

the stated research aims, liked the attention `being interviewed' would bring, 

and/or as in the case of two women who had `left Islam', had a particular story 

to convey. 

The varied experiences, responses and positionalities I encountered in my 

interactions with potential and actual research participants, and within the 

interviews showed that I could not rely on reflexive positionings based on 

`insider-outsider' debates alone to conceptualise women's mediated experiences. 

Nor could I assume that other Muslim women participating in my research 

experienced or conceptualised their lives and experiences in ways similar to me. 

How then could I account for both points of connection and dis-connection, not 

just amongst differing women, but also within the course of an interview? Here, 

Gunaratnam (2003) points to Avtar Brah's (1996) critique of `standpoint 

epistemology' for failing to account for multiplicities of understanding between 

and across power relations and for assuming that the sharing of diasporic 

identities ensures `a universalised notion of `border consciousness' and 

understanding (Brah. 1996, p. 208). Instead, as Brah argues, shared `border 

positionalities' can suggest or create, further possibilities for understandings of 

difference: 
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There are multiple semiotic spaces at diasporic borders, and the probability of certain forms of consciousness emerging are subject to the play of political power and psychic investments in the maintenance or erosion of the status quo. 

(ibid. p. 208). 
Social class, ethnicity, visible signifiers such as my lack of hijab, personal 
history, residential location, have also had some bearing on the was other 
Muslim women have received and responded to me. Furthermore, my growing 
involvement within Muslim intellectual and social networks no doubt had some 
influence on women's willingness to contribute to this project. Being a 'known 

quantity' made me accountable not just to the group of women under study, but 

to a wider community (Hill-Collins, 1989/2001, Cotterill, 1992; Ramazanoglu 

and Holland, 2002; Henry, 2003). As a researcher studying `my own 

community', I was anxious to offer feedback on the work not just to women 
interviewed, but to a broader constituency through community organisations. 

Although financial and time restraints at that time meant that I could not send 

transcripts of all my interviews back to the women interviewed, I was able to 

send copies of my first publication arising from the study to those who had 

participated, and sent copies to women who joined the research subsequently. 

This process of feedback to community groups has included presentations of the 

South Asian Women and Employment (SAWE) project, which overlapped with 

this study, to various Muslim and Muslim women's groups. One of these was an 

Association of Muslim Researchers (AMR) Forum held in a Bangladeshi 

women's centre in Tower Hamlets, where some of the research interviews were 

conducted. 

Locating the research within an academic environment situated the work in 

familiar territory for both my respondents and myself, but also marked my 

hegemonic `outsider' status in relation to the students and graduates in a number 

of ways. Not only was I reasonably older than many of my student interviewees, 

I also came from the other half of the staff-student divide. I was a member of 

academic staff who happened to be doing a PhD. For some women, I also 

represented a certain `novelty' or curiosity factor and there «was interest about 

my background, especially my single status. For instance, the question: 'How 

come iou 're not married when you get to meet so many people? ' was a frequent 

question and one that a non-Asian woman was unlikely to receive, or at least 
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with such regularity. It represented both my `insider status' as an Asian woman 
evidenced through the actual questioning of my single status. but also signified 
my `outsider' status in the positioning of me as someone outside their social 
worlds and who they presumed would have greater opportunities to meet people. 
For women who were graduates and closer to their thirties, such distinctions 

were lessened though not entirely diminished. One or two women volunteered 
for the study because they saw an opportunity to discuss marriage and hear if 

their experiences corresponded with others I had interviewed. My response to 

personal questions was to reciprocate without going into too much personal 
detail and digressing from the interviewee. In the same way that Cotter-ill (1992) 

sometimes felt obliged to disclose personal information in order to engage with 
her participants, I also felt it necessary to underline the trust participants were 

extending towards me and thus re-assure them of the confidential nature of the 

interview. Moreover, within a Muslim context, acknowledging the stereotypes 

used to frame Muslims and women in particular, there was amongst some, a 

shared sense of solidarity that a refusal to disclose would, I feared, have been 

damaged. 

There were other distinct ways in which a shared sense of `being a Muslim 

woman' was apparent. This was evident not just in the observance of Islamic 

greetings (`Assalaamu-Alaikum ' meaning 'Peace be with you'), but in the free 

and frequent usage of Islamic and Asian terms during the interviews. Women 

also assumed that I understood the nature of some of their experiences regarding 

Asian Muslim families and patriarchal relations, communities, expectations, 

tensions, pressures, discussions on marriage, racism and Islamophobia, 

university life and `being a Muslim woman student'. Comments such as `You 

know ho»' it is' were frequently made. Discussions on attitudes towards 

marriage are particularly sensitive, but have also been the subject of much media 

and academic attention. As mentioned above, women positioned me as both 

insider' and `outsider' through asking me about my single status. My own 

personal experiences and knowledge of marriage processes within South Asian 

Muslim communities were used as a point of entry to explore women's 

experiences and views in this area. I found that by disclosing my own 

experiences of having attended `matrimonial parties' women began re-counting 
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their own, or other family members' experiences of such gatherings. Discussing 
the difficulties encountered in trying to meet suitable partners, ho«- some had 
felt they had been `priced out of the marriage market' as a result of their higher 
education, and the embarrassment of parental arranged introductions, was 
facilitated I believe, by the sharing of similar experiences and difficulties 

This sense of familiarity was heightened when speaking to women «who shared 
similar linguistic backgrounds to me, that is, women of Pakistani and Indian 

origin who represented Punjabi or Urdu speaking families (my father is 
Pakistani Punjabi and my mother is Indian Urdu-speaking). Interviews with 
women of Bangladeshi origin were also frank and open but we could not rely on 
easy slippages into Bengali and women had to translate certain meanings or 
terms, or explain how `being Bangladeshi' represented a different set of cultural 
expectations and norms. One of the most striking examples of cultural difference 

was that of `Salaaming the feet' provided by Layli (Chapter Seven). 

Interviewing two women in my sample who stated they had `left Islam' 

presented some interesting complexities to the research and forced me to re- 
think issues around labels and the over-deterministic nature of terms such as 
`Muslim woman'. As Marnia Lazreg (1994/2001), whose contributions I rely on 
in Chapters Two and Seven stresses when speaking of Algerian women: 

Women in Algeria are subsumed under the less-than-neutral labels of `Muslim women', 
`Arab women', or `Middle Eastern women', giving them an identity that may not be 
theirs. Whether the so-called Muslim women are devout, or their societies are 
theocracies, are questions that the label glosses over. 

(2001, p. 282) 

My non-hijab wearing status I believe facilitated both Arifa's and Fatima's 

disclosures about their difficulties remaining Muslim. By the time we had 

established interview dates, both women were aware that I was not `secular' and 

I was concerned that they may have withdrawn from the interview, or would 

give guarded responses. Neither withdrew from the interview, perhaps out of 

respect, but I felt that both had particular stories they wanted to convey and used 

the interview as a means to discuss issues and anxieties in confidence with 

someone who was a `trusted outsider' and not a judge of their religious morals 

or choices. Both women identified themselves as `Asian women' and so the 
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sharing of an Asian female identity with me may have been more significant to 
them. 

These points of connection and disconnection with women across differences of 
age, ethnicity, religiosity and to a lesser extent I felt, hijabi / non-hijabi, 
education, social class, personality and experience, proved valuable both 

personally and for the research. They helped me to re-assess 'taken for granted' 
norms from my own experiences and the contradictory experiences of other 

women in this study. They also encouraged me to re-think further about the 

multiplicity and diversity of expressions and agencies that are available to 
`Muslim women'. My interviews also helped me to conceptualise the 

complexities in which women's mediated experiences and relationships can and 

often are, contradictory and historically and context-specific. 

Analysis 

I have indicated the theoretical frameworks that influenced how I interpreted the 

interview data with attention paid to issues around positionalities, reflexivity and 

power. In many ways, the discussion above represents an on-going engagement 

with the research material reflecting the `carnal sociology' described by Louis 

Waquant (2005), where ethnographers seek to move beyond the interpretation of 

visible codes and symbols to include an appreciation of the internal thoughts and 

processes that occur at the `point of production' (p. 466). This demands that 

researchers fully submit, immerse and embody the lived realities under study. 

This allows for the `co-production' of data and theory, which then influences the 

nature of subsequent data collection. Theory development and data collection 

therefore, become interactive and data analysis ceases to become a distinct phase 

in the research process. As the research progressed, a greater awareness of my 

structural location in relation to the research and my personal `sense of self 

allowed me to modify the interview questions to reflect and probe issues raised 

in earlier interviews. This proved particularly fruitful in helping me identify key 

research findings, but it also influenced the ways in which theory around 

identities. gender, and representation for example. was contextualised and 

generated. 
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However, it is worth adding some comments on the practical ways the data was 
managed and analysed. Although my research is based on a relatively small 
number of interviews, thirty-five in total, the interviews were extremely detailed, 

layered and nuanced and therefore not conducive to analysis via any formal data 

packages. Instead, a thematic approach to the interview data was adopted. In 

order to re-familiarise myself with the interview data, transcripts were re-read 

and I re-listened to a number of interviews to enable me to fully immerse myself 
in the data. The main four themes of this study in relation to higher education, 

that is, motivations, experiences, influence on marriage, and influence on 
identities were used as my main analytical themes or categories. Personal details 

were also noted as a key theme. Ritchie, Spencer and O'Connor (2003), further 

recommend adding an `Other' category in order to capture any sub-themes or 

issues not caught under the main themes. This initial `conceptual framework' 

(ibid) was used to identify sub-themes generated from the data. 

I found that some of the more prescriptive recommendations for data analysis 

that rely heavily on `coding' detracted from the emphasis I also wanted to place 

on personal narratives and stories. Working closely with each transcript then, I 

sought to identify areas of commonalities of experience across the themes and 

sub-themes, but also to note where there were significant differences, 

exceptions, tensions and ambiguities. 

So for instance, under the broad theme of `motivations' and a sub-theme of 

`motivating factors', I was then able to further categorize these at a tertiary level 

according to `individuals' (parents, siblings, other family members, peer groups, 

role models), `issues' (family prestige, financial independence, improved 

marriage prospects, employment, racism), and `other' (self-motivators, personal 

circumstances) and so on. Each tertiary level of analysis also included a sub- 

theme on `tensions'. This allowed me to note for contradictions in either 

women's lives or the issues they raised. 

In aiming for consistency with the theoretical and methodological contexts 

framing this research, I have sought to utilise quotes throughout not only to 

highlight points I wish to make, but also to situate individual women's mediated 

experiences and histories as contingent to their identifications and 

positionalities. 
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Conclusion - the research process as empowering? 

Once the interviews had ended and the tape turned off, as a way to disengage 

and return to `normal conversation', I asked women how they found the 
interview. To my pleasant surprise, many described it as `intense but enjoyable'. 
Many frequently referred to the possibility that I was likely now to know them 
better than anyone else, but also perhaps more significantly, in reflecting on 
their academic achievements and thinking about their experiences, relationships 

and identities, many left saying how personally empowered the interview 

process had left them feeling. It gave them an opportunity to reflect on issues 

and achievements they had not previously considered in any depth, but in 

agreeing to participate in a project that focused on their achievements, gave 

them a sense of contributing to a broader purpose - challenging stereotypes of 

Muslim women. 

This response, the potential to effect positive change, highlights the political 

nature of research that characterises critical feminist research (Maynard, 1994). 

That the research process itself can in some way contribute towards women's 

sense of self-empowerment (Opie, 1992) presents opportunities and possibilities 

for British Muslim women to further push boundaries towards personal and 

social transformations. 

The next four chapters discuss my interview data with Muslim women. As the 

proceeding chapters will show, the interview data was rich, layered and at times, 

animated. While Chapter Three and Four discuss women's motivations for and 

experiences of higher education respectively, Chapters Six and Seven focus on 

the impact higher education has, or is perceived to have on two distinct areas of 

their lives: marriage prospects and religious and cultural identities. This final 

chapter before the Conclusion will link Muslim women's articulations and 

voices within the theoretical perspectives developed by Stuart Hall and Avtar 

Brah in particular and introduced in Chapter Two. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

MOTIVATIONS TOWARDS HIGHER EDUCATION 

We all knew right from the year `dot' that university was the place to go. ' 
(Safia, 19, BA Economics and Politics student. Pakistani) 

Introduction 

The focus of this chapter is concerned with exploring motivating factors that 

underlie participation in higher education for British South Asian young Muslim 

women. I aim to examine the issue of motivations from two angles: women's 

own reasons for pursuing higher qualifications, and their perceptions of parental 

influences and opinions. Here I will explore women's educational motivations 

and the ways in which they were encouraged to study for a degree, the roles 

their parents and others played in their higher education choices, and whether 

their pursuit of higher education contributed towards any tensions or 

contradictions for Muslim women. If so, what were the nature of these tensions`? 

I was also interested in examining the ways in which women's higher education 

choices might impact on other areas of their lives. 

A strong underlying theme in this thesis is the questioning of stereotypes of 

Muslim women and their families. By exploring Muslim women's motivations 

into higher education, my interviews revealed that many of the aspirations for 

higher education and the attainment of a degree (or higher degree) were often 

the product of common understandings, shared goals and desires, and processes 

of negotiation and accommodation between Muslim women and their parents. 

This would contrast with some media and academic accounts that portray Asian 

and Muslim parents as stifling their daughters' academic aspirations purely 

because they are women (cf. Taher, 2000). My study found that where these 

goals were not shared, or there were tensions and difficulties over the attainment 

of their ambitions, women employed a number of strategies and utilised 

alternative routes in order to achieve their objectives. Some of these concerns, 

challenges and barriers encountered within my sample in their pursuit of higher 

education, and their negotiation of these will also be described in this chapter. 

The integration and achievements of second and third generation diasporic 

South Asians have become a focus of much research and theoretical debate. 
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Comparative work on the educational achievements of Sikh children in the 
United States and Britain, has shown some interesting links between current 
socio-economic status, whether the family's background in the country of origin 
is urban or rural and the timing of migration (Gibson and Bhachu. 1988). In later 

work, Bhachu (1991,1996) also found that education, increased labour market 
participation and financial independence, have profound effects on the 
consumption patterns of younger Sikh women. Similar correlations have been 

noted by others, such as Brah (1993) in her exemplary study of young Muslim 

women and the labour market. These themes should be borne in mind when 
considering the data described below. 

South Asian families in Britain, as much of the published literature already 
demonstrates, have placed a particular importance on the acquisition of 
academic qualifications (see Introduction and Appendix IX). However, South 

Asian Muslim families and Muslim men are often regarded as placing strict 

cultural or `patriarchal constraints' ('purdah') on the movements of women. Yet 

as Brah quite rightly points out, 

... this social concept and its manifestations varies from one historical period to another, 
from one country to another, and from one social group to another. Even within the 
same social group its patterns of observance can differ considerably along class, caste 
and other dimensions. 

(Brah, 1993, p 448, and 1996, p 137). 

Some structurally based assumptions situate under-graduates as coming from 

middle-class homes, with graduate parents, or, in the case of South Asians, of 

exhibiting an urban/rural divide assumed to be indicative of the social class 

position in the country of origin. My research sample of British Muslim women 

studying in London, has highlighted the broad appeal of higher education to 

many migrant families, regardless of social class and parental education. Most 

students in this study described their family backgrounds however, as 

predominantly `working class' though it should be remembered that class 

definitions vary in the South Asian sub-continent and should not be viewed as 

equivalent to class divisions in the UK. 

My reference to 'class' here is one that recognises the distinct differences 

between British class structures and those existing in the South Asian sub- 

continent. Class structures cannot be assumed to hold the same meanings as they 
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do within Western capitalist societies. Many families from India, Pakistan and 
Bangladesh experienced profound upheaval and change as a result of partition 
and then again in their socio-economic positions when settling in the UK. 
Having said this, twenty-one women in my sample described their family 
backgrounds as `working class' (describing mostly manual occupations with 
limited if any formal qualifications), while a further fourteen described their 
families as `middle-class, citing parental qualifications and occupations, and 
those of extended family members in the country of origin, and the type of 

school attended and area lived in' 8. Many in my sample had relatives in the UK 

or in their country of origin, or elsewhere, who were also studying for, or had 

obtained degree qualifications. 

The notion of `education as a vehicle for social mobility' is not new, but analysis 
in relation to Muslim students has until recently, been limited. Basit's (1997) 

research on young Muslim women in schools, their parents and teachers 

identified how Muslim women and their families were exhibiting `middle-class' 

aspirations in their educational and career choices. She found that teachers held 

stereotyped assumptions of Muslim women as leading restricted lives at home, 

but as Shain (2003) points out, does not explore the roots of these stereotypes 

nor situate her work within wider social structures of racism and along 

modalities of power such as race, gender or class, or even identities. 

Issues around `choice processes' amongst ethnic minority students have shown 

that the ethnic mix of a higher education institution and social class of the 

student are two significant factors in decision making regarding university entry 

(Reay, Davies, David, and Ball, 2001; Ball, Reay, David, 2002). Here, two (self- 

admittedly) `crude' categories of student are suggested - the `contingent 

chooser', and the `embedded chooser'. `Contingent choosers' were students 

from working class, low income families. Although they experienced high levels 

of emotional support and encouragement to pursue higher education, they were 

often the first in their families or social circles to consider higher education, and 

this was often recent following GCSE or A' levels. Furthermore, they possessed 

little actual knowledge of higher education institutions, or their hierarchies but 

preferred universities with a strong ethnic mix. 

18 See Appendix \'l for the table of respondents with parental occupations. 
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`Embedded choosers' in contrast, were students from `middle-class' families 

where parents were often university educated. Higher education was instilled as 
an expectation and `norm', or what Ball et al referring to Bourdieu, describe as 
`habitus as predisposition without any calculation' (p. 344), Students, with their 
parents were very aware of university hierarchies and courses and were able to 
draw on a large pool of contacts for advice. Embedded students are thus able to 
draw on `transnational cultural capital' (ibid) where their class location 

predisposes them to adopt the attitudes, values and actions of middle-class peers 

and so `fit-in' within a prestigious university environment. 

There are some interesting comparisons - and differences - to be made between 

these student typologies which I will discuss in relation to my research 

participants as the issues arise. For the time being, it is worth noting that in 

situating ethnicity and class as key identities through which university choices 

were made, the analysis offered by Ball et al fails to account for the gendered 

nature of choices and experiences of higher education that are described in 

research by Tett (2000), or Mirza (1995) for example. 

Working class students are also thought to `value' higher education in terms of 

the risks, costs and benefits associated with participation, though these factors 

are differentially structured across social class, race and gender (Archer, 2003). 

Accordingly, working class students are thought to `face greater risks of failure 

and more uncertain rewards' (ibid, p. 119). One large survey of working class 

participants and non-participants in higher education, the `Social Class and 

Widening Participation in Higher Education Project (1998-2001), noted that 

working class students from ethnic minority backgrounds such as black women, 

are more likely to cite personal and social motivations for degree level study 

(Archer, Hutchings and Ross, 2003). This would accord with `social justice' 

discourses in widening participation debates which stress issues around 

empowerment and the social transformative value of higher education for 

disadvantaged groups (Archer, 2003). These rather more `emotional' reasons for 

entering higher education were found to contradict `official' government 

discourses that instead centre on economic motivations. Interestingly the study 

also noted that while white working class women were more likely to report 

meeting family resistance to their higher education ambitions. with families 
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accusing them as attempting to `escape from their working class identities. 
black women were able to draw on support and encouragement. Instead, they 
reported meeting low expectations from schools and FE colleges who were 
perceived as `holding them back'. In response, many black women in their 
study, like the respondent's in Mirza's (1992) research, persisted with their 
educational aspirations, adopting a strategy of `resistance' to what they viewed 
as prejudicial advice from teachers and careers advisors. 

In the following sections I describe British Muslim women's motivation for 

pursuing higher education and explore their rationale behind their choice of 
university and degree, the role of parents, role models and other influences. 

Although many women spoke of the encouragement to study they had received, 
a small number experienced difficulties in securing parental support. I will 

examine their stories in some detail and also discuss areas of contradiction and 
tension women experienced when thinking about higher education and its 

impact on other aspects of their lives. 

Making my own choices - Muslim Women's Personal Reasons 

for Pursuing Higher Education 

Women's reasons for entering into higher education were multi-faceted. As this 

chapter will show, women in this research and their parents, perceived higher 

education as a means towards achieving upward social mobility within their 

families and social circles. When interviewed, many of the young women 

regardless of current graduate or post-graduate status, were able to identify a 

number of inter-connected motivating factors that were important both to them 

and to their families in their pursuit of higher education. These included the 

prospect of financial and personal independence, increased social status, 

improved marriage prospects and the opportunity to study an area of personal 

interest instead of moving straight into a job or marriage. Interestingly, contrary 

to assertions by Wade and Souter (1992) and Khanum (1995), no women in my 

sample talked about using university as a strategy for `delaying' marriage. This 

may however, be reflective of a period of social change. A few women 

mentioned Islam as a motivating factor when considering higher education 

(Modood, 2006) but none of my research participants cited having to 'rely on 
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Islamic rights' to education for women in order to convince their parents to 

allow them to pursue their educational aspirations. A small number experienced 

certain barriers and struggles before entering university but I will elaborate on 
these later. As this chapter will show, the nature of both encouragement and 

struggle based on Muslim women's experiences in higher education, are both 

specific and personal yet reflect some key commonalities and aspects of social 

change. 

One strong theme to emerge from my interviews was the closeness of parental 

ambitions for their daughters and women's own reasons for pursuing higher 

education. In many cases, personal and parental reasons were inter-twinned. 

Several women spoke about higher education as `something they knew they had 

to do'. As Safia put it, `We all knew right from the year `dot' that university was 

the place to go'. It was a deep-rooted response that was not necessarily based 

upon pragmatic, job-related considerations, but was instead emerging from an 

individual desire and commitment (and in many instances supported by their 

parents) to achieve at a certain educational level. For some this was for purely 

personal development and interest. This was found regardless of parental social 

class with women from both working-class and middle-class backgrounds 

talking about higher education as an `expectation' from an early age. This 

contrasts with the class-based binarised categories of `contingent' (working 

class') and 'embedded' (middle-class) ethnic minority students suggested by 

Ball et al (2002). Moreover, some women explained their degree choices in 

terms of personal interest (associated with middle-class embedded students) as 

Amber (working class background) explained: 

My education was for pure enjoyment I have to say... I thought I'm just going to do my 
degree in what ever I wanted to do it in. I was really interested in history and still am, 
so I pursued that. 

(Amber, 24, PGCE student, BA History and Urdu graduate, Pakistani). 

I always found it [Psychology] interesting when I was younger, maybe influenced by 

the TV as well because of all those programmes on psychology and all that and I always 
thought it was interesting, especially abnormal behaviour, like what causes it and the 

reasons behind it. But I never really thought I'd go into it and do a degree in it. 

(Samira, 20, BSc Psychology student, Indian). 

It was a toss up between Sociology and History but with Sociology it was bit more facts 

and cases and sociologists like Marx, whereas in History it is much more easy . 
You can 

say anything you want so long as you could justify it. I have always been interested in 

History and doing `A' level History. It was one of the subjects I enjoyed, so I chose to 
do History at M University and they offered me a place. Not with a specific career in 
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mind, like if you wanted to be a lawyer you did Law, I just did it because it interested 
me. 

(Khaleda, 24, BA History, recent graduate, Bangladeshi). 
Other women explained their desires to study for a degree in more emotive and 
determined terms (Archer and Leathwood, 2003) as `something they, had to do' 

or `needed' : 

Reason why I did a degree - so many factors, I was interested in higher education, I've 
always wanted to do something, I never just wanted to do just GCSE's and get married. I always had a `back-up plan'. I didn't want to go into a profession as such. but I've 
always wanted a degree to prove to people around me, my family and to who ever I'll 
marry that, `look I am clever enough, I have got a degree, I can do what I want. ' It was for that, I felt I needed [her emphasis] a degree and I wanted one. It was just something 
I had to have coz it would give me a better standing with my family, and a bit more 
respect, and I wanted to prove to people that you know, we can do something. 

(Rehana, 21, BA English and History student, Pakistani). 
All I knew was that I wanted the degree more than anything. I always knew from the 
beginning that, at the end of the day I wanted to come out with a decent degree so, from 
the beginning, I was persistent with my work. I never faltered in my performance, it 
was persistent. 

(Sadia, 26, MPhil student, South Asian Area Studies, Bengali Literature and Gender, 
Bangladeshi). 

As someone lacking A' levels and having experienced difficult personal 
circumstances (see later, Chapter 7), Arifa entered university through an Access 
course as a single mother and mature student. Her motivations were both 
emotive and pragmatic: 

I desperately wanted to do a degree and knew I was capable of doing a degree. I felt 
resentful that, you know, I hadn't been able - that I had to go to work and wasn't able to 
continue with my education, so I did an access course. I left work, I got a part-time job 
in a betting shop, a part-time job waitressing, and supported myself like that because I 
didn't get dole. I wasn't eligible for it, and did a part-time access course at B University 
and then got a place at university. 

(Arifa, 26, BA Social Anthropology student, Pakistani). 

As we can see from this selection of quotes, the personal sense of satisfaction 

and achievement degree study had given these students was incredibly 

important. The opportunity to learn and engage with academic material that was 

of interest to them, coupled with the prospect of future economic independence, 

and to lead lives that were, for some, qualitatively different from their parents', 

and to `prove themselves' to their families and others, was immensely attractive. 

Some of these women were `pioneers' within their families - the first women to 

enter into higher education in their families, and achieve a degree, and so for 

them, as I shall describe later, the qualitative investment they placed on 

achieving their aims was considerable. For the few women in my sample «-ho 

had encountered difficulties with their families in negotiating entry into 
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university, or who had received minimal support, the attainment of a degree of 
their choice also held great symbolic value. 

Some students sought to take advantage of the opportunity of degree study to 
subjects that were of personal, cultural or religious significance. For example, 
Sadia's decision to study Humanities as her first degree was rooted in her 
interest in third world development and environmental issues and was combined 

with a strong urge to succeed academically. As a previous volunteer for 

Christian Aid (despite not being a Christian) and a member of organisations 

such as Amnesty International and, having a strong interest in her ancestral 
background and the British colonial influence in India, were factors that 

contributed to her higher education choices: 

The reason why I first came into university life because was, as a teenager, I was keenly 
aware about environmental issues and what was this thing called the `third world', why 
had it developed and where was it going. I was also a member of various organisations 
like Amnesty International, World Development Movement - all those kind of pro-third 
world organisations. Through reading their literature I became interested and I actually 
volunteered for some time at Christian Aid. I wanted to become more involved in 
understanding about the third world. Then I thought the next logical thing to do was, to 
do a degree in that area and, hopefully, after that get a career in an organisation which 
would benefit the third world. So in that respect my interest has led onto other things. 

(Sadia, 26, MPhil student, South Asian Area Studies, Bengali Literature and Gender, 
Bangladeshi). 

Her interests were not only reflective of her Asian and Bangladeshi cultural 

background but were mediated through international movements and a strong 

sense of moral justice, suggesting a hybridic fusion of interests and activities. 

This was further evidenced when she later revealed her preference for Bengali 

films that appealed to her intellectual needs and were less `fantasy' based. 

`Striving for a better quality of life' 

I had a very strict up-bringing but I was always told to `stand on my own two feet' 

(Arifa, 26, BA Social Anthropology student, Pakistani). 

Several research studies have highlighted how concerns over racial 

discrimination in the labour market affecting employment prospects for ethnic 

minorities have inculcated a sense of `needing to be better' than the indigenous 

majority (Afshar, 1989b; Mirza, 1992; Modood, 1998). Like other studies on the 

employment patterns of ethnic minority young people. education for my 

interviewees based in London was seen as necessary in the creation of 

opportunities and in "striving for a better quality of life " (Amber). This 

90 



assertion contrasts profoundly with Afshar's (1989b) earlier work in West 
Yorkshire, where young Muslim women held little faith in the potential value of 
education for themselves as a means of upward social mobility. This difference 

however, is likely to be reflective of regional, temporal and class locations and 

of changes in the socio-economic and higher education policy climate or 
discourse which interpreted differences in student numbers across ethnic groups 

as not due to structural barriers but rather the result of what was perceived as 
`lower educational aspirations'. 

Many women in my sample identified the prospects of increased financial and 

personal independence and enhanced social status as attractive inducements to 

proceed into higher education, and these were views many said they shared with 

their parents. Also, as I discuss further in Chapter Seven, the attainment of a 
degree, coupled with the opportunity and prospects of a certain level of financial 

independence, and personal confidence, allowed women spaces to explore their 

own identities for themselves and impacted on their assertion of these within 

their families, social networks and wider social contexts. As with the SAWE 

study (Ahmad et al, 2003), a commonly used phrase for this assertion of 

independence was `being able to stand on my own two feet'. It was therefore not 

surprising to find a number of women also talked about their higher education 

choices in pragmatic, financial terms: 

I chose law because I felt it would be a practical subject to do and it might lead onto a 
job or some other kind of work I might want to do. 

(Lubanna, 20, LLB Law student, Bangladeshi). 

I did pharmacy because I wanted an easy degree which I could come out with and start 
work straight away and that it would be a reasonably good wage and women wouldn't 
be discriminated against in terms of wage. That is why I did pharmacy, not particularly 
because I have always wanted to do pharmacy from a very young age, but I knew I was 
good at medical things and so I just, I didn't want to be a Doctor, it just took too long... 
Because as pharmacist I am continually learning anyway and in hospital pharmacy it is 

so different and you have to do lots of clinical diplomas and lots of other things as well 
but I feel that I want to continue learning anyway. I might do a Masters in the future, 

certainly not a PhD, and I don't think I would have wanted to be a lecturer or anything 
like that or a research person. 

(Shamim, 28, BSc Pharmacy, MRPharmec, Pharmacist, Pakistani). 

However, some women noted that simply attaining a degree was not enough to 

secure a job; the stakes were now higher as `every other person has a degree': 

Before I started Uni, 1 thought if I do my degree I'm going to have a lovely job at the 

end of it, a cushy job waiting for me but its not like that. You do your degree and then 

you're told you have to now look for a job and you start doing your CV's and stuff and 

91 



you realise its tough out there. And nowadays every other person has a degree and a degree is like the minimum. Before it was the most you would have. now people are doing Masters, PhD, they're doing their MPhil, or working abroad if you speak another language. That's why I did Spanish [initially with the History degree]. I thought I would have that to fall back on. There's so many factors now... I think a lot has changed in the 
way people value a degree these days. 

(Khaleda, 24, BA History, recent graduate, Bangladeshi). 

Khaleda's point about the relative `value' of a degree, or even higher degree 

reflects current mainstream debates about the ways greater accessibility to 
higher education through more institutions attaining university status, may have 

contributed to degrees holding less practical value especially in terms of 
employability. However, two subsequent studies that explored factors affecting 
Muslim women, higher education and employability, drew attention to the ways 
in which Muslim women were subject to a number of discriminating factors 

from potential employers, regardless of their educational achievements (Tyrer 

and Ahmad, 2006; Equal Opportunities Commission, 2006). 

Some other women used their first degree as a stepping-stone into a further 

degree and career of their preferred choice, especially if they had been initially 

unsuccessful in gaining a place on their chosen course. This was the case for 

Saima, who wanted to pursue a career in medicine but failed to secure a place in 

medical school. She then opted for a degree in Genetics, which later allowed her 

entry into medical school. 

Prestige, University and Degree Choices 

Whilst many of the young women I interviewed were keen to honour their 

parents' wishes and achieve academic success in areas of their parents choosing 

(see below), they perceived a number of distinct advantages for themselves. 

Pursuit of higher education, the subjects studied and choices of institution were 

found to be the effects of a far more complex social assessment process by 

students and their parents, than a pragmatic decision alone. Of course, choice of 

institution and degree subject was for some, a matter of what was offered, rather 

than first preference. Prestigious career choices such as medicine, dentistry, law, 

etc., continue to be pursued and highly regarded within South Asian 

communities (cf., Dale et al, 2002a, 2002b: Ahmad et al, 2003,2005). 

I think most Asian families prefer their children to go into a discipline where you have a 
job at the end of it so like a doctor, or a solicitor's line of study, but if you did 

something like English and then they're like, 'what are you studying that for? Be a 
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doctor or someone' ... 
People think if you are going to Uni, then you have to follow a 

particular career whereas nowadays when you want a job you can have any kind of 
degree; so long as you have a degree you can get a job'. 

(Khaleda, 24, BA History, recent graduate, Bangladeshi). 

As the participants in this thesis demonstrate, Muslim women students are 
`branching out', studying topics such as English Language and Literature, 

History, Economics, International Politics, Media Studies, Fashion, and the 
Social Sciences. Personal interest is obviously the main reason behind such 
diversity of choice, but it also suggests that students in this sample are meeting 

the `middle-class aspirations' Basit described in her work on Muslim school- 

girls and their parents (1997), through studying more arts-based subjects. They 

are also signalling their own individuality, by not bowing to pressure (however 

subtle) to study the sciences or law. Here I am not just referring to parental 
influences, but also drawing to attention wider societal views about the value of 

arts and social science subjects, and the alternatives routes of entry into higher 

education that tend to privilege entry into post-1992 universities and the rather 

more vocational and/or technical nature of courses on offer there. Therefore, by 

accommodating these particular social expectations with their personal interests, 

students were therefore able to define a certain `elite' status for themselves and 

their parents19. However, in what could be indicative of a class-based response, 

not all parents understood the degree choices of their daughters; some women 

said their parents would have preferred their daughters study some of the more 

`traditionally respected' courses. For example, Rehana chose to study English 

and History though her father at first was perplexed: 

With English, I like reading books, I passed it for my GCSE so I thought right I'm doing 
English(! ) and it was encouraged in my family and it seemed like a good open degree - 
more broad. I was thinking of the long-term when I was took it -I can go into teaching 

or I could go into something else. But with English there is so much you can do. So 
English for an interest but with a long-term goal. History because I've always enjoyed 
looking at why yesterday affects us today and the politics but I think its coz my teacher 

made it so interesting I wanted to carry it on. 

(Rehana, 21, BA English and History student, Pakistani). 

19 Interestingly, I only managed to interview one medical student and no dental students although 

gig en the huge popularity and prestige value of these courses for Asian Muslim families. I expected 
to include more. I did meet some women medical students who were interested in the research but 

they were revising for exams during the main phases of my fieldwork. One of my interviewees 

studying for a degree in Genetics later went on to enrol and eventually completed a medical degree 

(Saima). 
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How did your parents feel about your choice of subjects? 
My father couldn't understand them. It was why not Business, why not Computing or Maths? And I had to explain to him that I wasn't interested in all that. And with the 
History he's ask `why learn about the past you should learn about the future? ' he still doesn't understand why I'm doing History but he's seen that I'm pretty good at it and he 
doesn't say anything now. My mother would support me in anything I want to do as long as I'm happy. 

(Rehana, 21, BA English and History student, Pakistani). 

For a few other women, their eventual degree choice was in part, made `on the 

spur of the moment' either at the point of application or UCAS submission, or 

made during clearing after the publication of `A' level results (a finding that 
bears some similarity to Ball et al's (2002) `contingent student'). The flexibility 

and opportunity to study specialist options, such as South Asian Law, led to 
Lubanna's final choice of course and university after initial difficulties deciding: 

I didn't actually apply to X at first on my UCAS form; I didn't want to come here coz 
she [sister] was here! But in the end I came coz I felt it was the most interesting place to 
do law. 

... 1 applied to W, Y, Z, T, U and a couple of others. But I didn't really want to 
go to any of those. By the time I applied and got my offers back in, I didn't really want 
to go to any of those which is why I had to come here through clearing kind of thing. 
None of the courses really interested me, they were like standard courses, standard law, 
English or history and X was the only place that did something different. When I 
applied to Uni's, I wasn't even sure about what I wanted to do. But now I'm doing law 
in South Asia and I'm learning a lot about Bangladesh and I could never do that in any 
other Uni. 

(Lubanna, 20, LLB Law student, Bangladeshi). 

Lubanna also represented a small proportion of those in my sample who had no 

fixed ideas themselves about their prospective careers or degree choices but 

were propelled by their parents to `do something' at university - but not just `any 

university' - it had to be `prestigious'. When I asked Lubanna about whether the 

prestige of the university was at all important to her she replied: 

Yeah! Definitely! It does, it always does. That's why I applied to the other places that I 
did. It had to be a London University, not coz my parents told me to, just because I felt I 

wanted to go to a London University. 

(Lubanna, 20, LLB Law student, Bangladeshi). 

Nazmina was very clear about the distinctions as she saw them, between the new 

and old universities when deciding on where to study for her `A' levels: 

I remember applying to one of those colleges and they were like `you don't have to do 
`A' levels you can do GNVQ's or HND's' and I was like `where is that gonna get me? 
Its not gonna get me into University' and they were like `yeah it is' and I said `give me 
examples then' and they said 'University of H, University of B, University of L, S 
University', these were like places I'd never even heard of. They were like some low- 

class universities that did 'Star Trek Studies' as a degree. It wasn't what I'd aspired to 
do... There was no question that I would not do `A' levels. 

(Nazmina, 19. BA Arabic and French student, Indian). 

94 



Her obvious irritation and resistance to advice to take alternatives to A' levels. 

echoes the responses of black women in Mirza's (1992) study «-ho were 
determined to prove teachers low expectations of them wrong and achieve their 

academic aims. This is also borne out in the work of Archer et al (2003). 

Another student rationalised the choice of degree with her perceived quality of 
the university and resultant job prospects: 

I thought by going to X University and doing a Law degree I'm not going to get a very 
good job as a solicitor or a barrister; you have to go to a very good university, one of 
the top universities, and anyway, Law is very boring... 

(Khaleda, 24, BA History, recent graduate. Bangladeshi). 

Many who attended the `new' universities exhibited both `contingent' and 
`embedded' (Ball, et al, 20002) student characteristics, for example, choosing a 

university that was convenience based, close to home, or with friends attending 

and so socially they were `safe' and were able to gain an insider's perspective 
('hot knowledge', ibid) on the courses and atmosphere of the institution. Since 

the courses were vocational in nature, they therefore suited their needs or were 

deemed more interesting and varied. For others, their choices were exam 

dependent. Some had hopes of gaining entry to the older universities but failed 

to secure a place based on their predicted `A' levels or did not meet the required 

grades. For instance, Samira's predicted `A' level grades were not high enough 

to secure a place at one of the more prestigious universities such as U although 

her actual achieved grades would have met the U criteria. This may well be a 

part of a wider pattern of teachers under-estimating predicted grades of ethnic 

minority students (Leathwood and Hutchings, 2003). Even though she did 

manage to gain a place at C University based on her predicted grades (where she 

was eventually happy), she was initially disappointed: 

My predicted grades weren't that good but - they [C University] gave me an offer of a 
B and two C's and I got A, B, C in the end so I thought it was a bit unfair that they took 

me according to my predicted grades; I thought I could have gone somewhere else. 

11 ould you have liked to have gone somewhere else? 

Yes, maybe U or somewhere like that. 

Was ('a better University with a better course? 

)'es, it was more highly regarded. 

(Samira, 20, BSc Psychology student, Indian). 
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Other students relied on a combination of factors such as course content, campus 
and student mix to help them decide but was clear that the university reputation 
had to be 'good': 

I came to the open day and I really enjoyed the campus and it looked really nice, nice 
mixture of Asians, whites and blacks and that's what I was looking for, something 
where I would feel comfortable, so I'd see a lot of Asian girls and thought, yeah this is 
fine. I applied to K University also and was offered a place at K, but then I just felt at 
home at B University. When I said to people I'm going to B, they said 'that's a good 
university' so basically that was one of the reasons, coz it had a good name. 

(Rehana, 21, BA English and History student, Pakistani). 

Basically the name. I applied for medicine in four places and two places for Genetics as 
a back-up. I didn't get into medicine anywhere, so U University was the top Uni. I 
thought of applying to K as well, but prefer U. Its great, all on one campus. I don't think 
my family knew about U- they know about Oxford and Cambridge -I probably told 
them that U was the best Uni after Oxford and Cambridge and now they are proud of it. 
This is the best university and I'm really proud to be here. 

(Saima, 20, BSc Genetics student, Pakistani). 

Choice of educational institution then, for some students, is also subject to subtle 

social `class aspirations', reflecting the class-based hierarchies of institutions 

where the `old' universities are preferred as opposed to the former polytechnics 

or `new' universities. Students in my sample from both `old and `new' 

universities were acutely aware of these distinctions, and the implications their 

choices could have for their own `positioning' within their parents' social 

circles. However, for several other women attending the `new' universities, the 

relative positioning of their university was secondary to the fact that they were, 

regardless of hierarchies, actually in a university and studying for a degree. The 

awarding of the degree certificate carried significant representational value for 

women. This was especially so if their choices had been limited from the outset 

by personal, familial, social or academic constraints, or they had to enter 

university through `non-traditional' that is, not `A' level routes - as some of the 

quotes above from women (such as Rehana) who spoke of `needing' a degree 

show. As the literature on ethnic minority students shows, education, and higher 

education in particular, holds a particular qualitative value that extends beyond 

the attainment of a qualification (Mirza, 1998; Modood, 1993,2006; Modood 

and Acland, 1998). In addition, for many ethnic minority students from working 

class families and without formal qualifications, gaining a place on a degree 

course is itself a significant achievement especially if they experienced personal 

or structural barriers to education in the past. 
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Parental Encouragement and Expectations - Motives and Forms 

As the above discussions on women's own motivations for higher education 
show, many shared their ambitions and reasons for pursuing degree level study 
with their parents and spoke of their own aims alongside those of their parents. 
What I hadn't expected was the strength of positive feelings women expressed 
about their parent's support and encouragement, and the affection many women 
expressed when describing how influential their parents had been in shaping 
their own academic and career objectives. That very few women I interviewed 

had parents who were graduates themselves exemplifies the very high esteem 

parents placed on their children's education and the opportunities they were 
keen to see their children take advantage of. This was a feature that I 

documented in an earlier publication based on this research (Ahmad, 2001) and 

was supported by the SAWE study (Ahmad, Modood and Lissenburgh, 2003) 

and by earlier research by Basit (1997) who spoke of parents holding `middle- 

class aspirations' for themselves and their daughters. 

For example: 

With my parents, the fact that they let me continue studying meant that I could in the 
future hopefully, get a good job. My Mum was quite keen on me getting a good job so 
that I could stand on my own two feet; if the need came someday I wouldn't have to fall 
back on someone 

(Fareena, 28, LLB, p/t PGCE, Bangladeshi). 

My parents really, they've always been like `you have to study, you have to study coz if 
you don't have an education you have nothing really. You hear about all these people 
who are on income support and stuff like that and I didn't want to end up like that. I 
knew from the beginning that I was gonna study, that I was gonna do a degree 

(Saima, 20, BSc Genetics student, Pakistani). 

Its not very cliched and yet it might turn cliched. My Dad and my parents, luckily are 
very non-traditional parents and they've inspired all of us to do whatever we want 
irrespective of our sex. I'm the eldest daughter and I was lucky enough to have some 
very forward thinking parents who've always thought that it doesn't matter where you 
are, what you are, or what your gender is, what is important is that you're educated, that 
you're able to stand on your own two feet. My Dad always said. 'why don't you do 
law? ' and I've always known from the age of about 10 that it was something I wanted to 
do. 

(Sofie, 30, LLB, Government Press Officer, Pakistani). 

According to many of the young women interviewed, parental encouragement 

was also expressed as a family `expectation', or a family `ethos'. This was found 

regardless of parental education levels, presence or absence of graduates in the 
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family, or social class and is supported by other research (e. g., Afshar, 1989a: 
Brah and Shaw, 1992; Brah, 1993; Basit, 1996a, 1996b)20. I «as told: 

Well it was always taken that we would all go to university and stuff coz I was the last 
girl, my two sisters, they didn't go to university, they used to have to work so they 
weren't able to and they got married so I was like the last hope kind of thing and, so 
that's where it came from. So, everyone else says Arifa's going to do a degree, Arifa's 
going to do this... 

(Arifa, 26, BA Social Anthropology student, Pakistani). 
Moral support. My parents have been supporting me very much although they can't 
really help me with my studies, but they haven't stopped me from going [to university], 
they've encouraged me to continue studying and I when I moved to university, they 
would question `why aren't you doing your homework? ' so I would say they've 
supported me 100%. 

(Halima, 23, B. Ed, recent graduate, Bangladeshi). 

... With my Mother because of her generation and the preceding generations never went 
into higher education and, especially her children being brought up here, it was almost 
naturally expected of us that we would go continue on to higher education. It was 
something I always wanted as well so it was conducive for me to continue. 

(Sadia, 26, MPhil student South Asian Area Studies, Bengali Literature and Gender, 
Bangladeshi). 

Educational achievement for some women and their families was thus 

positioned as a `tradition'. For some respondents, to not strive for higher 

qualifications was inconceivable, though none spoke of extreme parental 

pressure. Daughters learnt about `ambition' from an early age, and were active 

agents in the processes of manufacturing, manipulating and exploiting this 

`family ethos'. As the quotes above show, women were subjected to gentle 

levels of pressure to succeed educationally, and did not want to disappoint their 

parents and families. Further evidence of parental support was provided in 2005, 

when Muslim parents in the first state-funded Islamic school for girls 

(Feversham College in Bradford) were singled out for praise for the 

encouragement shown towards their daughters education. Figures for `added 

value' calculated by the Department for Education and Skills showed that 

despite leaving primary school with low achievement levels, young women had 

shown the highest rates of achievement across secondary school league tables 

(Lightfoot, 2005). 

20 Older, alternative forms of education should also be acknowledged. For instance. while older 

women (mothers and grandmothers) may be academically illiterate, most would be able to read the 
Qur'an in Arabic (though not necessarily understand it). Similarly, learning at seminaries or 

madrahsahs may equip people with critical and analytical skills, which can be passed onto children. 
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By encouraging their daughters into higher education, parents are not only able 
to rest assured by their daughter's future economic potential as individuals. They 

are able to attain and maintain social status and prestige within their social 
circles. Educated daughters signal certain levels of `liberalism' for the family 

concerned. A daughter's education confers a certain level of social `education' 

to the rest of the family. Parents are thus able to describe themselves as 
`modern' and socially astute. They are able to distance themselves from the 

stereotype of the patriarchal and `non-educated' family, often believed to 

confuse `tradition' with religion by observing `strict' purdah21 and restricting the 

education and movement of women. In addition, educated daughters can be 

expected to attract suitors of a similar status or above, if the `arranged marriage' 

route is chosen (see below and Chapter Six). 

As mentioned above, parents have been cited as playing a major role in 

encouraging and motivating their daughters into higher education. It has been 

shown that both pragmatic (for example, economic) and social (status) concerns 

feature significantly (see also Basit, 1996a). However, what is the exact nature 

of parental influence? Do mothers play a greater role than fathers in influencing 

daughters on the issue of education? During the course of my research, students 

talked about either one or both their parents encouraging their daughters to study 

and achieve. Mothers of a variety of educational levels, who encouraged 

daughters, wished to see them achieve a position of choice and independence in 

their lifestyles, to achieve academic or career ambitions and aspirations that 

were perhaps not available to them, and where they would not be solely 

dependent (and perhaps sub-ordinate) upon a future husband and in-laws: 

It [motivation] came from my parents, my mother especially, she's been so influential 

and my mother's family in Pakistan, they really encouraged me and my teacher. 

(Rehana, 21, BA English and History student, Pakistani). 

My Mother encouraged me a lot and so did my sister - she went to university as well 

and did a degree and everything so I can always talk to her about study pressure and 

stress and all that, there's always someone there I can talk to especially my Mother. If I 

have to make a decision I always talk to her first so I have received encouragement, I 

haven't just been left to just carry on with what I'm doing. 

(Samira, 20, BSc Psychology student, Indian). 

21 Of course, `strict purdah' does not necessarily lead to a restriction of movement or of educational 

or work-related opportunities for women. It was originally intended as a means of religious 
identification and to liberate and protect Muslim women in their daily activities. 
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This would support findings from other studies such as Osler and Hussain 
(2005) who note the interest mothers take in encouraging daughters in school 
level education although much of this work is based on schoolgirls in state- 
funded Muslim schools. However, a small minority of mothers took less of an 
interest in their daughters' higher education. In these instances, they often lacked 

qualifications though there were no reports of any objections to their daughters' 

ambitions. Instead, what is of interest and significance here is that fathers were 

often far more determined to see their daughters achieve academically, and this 

was especially apparent in families where there were no sons. The following 

quotes are illustrative of how interviewees spoke of their fathers ambitions for 

their success and academic achievement and of how `proud' fathers were of 

their daughters: 

... 
My dad does like the fact that we've [Amber and one of her sisters] got a degree, he's 

really proud of us. Once I had a heart-to-heart discussion with him and he said, `I'm so 
proud of you, it doesn't matter what you do, you've got a degree'. It's an amazing thing 
for my parents. 

(Amber, 24, PGCE, BA History and Urdu, Pakistani). 

... 
I can't even conceive not wanting to go into higher education. I would've been a 

completely different person, that's what I've been brought up with, to educate 
ourselves, that's one of my dad's things, to educate yourselves, get yourselves out of 
the mess... My dad didn't believe in getting his children married off as soon as they hit 
16. Education was a big part of our life. 

(Arifa, 26, BA Social Anthropology student, Pakistani). 

My Dad always brought us up to do things-he tried to go find tutors to help us get 
study support and my Dad was the one who took us and he is the one who went and 
searched and enquired about it... My Dad wanted us to be independent, he thought he 

was getting old and we can't really rely on him. Plus, we don't really have any other 
relatives here so he wanted us to be able to do things rather than go to other people, 
because you know when he was here he had to rely on other people because his English 

wasn't so perfect and he wasn't educated so official letters and things... 

(Halima, B. Ed, recent graduate, Bangladeshi). 

My Dad has always cultured the idea of me, or in fact anybody in my family going into 
further education, in higher education... Really pushing me since I was at school, sort 
of telling me to do homework and always asking me if I need anything such as books or 
stationery, you know, the usual sort of thing. 

(Rezia, 23, BA Marketing and Fine Art, p/t PG Careers and Guidance, Bangladeshi). 

They genuinely do want us to get degrees and I still haven't figured out why properly. I 

think its coz my Dad didn't do a degree and he's always telling us this by the �ay, that 
if he had done even `A' levels, he would have much cleverer than we are! I think its just 

that he wants us to do what he never could. 

(Lubanna, 20, LLB Law student, Bangladeshi). 

Although Sadia stated that her father (her parents were long-term separated and 

he lived in Bangladesh) did not approve of women studying because he felt that 
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domestic responsibilities would take over after marriage, he was none-the-less 
proud that Sadia had achieved academically and studied as far as she had. up to 
MPhil level. The issue of her parents' separation may also have contributed to 
her comments here, particularly her suggestion that her achievements may have 

also `compensated' for the fact that two of her siblings did not study at degree 
level: 

Now that I have come this far, he is really happy. In fact, he often says to me that. 
although he never participated in any way, he can take pride - also I think his attitude 
has changed because his own friends now - he is looking at their children who are 
roughly my age and have also done very well. So at least he can hold his head high in 
public and say that my daughter has also done well. To some extent. I think that my 
success has compensated for a lot of inadequacies or deficiencies that our family may 
have had in the sense that, for example, people still say, well there are two of them that 
did not get their degrees out of the five. I think the fact that I have come this far -I have 
taken three leaps in my generation, so I think in that respect he understands that I have 
compensated for where any of the others may have failed. 

(Sadia, 26, MPhil student, South Asian Area Studies, Bengali Literature and Gender, 
Bangladeshi). 

The quotes above are reflective of many women's experiences who highlighted 

that an `education and achievement' culture was prevalent amongst their 

contemporaries, their extended families and their social circles. That their 

fathers played a key role in the instilling and promotion of aspirations is in stark 

contrast to research that situates Muslim fathers and families as exercising 

extreme patriarchal restraints on the education of their daughters (cf., Wade and 

Souter, 1994; Khanum, 1995). As I have argued elsewhere, (Ahmad, 2001), 

there is a need then, for a move away from static and stereotyped definitions 

especially in relation to Muslim fathers as `over-bearing' and restrictive. 

However, daughters were not always expected to participate in full-time 

employment after university or marriage, though most in this study have been 

encouraged to do so. The element of `choice' (see Archer, 2003), had been 

introduced for those who could afford to consider the option of not working and 

as mentioned already, parents were concerned about the potential implications 

for their daughter's futures if they did not gain some qualifications at least. 

Research conducted by Bhachu (1991) with British Sikh women and educational 

achievement, also suggests similar trends. Instead, education for daughters was 

viewed as an 'investment', symbolising that their value, both within the family 

and to those outside it, \t ent beyond patriarchal ideologies of women as 

'homemakers'. As under-graduates and post-graduates, daughters' `traditional' 
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domestic roles within the home were modified to accommodate their need to 
study if they were to achieve academic success. For example: 

Like housework - to this day my Mum washes my plate and I don't have to do certain 
things... My Mum went to Bangladesh a few years ago for a few weeks and my Dad 
cooked so nicely and the point is that you're amazed by the fact that your parents 
change with time. Its amazing how they change. I think that's how I've been 
encouraged you know, do your studies, that's what matters. 

(Nurjahan, 23, BA Social and Political Sciences, Project Manager, Local Government, 
Bangladeshi). 

This extension and modification of roles for daughters' also has implications for 

their future marriage prospects and choices. Women discussed how from an 

early age, their parents had forewarned them of an uncertain future based on the 

grim realities of racial discrimination in the labour market, and their own 

experiences in this respect. Education and qualifications were seen as a 'back- 

up' that assured a certain degree of security against the worst-case scenarios. 

Brothers and the Gendered Nature of Encouragement 

Women in this study with male siblings drew some fascinating comparisons 

between the differential level and nature of encouragement they perceived their 

parents had displayed towards their brothers and themselves. As Aswa explains: 

The girls get more encouraged but also with the boys - what I'm trying to say is at the 
end of the day, for my Mum its very important that we as women succeed because of 
the stigma that's around women. You know, the fact that we can support ourselves, 
look after ourselves, you know, we'll have a better life, a better future. Whereas with 
the guys, guys can sort of do what they want in life really and you know it doesn't come 
back on the parents so much, whereas if a daughter does something wrong, 
automatically it's the parents. Fingers are pointing at the parents and in that sense you 
know a mother wants to see her daughter happy, whereas a boy, with a son he can sort 
of deal with his own problems. With a daughter she just feels like `if I'm not around 
anymore, who's going to look after my daughter? '. 

(Aswa, 27, BSc's Biomedical Science and Biological Science, Community Safety 
Worker, Bangladeshi). 

In the extract above, Aswa was referring to issues of female and family honour 

or `izzat' and the commonly held belief or received wisdom that women in 

Asian and Muslim families carry responsibility for this (see Chapter Two). 

In families that recognised and valued higher education (of which these are 

steadily increasing), parents were naturally keen to see both sons and daughters 

achieve. As the interviews revealed, there can sometimes be interesting 

dynamics and qualitatively different reasons for educating daughters in 

comparison to sons. Many women spoke of how parental encouragement for 
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them to study at degree level was based on qualitatively different perceptions of 
the future roles and needs of sons and daughters. Sons were inevitably viewed as 
future breadwinners, whose status was dependent upon them securing a stable 
job with a reasonable income and an ability to support a family of his own as 
well as his parents (although there would be variants of this expectation from 

family to family). Therefore, whilst a great deal of honour was invested with 

sons, it was invested in a qualitatively different way. Women in this thesis «vith 
brothers or male relatives talked about parental expectations for sons resting in 

financially lucrative professions. Many sons, like the women in this study. were 

strongly encouraged to pursue vocationally-orientated degree subjects, such as 
law, medicine, dentistry, engineering, and computer science for instance. This 

apparent `lack of choice' for brothers in terms of educational and career 

expectations and breadwinner roles provides an interesting comparison to the 

relative range of subjects women in this study at least, were encouraged to study 

(Archer 2003). 

Thus far, I have focused on the positive and `stereotype-challenging' aspects to 

the gendered encouragement many women in my sample spoke of within their 

families. However, not all women in this study were encouraged to pursue 

higher education or received praise for their achievements. Other interviewees 

referred to disparities they witnessed in their own families around the freedom 

of movement and behaviours accorded to men in comparison to themselves. For 

instance, Rehana was told, `education is fine, but You're gonna get married at 

the end of the day, why do you want to get educated? '. Her brothers in contrast 

were encouraged to `do something'. Tahira spoke of how her parents showed no 

interest in her education, or indeed in her achievements, but went as far as 

paying the course fees for her older brother's MBA. More nuanced descriptions 

of differential treatment between women and their brothers rested not in 

educational encouragement, but in freedom of movement or less domestic 

sharing of responsibilities, for example. 

The nature of my study meant that all women I spoke to were academic 

achievers in that they had all entered higher education and were studying. or had 

gained their degrees. I did not speak to women who had been prevented, for 

whatever reason, from achieving or striving for their educational or career 
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ambitions. Nevertheless, I was able to draw on the experiences of a tiny number 
of women who had faced personal or structural barriers and this thesis aims to 
highlight both their struggles and achievements. As I will also show in Chapter 

Five, women's experiences in higher education and their motivations for 

studying at degree level are complex and over-lap in many areas. In the section 
below on `Pioneers', I focus on two specific examples (encouragement and 
discouragement) to illustrate the heterogeneity of women's experiences, their 

negotiations and family responses. 

Fulfilling Parental Dreams 

As already noted, many women I spoke to in this study and for the SAWE 

research had parents with few academic qualifications, if any. Therefore, the 

personal wish to fulfil their parents' unrealised ambitions was another key 

source of motivation for some. Many of these women were the first to enter into 

higher education; I have described them as `pioneers' within their families (see 

below): 

Well, it has given me an incentive definitely. I knew it was something that she always 
wished we would do and I think I already know that two of my sisters would never go 
into higher education because they were never that way inclined. They had no interest, 

so to some extent I felt maybe that it was my responsibility to fulfil my mothers wish - 
that at least the majority of her children would go into higher education and, being the 
youngest -I was the last one to do that 

(Sadia, 26, MPhil student, South Asian Area Studies, Bengali Literature and Gender, 
Bangladeshi). 

For Aswa, 27, of Bangladeshi origin and the eldest of seven brothers and sisters, 

all either in professional employment or education), her mother had been a 

significant influence in her choosing to study biomedical sciences at degree 

level. Even though the aspirations she held for Aswa to become a doctor were 

not realised (Aswa confessed a fear of blood and needles! ), the connection to a 

career in the medical field was still valued: 

Earlier as a child, it was drummed into my head that my Mum wanted me to be a 
doctor. I guess its every Asian parent's dream, either their daughter becomes a doctor or 

a lawyer, so mine was to be a doctor. [... ] The encouragement was from my Mum 

really, to be determined to succeed and her sort of relaying that into my head - it's 

something my Mum sort of dreamed of, that she wants one of her children to be like a 
doctor or in the medical field. So it was like fulfilling my Mum's dream really, that was 

a challenge to me, and it was like an honour to go ahead and fulfil my Mum's dream. 

(Aswa. 27, BSc's Biomedical Science and Biological Science, Community Safety 
Worker Bangladeshi). 
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Aswa's comment above highlights a collective. almost `naturalised' response to 
higher education and professional careers amongst many second and third 
generation Muslim daughters I spoke to such as Safia cited at the beginning of 
this chapter. Their persistence in achieving their educational aims in conjunction 
with their parents, presents a serious challenge to stereotypes about South Asian 
Muslim women, their families and restrictions on their education, careers and 
movements. The significance her parent's educational aspirations held for her is 

further exemplified when we consider that for Aswa, a medical career was not 

one that she had chosen herself: 

So it wasn 't your own choice then? 

No, at the time it wasn't, but as time got on I enjoyed it and realised that yes, this was 
the thing for me, plus most of my friends were studying in the same area. 

Several women in my sample reflected this experience. The instilling of a 

chosen profession for their children by many Asian parents may appear to be 

stifling and controlling, but it is none-the-less, a reality demonstrative of high 

parental aspirations. The preference of `safe' educational routes may also mark a 

response to a relative lack of dominant cultural capital and racism (Archer and 

Francis, 2006). It can of course, also be a source of great pressure and distress 

either for children, who have distinct ideas regarding their future careers, or as in 

Aswa's case, are unable for various reasons, to fulfil their parent's ambitions 

and have to negotiate alternative routes and careers. 

Parents were one of the main sources of encouragement and motivation women 

in this research spoke of but there were also other key motivators identified. The 

following section explores some of these additional or alternative sources of 

support. 

Pioneers paving the way - Role Models 

Apart from receiving encouragement from their parents a number of women also 

pointed towards the presence of other positive role models such as siblings, 

cousins, other extended family members (either in the UK, country of origin or 

elsewhere), peer groups, parental social circles and teachers for example. These 

were representative of the ways in which growing expectations and trends 

towards higher education were reflected in women's social environments. For 

example: 
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I have quite a few relatives in Pakistan -a couple of the girls are medics and the rest are teachers. They've all got degrees I don't know if its just my family. or what but 
generally, the girls are brainy and the guys are just layabouts really. I don't know if 
that's a family thing, or if that's typical a thing. 

(Saima, 20, BSc Genetics student, Pakistani). 
Having mothers, older sisters or aunts who worked was a conducive factor in 

women's education choices but in this thesis, I found little difference (apart from 
the few mothers cited who showed limited interest) in the nature and strength of 
encouragement from families where mothers were housewives. As I have shown 
above, a number of women cited their mothers' as a key source of motivation, 
especially if their mothers had been deprived of educational opportunities. For 

those women who were the first in their families to enter higher education - and 
this sample contained a number of `pioneers' -what were their experiences? Did 

they encounter any additional difficulties in the pursuit of their aspirations and if 

so, how were these overcome? How did other members of their families and 

communities regard them? What, if any, impact did their educational success 
have on the aspirations of other Muslim women in their families and peer 

groups? Were women generally encouraged in their ambitions, or discouraged? 

Or, were their achievements met with indifference? Here I focus on two 

examples, that of Jahanara22 and Rehana, both hijab-wearers and both from 

working class families, to illustrate these very differing familial attitudes 

towards pioneer daughters studying and leaving home to live on campus. 

Unlike other women in her local Bangladeshi community, Jahanara, a 

schoolteacher, had always been encouraged to study by her parents. Her father 

was particularly keen after his own educational opportunities were limited by the 

political situation prior to the formation of Bangladesh, and his own father had 

been a local headmaster and so instilled the importance of education from an 

early age. Apart from some initial questioning of Jahanara's choice of degree - 
Psychology and why she didn't want to study `one of the more popular subjects 

like law, accountanci , or medicine' - attitudes common across my sample, her 

family were supportive. She chose to study at a high prestige university just 

outside London, but was also attracted by the prospect of leaving home to study. 

22 As I describe in Chapter Seven. Jahanara. in her teens used to zwar the full face covering, the 
'nigab' and cloak (jilbab) until she began attending sixth-form college. 
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which her family also supported. Her success, as the first woman in her family 
to attain a degree, acted as an incentive to younger women in her family: 

What about your cousins, how do they view you now? 
They just think we're very educated and they are very proud. They do use us [her 
siblings and herself] as examples with their own children. My younger cousin who's 16, 
she's all set to go to university, her father's for it because of the fact that I went to 
university as a girl and that my sister's going to university - they don't see anything 
wrong with it now I think, whereas before it was `girls should stay at home'. 
Why is that? 

I think it's more coz of the culture they're brought up in, the environment where girls 
stay at home, help parents, mothers and so they brought the same values here, that the 
girls should stay at home. 

(Jahanara, 24, BSc. Psychology, Primary School Teacher, Bangladeshi). 

Jahanara's higher education is indicative of the social change that is becoming 

marked in particular communities such as the Bangladeshis in Tower Hamelts 

(Ahmad, et al, 2003; Modood, 2006). Her own education may have acted to 

challenge patriarchal attitudes towards women in her community or family, 

though she had not consciously sought to influence others. In fact, she remained 

oblivious to the fact that she may have been the first woman in her family to 

achieve a degree until I pointed it out to her during the interview. Her experience 

can be contrasted with that of Rehana, whose experience illustrated some of the 

tensions and anxieties some women faced when announcing their desire to enter 

university. Rehana met with opposition to her plans, not from her parents but 

from her extended family in the shape of her father's older brothers. She was the 

first female in her family both in Britain and in her parents' country of origin, 

Pakistan, to enter higher education, and as we can see from the quotes below, 

was determined to go despite their opposition. Her entry to university though, 

was further compounded by her wish to live in student accommodation for her 

first year. Her uncles were initially suspicious of her intentions to study, and 

even more so about her intentions to move out. They feared that her motivations 

stemmed from a certain `looseness' of morality and were concerned that she 

would damage the family reputation, especially as female members of the family 

observed `purdah' (though this was practised in a fairly relaxed manner). She 

explained: 

Coz I'm the first girl in my family to go into 'HE', to go to University, to live out for 

the first year, when my uncles found out, they're very conservative, my dad's brothers, 

my dad's younger brother's coz they're quite young, they were ok about it, but my 
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dad's two elder brothers, they were really against the idea. And they were like, why do 
you want to study? You can't go'. And I was like, hang on a sec. I can go. 

(Rehana, 21, BA English and History student, Pakistani). 
What was your uncles concern for you? 
That I have no idea to tell the truth. Sometimes I thought they were just being a big pain 
and they couldn't stand the fact that I was going to university - it was '«-h\, does she have to go to university when she's gonna get married at the end of the day? ' I thought 
initially. But they were also scared that I was gonna bring down the family name and 
also the fact that I was the first girl that was gonna go and I made such a big fuss saying I was going and stood up against them. `I don't care what you're saying. ... So I think 
the reason why I did end up going to University was coz so many people put so much 
objection, so I thought `right that's it' I'm gonna do this now, even if its to prove all of 
you wrong. '. 

(Rehana, 21, BA English and History student. Pakistani). 

Like the Punjabi women interviewed by Bradby (1999), notions of family 

`honour' were strongly held values within Rehana's extended family. Her uncles 

perceived her higher education ambitions to have the potential to compromise 
these principles. She argued her case successfully, with much support from other 
female members of her extended family, notably, her mother and her aunts. 
What is also interesting here is that the opposition she met from her uncles, 

rather than cause her to question her plans, acted to cement her determination to 

achieve her degree. She also negotiated a semester living on campus, which was 
initially another source of tension between herself and her uncles. Two years on, 

Rehana was still wearing her headscarf and was just as committed as before (if 

not more so) to her religion and cultural background, believing firmly that her 

university experiences had helped to rationalise her cultural and religious 

affiliations and beliefs (see Chapter Seven). Her uncles' initial reservations had 

been proven wrong and, since she had not `brought the family name into 

disrepute', the educational ambitions of other female members of her family 

were met with less opposition or suspicion: 

How have thei funclesj been with your cousins since? 

Well coz I've been to university and I haven't done anything like I haven't dyed my hair 

or shaved my head or anything, or stopped wearing a scarf, or I haven't got tattoo or 
something [laughs], I think that because of that fact, they're letting their daughters go 
on now. One daughter is doing 'A' levels and plans to go to Uni. Its not just coz of me, 
its coz they've seen that I've been here for two years, and thank God, I haven't done 

anything outrageous. I'm having my Nikah [Islamic marriage] done by the end of the 

year, so - because of the fact that I'm gonna come out good at the end of this, they've 

got used to the idea and its not such an objection for daughters now. Or my sister for 

that matter coz I had to go through it so it's easier for them now. 

So they ic got a positive example? 

They've got a positive example and they won't face the same opposition, as I like to 

call it. It will be so easy for them to go now.... It [suspicion from Uncles] was irritating 
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but it showed they took an interest and cared, but on the other side, there were ulterior 
motives - are their daughters gonna do this next? So at the end of the da}, it was OK 
but it was to prove them wrong. My Uncles are OK now - they ask how I'm doing and 
everything. It was a storm in a teacup. 

(Rehana, 21, BA English and History student, Pakistani). 

Both Jahanara's and Rehana's `safe passage' through the higher education 
system and their positive experiences have helped, in part, to 'de-mystify' pre- 
conceived assumptions about the potentially `secularising' affects of university 
life and re-assure family members that it was possible to study and live within 
that environment whilst remaining loyal to cultural and religious sensibilities. 
For younger members, especially female relatives, their achievements and 

experiences also signalled the attainability of a degree and the opportunity to 

experience university life. In Rehana's case, the support she received from her 

aunts, which from her descriptions, was not `open' in defiance of her uncles, but 

was expressed as personal support for her ambitions, was also significant. As 

she was the only woman also within her family's social circle to enter higher 

education and in defiance of the elder male members of the family, her struggles 

not only influenced other women and their families into following her example, 

but also caused a shift in attitudes of her uncles. 

It is difficult to assess from my data the extent and nature of parental 

reservations and concerns about their daughters' higher education study as I was 

relying on daughters' accounts. The above two examples although illustrative of 

pioneer Muslim women and their experiences, are also specific in that family 

dynamics and personal relationships between daughters, their parents and 

extended family members were certainly significant. The very different 

reactions both women experienced to their educational ambitions - that of 

encouragement or discouragement - are also highly significant and indicative of 

diversity of expression amongst Muslim families in general. In the case of 

Rehana and Jahanara, who were both hijab-wearing, religiously observant, and 

from working class families, the very differing reactions of their families to their 

higher education is also evidence of the variety of ways in which notions of 

'izzat', 'purdah', and Muslim identities are negotiated, positioned, observed and 

understood. 

However, there were women pioneers whose experiences are not represented in 

the above categorisations, and may be indicative of a third response from parents 
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- that of merely tolerating but neither actively encouraging or discouraging a 
daughter's higher education. Here, women's aspirations and achievements were 
neither supported nor acknowledged either by one or both their parents, but were 
instead met with indifference. Shamim, who was a Pharmacist, spoke of how her 
father, in contradiction to many of those in this study and her other family 

members, was unsupportive of, and uninterested in her educational and career 

aims: 

Well it wasn't so much my mother or brothers and sisters, they were just supportive of 
anything that I wanted to do, but my Father didn't want me to go to university. Didn't 
want me to study, didn't want me to go away out of London, didn't really want me to 
do anything except go back to Pakistan, get married and have loads of children and live 
off the council, and that is what he wanted me to do. 

(Shamim, 28, BSc Pharmacy, MRPharmec, Pharmacist, Pakistani). 

Despite successfully gaining a place at one of the established universities to 

study Pharmacy -a degree that many women had cited as one of the key high 

prestige professions for their parents - her father remained unsupportive and 

instead expressed disappointment that she wasn't studying for a career in 

medicine: 

My Father always did say to me why did you do Pharmacy, why didn't you just be a 
Doctor? He doesn't recognise the value of Pharmacy at all, he thinks it is just pill- 
pushing basically, he doesn't understand, especially different areas of expertise in 
hospitals as well, it is just quite diverse. 

His ambivalence towards her career aspirations acted instead to provoke 

Shamim further into pursuing her educational aims and gain a degree of 

financial independence. In the extract below, Shamim interprets her father's lack 

of interest in her education (although she says elsewhere that he would 

encourage her brothers) as reflective of his own experiences as a self-employed 

builder and carpenter and former shopkeeper: 

I mean my father is not too keen on education full stop, he thinks that you leave school 
and just go to work because that is what he did. He has never been one where he stayed 
at college and pursued and gone and got a degree or anything like that. He is a very 
hands on type of person and this is what he wants to do so he didn't see the value of 
education or anything like that. Yet I felt at a very young age that if I wanted to get 
ahead quite quickly as a woman, as an Asian woman as well. I wanted a degree. I 

wanted a profession and I felt that you know, I personally felt that I couldn't get ahead 
unless I had a degree, otherwise I would be stuck in a dead end job where it would take 

me ages to get anywhere. 

(Shamim, 28, BSc Pharmacy, MRPharmec, Pharmacist, Pakistani). 

This last point by Shamim on her father's lack of interest to her education brings 

into play considerations of social class and allows us to further de-construct 

110 



some more stereotypical and racist notions of paternal lack of support for their 
daughter's higher education. Instead of attributing her father's lack of interest in 
her career to `cultural' constraints, Shamim highlights instead, her father's lack 

of interest in academic achievement because he was a `hands on type of person'. 
This response can be compared to the attitudes of other working class parents in 

my sample such as Lubanna's father who wanted his children to gain the 

education that was denied to him. 

Shamim offered little further information on the overall relationship between 

herself and her father but his lack of interest in her achievements was obviously 

a source of deep regret for her. She was very much a self-motivator as the above 

quote displays and was well aware of some of the other potential barriers she 

could face as an Asian woman. 

School Teachers, Teach 

It is fair to say that others would view many of the women featured in this thesis 

as role models. The ability to enter university and maintain a firm attachment to 

their religious beliefs above all, was a feature most women in my research 

identified with and respected in others. Other women talked about the 

importance for women to be independent, to strive for an education and be as 

self-sufficient as possible as women were the `teachers of the next generation'. 

School teachers - Muslim and non-Muslim - were also identified as role models 

and motivators. Several women mentioned how their school teachers played a 

significant role in their choice of degree course. However, a handful of women 

spoke of the ways in which racist and essentialised attitudes of teachers 

manifested themselves in the classroom, or through the lack of encouragement 

to enter further or higher education. This would appear to support research 

demonstrating a lack of encouragement from teachers and schools based on 

stereotyped assumptions about Asian Muslim girls (for example, Basit, 1995, 

1997 amongst others). 

For Halima, who had recently completed her B. Ed and was looking for her first 

teaching post at the time of the interview, her own experiences were juxta- 

positioned against her position as an education professional. She was far more 

aware of the psychological impact stereotypes from teachers could have on 



pupils' development and the high esteem in which teachers were held within 
Asian communities. She was also critical of the ways low expectations, and 

essentialised and superficial notions of Asian cultures, religious and moral 

values on the part of teachers acted to limit cultural understanding. Examples 

she gave were teachers failing to understand the significance of the hijab. or how 

Physical Education classes could better accommodate Muslim women's needs. 
In some cases, a failure to appreciate the significance of cultural and religious 
difference on the part of teachers could compromise Bangladeshi pupils' ability 

to foster a positive sense of identity. For instance: 

I think schools at the moment are really bad in terms of hearing Asian families, Asian 
women... I think generally you do take your teachers' advice and you see them as role 
models, you know you give them so much respect and so when they say, `oh when you 
leave school are you going to get married at 16? '. They don't really encourage you. If 
they said `oh you have so many skills why don't you continue into further education', if 
[her emphasis] they said things like that... it really does put you off. When I was at 
school, if you went on holiday to Bangladesh, it was like `oh she is going off to `et 
married, and she's only 15'. OK, certain families may have got them married when they 
were 16 but its not like everybody and teachers should encourage them and say `she is 

really good, she should be allowed to continue further education', I think a lot of 
parents would [listen] 

(Halima, B. Ed, recent graduate, Bangladeshi). 

In highlighting the positive role teachers could play in encouraging young 

Bangladeshi women into further education and liaising with their parents, she 

added: 

There are teachers that have worked with young people for 30 years -I know one 

school where they've worked with young people, particularly Bangladeshi young 

people since 1968 and even to this day girls have difficulties in schools in terms of 

wearing scarves and Physical Education. Its like why should we have to accept your 

way, you're in this country now you should accept our ways, so these are the comments 
teachers make. How do you think it makes girls feel, you know, they're led to feel 

inferior because of the fact that teachers do not value who they are, the teachers expect 
the girls to be like them and that's not really fair. I mean education is supposed to 

promote your own values and cultures. It's supposed to give yourself your identity and 
[instead] it's taking it away from these girls.... They are only valued for their curries 

and that's it you know. 

(Halima, B. Ed, recent graduate, Bangladeshi). 

Her last point - that education is `supposed to give yourself your identity' and 

that `instead it's taking it away from girls' - is particularly powerful. Teachers 

were failing to inspire students or set goals for them, or highlight careers they 

could strive for. She was also critical of schools and teachers that did not make 

efforts to expose young women in schools with role models from within the 

Bangladeshi community, despite their participation across varying professions: 

112 



Different professions, like teachers, lawyers, you name it, they've gone there. Invite 
them in so young women can see that there are - that it's possible to become a teacher. it's possible to become whatever they're aspiring to become. It's not a dream, it's not 
something big they can't do... We don't really see, although a lot more are going into 
further and higher education, you don't really see them. Within your locality and within 
the academic environment, if you're 13-15 and if you see someone delivering a speech 
and she's Asian and she's in hijab and she's achieved this much, you think `wow, its 
possible for me to do that as well'. 

(Halima, B. Ed, recent graduate, Bangladeshi) 

The issue of role models, whether they are within one's family, one's 
community, or even outside these environments, such as teachers, was one 

several women felt strongly about. Role models who could demonstrate that 

their experiences of higher education had not acted in ways to 'dis-locate' them 
from religious and cultural values were particularly valued. There was another 

subtle form, or motive for women wishing to pursue higher education - that of 
the `gossip networks' which I turn to now. 

`Social Monitoring' and `Keeping up with the Khans' 

Although the potential for community gossip may be particularly high in tightly 

knit Asian communities such as parts of East or West London, my interviews 

revealed how the presence and development of social circles where higher 

education amongst women was a source of familial pride, contributed to the 

formation of a `trend' towards higher education. In some instances, this `trend' 

was viewed in the form of `social competition' where parents assessed (and 

boasted about) the achievements of their own children in comparison with those 

in their social circles. This included what subjects their children studied and 

where. The focus on educational attainment and career paths was also now, for 

some families, extending to include some measure of social distinction based on 

their daughters' salaries. For example: 

I think now money makes the world go round and I think its not a matter of what 
profession you're in but how much money you're earning. Because the first thing 
people ask you is how much you are earning in a year. They are always comparing 'Oh 

my daughter is earning x amount of money and she is manager of, I don't know, `a 
large computer company', or `my daughter is a nurse and she is earning £ 16,000' and 
so on. Or `my daughter is working at the Passport Agency and she is earning £14K'. So 

there is a lot of comparisoning with how much you earn. I think that's happened in the 
last few years whereas before it was `my daughter is a solicitor', or `my daughter works 
for the Bank of England'. 

(Khaleda, 24, BA History, recent graduate, Bangladeshi). 

The emphasis on certain high prestige careers such as doctors, dentists and 

lawyers, mentioned earlier is one aspect of this `social monitoring' but there are 
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some other interesting social changes that are worth taking note of. As this study 

shows, there are moves away from the traditional professions through pursuing 
degrees in the arts and humanities - subjects that are generally regarded in the 
South Asian sub-continent as `light-weight' degrees but are subjects more often 

studied by white middle-class students. The shift in attitudes towards an 

acceptance of arts-based degrees, together with more South Asian Muslim 

women studying away from home - very often with their parents' blessing - is 

significant. Not only does it represent a move towards middle-class aspirations 

amongst many working class Asian Muslim families as documented in the work 

of Basit (1997) for example, but it also reflects dynamic and locally based 

processes of social and cultural adaptation and change. It is also an interesting 

and significant alternative response and challenge to previously held 

assumptions about the restrictions Asian Muslim families place on women, 

especially daughters and the ways `gossip' is thought to regulate family honour 

(Bradby, 1999). 

The examples discussed in this chapter would suggest that through a relatively 

unspoken process of `active competition' operating within family and social 

networks, a daughter's education can bring `prestigious capital' and economic 

capital. Alongside material wealth, educational achievement, has now assumed 

the rank of a symbolic and actual `commodity', or as an indicator of status and 

social mobility especially when daughters are concerned. This pursuit of 

`educational prestige' is not simply a strategy employed by those from middle- 

class backgrounds, or simply a means to achieve an improved social status. It is 

part of a wider set of responses that represents a concerted desire by both parents 

and daughters to improve their future prospects and is a reaction to changing and 

shifting realities and uncertainties which are part of the contemporary diasporic 

experience at localised levels, but are also a product of transnational movements. 

Although some families placed restrictions on which universities their daughters 

could attend with the expectation that they would live at home whilst studying 

(Lubanna's example in the earlier part of this chapter is reflective of this). it is 

important to remember that in some families, these limitations were not based on 

restricting access to higher education. From the conversations I had with women 

who lived at home (and who desperately wanted some time away), these 
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restrictions were reflective of parental anxieties about the campus atmosphere 
and a lack of understanding about higher education study in its fullest sense - 
one that it could also encompass a `fun dimension' too. In some cases, there 

were also concerns about the financial costs of living on campus. However. as 
more women enter higher education, based on this sample at least, there are 
signs that parental apprehensions about university life are changing. Some of 
these tensions are explored in the next section. 

Tensions and Contradictions in Pursuing Higher Education 

This chapter will hopefully have shown that British Muslim women were 

generally encouraged by their parents and families into pursuing their career 

goals, and in many instances, were actively encouraged through family 

expectations and a process of `social competition' and `monitoring' amongst 

peer groups and parental social circles. But, as will already have been apparent, 

these expectations also came with a number of competing and contradictory 

considerations. Some of these tensions manifested themselves as concerns over 

the choice of degree and university and leaving home (discussed below), whilst 

other, perhaps more significant anxieties rested around the impact higher 

education would have on women's marital choices and on religious and cultural 

identities. These latter two issues will be discussed in more detail in the 

following two chapters, though some attention to higher education and its 

influence on Muslim women's marriage prospects will be briefly mentioned 

here as they were cited by a number of respondents as important motivating 

factors in choosing to study. 

`But I want to leave home... ' 

As discussed in Chapter 5, another important contributing factor to the whole 

`university experience' for many women was the opportunity to leave home for 

a short while at least. In this, Muslim women students were no different to any 

other student. It is difficult to un-tangle whether the choice of university and 

degree was a more significant deciding factor than the desire to leave home; 

each woman I spoke to had her own rationale for her choices and based these 

according to her own personal circumstances. What is perhaps fairer to say, is 

that few women actually decided to pursue a degree for the sole reason of 
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leaving home. It was certainly not a key reason offered by any of the women I 
interviewed, although it was represented as either a `bonus' to their university 
experience, or an issue that was subject to negotiation as part of the move to 
higher education, or for some, an left as an unrequited wish. For example, 
Lubanna spoke of how she and her sisters and brothers were all encouraged 
educationally and for those old enough, were all `expected' to pursue degree- 
level study. The prime motivator in their family was their father, who, like other 
fathers spoken about by their daughters (see above), was keen to see his children 
take advantage of opportunities that had not been made available to him when he 

was younger. However, as Lubanna described, despite the encouragement to 

succeed at university, he drew a line at the social aspects to university life. For 

him, university was about academic work, not making friends or developing 

extra-curricular interests and this was a constant source of tension between 

himself, Lubanna and her other sister at university who both wanted to live out 
for a year at least. She said: 

He really wants us to go and do a degree but not the extras that go with it as in going 
out, meeting people, making friends, etc. He wants us to have the LLB or BA behind 
our name but that's it. I mean I don't think he fully understands that you're gonna be 
going to Uni for 3 years and that you're gonna make friends and change as well. But he 
genuinely wants us to have it. 

14%' do you think this is? 

I think it's coz he never got to go to school which he reminds us about and I think it's 
coz he genuinely likes to tell people that, `look at me, I'm liberal'. I'm not saying this in 
a bad way, I just think he likes to show people `I'm moving with the times, my 
daughters are going to university'. He wants to appear `modem'. I think that's it - he 
genuinely wants to appear `modern' and he genuinely wants us to do it for ourselves. 
But then again, he's very `traditional' in other senses in that he doesn't want us to go 
out, make friends - it seems a bit hypocritical, not hypocritical -I can't explain... 

(Lubanna, 20, LLB Law student, Bangladeshi). 

There are similarities here with the experiences and fears around `personal 

change' (or transformation), felt by students from ethnically mixed working 

class groups, including white students (Archer et al, 2003). Lubanna's difficulty 

explaining her father's position - being `modern' on the one hand, revealed by 

his encouraging of her education, whilst remaining `traditional' on the other, 

illustrated by his lack of understanding about the social aspects to university, 

exemplifies many of the contradictions and tensions I wish to explore in closer 

detail through this thesis. Terms like `modern' and `traditional' - ver`, often 

utilised in the context of diasporic and transnational identities, often exist with 
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minimal qualification but as Lubanna's statement above demonstrates, these. 
like her own usage of `change' are themselves highly problematic and context- 
laden frames of reference. I will return to a more detailed discussion of this in 

Chapter Seven. Also worthy of note is Lubanna's immediate need to stress her 

father's genuine intentions for her academic success. As I will go on to discuss 

in further chapters, higher educational experiences, achievement, and its relation 
to the formation of identity processes within gendered, racial and religious 
frameworks is highly contested and complex. The ways in which these identity 

processes are then mediated in response to familial obligations and expectations 
(such as marriage) and women's own sense of agency in relation to their own 
lives require close examination and are necessarily contingent upon competing 

micro and macro-level forces. 

Securing a Better Husband 

As Chapter Six will discuss in greater detail, a number of women I spoke to 

believed, with their parents, that studying for, and achieving a degree would 

improve their marriage prospects and ensure that they would attract potential 

husbands that were suitably educated and qualified. In the context of this study 

and with my sample, `marriage' for most women meant an `Islamic' or `halal' 

marriage and was one that in many ways, deconstructs preconceptions of 

`arranged' marriages (see Chapter Six). 

However, several women expressed concerns (either their own or their parent's) 

that degree status, and post-graduate degrees might also limit future marriage 

prospects notably because of an increased age. There were also concerns that 

women may be perceived as having become `too educated' to find husbands 

who were either of a similar stature, or who would welcome a wife with an 

equal, or higher, qualification level. These concerns were further compounded 

by parental fears of failing to procure or locate `suitable' husbands for their 

daughters, particularly if the extended family, or a large social network was 

absent. Financial independence in this instance, especially in the event of the 

loss of either one or both parents, was imperative. 'Suitable' husbands were 

generally viewed as men who were more than `graduates', in stable 

employment. They were likely to appreciate a potential wife's mental acumen 

and support her in domestic affairs, or in a career, if she chose to pursue one. 
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Therefore, sons and sons-in-law, were expected to possess less `patriarchal' 

qualities in addition to being socially and academically compatible. Amber used 
the example of her friend to illustrate this potential difficulty: 

You get more educated, you're gonna have trouble, because I have a friend who's a 
barrister - who's she gonna marry? Do you know what I mean? She stopped (looking) 
about 3 years ago, because `Mr Other Barrister' is gonna want to marry someone who's 
a bit lower. He's still gonna want his dinner cooked at the end of the day. 

(Amber, 24, PGCE, BA History and Urdu, Pakistani). 

In the event of the marriage breaking down, or if financial circumstances took a 

turn for the worst, an educated daughter's earnings or her earning potential, 

could act as a `safety net'. Faced also with the possibility of encountering racism 

in the labour market, daughters were encouraged to gain qualifications to enable 

them to `stand on their own two feet'. A degree, thus, was perceived and 

portrayed as a sort of `insurance policy'. A number of these themes and 

concerns were also found in other research (e. g., Afshar, 1989a; Brah and 

Shaw, 1992; Brah, 1993; Basit, 1996a, 1996b; Ahmad, 2001, Ahmad, Modood 

and Lissenburgh, 2003). 

Muslim daughters (and their parents) are thus faced with a set of conflicting 

interests, a double-bind situation. Too little education and the family could be 

viewed by the rest of the community as `backward' and `old fashioned'; too 

much education and daughters could risk "pricing themselves outside the 

marriage market" and "going past the sell-by date " (Uzma, 23). 

Other studies have cited the pursuit of higher education by young Asian women 

as a strategy to postpone arranged marriages (e. g., Wade & Souter, 1992; 

Khanum, 1995; Bradby, 1999). There is some evidence within the present study 

to suggest that marriages may be postponed in this way, though this was not 

specifically cited as being the sole or main motivating factor to entering higher 

education23. That both women and their parents shared these concerns, indicates 

that women and their parents together, were able to negotiate and modify 

expectations around marriage that were relevant to their specific needs and 

contexts. This appeared so regardless of parental education levels or their social 

class position. and was found even amongst women who married early and 

delayed their entry into higher education - their views and expectations about 

`" This could be contrasted with attitudes amongst young white women to question the value of a 
husband and'or marriage. 
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marriage and their husbands would. in their own assessments, be sometimes 

markedly different from those of their parents. The key issue is that daughters 

and parents could hold differing views concerning marriage, yet at the same time 

accommodate these differences without compromising on core religious and 

cultural values, or sacrifice their relationships with each other. The findings set 

out here would appear to contradict other research that suggests that South Asian 

women with higher education qualifications are rejecting parental influences and 

religious and cultural considerations when thinking about marriage, or that the 

increase in marrying ages amongst educated women is linked to a `rejection' of 

`arranged marriages' altogether (cf., Bhopal, 1998). 

Summary and Conclusion 

Apart from illustrating the heterogeneity of Muslim attitudes and practices, 

Muslim women in this research have highlighted how their parents have played 

an instrumental role in encouraging and motivating their daughters to succeed 

both academically and professionally. This supports the findings of other 

research on parental encouragement (Bradby, 1998; Osler, 2005). In many 

instances, daughters and parents engage in a collective and collaborative effort 

to ensure that educational goals are shared and achieved. This collaborative 

effort can take many forms such as allowing daughters `time off from domestic 

chores whilst studying, or relaxing pressures to attend social gatherings for 

example. It is reflective of a move towards middle-class aspirations through an 

unspoken process of `active' or `social competition' amongst families mediated 

through the educational achievements, and also perhaps through the earning 

potentials of daughters. 

Siblings, especially those who had already `paved the way' as `pioneers', were 

influential sources of motivation, as were other family members both in the 

parental country of origin and in the UK. For younger siblings then, the need to 

`follow suit' was sensed. Where no other family members possessed 

qualifications, daughters were `self-motivated' out of a desire to `do something' 

or were keen to prove themselves to their family, as we have already seen. 

Rehana and Shamim are examples of this. Further determination to succeed in 

academic aspirations was particularly evident amongst those who had entered 
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higher education through exam re-sits or alternative routes such as Access and 
OND or HND courses. 

I have also shown in this chapter that one of the significant motivating factors 

women spoke about was the potential value a degree could hold for what many 

women called `the marriage market'. Here, there remained some key concerns 

about the impact a degree and the type of degree, could have on these prospects. 

Chapter Six focuses on some of these aspects and considers changes in attitudes 

towards marriage and practices for British Muslim of South Asian origin, and 

the ways in which higher education impacts upon attitudes, realities and 

experiences of relationships and marriage processes. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

EXPERIENCES OF HIGHER EDUCATION 

`I think everyone should go to Uni, for the experience of it, for the social, if 
not for the academic. ' 

(Amber, 24, PGCE, BA History and Urdu, Pakistani) 

Introduction 

Moving on from the discussion of Chapter Four on motivations to study, this 

chapter draws on the experiences of British South Asian Muslim women once 
they reach university. Before I do this do though, I will begin with a short 
discussion on women's routes and trajectories into university. As Chapter Four 
demonstrates, Muslim women were highly motivated in their higher education 

aspirations for several pragmatic and personal reasons and drew on the support 

of their parents, other family members, peer groups and Muslim and non- 
Muslim role models. To what extent then, did Muslim women in my sample feel 

their schools, colleges and teachers supported and guided them into higher 

education? 

Once in university, did the reality meet up to the expectations? What academic, 

social and personal benefits to higher education did Muslim women in my 

sample feel they gained? Were there any negative aspects to their time at 

university? Did Muslim women feel their needs as students were being met? 

What influence, if any, did university have on women's' identities? 

One of the main themes to arise from the existing literature on the experiences 

of `non-traditional' entrants to university have been issues around `fitting in' 

with the campus culture. These issues also arose during the context of my 

interviews. For some Muslim women, and without attempting to `over-privilege' 

the place of religion in women's lives, this can translate into more specific 

issues around living away from home (for some), drinking, relationships, and the 

lack or not, of provisions within campus to meet the needs of a diverse student 

body. It can also refer to women's perceptions of racial and religious 

discrimination. Another significant feature to emerge from the interviews was 

women's participation in student union activities such as the Islamic societies. 

and other student societies. 
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Although there is now a wealth of research on Muslim women in relation to 
identities, `arranged marriages' and careers, as noted in Chapter One, much of 
this is limited to studies on Muslim schoolgirls. In comparison, there is a dearth 

of literature on Muslim women in higher education, their motivations. identities 

and experiences of university. The relatively low participation rates of Muslim 

women in higher education may in part be responsible for the absence of 

research in this area. The limited number of studies that have included Muslim 

women and university experiences (such as the SAWE study, Asmar et al, 2004, 

and Asmar's survey of Muslim students in Australia (2005), and the work by 

Tett, (2000) on gendered experiences, show that experiences of higher education 

are often interpreted as positive and transformative, especially if school 

experiences were experienced differently. There are however, important 

ambiguities to note. Students have reported perceptions of racism on courses, 

concerns that they may not have been assessed fairly, feelings that lecture and 

exam times had not taken account of prayer times, and assumptions that their 

presence in university was likely to have been despite of, not with, the support 

of parents. 

Some media reports of Muslim women students have also suggested that 

universities provide opportunities for women to behave excessively and `un- 

Islamically', leading schizophrenic `double lives' (cf., Malik, 2005; Coleman, 

2005). Although I could not point to any women in my sample confessing to 

such excesses, one or two did refer to other women they knew who did. This 

imagery provokes two questions for me. One is to question the influences 

university or campus cultures have on Muslim women's identities. The other 

links into my criticism in this thesis of `modern-traditional' binaries and 

interrogates the influence of stereotypes on Muslim women's participation and 

subsequent experiences of higher education. 

Routes into University 

The majority of those in my sample attended comprehensive single-sex schools. 

Experiences at school were mixed. Women who attended schools in areas where 

there were large Asian populations, such as women of Bangladeshi origin who 

lived in socially deprived areas Tower Hamlets, felt less supported by their 

schools and teachers to pursue higher education. They were less likely to enter 
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university through the `A' level route (see below) but rather pursued alternative, 

vocational routes into university such as BTECH diplomas, Ordinary National 

Diplomas (OND) and Higher National Diplomas (HND) dependent upon their 
GSCE and `A' level performance. They were also more likely to enter the 'new' 

universities and to live at home. This is a significant point to consider for a 

moment as it relates to findings from the literature that show a concentration of 

people from Pakistani and Bangladeshi backgrounds in the post-1992 

universities (Modood, 1998; Shiner and Modood, 2002; Connor, Tyers, 

Modood, and Hillage, 2004; Modood, 2006). 

It is also worthwhile considering women's comments about their school and 

college experiences and their access to higher education with the views 

expressed in Chapter Four that show that these institutions were generally 

regarded as `less prestigious'. Only a handful of women in my sample attended 

private, fee-paying schools (three). The rest attended either voluntary aided 

former grammar schools (eight), or local comprehensives (twenty-four). 

Experiences and encouragement to enter higher education were mixed and I was 

unable from my sample to draw any distinct co-relations between type of school 

attended, locality and encouragement to study. Some women in comprehensives 

for example, were able to identify inspiring and encouraging teachers (see 

Chapter Four) while others in ex-grammar schools, which were better equipped 

to prepare students academically and socially for higher education, felt 

stereotyped or ignored. 

For instance, Shabnum, a recent graduate in Maths, Statistics and Computing, 

felt `let down' by her tutors at her local 6th form college in Tower Hamlets for 

not having the necessary experience to support and prepare her for university 

entry. Despite gaining good grades at A' levels for Maths, she was advised to 

complete a Higher National Diploma (HND) instead. After passing this she then 

proceeded onto the degree course and compared how the support and 

encouragement of her tutors on her HND course contributed to her gaining 

confidence in her abilities and a `good result' in her final degree, while the lack 

of interest from her school and college caused her to question her abilities. She 

believed her experience was common to other Bangladeshi students, including 

her own younger siblings. 
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However, it was not just women from areas such as Tower Hamlets, «who felt 

inadequately supported by their former schools. Examples of racism experienced 

while at school included teachers ignoring women in class or ignoring instances 

of racist bullying, not taking an interest in, or being supportive of women's 

career aspirations, through to rather more pernicious comments about `arranged 

marriages' and `pity' towards women's mothers who were house-wives. One 

woman spoke of how one of her teachers only appeared to take an interest in the 

Asian girls in class when she wanted to talk about Asian clothes and food, 

locating Asian women in the class firmly within the domestic sphere. Another 

woman recounted how at the end of a Physical Exercise class, she resisted 

taking a communal shower with the rest of the class and brought a note from her 

mother, explaining that her modesty was a reflection of her faith, only to hear 

the teacher reply with disparaging remarks in front of the other students. Some 

more general comments included awkward feelings around Christian prayers 

and singing hymns (quite a few women said they felt teachers paid them 

particular attention to check they were singing) and feeling isolated from other 

students and teachers when being withdrawn from sex education classes. In 

short, the examples cited here served to undermine some women's confidence 

and ability to view themselves as achievers and future contributors to society. 

One woman, Shamim, described her school experiences as leaving her, `not 

feeling part of British society or a British citizen'. 

Given some of these significant barriers, there are some striking examples of 

women achieving `against the odds'. For instance, Shamim, who eventually 

studied Pharmacy, left school with a handful of CSE's which she re-took at 

further education (FE) college before going onto to take A' levels and enter 

university. Aswa, left school with just two GCSE's but after studying for an 

OND ended up with two first degrees, and held aspirations towards studying for 

a Masters. Tahira, with little encouragement from her parents and no substantive 

educational or career ambitions herself, left school with one GSCE in English 

and began working for the council in admin. She was sent by her employers to 

study part-time for a BTECH in Business and Finance. Following this, she then 

took further evening classes to study for a degree in Social Sciences, changed 

jobs, took an IT course, and after performing the Hajj, took up a place, with a 
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bursary, to study for an MSc in an IT related subject. At the time of the 
interview she held a position as an `Organisational Learning Consultant'. 

Other women decided to re-take their `A' levels, or modify their initial course 
preferences and university choices in order to maximise their chances of gaining 
university entry at the first `A' level sitting, or to gain entry into a specific 
institution or course, such as medicine for example. Kishwer re-took her A' 
levels in an attempt to gain entry into medical school, but having not made the 

required grades, took a place on a chemistry degree. After graduating (during 

which time she had also joined the Territorial Army), she entered medical school 
through the Medical Corps and served in Bosnia as part of its team. Saima, a 
Genetics student at the time of the interview, also harboured hopes of entering 

medical school after graduating in her first degree and not gaining a place after 
her first application. We remained in contact and she now works as a qualified 
doctor. As noted in the SAWE study, the varying strategies women utilised in 

order to enter higher education, or study in the area of their choice indicates the 

high value associated with degree-level study (Ahmad, et al., 2003). 

Four of the women I interviewed were mothers, three were of Bangladeshi 

origin (Sara, Rezia and Fareena), and one woman was of Pakistani origin 

(Arifa). Fareeena and Rezia were both post-graduate students. The SAWE study 

(Ahmad et al, 2003) found that early marriage and associated child-care 

responsibilities were one of the key barriers preventing young Bangladeshi 

women entering university. The study also found however, that once children 

could be adequately cared for, either by extended family members or nursery, 

women were encouraged to enter university. Their choice of university though 

was often limited to London and locally based post-1992 universities. This 

represents an interesting dimension to the routes Muslim women take into higher 

education but also indicates how their experiences of university are likely to be 

qualitatively different from other students without child-care responsibilities. 

For instance, Sara, a final year student in Social Policy and Management was 211 

and had a 3-year-old daughter after marrying at 18. Her early marriage or 

motherhood may not have been significantly delayed her entry into higher 

education, but her account illustrates some of the struggles Muslim women 

experienced in order to achieve their academic goals and maintain familial 

125 



responsibilities. After re-taking her `A' levels, she began her degree and later 

worked part-time as a Benefits Advisor for the NHS. In thinking about her own 
experiences of higher education, she also reflected on its potential benefits for 
her own daughter and her future prospects: 

Well further education has actually given me a lot you know. I've gained a lot in terms 
of understanding society and understanding people and other things. Also, I think it 
helps me towards being a better mother as well now because I think of the importance 
of my daughter's education and what kind of school would be appropriate for her and 
everything. So I think it has helped make me [think] and - given my parental 
responsibility and everything, the whole experience has been very difficult, because I 
started soon after I had the baby in July and I went to university in September. So it's 
been very difficult to do the work in time, to actually attend the lectures and everything, 
so I think I am quite happy about how it has all gone. Because I if I didn't have other 
responsibilities you know, not just being a mother, but also being responsible for my 
family, because I don't have a brother, I had to do a lot of stuff for my Mum and 
sisters.. .1 think of how I went and I'm very happy with it. 

(Sara, 22, BSc Social Policy and Management student, Bangladeshi). 

Her choice of university was limited to one close to her home in Tower Hamlets, 

and she felt that her personal circumstances hampered her ability to `do better': 

A lot of the time it wasn't possible to do a lot of things that I wanted to do... or do 
better or something because I had other things and problems. So, every time I went in I 
had to rush in and rush out. So, I think I could have a lot better 

... 
if I was just 

concentrating on my education. 

(Sara, 22, BSc Social Policy and Management student, Bangladeshi). 

The early marriages of some Bangladeshi women should not though, be 

assumed to be reflective of a lack of importance on education by women or their 

families. In fact, their parents were just as keen to see their daughters succeed 

academically, but believed instead that daughters could pursue higher education 

once they were secure in terms of marriage and parenthood. 

Arifa's trajectory into university also exemplifies women's determination to 

gain a degree, despite difficult earlier school experiences, lack of A' levels, or 

child-care responsibilities. As an unmarried mother however, Arifa's personal 

experiences and views diverge in other ways that I will describe later in the 

thesis. Arifa suffered the loss of her father at 17 following a long illness. The 

caring responsibilities she shared with her family contributed to her poor exam 

results (one 0' level and three CSE's), which her teaches initially interpreted as 

`laziness'. However, they failed to appreciate the responsibilities children from 

Asian families were expected to shoulder: 

Well, all through my teenage years, from 13 onwards my father was really ill, he had 

motor neurone disease, where the brain is really active but all your muscles start 
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wasting away so you can't do anything about it so I had to look after him a lot. So. 
people at school.. .1 was due to do 10 'O' Levels but in the end I only got one 'O' Level 
and 3 CSEs. They thought I wasn't doing my work, they thought I was being lazy and 
eventually they got out of me that, you know, I had to look after my dad 'cause he was 
really ill and stuff and so, academically I didn't do as well as I should have done. They 
didn't understand that in Asian families everybody... there's no demarcation... if you're 
a child... so what... if you're a child you look after your parents and we had to do loads 
of that stuff. I got my exams and I did my first year of my `A' Levels, but on the second 
year, in August - we go back in September to enrol again for the second year - my dad 
died in August and I had to go to Pakistan to take his body back and we never came back till 3 months' later. When I did come back they said I couldn't continue with my 
course, that I'd missed one year, missed too much work and my mother was in debt so I had to get work, so I just applied for jobs and I just went for the first job that I could 
which was in a bank. So I worked for 3 years and supported my mum, my brother and 
my older sister who has mental health problems. 

(Arifa, 26, BA Social Anthropology student, Pakistani). 

By the time she reached 21, having left home at 19, Arifa wanted to go on to 

university and so completed an Access course in Social Science. Her entry to 

university was further delayed by another year by the arrival of her daughter 

who was ill at birth and in need of medical attention for some months. She 

eventually entered university aged 23. 

This brief profile indicates the ways in which women's school and college 

experiences were both racialised and gendered in class-specific ways. This was 

evidenced in the quality of support, guidance or information they received about 
higher education, and the ways in which perceived expectations, obligations and 

material circumstances as Asian and Muslim women impacted on their 

educational trajectories and identities. Their achievements therefore, in light of 

their struggles need to be understood holistically and in terms of the personal 

significance they attached to these. Brah (1996) draws attention to similar 

processes affecting Muslim women's relationships to labour markets. The 

varying routes Muslim women adopted in order to gain entry into university can 

be compared to Mirza's (1995) work with African Caribbean women who 

adopted a strategy of `resistance' to racist discourses by negotiating entry into 

further and higher education through `the back door'. Shain's (2000) work with 

Asian schoolgirls, in a similar way, discusses young women's various survival 

and resistance strategies in response to racism. Each response or strategy 

highlights the contingent, discursive and dynamic nature of Asian women's 

identities, which actively challenge stereotypes of passivity, cultural pathology 

and 'arranged marriages'. Other studies on the contested nature of young 
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Muslim women's identities also highlight themes of multiplicity and 
contingency (Brah, 1993,1996; and Dwyer, 1999,2000). 

As I have already shown in the previous chapter. none in my sample believed 

that higher education was an unattainable goal, or associated going to university 

with class-based notions of `risk'. Instead, gaining a degree was an expectation 
from an early age and increased social mobility and prestige were often cited as 

motivating factors. In this respect then, they differ from many of the respondents 
in some of the class-focused analyses of other studies on widening participation 
for `non-traditional' students. 

In the sections that follow, I highlight some of the common themes women 

discussed when interviewed on their experiences of higher education. The 

ambiguous nature of their experiences and the ways in which they negotiate 

these are related to their ethnic, gender, class and, for some, religious identities 

and competing hegemonic discourses which seek to frame their participation in 

certain ways. 

Muslim Women's Experiences of Higher Education 

As the previous section has shown, Muslim women's entry routes into higher 

education were varied and structured by class, gender, ethnicity, but were also 

shaped by time, place and space constraints. An analysis of Muslim women's 

university experiences that is sensitive to ways in which, as Brah (1996) 

advocates, `structure, culture and agency are conceptualised as inextricably 

linked mutualhv inscribing formations' (p. 129), will need to consider how 

individual subjectivities are mediated and negotiated, but are also reflective of 

commonalities of experience. When considering Muslim women's experiences 

of higher education then, attention also needs to be paid to the ways in which 

representations of Muslim women influence their participation and experiences 

of university. 

I have therefore consciously avoided separating `experiences' into either 

`positive' or `negative' as I had initially during the fieldwork stages, 

conceptualised the work. This reflected the ways women spoke of their 

experiences - as highly subjective and contradictory, and contingent upon a 

variety of competing factors. For instance, positive learning experiences were 

128 



juxtaposed against subtle manifestations of racist discourses from lecturers, or 
biased course material, or by other awkward feelings at times, of `not fitting in' 

with the `mainstream', bar-oriented student culture. Joining certain faith-based 

(such as the Islamic societies) or ethnically-based (such as the Pakistan or 
Bangladesh societies) student societies similarly, produced mixed feelings and 

responses depending on the nature of individual ISOC's. At the same time 

however, women spoke of the lasting friendships they had formed across and 

within diverse ethnic and religious groups and the value they placed on their 

experiences of these student societies. 

Where women spoke of `not enjoying' their time at university, further probing 

revealed their specific dissatisfaction with the location, or reputation, or quality 

of lecturers, or regret at their choice of subject studied. However, they also 

identified positive aspects to their overall study. Women highlighted a range of 

practical benefits such as preparation for future careers and employment, an 

increased knowledge base in a subject area of their choice, the value of 

independent learning, and the `broadening of horizons'. 

Personal benefits frequently cited included qualities such as greater confidence, 

self-awareness and self-esteem. The social aspects to university life - integrating 

and socialising with a diverse group of students, making friends and learning to 

live independently (to varying extents) - were further examples of the positive 

experiences Muslim women identified. Time spent on campus, including for 

those who lived at home, was also `independent' or `personal time' which many 

women valued. It was time that afforded them opportunities to form friendships 

across racial, ethnic, religious and gendered boundaries. These friendships were 

distinct from those of their family or existing social circles and presented some 

women with new opportunities to develop friendships and relationships with 

Muslim and non-Muslim men. 

I differentiate here between three forms of experience: `academic', referring to 

the practical knowledge-based aspects to degree study; 'social' referring to the 

friendships formed; and `personal', describing aspects such as increased 

confidence and communication skills. Many of these experiences were mediated 

as 'benefits' and are over-lapping but I have drawn these distinctions for 

129 



practical purposes as they most closely match the experiences reported by 
research participants. 

Academic experiences - `getting the knowledge' 

Naheed, a Master's student was one of the many women who spoke of her 

university experiences as `really great'. She described how her writing skills had 
developed since the time of her first degree and also how she had learned to read 
around the subject area: 

Reading around the subject, I've learnt a lot, comparing writing skills as well -I was having a look at one of my essays from my first degree, and the style of writing, I think 
I've developed as well. 

(Naheed, 24, MA International Politics student, p/t, Bangladeshi). 

Halima cited the practical value of her B. Ed teaching degree and the ways it had 

encouraged her to think about specialising and studying further: 

The course was brilliant... it wasn't boring, it wasn't the same thing every year, it was 
different things and it sort of really helped to develop myself and to become a more 
effective teacher with more awareness.... I could now go abroad and teach... the degree 
has given me the base to go further with this idea to do children's psychology and 
maybe go into the NHS. 

(Halima, 23, B. Ed, recent graduate, Bangladeshi). 

Khaleda, a recent History graduate was keen to stress how much she enjoyed 
learning in-depth about an area she had a passion for and being taught by a 

`bunch of very good lecturers... bringing in new life' even if she was less keen 

about the location of her university and having to commute: 

There was a lot of new staff coming into X University at that time especially in the 
History department, especially Chinese and Asian history so it was like the place to be. 
The courses itself I thought were good. It wasn't rigid or anything, it was very flexible. 
It was just great fun, the people, the lecturers.... its better than working. You find out a 
lot of things at university. I mean like in History for GCSE it was like `Hitler started the 
Second World War. Full stop. But I mean you go to university, you study more, you 
develop your knowledge and you widen your horizons. And you just find out so many 
things, that Hitler wasn't responsible for starting the Second World War... Its getting 
the knowledge, finding it and like developing your own mind. I mean there's so many 
things you do at university I mean you do your own independent research whereas as at 
school you were taught to how you had to do this essay. At university, you are taught to 
be independent and to think. 

(Khaleda, 24, BA History, recent graduate, Bangladeshi). 

Amber, a graduate from a working class background, encapsulates the 

complexity and ambiguous nature of her experiences; in what could be a 

potentially negative learning experience for her, when confronted with course- 

work that she felt was based on pro-colonialist assumptions and biases, she 

asserted her developing academic skills to prepare intellectual arguments 
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defending her readings and interpretations of texts. As she says here, 'If you 
don 't get the negative you can 't fight against it': 

At [X] a lot of lecturers teach you in a certain way, that the British were really good and 
things like that. I must have been really naive because I didn't notice it too much 
actually (! ). Perhaps because of the history that I did, I'm not sure, but I just used to just 
listen to what they had to say, read the books and read books I chose to. My project in 
my final year was, `Were the Muslims Responsible for the 1875 Mutiny,, Rebellion. ' 
And I read a lot of books by Asian writers of the time (1947), about what they thought, 
so this whole essay that I did was really pro-Muslim, and how the British did this and 
that. I found it really positive actually, I think academically it was positive for me, 
perhaps for other people they noticed that the lecturers teach in a certain way and give 
certain impressions out, but if you don't get that you don't know any different. If you 
don't get the negative you can't fight against it. Everything I got out of it was positive; 
I've learnt so much. I've touched upon a lot of things. I think I'll have to read up on it a 
lot more; my Urdu lessons were excellent actually, because we had English teachers 
teaching us Urdu which was really like, `Shame'(! ) embarrassing, but they were really 
very good. And it was really nice to see white people into someone else's culture. even 
if it was probably negative if I thought about it. But it was great, it was like, `Oh wow 
man, you can speak Urdu, you can probably speak Punjabi as well' and they were really 
in with things. I liked it. 

(Amber, 24, PGCE, BA History and Urdu, Pakistani). 

Her statement linked in the academic benefits she gained, such as greater 

knowledge base, increased interest in the subject, an ability to critically appraise 

published material and academics and the confidence that this engenders, with 

her personal experiences and gains. Both fed into each other and contributed to 

her overall positive sense of achievement and identity as a result of her higher 

education. Although Amber was a naturally `positive' and enthusiastic person 

with a strong personality, this potential `Othering' aspect to her study 

experiences were mediated by her as part of the learning process. 

However, she was not the only student to feel there was some degree of colonial 

bias in her degree course and reading lists. Sadia and Arifa, also studying arts 

and history based courses concurred. Yet they, like Amber, also talked about 

how they learnt to engage with the course material and began to feel confident in 

being able to challenge certain assumptions and offer alternative perspectives to 

that of the lecturers, or published works. Although intellectually, she generally 

enjoyed her course in Social Anthropology and took an option in South Asian 

literature, Arifa was uncomfortable with what she perceived as the hegemonic 

authority that some lecturers exerted over the subject matter -a 'white male 

bias' in relation to the curriculum that Arifa felt neglected South Asian writers: 
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Intellectually I really enjoy it, although there is a white male bias even though they 
pretend otherwise, I still notice it and I get angry about some things we are studying. 
Such as? 

South Asian literature - we did a lot of literature written about colonialism by Forster, 
we did Ruth Prayer Jhabvala, we could have done lots of South Asian writers but we 
concentrated on colonial writers. Kipling, we did, there's a space for them but I want to 
get away from colonialism, that's all we ever talk about, neo-colonialism, post- 
colonialism, colonialism, I think there is something else out there. 

(Arifa, 26, BA Social Anthropology student, Pakistani). 

This was clearly a source of frustration and disappointment for Arifa as she felt 

she had `fought' to enter university but did not feel intellectually challenged, or 
that her lecturers opened any new avenues of learning for her: 

I'm at university, I feel lecturers are supposed to guide me, if they guide me in a 
particular direction and I feel in my waters that there is another answer, I don't know 
where to get it from. I feel that I've fought for my place in university and had great 
hopes but when I got here I just thought, `wow, its just same old fodder that they've 
been teaching me since I was at school and that's white male history'. 

... wie could have 
done stuff on partition, we could have looked at contemporary views on colonialism. 
we did some South Asian writers, but they were old writers, I wanted to do 
contemporary writers. 

(Arifa, 26, BA Social Anthropology student, Pakistani). 

In summation she said: 

A degree is not teaching me anything about the world around me, its teaching me how 
to pass my exams, if that's what they want me to do, then that's what I have to do. 

(Arifa, 26, BA Social Anthropology student, Pakistani). 

While these are examples of how course material could contribute to ways in 

which students could feel excluded, `Othered', or even feel that they had 

`wasted their time', there were other examples rooted in key social relationships 

which point to the ways in which Muslim women's experiences in a university 

environment were racialised and gendered. I will discus these in the section on 

`fitting in' below. In general though most women, even when highlighting areas 

of tension, focused on the positive aspects of learning at degree level. 

Personal Development - Communication and Confidence.... 

Women in this thesis enthusiastically described the various ways in which they 

felt their degree study had equipped them with a number of skills and assisted in 

their personal development. Key qualities women felt they had gained as a result 

of their degree study were learning to be able to communicate more effectively 

both in «-ritten and verbal contexts and to a diverse group of people. learning 

how to work with people, learning about other cultures and lifestyles, learning- 
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self-discipline and self-motivation. They also talked about how they felt they 
had developed in terms of personal maturity, gained independence ('standing on 
my own two feet') and learnt to take personal responsibility for their actions. 
The following selection of quotes was indicative: 

I think I have really developed a lot socially, being able to communicate with a wide 
range of people and being able to understand people, how people work. 

(Shabnum, 24, Policy and Research Officer. Bangladeshi). 

University taught me a lot of stuff, you find out that during university time, it's not the 
same as college. You have to motivate yourself more and you become that bit more 
mature knowing that you've got more responsibilities and at the end of the day if the 
assignment ain't in on time, then it's nobody's fault other than yourself. .. .1 

learnt a lot 
of stuff. I've been able to communicate, able to work on my own, work with other 
people, mix in a different environment, adapt to different ways of living, lifestyles tend 
to change slightly you know, and plus what I've found is that as a student you're more 
free than as a worker. Once you start working your freedom sort of disappears, as a 
student you can sometimes bend the rules as you go along. 

(Aswa, 27, BSc's Biomedical Science and Biological Science, Community Safety 
Worker Bangladeshi). 

I would advise people to go to university not just because they get a degree at the end of 
it, but because it just teaches you about life. You learn so much from your peers, you 
learn so much about standing on your own two feet that I really feel it is a social 
learning experience. 

(Sabia, 27, BSc Biology, PGCE, School Teacher, Indian). 

I think it definitely matured me coz I had to be independent even though I was living at 
home. I became more independent. Knowledge, definitely - three years of studying - 
you do pick up a lot of things. It just developed your mind. It made you think in 
different ways. It made you more aware because we had a lot of foreign students there, 
so it was not just educationally but socially as well. 

(Khaleda, 24, BA History, recent graduate, Bangladeshi). 

These positive interpretations of learning experiences are mediated through 

personal understandings of gender, social class and, as I show below in this 

chapter and return to in Chapter Seven, what it means to be an Asian or `Muslim 

woman'. Talk of personal change as a result of higher education experiences are 

necessarily related to, and influenced by the fluctuating nature of identity 

positionings at both psychic and structural levels. These positive changes also 

acted to legitimate students' ownership of their right to a place in university. It is 

helpful to consider again the statement made by Amber earlier - 'ff you don 't 

get the negative iou can 't fight against it'. Rehana, an under-graduate of 

Pakistani origin and the first woman in her family to enter university, spoke of 

how her mother in particular, but other family members and friends began 

noticing her change as she became more confident in asserting her opinions: 
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Once my Mum said `you're not the same girl that was sent to Uni'. «'hen I came back 
from at Uni, I was more outspoken about my views and stuck to my guns. At home I 
used to step back from my brothers and sisters, but when I came from Uni, I stuck to 
my guns but that's coz I think it made me more confident and that confidence my 
parents saw as change. Whereas before I used to be a painfully shy person, I can still be, 
but going to Uni made me more confident even though I didn't notice them, my parents, 
my friends, my cousins started to notice -I acted the same but my views were more 
outspoken. 

(Rehana, 21, BA English and History student, Pakistani). 

Rehana's growing confidence from someone who was as she describes 

`painfully shy' and the reactions of those around her to her assertiveness, show 
how higher education exerted a profound effect on her negotiations around her 

identity. Saima, in concluding her interview with me added: 

Higher education is not just about studying; it's about growing up and getting mature 
and understanding life itself a bit more. And when you do that generally you're gonna 
know where you're coming from, know what you are and it's gonna lead onto a better 
overall estimation of yourself. Obviously it's gonna help. If you're not educated, you're 
not as mature as someone as someone who is and you're not gonna understand life 
itself, what it is, and why it is if you haven't studied. Obviously, I'm only 20, I haven't 
done my degree yet and I have a long way to go yet and I don't fully know what I am 
and where I'm coming from and where it's going to -I dunno what's in store for me for 
the next 3-4 yrs and it's all leading to a better understanding of yourself. You can't do 
that if you haven't studied, I think it's very important for everyone to study. I'd be very 
disappointed if any of my children decided not to do a degree, I'd really hate that 

(Saima, 20, BSc Genetics student, Pakistani). 

As a young mother of a 3-year-old, Sara experienced several personal 

difficulties and constraints during the course of her study. However, she 

believed her higher education contributed to her growing self-confidence in her 

abilities: 

I gained self-esteem you know, it actually made me realise that I can actually achieve 
something now. [... ] I've never done very well at college because I had a lot of personal 
problems and I've always thought you know, I'm not good at it, it's just not me, doing 

something like studying and things like this. So you know, it definitely helps me to 

actually realise that everyone is capable of doing it if they give the effort and time. So 

yes, I've gained self-esteem and it's made me realise that I can do a lot of things that I 

actually thought I couldn't. 

(Sara, 22, BSc Social Policy and Management student, Bangladeshi). 

The responses described above show how women felt that university provided 

an opportunity for personal `reinvention' and a transformative process. This did 

not mean to say that they abandoned existing identifications (see below), but 

rather it provided an avenue for personal development and realisation of un- 

tapped potential (Archer et al, 2003). 
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Social Benefits to University - Friends from Strange Places 

Although Shabnum lived at home whilst studying, she was very positive about 
both her academic and social experiences at university. Here. she contrasts the 
diverse range of people she met at university with her prior experiences at sixth- 
form college where there was a large concentration of Bangladeshi, women 
students: 

`Social life at University was extremely, well, it was really great for me. I've learnt a lot 
through my degree. When I was doing my A' levels, I was doing it in a 6`h form full of 
girls, no mixing and the people that I was doing it with, mostly is was people from my 
own culture which I already had but when I went to Uni, I mixed with people from all 
over the world. Like friends came from different countries and they go into the Student 
Union, mixing there, going out for lunch, it was really nice. I learnt a lot not only 
academically, but also through the people I mixed with. 

(Shabnum, 24, Policy and Research Officer, Bangladeshi). 

She went on to stress the value of integrating and mixing with other students 
from diverse backgrounds and learning about cultural differences, which she felt 

was important for future roles and relationships: 

Like its really important to mix with people from differing cultures so that you gain a 
lot, you don't lose out, you actually gain and you influence.... you actually network and 
you tell people about your own culture which they have never known about so when 
they go back to their own little work places after University, they meet up with people 
from my own culture, they'll have that background, they know a bit about it and so their 
attitudes towards them will be different I feel. 

(Shabnum, 24, Policy and Research Officer, Bangladeshi). 

This sense of `social responsibility' and wanting to challenge stereotypes and 

work across cultural and religious differences between fellow students (and 

lecturers) was a theme reiterated by other women such as Sadia (below). It also 

demonstrates that South Asian Muslim women's awareness of their identities 

and sense of responsibility were not simply restricted to family obligations and 

domestic spheres but extended into social interactions in other areas such as 

university or place of work. In this sense, `social responsibility' offers a real 

alternative to stereotyped notions of Asian Muslim women. Other women, in 

echoing Shabnum's sentiments spoke of the diversity of the students they met 

and formed friendships with: 

I learned to respect people more in the sense that I was exposed more to other people, 
their cultures, and backgrounds. It was a good way of learning about people, not just 
from what I read in books but actually meeting people on an every-day basis, looking at 
their different experiences and trying to appreciate that every one is different, basically. 

(Sadia, 26, MPhil student, South Asian Area Studies, Bengali Literature and Gender, 
Bangladeshi). 
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Sadia's comment here is also significant in the context of her experiences of 
feeling discriminated against and `Othered' (see below). Here we can see how 

her ascribing of `difference' is apparently based on qualitatively different terms 

to the ways in which she herself was experiencing `being Othered'. Like many 

women in this study, Sadia appreciated and valued the opportunity to meet and 

socialise with people from different backgrounds and learn about difference in a 

positive way. Furthermore, the desire to engage with non-Muslims is another 

example of the ways in which women were challenging stereotypes of Muslims 

that portray them as `self-segregating'. In contrast, some aspects of the 

university experience for some students contributed to dominant discourses of 

`not belonging' (see below). 

Being at university with students from diverse backgrounds that included a 

number of other Muslims, also provided opportunities for the sharing of an 

alternative space to the Student Union (SU) Bar at lunch-times or in the evening. 

For students who did not have ready access to such a network or group of 

friends, their choices were limited to attending the SU and choosing either to 

participate in activities there, or to seek refuge in other spaces within the 

university, such as the refectory, canteen or library for instance. 

Involvement in student societies such as the `Islamic Society' (ISOC) or the 

`Pakistan Society' (PakSoc) provided another means by which women could 

feel connected to other students from similar religious or cultural backgrounds. 

However, as I discuss in more detail in Appendix VIII, these societies were 

experienced differently by women in my sample and could also act to regulate 

who `belonged' and who did not. 

Living on Campus - Girls away from home... Freedom? 

For many, university presents students with their first experience of leaving the 

parental home and learning to cope as an adult. It involves learning to juggle 

finances, being responsible for feeding and caring for oneself, being responsible 

for one's own free time away from the parental gaze and independent study. My 

sample contained a mixture of women who lived at home whilst at uni ersity as 

well as a number of women who moved away from home. Many of the latter 

group of women spent their first years as most students do, in student halls, and 
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the following years either in other student accommodation such as houses or 
flats or privately rented properties with friends. Another key question this thesis 
has sought to address is whether Muslim women's experiences at university 

contributed to, or acted in any way to 'dis-locate' them from any religious and 

cultural influences they might have grown up with? Did living away from home 

encourage women to experiment with pushing religious and cultural boundaries? 

What was the nature of these boundaries? Did women feel they were leading 

`double lives'? 

Contrary to some media reports (Q-News, 2005; Guardian 2005; Daily Mail, 

2005), many in my sample did not appear to lead the much-hyped `double-life' 

of alcohol, sex and clubbing. While accepting this may well have been a product 

of my own sampling, with volunteers specifically responding to my flyers citing 

a wish to challenge stereotypes, or from women wishing to present a `sanitised' 

version of themselves24, other emerging studies on Muslim women in higher 

education would appear to support the general findings of this thesis25. For 

several women I spoke to, well aware that `living away from home' would leave 

room for suspicion and gossip amidst some quarters of their local Muslim 

communities, the opportunity to live on campus was never the less, a significant 

consideration. As the extracts below illustrate, women's reasons for, and 

experiences of, living away from home were not necessarily indications of 

intentions to abandon or sever cultural or religious links and practices. For 

example, Shamim spoke of how her experience of living away from home 

encouraged her to `regulate' her behaviour and strengthened her self-confidence 

in herself and her faith: 

I lived with all females obviously and but I kept myself pretty much to myself, I wasn't, 
I was quite, you know I practised my faith, I didn't go clubbing, boozing or pub 

crawling or any of those things and I didn't really have my family checking up on me 

every 5 seconds saying where are you going? I didn't have that, and because of that 

again, I think I sort of practised my faith more than maybe some other people. 

(Shamim, 28, BSc Pharmacy, MRPharmec, Pharmacist, Pakistani). 

24 Having said this, I have no reason to question the sincerity of my respondents as they were all 

volunteers and were assured confidentiality. In fact, some had revealed personal details which would 

at first seem to question prevailing notions of `Muslim women' (one was an unmarried mother). but 

even here, the sensationalised accounts as found in the recent Muslim and non-Muslim media are 
hard to sustain based on my data. 

Dr David Tvrer, ESF Project Director, 'Muslim women and widening access higher education', 
Liverpool John Moores University. personal correspondence, 2005. 
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The absence of a `watchful eye' over her actions whilst at university, she felt, 

contributed to her own sense of religiosity and practice. Shamim, now working 
as a hospital Pharmacist, highlighted her desire to experience life away from 
home whilst at university and talked of how her experiences then, contributed to 
her personal development (of which others also spoke, see above) and maturity: 

I felt that before I went to university I was very naive. I didn't know anything, never 
lived away from home but I was determined to get away from home because I didn't 
want to study another 3 years just going to and from home. I just wanted to get away 
but I felt I developed as a person. I learned much more about myself, I matured very 
quickly, um, I made lots of friends, my social skills just became so great you know. But 
I was very shy all the time but it helped me a lot in terms of my self confidence as well. 
In my first job interview, I went in with so much confidence and I think I got the job not 
because I was over confident in the interview, but basically I talked about a lot of the 
things that I did outside my studies and they were quite impressed with my team 
building skills and things like that. But um, no I developed immensely, I would 
recommend it to anybody to get away from home and really live because you don't at 
home. Your Mum and Dad cook your dinners, they watch where you go, when you 
come home and you know, you interact with people more because you have to, you 
know, otherwise at home everything is done for you. You know I learned to cook, I 
didn't know how to cook before, I learned about all different foods around the world, I 
mixed with people from all over the world, I really, really enjoyed it. 

(Shamim, 28, BSc Pharmacy, MRPharmec, Pharmacist, Pakistani). 

Similarly, Amber (who convinced her parents to allow her to live in halls with 

slight exaggerations about needing to study late in the library) drew a 

comparison between the skills she felt she gained with one of her sisters who did 

not study at degree level and lived at home: 

Yeah, that changed me. I moved out. I know it sounds funny, but you can get quite 
cushy at home. It makes a difference, like I said I learnt to live with other people, made 
my best friends there. I'm different from my sisters in that sense, especially my middle 
sister because she hasn't gone to Uni. She's quite naive about certain things and she 
hasn't ever lived out, she wouldn't be able to cope, but I think I have learnt from it. 

(Amber, 24, PGCE, BA History and Urdu, Pakistani). 

Both examples also highlight how living at home, far from being a site of 

`oppression' as stereotypes would suggest, was perceived as the `cushy' option. 

Studying in an environment that promotes individual thinking, and living away 

from familial and community influences did not, for women who participated in 

this thesis, encourage them into exhibiting the extremes of louche behaviour 

suggested by some media accounts26. This is not to say that some do take 

advantage of their time away at university to experience the freedoms of student 

Interestingly, it is extreme representations of Muslim women in university `having gone off the 

rails' that has captured the imagination of the media (cf., Malik, 2005; Coleman, 2005) though in 

this study and others, (for instance an on-going study based at Liverpool John Moores University. 

Tyrer, 2006) evidence of this as the norm was particularly limited, if not absent. 
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life. However, as Shazia pointed out in reference to her former South Asian 

flatmates, their excesses were not necessarily the result of their time at 

university, but rather a reflection of individual choices and responses to personal 
histories and experiences: 

Those women who do go off and do everything they're parents didn't want them to do - 
those women you'll often find were doing those things under their parents nose anyway. 
They were actually sneaking out while their Dad was doing the night shift in the local 
factory and their Mum was sleeping, they were going to local clubs. That's been my 
experience of women who feel they've been really repressed at home and they are the 
ones that go OTT and not even a British, European could compete with them in the 
amount of alcohol they could consume in one night, or the amount of pills they could 
pop in one night. I actually experienced this when I was in my first year in halls -I 
ended up sharing a flat with three South Asian women and one English girl who ended 
up being my best friend and the other three were complete nutters -I had nothing in 
common with them despite the fact that one of them was Muslim. And its because they 
just didn't know when to stop, everything was excessive, nothing could ever be done to 
moderation, they couldn't have three drinks, they'd had to have fifteen, they couldn't 
have sex once in a night, they'd have to have it six times and with three different 
people. They could never do anything in moderation. And it made me think that they've 
got three years and they have to do as much as they can to cram it all in. And it made 
me feel quite sad for them actually - this is very tragic that you're doing all this to 
yourself, you're burning yourself out, there's no way you can carry on doing what 
you're doing for the next three years without something giving. It was just the complete 
disrespect for their families when they weren't there, the way they would talk about 
them, which made me feel quite sad again. And it made me want to be even less like 
them. But at the same time, it did make me think, why am I so different to them? Its not 
because I think I'm better than them, why is it that I can live in a flat with these people 
and have nothing in common with them? 

(Shazia, 29, BA English, Media Officer, Pakistani). 

Naheed made a similar point about individual choices: 

I've got a friend who's doing a Masters as well, but she's got the attitude that you can 
either be one or the other [Westernised or Islamic]. She was saying to me that she 
wouldn't send her daughter to university because of the mere fact that she went to 

university and she knows what people get up to and Asian girls as soon as they get out 

of the house, they're up to no good, but you're talking about extremes there. I don't 

think not to have an education for that very reason, is silly, it's down to the person. Ok 

there is that life, if you want it, you choose that path, fine. You make your own 
decisions and your own choices... If you're going by outward appearance, then yeah, I 

speak English, I wear Western clothes but it doesn't mean that I'm automatically 
Westernised. 

I think in popular perceptions you can either be one way or another but you don't have 

to. From what I gathered, a lot of people think that if you go to this university, you're 

gonna be really Anglicised, or whatever, she's gonna run away, or she's gonna put on a 
hijab, but there is another way. There are a lot of people like me, so I can't understand 
the idea that you have to be one or the other. You can be a practising Muslim and 

people will huff and puff and whatever, its for you to decide and be happy 

(Naheed, 24, MA International Politics student, p I. Bangladeshi). 

The `excessive behaviour' described by Shazia, could also have been reflective 

of a strategy of `resistance against culture' noted by Shain (2000). in her 

analysis of British Asian girls' varying coping mechanisms in response to racism 
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within school. Here, young Asian women openly rejected their religious and 
cultural backgrounds, and sought instead, to identify with mainly white students. 

A few women cited parental concerns around daughters 'going wild' at 
university but were often able to reassure parents (such as Rehana's case for 

example). Even so, within a general spirit of encouragement, parents were also 
able to instil a sense of foreboding to their daughters regarding the possible 
`adverse' effects' exposure to Western secular education may have. The women 
I interviewed were well aware of their parents' anxieties around how they could 
change and of the possible `Anglicising' affects university life may have on 
them. As Aswa points out: 

Nowadays, if a girl wants to be educated and go on to university and college, there is a 
fear that she may become too Westernised, but that really depends on what type of 
background you're coming from. If your parents are very liberal yeah, then that 
shouldn't be a problem. Your parents will be all too willing for you to go forward, get 
an education and be successful in whatever you do. 

She added: 

Asian girls, be it somebody who wears the trousers and shirt or somebody who wears a 
hijab, girls today are going forward and educating their selves, to better themselves 
really. That's what its all about but some people don't see that, they think `oh if she gets 
educated then she's going to become too Westernised and she might start wearing 
outrageous clothing, she might become too free, too free-minded, she may even move 
out of home! Then there is the other fear that she may even find herself a partner, 
however, this partner may not be suitable in the eyes of the Asian community. For 
example, she may be Asian but her partner may be black, white, Chinese, etc., these 
things will not be allowed within the Asian community, so there is that fear of her 
finding herself a partner 

(Aswa, 27, BSc's Biomedical Science and Biological Science, Community Safety 
Worker Bangladeshi). 

While sensationalised media accounts of Muslim women and `their behaviour' 

can be viewed as another example of the ways discursive and hegemonic 

representations act to define and constrain Muslim women's agency, the 

example cited above from Aswa highlights a real concern amongst parents that 

irresponsible, unbalanced journalism acts to perpetuate (Tyrer and Ahmad, 

2005). As I highlighted in Chapter Four on `Motivations', the impact of 

`pioneers' who acted as role models did much to ease negotiations on entry into 

university for some women and their families. Realising that the extreme 

examples featured in the press, or circulated via gossip networks were perhaps, 

exaggerated and, being able to compare these with examples of well-adjusted 

educated Muslim women made a significant difference to allay parental fears. 
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Overall though, women were keen to stress the multiple benefits they had gained 

as a result of degree-level study. Apart from practical benefits, one of the 

significant aspects was the positive influence the higher education experience 
had helping Muslim women think through and articulate their religious and 

cultural identities and notions of agency. In this, their testimonies are a powerful 

challenge to stereotyped representations of Muslim Asian women as `caught 

between cultures' or with fixed identities. 

Therefore, based on the experiences reported by women during interview, this 

thesis cannot support evidence from other studies that suggest that high levels of 

education are associated with a renouncement of `traditional' values and 

practices, such as `arranged marriages' (Bhopal, 1997a, 1997b, 1998). Rather, it 

signifies the wish to experience `student life' and gain some level of 

independence during term-time at least, away from the parental gaze. Many of 

the women I spoke to described occasions such as `Ramadan' and `Eid' as being 

times where faith could be shared in a supportive environment within university 

accommodation. `Freedom' in this context, does not necessarily equate with an 

abandonment of `traditional' `cultural' values and practices, or religious 

requirements. What it signified for women here was an opportunity to explore 

and practice one's beliefs in ways that matched the milieu in which they were 

now located - the elite, racialised and gendered domain of higher education. In 

recognising this, some universities are increasingly aware of the diverse needs of 

their students from faith backgrounds and are working at ways in which these 

needs can be better accommodated (Gilliat-Ray, 1999). `Leaving home' then, is 

significant for some daughters (and sons) and their parents; it is just one of the 

wars in which parents symbolise trust in their daughter's own sense of 

responsibility and `izzat'27, or honour, whilst away from the parental home. 

Staying at home 

For some women, the comforts of home, cooked food, clean clothes and fewer 

financial worries were significant factors in their decisions not to move away to 

27 To briefly discuss the concepts of `izzat' and `gender' at this juncture will not do justice to the 

centrality of these terms and the multiple meanings they can hold when considering the present 

sample group. These are instead, discussed in more detail elsewhere (Ahmad, 2006). 
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stud??. However, for other women, the decision to live at home while studying 
was a strategic compromise aimed at appeasing any parental concerns about 
their time at university and the potential influences of the secularised university 
environment on cultural and religious obligations and attitudes: 

I wanted to move out when I was living at home. I was travelling three hours every 
single day. I couldn't argue with my parents. They put their foot down and said `You 
have to go to a university in London'. I didn't have a choice about leaving as my 
brother did. He could go anywhere in the country. Obviously my parents would prefer 
him to study in London but he was allowed to go outside of London whereas that was 
not an option for me. If I wanted to study, I had to do it in London. 

(Sabia, 27, BSc Biology, PGCE, School Teacher. Indian). 

There is considerable frustration on Sabia's part at the relative freedom afforded 
to her brother in terms of where to study for his degree but she eventually got 
her way, though only for her final term at university and after convincing her 

parents that it was necessary given her long journey times. As I have shown in 

Chapter Four on `Motivations to Study', the negotiating skills of women when 
faced with such tensions played a key role, especially for those women who 

were university `pioneers' within their family. Some women in my sample (e. g., 

Amber) used imaginative means in order to convince their parents to acquiesce 

to their wishes - though it is important when saying this to also note as I have 

done above, that the desire to leave home did not necessarily indicate a desire to 

lead a `double-life' that was `bar-influenced' or secular. It could reflect instead, 

a natural process of maturity into adulthood and individuality. As Tasleema 

below states, she wanted to `differentiate my life from that of my family home'. 

Other women offered more nuanced responses. `Freedom' was thus a contested 

notion, and held a qualitatively different significance to `everyday' meanings of 

the term often used in racist pathologies of Muslim women. They also 

appreciated and valued not having to worry about financial concerns and fending 

for oneself before they felt emotionally ready. Shabnum, was one of those who 

preferred to live at home, and this was a view she says she shared with her 

parents. She rationalised her desire to remain at home through her close 

relationship with her parents and the knowledge that marriage (an expected 

consequence) would naturally result in her leaving home anyway. She said: 

S It is worth noting that the introduction of student fees has resulted in several white students also 

opting to remain in the parental home for longer. 
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I wouldn't have liked to move on my own for definite!... I'm too close to my family 
and I know women in our culture, once you get married that's it really. You don't see 
much of your family, and I know as a Bengali woman I would have had to get married 
before the age of 25 for definite, if not before the age of 27. And so I wanted to spend 
as much time as possible with my parents really. and in a way I wanted to giN e them 
back what I had, because I know once I get married I won't be able to do that. I will, 
but not to the extent as I would have been able to do then. So that's why I wanted to 
stay with my parents really. 

(Shabnum, 24, Policy and Research Officer, Bangladeshi). 

In this extract, Shabnum hints at the `sell-by date' (see Chapter Six on marriage 

and higher education) with respect to marrying ages so many women in this 

thesis have talked about. The expectation that marriage was an early inevitability 

that would restrict the amount of time she could then spend with her parents was 

an interesting perspective on the expected nature of marriage that a small 

number of other women also mentioned. 

Another woman of Bangladeshi origin, Aswa (27 years old), was more 

ambivalent about living at home instead of on campus whilst at university. Even 

though she maintained a preference for living at home with her parents, and 

cited the absence of financial worries that many other students experienced, she 

did retrospectively wonder what the extra freedom might have been like in terms 

of the opportunities to socialise far more with fellow students and experience 

`student life': 

Would you have liked to have lived away from your famihv while you were studying? 

Yes and no. Yes because I would have maybe had a bit more freedom. 

Freedom in what sense? 

In the sense that maybe I could mingle with the other students and feel the life that they 

were having, because my life was obviously going to university, studying and coming 
home. I didn't have a very high active social life at that time. But at the end of the day, I 
did to an extent whereby I did still socialise you know, as I wasn't excluded altogether. 
But it's that feeling of wanting move away from home and study away from home, it's 

that, `oh when I go to university I want to move out and do this and do that', and I guess 
that's what I kind of missed really. But looking back on it now. I'm glad I didn't 
because a lot of my friends were financially in such terrible financial problems, you 
know. It was unbelievable and at the end of the day, I knew where my food was coming 
from, the fact that I had a roof over my head, and the fact that I didn't have to worry 

about bills, rent or anything like that on top of the pressure of studying. 

(Aswa, 27, BSc's Biomedical Science and Biological Science, Community Safety 
Worker, Bangladeshi). 

Within this positive statement of retrospective satisfaction with her student 

experiences in comparison to campus-based students who endured financial 

worries, there was also a sense of an unrequited experience that she had 
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expectations of, but was never able to fulfil. As Tasleema. another home 

graduate said: 

I guess I wanted some freedom to find myself more than anything else. To differentiate 
my life from that of my family and see where my beliefs and my attitudes began and 
where they ended. 

(Tasleema, 23, BSc Psychology, MSc, Forensic Psychology, Mental Health Officer, 
Bangladeshi). 

The discussion on `living on campus' or `living at home' was a pragmatic choice 
for many women. Although living on campus undoubtedly contributed to a 

qualitatively different set of shared experiences and ways women thought about 
themselves, there were some experiences on campus that unsettled Muslim 

women's assumptions and expectations of university. These caused some to 

question whether they ever could `fit in'. 

`Being One of Them' and `Fitting In' 

There were relatively few negative accounts of university life, with most 

complaints centring on heavy workloads and course expenses, with young 

mothers in particular finding combining course work with childcare and 

domestic responsibilities a challenge. As Arifa, who also lacked the support of a 

family infrastructure, highlights: 

In terms of finances, its been very difficult, I don't think there is much help. Also even 
though people say that university is open to everyone now, lots of working class people 
get in, I don't think that's the case. Even if you are working class, you realise that your 
parents can't afford to financially help you out, your grant goes nowhere, so you work, 
and so when you work, your work becomes your priority because managers are 
demanding things of you, so you don't get your reading done, you don't get this or that 
done. And then at the same time, lecturers are expecting you to prioritise your work 
when socially and financially you can't do that. So financially I've found it difficult. 

I've also found it difficult with the lack of books that X has. It's supposed to have books 

allocated for 2000 students but there are 8000 and it hasn't extended its budget in 

relation to that. And especially because I have a child, I can't stay in the library and 
read all the time, especially if there's a difficulty getting short-term loan books out 
which are core reading for some of the courses. Photocopying is expensive. People 

think that photocopying is an negligible amount of money, but its huge amount of 
money that I could use to pay my rent. 

(Arifa, 26, BA Social Anthropology student, Pakistani). 

There were a small number of students and former graduates who, as I briefly 

mentioned earlier, spoke of racist, sexist or Islamophobic comments while at 

university. There are broadly two main ways in which Muslim women were 

made to feel excluded at university. One of these centred around academic 

experiences, the second focussed on student social activities. For example, 
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Halima, 23, who at the time of the interview, had recently completed a B. Ed 
from one of the new universities, and described much of her course as 'brilliant' 
felt her experience marred by one lecturer in particular who she felt was 
`prejudiced': 

The lecturer was so rude. It was like she didn't think we knew answers and she used to 
pick on us when we used to go to lectures - as if we couldn't speak English, as if we 
wouldn't know the answers. And the way she would pick on us, it was like, even if you knew the answers you couldn't tell her because its like - you know when someone 
starts to pick on you, you forget answers, you're gob-smacked. ... Everybody used to 
talk about that, and it was also like that for prayers - we used to start at 1.30pm, and 
other lecturers knew that we used to go for prayers so we'd be there at the lecturer 
theatre for 1.35pm but she would give us a dirty look when we used to come in. Other 
people would walk in half an hour late and she never used to say anything [to them], but 
because she could see us as Asian persons, we used to dress in a certain way so wie used 
to stand out in the crowd... it was really obvious that she was doing it [staring], it 
wasn't normal. 

(Halima, 23, B. Ed, recent graduate, Bangladeshi). 

Despite having enjoyed her time at university, Shamim also felt she was 

subjected to Islamophobic sentiments from one of her tutors and noted how 

other students made little effort to learn about her cultural background and faith: 

I've had loads and loads but my pre-reg tutor who was where I did my years training, he 
used to make lots of comments about Sadaam Hussein, he said `oh I'd better not say 
anything because you are Muslim'. I said, `no, you are quite entitled to put him down 
because I don't like him at all'. And he used to always refer to Yasser Arafat and all 
these other Arab personalities and think you know and say, `oh sorry', you know, and 
think that he knew more than me rather than trying to discover what I actually felt about 
anything. He just had this assumed knowledge that this is how I would feel, and he 
stereotyped me into that kind of way of thinking. 

(Shamim, 28, BSc Pharmacy, MRPharmec, Pharmacist, Pakistani). 

Amber recounted a particular `turning point' experience during a seminar 

session where she felt intellectually stifled in comparison to the other students 

(who happened to be from white middle-class backgrounds). The fact that they 

were talking about Muslims and Islamic history added to her anxiety when she 

felt unable to contribute anything to the discussion: 

All the people in my tutorial group, they were really chatting away, and there were 
about 5 of us altogether, and they were talking away about this and that and knew so 
much using so many long words, and I was like, `Uhh? ', and I just thought, 'what am I 

gonna do? So I just stayed behind and chatted to the lecturer and said, 1 didn't 

understand a word of that - am I doing something wrong? ' He said to me, `they were all 
talking rubbish, don't worry about it! ' and he made me feel so much better because he 

was not impressed by what they were saying, although it sounded so impressive. 
Everything was good after that! 

(Amber. 24, PGCE. BA History and Urdu, Pakistani). 

This example shows how the construction of academic discourses (`using long 

words') within a seminar session reinforced middle class hegemonic authority 
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over students such as Amber from working class backgrounds. Here, Amber was 

effectively excluded from feeling able to contribute to a discussion on Muslims 

yet ironically, she was the only Muslim student in the group. Sadia also spoke of 

perceptions of racism from some of her tutors but also spoke of her surprise to 
find herself confronting racist stereotypes from lecturers whom she held in high 

esteem. In the extract that follows, Sadia spoke of a growing realisation, that 

regardless of her academic achievements, she still felt she was subjected to an 
`Othering' process. When I probed her further on this she provided a particular 

example of a conversation she had with her supervisor. That the university she 

attended was one with an international reputation of expertise in Area Studies 

added to her initial surprise about the more general stereotypes she encountered 

from other lecturers and contributed to her overall perception of university 

where racism and sexism went unchallenged: 

Academically, when I was doing my BA I had a perception and, looking back on it I 
know it is very naive. Before I came to university, I had this idea that everyone at 
university would be educated and sympathetic to people like myself, coming from a 
minority group in terms of race. But, as the years progressed and I got involved in 
University life I realised that even the lecturers themselves, so-called educated people, 
they have their own pre-conceived ideas to us and, as you try and progress I felt that I 

was, however subtly or however directly, I wanted to challenge their ideas. I felt that it 

was up to me - it was my responsibility to break down stereotypes. I would not directly 

approach them and say this, this & this, I would do it by doing my best at university 
myself and hope that my educational achievements would speak for themselves. 

What do you mean bY pre-conceived ideas? 

I felt that no matter how hard -I know they want to be open-minded towards people of 
a different colour and religion, but I still felt that there was something, although it was 
never spoken, I still felt that total open-mindedness wasn't there. 

Can you identify what might have given you that impression? 

I can give you an example. When speaking to my supervisor actually, we were 
discussing something. He was asking me about my background about being Bengali 

and during the course of the conversation he made the statement, `You people' [her 

emphasis], and I was a bit taken aback by that and thought that this must be stemming 
from somewhere. This must be stemming from a stereotypical image that he has 

because you do not use the phrase `you people' so easily. To me it implies that he has 

the impression already about us and I was surprised because I thought that as he was a 
lecturer at X, these ideas would have been dismantled ages ago but. of course, they are 

still there. I think slowly I am beginning to realise that it is not all ideally fixed as it 

should be - that is the best way I can describe it. 

(Sadia, 26, MPhil student, South Asian Area Studies, Bengali Literature and Gender. 
Bangladeshi). 

Some other women felt uncomfortable with the style of some of their lecturers, 

described occasionally as 'confrontational', or `picking on me', for instance. 

Whilst this can be seen as encouraging students to voice their views and learn 

debating skills, for some women experienced it as 'intimidating' (Halima above 
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and Naheed, 24, MA International Politics student) and led to some dropping out 
of courses they had initially been interested in. Perhaps this is an area for 

educators to think further about in relation to the learning needs of a diverse 

student group. It may be that for some Muslim women who may not have 

exposure to this form of learning, and I have no wish to contribute to victimised, 
stereotyped discourses, the style of some lecturers may act to heighten anxieties 
about degree level study. A mentored-based approach may be more appropriate. 
especially at the initial stages of higher education study, and more likely to 
bolster some women's self-confidence levels. 

In terms of social relationships, ignorance about their religion and cultures, a 
sense of not `being one of them' and notions of what was `normal' for students 
infiltrated into Muslim women's otherwise positive university experiences. 
Some felt uncomfortable with the highly secularised student environment and in 

particular, the social scene with its emphasis on clubbing and drinking, 

described by some as the `English' or `secular way of life': 

Lots of religious comments and also in terms of where I come from; people haven't got 
a clue about me whatsoever. They don't understand that you can be Muslim and be 
from any country whatsoever, yeah, and yet they don't know anything about my 
Pakistani culture whatsoever and they just can't relate to me at all. They feel that I have 
got to be one of them to be normal. [... ] I didn't particularly like the English way of life 
and um, initially when I went to university I didn't like my fresher's week, I just wanted 
to come home, I didn't like the idea that people said `oh if you don't go discoing and 
clubbing and pub crawling you are weird'. 

Is that how you define the English way of life... the discoing and clubbing? 

Not the English way of life, I think, I feel it is like a secular way of life, and I feel that a 
lot of people just went to university to just completely party and it just wasn 't me. I felt 
sometimes I didn't fit in but then, I quickly overcame that because I made my own 
group of friends who were similar to me so I didn't feel so lonely or anything like that. 

(Shamim, 28, BSc Pharmacy, MRPharmec, Pharmacist, Pakistani). 

Many women responded to the tensions and social stratification alluded to by 

Shamim by forming their own groups of close friends who were religiously and 

culturally similar. For several women I spoke to, this invariably meant finding 

friends who shared their cultural backgrounds and religious faith. This is despite 

also feeling a `sense of social responsibility' in forming friendships across 

racial, cultural and religious difference and indicates that other students - those 

that can be said to represent the majority of university entrants - may not have 

thought of their friendships in similar ways. Amber's friendships with other 

Muslim students developed after she felt excluded by `English' students: 
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Well if you're not going to drink they'll probably go, `oh why can't you have a drink? 
That's really sad, go on have a drink, take some drugs. ' But if you're not about that, it's 
better to hang around with people that you're more comfortable with, that do the same 
things as you. 
So did you find that there was an element of students who you just didn 't find anything 
in common with because their student life was centred around things that didn 't 
concern you? 

Oh yeah, student life, you can just imagine a `typical" student life; a lot of English 
people are like that. ... I mean that's what people are like, and fair enough, I'm not 
knocking it, do what you want, but how can you sit round in a room with a whole bunch 
of people, and they're all drinking alcohol, and that's what they're gonna do... You're 
gonna be bored out of your mind. Its just practical common-sense things, it's not a 
conscious decision I made, it just ended up that way. The Muslim thing really happened 
because of the Islamic Society and things like that. It just ended up like that. 

(Amber, 24, PGCE, BA History and Urdu, Pakistani). 

Questions about `fitting in' and what `normal' student life represented were not 

only sentiments expressed by some research participants here, but have been 

found in the work of others who draw attention to the ways dominant 

institutional cultures in universities can position some students as `Other' (Read, 

Archer and Leathwood, 2003; see also Tett (2000), on gendered experiences of 

working class students; and Reay, Davies, David, and Ball (2001), on the ways 

ethnic minority and working class students base their choice of institution on 

their sense of being able to `fit in' at university). Interestingly though, apart from 

a survey on Muslim students in Australia, (Asmar et al, 2004, Asmar, 2005), 

little else is known about Muslim students' specific experiences at university. 

Another form of group belonging operated within some of the student societies 

such as the `Islamic Societies' (ISOC's) and the (Pakistani Societies' 

(PakSoc's). Of those I interviewed, women's experiences of these societies were 

varied and were not entirely positive, especially for those Muslim women who 

regarded themselves as `occupying the middle ground' and `practising' but did 

not wear the hijab. Again, the issue of `fitting in' was significant. Women felt 

isolated if they did not `buy in' to the group's ethos whether this be overtly 

Islamically political as with some ISOC's29, or the secularised and materialistic 

version of Pakistani culture promoted by wealthy foreign students who 

dominated some PakSoc's. `Belonging' then, is complex and is constructed and 

perceived differentially in Muslim and non-Muslim social spaces. I discuss some 

29 Some ISOC's in the late 1990's were dominated by the 'Hi: b-ut Tahrir Party' (HT). This is a 

non-violent political organisation under current scrutiny by the Government in the post July 7 

bombings in London, for its advocacy of non-engagement of Muslims with non-! Muslim society. 
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of these issues and women's experiences of ISOC's with some observations of 
ISOC's and Pakistan Society events I attended in more detail in Appendix VIII. 

Summary and Conclusion 

Overall, this chapter has shown that experiences of higher education, whether 

students lived at home or on campus, were viewed positively, and contrary to 

Bhopal (1997,1998), were not perceived as experiences that acted to `dislocate' 

women from their religions and cultures. Rather, many of our respondents, 

especially those with parents who expressed concern over the `Westernising 

influences' of higher education, felt that their experiences had helped in 

rationalising their thoughts regarding their religion and culture in a positive 

sense. 

Social benefits and opportunities to make friends from diverse backgrounds was 

another key theme of this chapter. What marks these relationships as significant 

were the ways in which several women spoke of a `sense of social 

responsibility' in ensuring that stereotypes about Asian Muslim women were 

broken down. However, they also spoke of how they sometimes felt `Othered' 

by fellow students for not joining in drinking and clubbing activities, or through 

the lack of similar efforts by `white middle-class' students to learn about them. 

The attitudes of some lecturers Islamophobic or racist comment were also noted 

as a cause for concern. For some women studying on arts related courses with a 

Muslim or South Asian content, there was disappointment expressed at the 

colonial bias of reading lists. These experiences contributed in many ways to 

women developing closer friendships with other Muslim women where a sense 

of shared solidarity could be enjoyed. 

Women spoke of numerous personal benefits they had gained as a result of their 

higher education study such as self-confidence and self-esteem as well as the 

practical benefits a degree brought in terms of preparation for the graduate job 

market. For women who entered higher education through circuitous and 

alternative, non-A' level routes, especially those who entered as mothers, these 

personal benefits attained a special level of significance. For other women, one 

of the practical and personal benefits spoken about in Chapter Four, were the 

149 



perceived advantages degree status would bring to their marriage prospects. It is 

to this issue that I now turn to in the following chapter. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

GRADUATING TOWARDS MARRIAGE? - 
RELATIONSHIPS TO HIGHER EDUCATION, CHANGING 

CONCEPTS, PROCESSES AND ATTITUDES 

`I can't see what's gonna happen in the next five years or whatever.... I'm not 
gonna stress myself over it. If it's written that I marry someone then Allah 
knows best. ' 

(Naheed, 24, MA International Politics student, p/t, Bangladeshi) 

Age: 22 

Height: 5'4" 

Caste: Sunni 

Origin: Pakistan 

Nationality: UK 

Area: Manchester 

Country: UK 

We are looking for an honest, sincere, educated life partner 

with Islamic values, for our daughter who is 22 yrs old has 

recently graduated. She is very fair, slim with blue eyes, we 

are a traditional family. Our daughter is a very homely girl 

who prays 5 times a day, and enjoys cooking. She speaks 

Urdu and English. 

Matrimonial Advert from, `The Muslim Matrimonial, Europe'. 

Website: http: //www. themuslimmatrimonial. co. uk/ 

Introduction 

Whilst Chapter Two provided a detailed critique and background of the ways in 

which the `arranged marriage' can be represented as a signifier of identity and 

was often described as a `static' and oppressive set of social relations, the 

discussion in this chapter will directly relate to the fieldwork data. 

One of the key idiosyncrasies in the literature on South Asian diasporic marriage 

patterns, practices and processes, has been the almost overwhelming tendency 

for many studies to situate `marriage' as a reductive and over-arching theme of 

South Asian, and in this case, Muslim families. It is now almost seen as de 

rigueur to ask Asian women about their views on `arranged marriages' in 

research in much the same way that Muslim women seemed defined and bound 

to be questioned about the hijab. `Arranged marriages' are one of the main 

practices which are used to define the distinctiveness of South Asians in relation 

other communities in both academic and popular literature. They not only 
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symbolise Asian communities, but they continue to represent them in ways that 

mark them as being distinct and as a metaphor for Asian life-styles. I am myself 

painfully aware that, in devoting a significant amount of attention to the issue of 

marriage in this study, I too risk prioritising matrimonial choices and patterns. 
thereby defining South Asian Muslim families and women based on one core 
feature. There is also, the other conceptual fear of essentialising certain sets of 

experiences and practices that are known to be in a state of constant re-definition 

and re-negotiation. 

Having expressed some of my own concerns here on the potential pitfalls of 

over-privileging this one aspect of Muslim women's lives in Chapter Two, the 

comments from interviewees below will also show that the overall question of 
`marriage' for this age group was one of the most keenly talked about areas30 
As women who were approaching their twenties, and with some nearing their 

30's, the prospect of marriage was a closer and for some, more imminent or 

tangible reality for women and their families, than the teenagers often cited in 

other studies. They were likely to be considering and re-evaluating their views 

on relationships given their university experiences and emerging maturity. As 

some within my sample were already engaged or married, their experiences and 

views were also interesting to touch upon. 

Bearing my own criticisms in mind, I have tried to present the issue of 

`marriage', and the multiple views expressed by the interviewees, as a series of 

evolving concepts and practices that are dynamic, context-specific and 

relational. As the data here reveals, previously existing and polarised definitions 

of `arranged marriage' versus `love marriage' are now subject to a considerable 

degree of overlap and instability and are perhaps better described as a collection 

of attitudes and practices that are subject to continual modification (and 

introspection) on the part of the individuals concerned. 

As such, this chapter aims to explore British South Asian Muslim women's 

conceptualisations, views and attitudes towards marriage and contemporary 

matrimonial practices, relationships and experiences of these. I was also keen to 

explore the influences of higher education on their marriage options and choices. 

30 Some (older) women even sought participation in this study because they needed reassurance and 

sought to ascertain if their experiences corresponded with others. 
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Discussions on women's motivations for entering university and the reasons 

why they received in many cases, such strong parental encouragement, often 
focused on the importance of gaining a degree in order to ensure better 

matrimonial prospects. These themes were explored in some detail as women 
described changing attitudes towards marriage, perceived differences between 

religion and culture and the influence of these on marriage choices. However, as 

the interviews reveal, there were also a number of concerns women raised about 

the realities they faced in meeting suitable potential partners, especially if 

women were viewed to be `too old' or `too educated'. This study did not explore 

issues around domesticity or housework - although relevant in terms of 

women's negotiations around their roles either as students, graduates or future 

roles as wives and mothers, to have focused on these issues would have 

distracted from key questions this chapter (and thesis) seeks to explore. 

This chapter therefore aims to show how higher education influenced social 

changes in terms of attitudes amongst women, their families and social circles. 

Muslim Women and Marriage 

As we have already seen in Chapters Four and Five, the possession of a degree, 

especially certain types of degree, was viewed by many women and their 

families as a necessity as it conferred a number of distinct and strategic 

advantages. Many women talked of university and degree level study as an 

expectation, not a privilege as some class and social mobility theories would 

suggest. One of the key motivating factors cited by women for being strongly 

encouraged by their parents was the potential value higher education presented 

in what was referred to as the `marriage market'. The possession of a degree was 

an absolute essential to securing a `good' matrimonial match. This is obviously a 

subjective term but for many women, a `good match' was a partner who was 

also degree-educated, in stable employment and in a position to financially 

provide for a family. As the chapter on motivations (Chapter Four) already 

shows, women were encouraged by their parents not only to achieve 

educationally, but to pursue professional careers in order to become as 

financially independent as possible. The reasons often cited by my respondents 

varied from perceived racial, gender and religious disadvantages in the job 

market, to ensuring that women were in a strategically strong position in terms 
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of marriage choices and within a marriage itself. A degree and professional 

occupation (with the capacity to provide for oneself financially) also acted as an 
`insurance policy' against either a failed marriage (a growing reality amongst 
Muslim and Asian families) or the prospect of not finding that `suitable partner' 

at all. As I go on to discuss later in this chapter, these fears are increasingly 

becoming lived realities for many highly educated Muslim women in Britain and 

elsewhere. 

I have suggested elsewhere that some of the earlier literature on arranged 

marriages in the British context could warrant further analysis as many young 
Muslim women in these studies were often in their mid-teens and therefore 

perhaps not in the best position, emotionally to discuss marriage and 

relationships (Ahmad, 2001). Their lack of life experience, maturity and 

perspective could have contributed to a sense of `inevitability' of the prospect of 

an early arranged marriage, a sense of foreboding perhaps, bolstered by parental 

warnings as to the consequences of `shameful' behaviour, or failure to achieve at 

school. Nevertheless, as other more recent studies (including this one) and 

Census data show, the age of marriage for women and men across ethnic 

boundaries are steadily on the increase. Coupled with indications of an increase 

in the numbers of Muslim women from South Asian backgrounds entering into, 

or aspiring to enter higher education (Modood, 2006), these once perceived 

inevitabilities become less imminent and, as the data here demonstrates, become 

replaced with a different, competing set of concerns. 

The interview covered a range of subjects such as initial definitional questions 

on terminologies such as `arranged' and `love' marriage, through to attitudes 

and personal experiences of the processes and the ways marriage patterns have 

been subject to social change. I was also interested in exploring how women 

themselves felt that their preferences, expectations and choices about marriage 

were influenced, if at all, by their higher education experiences, qualifications 

and potential or actual professional status. Obviously, not all women spoke of 

`marriage' in as much detail as some others - it remains a highly topical area of 

conversation amongst women and my questions were generally received with a 

certain amount of initial embarrassment and amusement, not because the 

questions were awkward, but because conversations about 'marriage' with a 
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relative stranger can be embarrassing. None-the-less, the intimate detail in which 
women revealed their thoughts and experiences about Muslim matrimonial 

practices within their localised familial and social contexts, and the broader 

debates about marriage, was for me at least, highly interesting, thought- 

provoking and humbling. 

Exceptions 

Before I go on to describe some of the other emerging distinctions women were 

making during the interviews, it is worth spending some time focusing on 

women whose attitudes were markedly different from the majority of my 

sample, if only to highlight again the multiplicity of positions and lived 

experiences Muslim women exhibited but also entered higher education with. 

There were only two women in my sample who did not share the views 

expressed by the majority with respect to marriage. One of these, Arifa, was an 

unmarried mother who had, as a result of a number of events in her life 

culminating in her own mother's rejection of her, now called herself an atheist 

(see Chapter Seven). The other woman in my sample who voiced doubts about 

`arranged marriages', or rather it's manifestation as a particular process, was 

Sadia, a practising Muslim woman of Bangladeshi origin and a post graduate 

student. It is worth spending some time considering her views and personal 

experiences because despite stating from the outset that she `disapproved of 

arranged marriages', Sadia draws on a number of other pertinent issues that 

other women I interviewed also articulated. I also wanted to focus on her pattern 

of thought because she highlights how problematic and subjective terms such as 

`arranged marriage' can be. The following extracts also give an insight into one 

of the processes of the `arranged marriage system' as experienced by some in 

this research. She begins by describing how she felt when she saw an advert 

placed on her behalf in a British Bengali paper: 
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What do you feel about arranged marriages? 
Yesterday I decided that I don't approve of them, only because yesterday something happened. With my permission my brother-in-law asked me if he could place an advert in a Bengali paper and I said, yes, that's fine. It was only when I saw the advert myself 
yesterday and I saw the three replies which were sent to him, it suddenly dawned on me that I really didn't want to go through with this. I suppose it is one of those things that, 
only when it happens you realise how much you either like it, or don't like it. In this 
case it occurred to me that I could not go through the process of being scrutinised by 
someone and their family just for the sake of marriage. 

(Sadia, 26, MPhil student, South Asian Area Studies, Bengali literature and Gender, 
Bangladeshi). 

Despite stating her changed opinion to one of `disapproval' and her own 

personal reservations and deep unease with the process of `being scrutinised' (a 

feature also expressed by Punjabi women interviewed by Bradby, 1999), Sadia 

acknowledged some advantages to the process. Key among these was for her, 

the lack of emotional involvement and emphasis on practicality. These were 

views shared by others. It was also deemed a more `respectable' method: 

I have never been for arranged marriages for myself. I am not saying that it is wrong in 
all cases, but in some cases I think it is quite helpful if you are in a situation where you 
know what kind of person you want, yet you can't find him or her, and you need help. 
In those cases you can approach your parents - if the parents will take on that 
responsibility and they will look on your behalf. There are advantages and the main one 
being that it is a more respectable way of finding someone. You are not committing 
yourself and there is always someone acting on your behalf, and you are not getting 
emotionally involved - you can look at things with a clear head, look at the practical 
things in life as to whether you're suitable in practical terms and, in a way, that is just as 
important as the emotional side which can always follow on later. Sometimes I think it 
is better not to get emotionally involved with someone first because that would cloud 
your judgement. In that respect arranged marriages can be positive. 

(Sadia, 26, MPhil student, South Asian Area Studies, Bengali literature and Gender, 
Bangladeshi). 

Sadia's scepticism voiced alongside an acknowledgement of some distinct 

advantages to `arranged marriages', may also have been a reflection of her 

particular experiences growing up and her tense relationship with her mother - 
this featured quite prominently throughout the interview. Her parents had been 

separated for a number of years and as a result her family were more or less 

ostracised from their social circuit in South East London, which was not an area 

of high Bengali concentration anyway. She was disappointed with her mother's 

lack of interest in her life and this extended into the issue of marriage. A few 

other women also expressed a certain level of frustration with their parents for 

`not doing anything' in searching for prospective bride grooms, for example, 

'My parents are realh" useless }i'hen it comes to sorting that out, because I 'm 

quite ii"illing to meet somebody 'through the system ', (Amber, 24). Tahira, also 
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felt there was little her parents could do for her, `My parents have kind of given 

up. I think they've probably realised that they're not able [.. ] to deliver the 

goods'. Sadia's situation was compounded by the impact her parents' separation 
had on her mother's willingness or ability to take suitable initiatives in helping 

Sadia meet someone. She spoke of her mother's unwillingness to accept help 

from anyone or to be `indebted to anyone, which left her unable to find a 
husband for Sadia. It was a significant source of resentment and, in Sadia's 

words, 'bitterness': 

My Mum is a bit of an enigma because whilst she has certain standards about the type 
of person I should marry, she will not go and approach someone and arrange a meeting 
with another family because her philosophy is that she doesn't want to ever have to be 
indebted to anyone for having helped her. She also believes that, if it is going to 
happen, then it will happen31, and she thinks that we are quite capable of finding 
someone for ourselves - she doesn't need to go out and look for 'him'. In that respect, 
she is not pushing me to have an arranged marriage although, if my father was living 
with us he would probably by now have had me married many years ago. 

How do you feel about your Mum's decision? 

I am not happy with it because I felt that my own attempts have not succeeded, so I 
would have thought that, in the mean time, she could have tried to act on my behalf. I 
suppose I assumed that it was a normal duty of a parent to do, especially being an Asian 
Muslim person, not necessarily in that order but, being Asian and being Muslim it just 
seemed natural to expect that your parents, or parent, should look for you. I am bitter, I 
would say, and I would definitely use that word, bitter. 

Do you feel that loss of intervention on your behalf is going to make things difficult for 

you in terms of you being the one to make the approaches, or would you like someone to 
make the approaches for you? 

Yeah, definitely, because if I have no one like a guardian or parent to act on my behalf. 
I feel that people would take me less seriously. It has been the way for many years. It 
doesn't matter how old I am, even if I am 30 plus, people tend to have more respect if 

you come and approach them with your parents, it just makes your request seem more 
valid, and it gives it more clout basically. Her refusal to participate angers me and 
makes me feel bitter and it has put a strain on our relationship, although I am not the 
type of person to say anything to her, would not verbally lash out because, after all, she 
is my mother. What I do is internalise it, but by internalising it, as time goes by and 
when you harbour too much inside of you, it becomes more poisonous. At the same 
time our relationship is not worsening or improving, it is just static. There is nothing 
happening to it but I can't see how it could improve, unless she takes more of an 
interest. She hasn't taken an interest in my academic life, so I would have thought that, 
at least, in my personal affairs... it is her right to take an interest [my emphasis]. I 

would never say to her, this is none of your business as, in fact, I think it is her 
business. 

(Sadia, 26, MPhil student, South Asian Area Studies, Bengali literature and Gender, 
Bangladeshi). 

The final two sentences in the above paragraph encapsulate one of the core 

expectations from many of the women and again highlight how degree-educated 

31 The phrase. if it's going to happen, then it will happen' was quoted by several other interviewees 
in the context of discussions on marriage and is a reference to Islamic teachings about fate and 

entrusting life events to God. 
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Muslim women were simultaneously forging their own future career paths and 
identities, yet still appreciated - and expected - parental interest and 
involvement in their marriage plans. Although Sadia expressed this as her 

mother's `right to take an interest', other women spoke of a parental 'duty' to 

arrange their daughter's marriage. This was generally found across my sample 
regardless of the level of self-professed religiosity or the type of marriage 

preferred. It demonstrates the attachment some Muslim women have for both 

religious and cultural traditions. 

Sadia voiced her annoyance at the irony of her situation - having friends who 

resented and disregarded their parent's interventions in their marital choices, 

while she struggled to provoke an interest from her own mother: 

It does make me angry in a sense because I know friends of my own who insist that 
they will find their own husbands, their parents look and their parents come up with 
decent proposals and yet the person in question is not interested 

... and that makes me 
angry. 

(Sadia, 26, MPhil student, South Asian Area Studies, Bengali literature and Gender, 
Bangladeshi). 

Even though the above set of statements reveal several references to negative 

emotions in Sadia's relationship with her mother, the fact the Sadia wanted her 

mother to show an interest and intervene in `arranging' her marriage 

demonstrates how polarised dichotomies of `educated' women compared with 

`traditional' women (discussed in greater detail in Chapter Seven), fail to 

account for the complexities. These were not just restricted to Sadia's case, 

which I have dwelt on because it provides some detailed insight into mother- 

daughter relationships and the intensity of interconnectedness generated between 

emotions, gendered cultural expectations and obligations, and religion. It also 

demonstrates how `culture' is differentially interpreted and negotiated both 

interpersonally, and between generations. 

Muslim women in my sample were able to point towards varying examples from 

their own lives, families, and friends of the ways `marriage' was conceptualised. 

Some described a multitude of practices and levels of observance from within 

their own families. Shamim, for example, was a hijab-wearing practising 

Muslim, who had two sisters who lived with boyfriends with their parent's 

knowledge, and yet accommodated such significant differences within their 

relationships with each other. 
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As I will demonstrate below, these differing conceptualisations and 

manifestations suggest `marriage' to be a fluid set of processes that are subject 
to continual negotiation and renegotiation that are contingent upon localised, 

personalised and transnational interpretations and influences. Terms like 

`arranged' or `love' marriage, although understood, often elicited further 

qualification from many women in my sample. As many practising Muslim 

women explained, the concept of `falling in love' was not inconsistent with 
Islamic frameworks. 

Views on Marriage -'Arranged', `Love', Whatever... 

There were a range of views and attitudes expressed about marriage, 

relationships, and a variety of opinions on what `arranged marriages' meant 

indicating the subjective nature of the term. That women, in addition, spoke of 

their parents' changing attitudes towards their marriages and methods employed 

to find a partner, underlines the dynamic processes and multiple meanings 

attached to the term. The issue of personal choice though, was important to all. It 

was significant that only one woman in my sample, Arifa, rejected a notion of 

marriage that involved some level of parental involvement, or that was 

religiously subscribed in some way. The following quotes were indicative of the 

scope of responses to attitudes on `arranged marriages': 

I've always known that I was going to have an arranged marriage - my parents will 
obviously find the guy for me but I've always known I'll have the last choice - they 
can't force me into anything I don't want - not that. My parents are the greatest people 
alive and they'll never make a mistake, they're always gonna want the best for me so 
they're gonna find a really nice guy for me and I trust them for it. I don't mind having 

an arranged marriage -I don't think I'll fall in love in the next year or so. If I do, I 
don't know if I'd tell my parents or not, but I don't think it will happen. If they come 
out with a decent guy and say we'd like you to marry him, I'd say yes. It depends if he's 

good-looking enough! 

(Saima, 20, BSc Genetics student, Pakistani). 

My sister had an arranged marriage and she's been happily married for nearly 10 years 
now and it's really worked for her. I don't disagree with arranged marriages, sometimes 
arranged marriages work out better than love marriages, so it really depends really, I 

mean I wouldn't say love marriages are better or arranged marriages are better. My 
Mum has talked to me about marriage. She has said to me that if I ever found anyone I 
like then she would obviously consider it but when she said `anybody I like' this 

particular person would have to fit into her criteria, i. e., they would have to be Bengali, 

Muslim, preferably Sylheti. But I don't think that would matter with my Mum a great 
deal and would have to obviously be in a position whereby they can support me. 

(. Aswa, 27, BSc's Biomedical Science and Biological Science, Community Safety 
Worker, Bangladeshi). 
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I think it depends. Some love marriages work out, some arranged marriages work out. 
What usually happens is that if a love marriage doesn't work out then everybody knows 
about it. It's more of an issue than if an arranged marriage didn't work out. I could meet 
someone going home today and decide `Oh my God, this is the guy for me. ' Or you 
could go home and your mum say's right, `there's this bloke that I want you to meet 
and you decide... ' So I think it all depends on fate. It depends on what happens but I 
wouldn't rule out either . 

(Khaleda, 24. BA History, recent graduate, Bangladeshi). 

Shabnum (24), had been in her parentally-arranged married for six months at the 

time of the interview. When asked about her views, she spoke of an 'arranged 

marriage' as a fluid concept that, in essence, involved a managed pattern of 

courtship prior to marriage: 

I think both are equally - both work, again both don't work. It's really a matter of you 
choosing because it depends on how someone defines `arranged marriage'. To me, 
arranged marriage is something whereby it turns out to be a love marriage like in the 
West, where you are introduced. In the Western way. you are usually introduced at a 
party, but in the Asian way it's usually introduced through your family. The only 
difference is that a member of your family checks out the family history of the person 
you are to marry which I think is really good, yes? And it really works as well, and then 
the thing is you meet up with them. So you've been `arranged' by someone else but at 
the end of the day, you see this person for God knows however long you want to, and 
then you decide, so really it turns out to be a love marriage. So either way I think it 
works, it all depends on the individual. 

(Shabnum, 24, Policy and Research Officer, Bangladeshi). 

Shabnum described how her father was the most resistant to her or any of her 

siblings having `love marriages' with key concerns resting around the 

prospective groom and his family and anxieties about the family's social 

standing within the local community or their social circle. She drew a distinction 

between `arranged marriages' as involving the whole family and `Western' `love 

marriages' which focused far more on the individuals concerned -a distinction 

that others also referred to: 

With the Western culture it's more like what an individual feels, but with our culture, 
it's more, you've got to consider the entire community. So it's really you're a great big 
family and so if you have a love marriage, the rest of the community knows that this 

girl's had a love marriage. So if anything [bad] happens, it's like she chose it and this 

then happened. But an arranged marriage is a different thing, but both arranged and love 

marriage, I think, works either way. 

(Shabnum, 24, Policy and Research Officer, Bangladeshi). 

Shabnum's comment highlights how parents could view `arranged marriages' as 

a safer option for their children, especially daughters, in that they could exercise 

some caution and care in selecting what they felt to be appropriate suitors. From 

her father's perspective, his concerns about love marriages were not just about 

local gossip or a move away from `traditional values', but also about a lack of 
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rigour and detachment in the selection process. If a `love marriage' failed. or 

was in difficulty, responsibility rested with the individuals, whereas in an 
`arranged marriage' the family shared responsibility. The significant point to 

note is that when discussing their expectations and attitudes towards `marriage', 

the majority of women expressed a considerable degree of flexibility around the 

concept in terms of meanings and practices. Many also believed their parents 

shared similar views and expressed confidence therefore, that they could 

negotiate terms of reference that accommodated both their individual needs and 

parental and familial cultural expectations and obligations. 

A few women mentioned `forced marriages' during the interview although no 

one claimed to have experienced this - it was often cited in the context of 
distinguishing it from an `arranged marriage, for example: 

I think arranged marriages are good if they work out and if the couples are given the 
opportunity to see each other before hand and sort of find out about each other. I think 
that's good in a way. But sometimes parents seem to force their kids and that's when it 
becomes a bit of problem. Most -a lot of the time, it ends up in divorce because the 
children aren't given the choice. I think that's when the problem, of that comes. But 
otherwise it can be quite effective. Like mine has been arranged and it's been ok so far 

(Rezia, 23, BA Marketing and Fine Art, p/t PG Careers and Guidance, Bangladeshi). 

I don't think there is anything wrong with arranged marriages so long as the boy and 
girl get to know each other. I don't think forced marriages are good at all. But as long as 
they can get to know each other a little bit before they get married that's ok. I wouldn't 
like to go into a forced marriage or anything -I don't think I would be forced by my 
family or anyone, I'd want to know the person first. 

(Samira, 20, BSc Psychology student, Indian). 

However, there were areas of marked social change on attitudes to marriage that 

became apparent during the interviews. These centred around changing 

definitions and understandings about the marriage process. As I will go on to 

discuss below, these were manifested as either `assisted marriages', or, as was 

more commonly expressed by the women, `Islamic marriages'. 

`Islamic' Marriages, `Assisted' Marriages? - The Development 

of a `Third Way'? 

During the course of my discussions with Muslim women students and 

gTraduates, and my own experiences of the South Asian Muslim 'marriage 

circuit', it became apparent that the concept of an `arranged marriage' varied 

from one woman to the next, dependent upon her own personal experiences and 

social networks and those of her friends and family's circles. Some women 
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described changes in attitudes towards marriage in their families, or cited 
differences in approach between themselves and their parents. In order then, to 

move away from static terms such as `arranged', and drawing on the range of 

responses my interviewees, not to mention the numerous matrimonial agencies 
that now exist in the UK, I have previously suggested that the term -assisted 

marriage' might be more appropriate (Ahmad, 2001). However, as the 

interviews went on to reveal, another distinction emerged, that of the `Islamic' 

or `halal' marriage or relationship. 

Some earlier studies have already shown how younger, second and third 

generation Muslim women are able to negotiate issues such as marriage and 

entry into higher education and define these through Islamic discourses on 

women's rights in debates with their parents (Bradby, 1999; Dwyer, 1999). 

Moreover, `arranged marriages' and the `arranged marriage system' as it 

manifests itself in the published literature, is a process that has undergone many 

transformations with materialism and commercialism also playing a part in 

affecting the length of time parents spend searching for suitable partners for 

their offspring (Bhachu, 1991,1996). 

Women were becoming increasingly concerned at the growing number of 

examples and stories they had heard of marriages arranged by parents going 

terribly wrong. Some of this anxiety referred to `forced marriages', but much 

more attention was directed towards the consequences of parental failures to 

check prospective husband's credentials and qualities adequately, sometimes 

resulting in `errant husbands'. Other examples often given were of husbands 

from the parental country of origin looking for British-born wives in order to 

gain residency ('passport hunters'), asylum seekers and refugees or, as already 

mentioned, husbands who lacked the qualifications or the social skills many 

women expected. Women attributed a certain amount of this failure to the lack 

or inadequacy of existing familial and social networks. There was also 

disappointment expressed at the predicament of other women they knew who 

were degree-educated and yet agreed to marriages with uneducated cousins from 

their parent's country of origin. 

For instance, Naheed. a Bangladeshi postgraduate student could not envisage an 

`arranged marriage' as she understood the term, based on the examples she had 
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witnessed through friends within the Bangladeshi community. At the same time. 
she felt uneasy about the prospect of seeking someone herself but knew that her 

criteria for a husband may also differ from those of her parents. Where they 
would perhaps look for someone with the requisite qualifications to match hers. 
for Naheed, a `[degree] certificate is not what counts'. Instead, she placed more 
emphasis on an individual's qualities. In the following extract she was critical of 
how `arranged marriages' were taken for granted as `Islamic' and how, under 
this definition, parents were not fulfilling their obligations to their daughters and 
lacking in `common sense': 

So many people I know have had arranged marriages where the guy's just been - there 
are so many passport hunters, it's just an arranged marriage, an `ok' marriage, and it's 
considered Islamic, and you just, my friends, their fathers will sort it without even 
knowing what the man's like, or what he does, or how many other wives he's hunting! 
Seriously, my friend was about to have her nikah (Islamic marriage) and they 
discovered that he was already married and he hadn't even said! I mean things like this 
are disgusting and you don't think they can happen but somehow when parents are 
choosing spouses for children common sense just goes out of the window and it's just 
what `X, Y and Z' are saying in the community that matters'. 
So how would you like your marriage to proceed? 
In all honesty, I don't know. Being number four down on the list [of siblings] it doesn't 
really matter yet, but I really don't know, there's no straight forward answer. It's 
difficult finding someone from this country for a start, especially if you haven't got any 
relatives so you can't network and you can't find out everything you need to know 
about a person. I wouldn't go `looking' for myself so, and then again, I dunno if my 
parents would feel the same way as myself so... a certificate to me is not what counts. 

(Naheed, 24, MA International Politics student, p/t, Bangladeshi). 

When I asked Naheed to elaborate on what an `Islamic marriage' in comparison 

to an `arranged' marriage might be like, she referred to the example of a friend 

who married an English convert (often referred to as a `revert' by Muslims) to 

Islam after meeting him through personal contacts. She describes how meetings 

prior to the marriage were `chaperoned' and focused; both parties were open in 

their knowledge that their meetings were for the purposes of assessing and 

considering each other for marriage. Naheed contrasts this with the reaction of 

her own local Bengali community (East Ham) for whom marrying outside the 

ethnic group and without parental involvement would be viewed with a certain 

amount of `shock' and disdain amongst local `gossip networks': 

What itwould an Islamic marriage be like? How would you imagine finding a partner in 
the Islamic sense, the Islamic route? 

I'll give you an example. My friend got married quite recently. She was Bengali and the 
fact that she didn't have a typical arranged marriage in that her parents went around the 
community finding a Bengali man for her - it was a `shock-horror' thing. She married a 
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revert, he was English but it wasn't an `arranged marriage' as such, it was an Islamic 
marriage in that her friend's brother's brother, or something like that, asked him and 
they asked her and they met with her family there. And it didn't happen automatically. 
they saw each other in public, chaperoned a few times, and found that all was above board, and it was an `Islamic' marriage, but it wouldn't be considered an 'arranged' 
marriage in the traditional sense. The fact that she had married a revert was a bit [deep 
breath in]. 

But her family was ok with it? 

Yes, they were. But she was telling me she got a lot of whispering behind her back and 
obviously it's upsetting for her parents. She's happy, Mash 'Allah, and she has a 
beautiful baby and another on the way. 

(Naheed, 24, MA International Politics student, p/t, Bangladeshi). 

The above example is illustrative of the ways many women - and many Islamic 

matrimonial agencies now (see below) - conceive of an `Islamic' marriage and 
distinguish it from an arranged marriage, or as was explained, from Western 

understandings of `dating'. The key difference was in the stated intentions of 
both parties to meet for the purpose and in consideration of, marriage. Once 

these terms were satisfied, a couple could meet - sometimes without a 

chaperone - but always in a public venue. In talking to several Muslim women 

not just for the purposes of this research, but also drawing on my own 

knowledge of Muslim matrimonial events and websites, the emphasis between 

individual agency and a balance and respect for religious and cultural 

sensibilities seems to be the underlying theme. 

Furthermore, `love' within the parameters of an Islamic or `halal relationship' 

was not viewed as a contradictory emotion by many of the practising and hijab- 

wearing women I spoke to. For instance, Shamim said: 

I think that if you do meet somebody and if you fall in love, whatever, I don't think 
there is any problem, you know, I think, because er, when you are in love it is based on 
a good friendship from the beginning anyway. But I don't think there is anything wrong 
with arranged marriages if it is somebody who you are going to like and grow very fond 

of anyway... Love marriages again, I don't think there is any problem as long as you 
are not sort of giving up your rights to your background, because a lot of people they 
get married because they are in love with somebody but then they just give up their 

rights to their belief and everything else. 

(Shamim, 28, BSc Pharmacy, MRPharmec, Pharmacist, Pakistani). 

Her views on `love marriages' are representative of a general shifting in 

attitudes towards self-selection of partners amongst many religiously minded 

younger, second and third generation Muslim women who are more aware of 

their religious rights in terms of education and marriage and less bound by 

cultural obligations and expectations. It is this level of balance between Islam 

and cultural influences - Asian and Western that many women were seeking to 
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find in varying ways. To elaborate further on how this might be mediated in 

practical terms, when I asked Naheed if she would go out on a 'date' with 
someone, she replied: 

[Laughter] Well, if it's to talk to someone [about marriage] then that's different to 
`dating' - the terminology's all wrong! 
What about in `boyfriend-girlfriend ' terms? 

Oh no! [laughter]. But then again, it's a bit of a conundrum because you don't know 
someone until you talk to them and you get to know them, and however good the 
intentions are you can't do it through a third party, you have talk to them directly and 
unless you talk to him you won't find out anything. But then again, there's got to be 
some boundaries. 

So you would have some boundaries, such as a chaperone tagging along? 
Yeah, there's got to be a third way [laughs]. I don't think you should go out with 
someone basically just for the sake of going out. But then I don't see this way of 
parents, boy, girl, 17, end of story. That's a no-no. There's got to be a balance. 

(Naheed, 24, MA International Politics student, p/t, Bangladeshi). 

Naheed's rejection of terminologies such as `dating' and `boyfriend' or 

`girlfriend' is indicative of the unease such terms held for many women in this 

sample. As she also says, there has to be a `third way' and a 'balance'. Amber 

expressed similar sentiments, although her articulation and description of these 

tensions was typically animated and colourful. Although she was prepared to 

have a `traditional' arranged marriage, and like Sadia above, wanted her parents 

to take a pro-active interest in finding someone for her, she was also 

uncomfortable with some of the rituals attached to the process: 

Family networks really, or someone who's a matchmaker comes in and does it. But it's 
different really, if it happens, it's gonna happen. They're not trying very hard... 
Basically, it's not people that we know, it will probably be somebody who's arranged it 

and told us, and some stranger will ring up our house and they'll come round. I'll bring 
in the tea and tray with the rubbish, and I've never done it before, but I've had close 
shaves, and my sisters have been through it, but I haven't. And I'm prepared to do that, 
that's a big compromise, and I've thought about it a lot, but I would like to get married 
one day and have children, but it would probably be to a Muslim guy, doesn't matter 
what nationality, but it would be nice to marry a Pakistani. 

(Amber, 24, PGCE, BA History and Urdu, Pakistani). 

When I suggested the prospect of marrying a non-Pakistani, she was insistent 

that she `could have an arranged marriage' but regarded this as a `compromise' 

and a `sell-out': 

165 



You could marry an English man? 
No, I could have an arranged marriage. I could. I could sell out. But as it goes, its not 
gonna happen. 

Why did you say that? 

Sell out? Because it's a lot to compromise on isn't it? It's so artificial. What can you do? How are you gonna meet someone? I have this problem everyday. Asian guys.... 
that's another topic for another day. But they really need to be, I don't know. I don't 
like to slag them off, but they're awful some of them aren't they, some of them, they 
just get up to no good. Sorry, I know you've got a brother as well. I'm going on what I 
know. So no, it's really difficult to meet someone. What do you do? 

To be quite honest with you, my parents basically have said to me and my sisters, that if 
you meet someone just tell us, and that'll be the end of it. They're really laid back, and I 
do believe them when they say that. They'll be quite happy for me to meet someone, 
and my mum's always telling me, `oh why don't you just find someone? ' and I just say, 
`no, `coz I wanna marriage like you've had, you go and find someone for me'. It's her 
responsibility as well, as far I'm concerned. But I have come to the conclusion that it's 
not gonna happen, I'm not gonna meet anyone, `coz I didn't meet anyone suitable when 
I was a student, because you've got the Islamic Society. then people in the bar, and very 
few in the middle, very few in the middle [her emphasis], it's very difficult to meet. 

(Amber, 24, PGCE, BA History and Urdu, Pakistani). 

Within Amber's exasperated comments about the problems she perceived with 

`Asian men', it is important to note in the above extract that her notion of `sell- 

out' and `compromise' was with the ritualistic and artificial nature of the 

`arranged marriage' process that her parents would be likely to follow. Like 

Sadia, and Tahira (below) Amber also saw her marriage as her parent's 

responsibility to arrange. Although her parents were open to the prospect of her 

meeting someone herself, she faced an inherent dilemma between the difficulties 

of meeting someone `in the middle' in terms of Islamic practice on the one hand 

(see below), and the process of `meeting someone' without risking her 

reputation or that of her parents. 

Some women had utilised the services of some of the newer matrimonial 

agencies that facilitated `marriage events'. There are now a number of these 

companies that range from `speed dating' or `speed intros', to more expensive 

dinners arranged in restaurants or hotels, or internet sites (Ahmad, 2006). Tahira, 

33 of Gujarati Indian origin, was one participant who volunteered for interview 

with a specific interest in talking about her difficulties in the matrimonial circuit. 

She said: 

I feel as though I've been all four corners of the world just looking, although I haven't 
been to South America just yet and Russia! 

(Tahira, 33, MSc Computer Science, IT Professional, Indian). 
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Her parents had not taken an interest in her education, and prioritised work and 

marriage, telling her, `it's better to have a poor husband than not to have a 
husband', but had not made efforts to look beyond their own limited social 

circles for suitable prospective suitors: 

My parents have kind of given up. Because first of all I don't think they understand me 
and the social circles they've always mixed in have been limited. I think the`'v e 
probably realised that they're not able - unless they made efforts to look outside the 
circles they actually interacted with, they're not able to deliver the goods. 

(Tahira, 33, MSc Computer Science, IT Professional, Indian). 

This may be reflective of the class-based response we saw when discussing 

Shamim's father and his lack of interest in her achievements and Amber's 

parents' inability to find prospective suitors for her amongst their social circles. 

For the moment though, the point to stress is the importance women in my 

sample attached to finding partners through and within Islamic avenues and 

parameters. 

Marriage Prospects and Higher Education 

As noted in Chapter Four, many women stressed that one of the reasons they 

believed they received a lot of parental encouragement to enter higher education 

was the prospect of securing a `good husband'. The possession of a degree was 

more likely to ensure that women also had greater choices in terms of 

matrimonial routes and options as well as greater interest from similarly 

qualified prospective partners. Again, the choices many described were not 

enunciated through a rejection of religious or cultural values, or familial 

expectations, but were rather modifications of processes as a result of 

contemporary localised situations and experiences. In many instances, daughters 

and parents were both acutely aware of these realities. Many women in my 

sample were also happy to trust their parents to `arrange' their marriages. This 

was often envisaged to be a process of negotiation with their parents, where 

daughters would be able to accommodate varying competing priorities such as 

family reputation and `izzat', cultural practices and religious observance with 

their own wishes. Daughters then, welcomed the involvement of their parents, 

and were active participants in discussions on marriages in their families and 
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were not `passive objects' of exchange between families as some other research 
would suggest32. 

Although there were some noted tensions between higher education and the 

process of finding a matrimonial match which I shall discuss below, most 
women, including those who were married, were of the general opinion that the 

possession of a degree allowed for greater freedom in relationships and marriage 

prospects: 

Oh absolutely yeah - but nowadays in this society, you know, if you're a girl you 
absolutely need a degree if you want a decent proposal! Coz obviously everybody's son 
has to be a professional of some sort and everybody wants their wife to be a 
professional, carry conversations and that sort of thing, and it is very much a big thing. 
And you know my children in this country, girl or female, have to be educated and have 
to have a degree. You're nothing without a degree. 

(Farah, 22, BA Religious Studies and Computing student. Indian) 

Obviously the more educated you are, you're gonna find an equally or more educated 
guy. You're not gonna marry just some bum and I don't think my parents would get me 
married to an idiot anyway. They'd always want the best for their daughter. they know 
what I am and what I'm capable of but um, obviously it restricts you to getting married 
until after 21, they're not gonna make me get married obviously before I finish at least 
my first degree. It heightens your qualities, your attributes, obviously you're well 
educated, you're somebody of importance. 

... 
if you want to find a decent guy - they'll 

obviously be looking for a girl with an education, with standards. 

(Saima, 20, BSc Genetics student, Pakistani). 

I think if you're working or studying you get a much larger choice of blokes I think. 
Because if you were like a 16 year old just finished GCSE's and you haven't done 
really well then they'll [parents] get you married off to someone. I think they just 
presume you're not looking for too much in a guy. But if you're educated or working, 
then they'll [parents] say to themselves, `Oh she probably wants someone like this'. 
They'll [parents] try and make it more compatible like my Mum says when she gets 
proposals for me, `Oh my daughter's got a degree, and no, he's just flunked his GCSE's 

- how will I ever live this down when they ask me `how qualified is your son-in-law"' 
Stuff like that. There's other things as well. 

(Khaleda, 24, BA History, recent graduate, Bangladeshi). 

Within the interviews, the collective references to their parents when discussing 

marriage show that they expected parental involvement at some level in the 

processes of finding a partner, and that they generally shared expectations as to 

the graduate status of any prospective suitor. Parents were also more likely to 

trust their own daughter's judgement if she possessed a degree herself and there 

was a sense, from some of those I interviewed, that degree status also allowed 

for a certain amount of `choosiness' on their part. Shabnum, a 24 year old 

32 1 should point out that the process of negotiation of marital preferences should not be viewed as an 

exclusive feature of `educated' women. It is ultimately a reflection of personal relationships between 

daughters and parents, local realities and class-based expectations. 
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recently graduated and married, highlighted the links between social class, 
marriage choices and higher education: 

It improves your marriage [prospects] because then you get more proposals coming in 
from people of the higher classes but then at the end of the day, it's an individual thing 
where you have to decide what's important to you. Whether a class system -I talk 
about class because that's a major factor in deciding about marriage, whether class is 
important to you, or marrying a high flyer is important to you, or going into a modern family, or going into a family who are not so modern but they take care of you.. 

(Shabnum, 24, Policy and Research Officer, Bangladeshi). 

What was also interesting was the way she introduced subjective and descriptive 

terms like `modern' to describe, in her terms, `high class', or highly educated 
families. She contrasted this with families that are `not so modern but take care 
of you', touching upon the vernacularised dichotomies that exist between 

representations of `modern' and `traditional'. The changes that higher education 

could bring in terms of social mobility, was also noted by Shazia but she offered 

a critical view of those families who, in her opinion, only seemed to use higher 

education as a means to ensure better marriages for their children and increase 

their own status. In her view, there was no point to higher education unless the 
broader benefits it conferred were also taken on board. Like Lubanna in Chapter 

Four, she was frustrated with parents who only viewed higher education in 

academic terms: 

It's never been part of my thinking, but I definitely think that South Asians, regardless 
of religion, definitely see a degree as an opportunity for their daughter or son to marry 
into the more exclusive background, I think that happens more with middle class than 
working class people. The saddest thing is that if working class women get the 
opportunity to go into university and they do well, their parents think that's it, they can 
get married now coz we let them go to university. But they don't understand there's no 
point to having an education and working very hard to get a degree if you're not gonna 
be able to use that degree. I think that's very sad and it's something that -I don't like 
the word `community' coz I don't think all South Asians are part of one community, but 
I do think that's something that needs to be addressed. 

(Shazia, 29, BA English, Media Officer, Pakistani). 

... 
The thing is with education, it's not about academic education. It's about the way it 

broadens your mind, and should give you a more rounded view of things, and some 
freedom to explore, to see yourself in a different way, i. e. when you're far away from 
home. That's when you have true independence and that's one of the values of 
education. But sometimes parents don't get that, they just get the academic bit - what 
they're interested in. 

(Shazia, 29, BA English, Media Officer, Pakistani). 

The possession of degree then, for a daughter, was therefore indicative of a 

family exhibiting certain `standards' as some women pointed out. A visit to any 

Muslim matrimonial wvebsite or Asian language newspaper will list several 
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graduates - male and female - all with the expectation that their prospective 

partners be educationally matched, in many instances by profession. 

Within my sample however, there were a handful of women (Shazia. Naheed, 

Shamim) who felt that the `degree certificate' was not necessarily a pre-requisite 
for them personally. They placed greater emphasis on intellectual compatibility 

and understanding. But apart from the possession of a degree, when I asked 

women what they were looking for in a partner, many expected a partner to be in 

secure and stable employment, someone who was financially sound and - there 

was some variation on this - able to support them should they wish to start a 
family soon after marriage. Compatibility based on personality, intelligence, 

honesty, outlook on life and religious and cultural adherence were also sought. 

There was also another expectation women had, especially in light of the lack of 

experience of pre-marital relationships for many women - as Amber put it -'I 

want fun and I want romance'. 

However, as I go on to discuss, the possession of a degree, although agreed as 

advantageous, did also bring another set of tensions and anxieties. Whilst many 

women spoke of higher education and it's relationship to marriage as `liberating' 

in that it offered women more choices and `better' husbands, some also pointed 

out that it could act to limit women's choices in other ways, especially if these 

`suitable' or equally matched prospective partners were in short supply. 

Therefore, another key factor that is perhaps worth exploring at a later date in 

the context of the changing matrimonial scene, is the difficulty women were 

experiencing in finding their partners, regardless of the method, or methods 

employed. As this chapter goes onto to show, there was growing disillusionment 

with British Asian Muslim men - the peer group among whom they would be 

expected to marry, and with the avenues available to women for meeting 

prospective partners 33 

As I have shown in Chapter Four, women frequently employed the term 

`standing on my own two feet' in reference to some of their reasons for pursuing 

a degree as it conferred an ability to attain a certain level of financial 

independence. Apart from improving their own social standing and that of their 

;' There are some similarities here to the experiences of African-Caribbean women (4th PSI Survey, 

1997). 
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families, a degree could act as a buffer against precarious future difficulties such 
as unemployment and potential discrimination in the labour market but it would 
also enable women to provide for themselves through employment if they met 
with other complications in their private lives. Two such potential situations 

were divorce, which is becoming an increasing reality amongst Muslim couples 

as well as at a national level, and the possibility of `late' or no marriage, again 

an increasing reality for many highly qualified Muslim women. The latter, as I 

will go on to show, is more a reflection of localised dynamics and changing 

expectations amongst Muslim men and women, than personal choice. 

Tensions and Contradictions between Higher Education and 

Marriage 

The goal posts are constantly shifting... 

(Uzma, 23, BA English Literature, Journalist, Indian). 

Despite widespread reputed parental approval for higher education amongst 

women and the generally agreed benefit's to one's marriage prospects, there 

were nonetheless, some distinct concerns expressed by women that were shared 

by their parents. Two of the most significant, as already mentioned, were the 

perceived potentially corrupting influence of `secularised' and `Westernised' 

environments on young Muslim women (examined in more detail in Chapter 

Seven and Chapter Eight), and the increase in the age of marriage that higher 

education and the attainment of degree (and higher degree) level qualifications 

brought. Linking both these issues together was another concern - that 

`Western' or `secular' influences on women, coupled with the difficulties in 

meeting suitable Muslim men, would encourage women to seek partners (and 

have relationships) outside what were deemed as acceptable Islamic parameters. 

Earlier publications arising from this study and other research I have been 

involved with (Ahmad, 2001; Ahmad, Modood and Lissenburgh, 2003), 

highlight how issues such as an increased marrying age, humorously described 

as the `sell-by date', or `best before by date', are concerns that are shared across 

religious boundaries by other British-born South Asian women when discussing 

the `marriage market'. Despite the obvious amusement such comments elicit, 

there are more serious undertones and anxieties around marriage and the 

processes and experiences behind searching for prospective partners. From my 
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interviews, I identified at least five core but highly interrelated areas of tension 
for degree-educated Muslim women and their parents. These were: 1) concerns 

over increasing age; 2) concerns about being `over-qualified; 3) contending with 
`male egos'; 4) managing differing expectations about choice; and 5) general 
difficulties in meeting prospective partners. 

I was unable, with my sample size, to determine if the younger, less experienced 

women, such as the students, held significantly different views to women who 

were graduates and in employment. The most I could ascertain was a tendency 

amongst some of the younger women to still expect marriage very soon after 

they graduated. Amongst those who had graduated, they were disappointed with 

what they perceived to be the lack of choice of suitable potential partners. 

The sections that follow describe some of the key anxieties and tensions British 

Muslim women in my sample expressed when discussing their higher education 

and its relationship to their future marriage prospects. Obviously, a few women 

were already married and so spoke from differing perspectives, but the broad 

issues that are highlighted were generally representative not only of my sample, 

but are also issues of concern I have been aware of through other Muslim 

networks. Although the sections that follow focus on these areas of `tension' this 

is not intended to deflect from the overwhelmingly positive value that women 

attributed to their degree studies. The fact that women persisted with their higher 

education qualifications, some even studying for post graduate degrees, 

regardless of these known tensions, is indicative of the overall benefit that 

women believed they gained as a result of studying at university and represents 

the overwhelming significance women and their families attached to higher 

education. As I have stated earlier, the emphasis on gaining qualifications was 

also a response to the some of the `socio personal ' realities and experiences 

listed and described below. 

Concerns over increasing age - `Sell-by Dates' 

Even though several women acknowledged without hesitation the personal and 

financial benefits a degree afforded them, and cited how they viewed the 

possession of a degree as an absolute necessity in terms of ensuring they 

attracted potential suitors of a suitable calibre as described above, there were 
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also some concerns expressed over what many termed their `sell-by dates'. 

Although this refers to a certain manifestation of a patriarchal attitude (not an 

actual practice), towards women and marriage, the context in which this term 

was employed needs some further elaboration. It was often referred to with some 

embarrassed humour by women to express concerns (both their own and their 
families) over their eventual age of marriage. Of course, a concern with age of 

marriage is subjective - some women were married at very early ages before 

entering university, whilst others began to express anxieties about marriage in 

their mid to late twenties. My own observations and discussions with women 

which fall outside the scope of the present research, indicate that, for single 

Muslim women in their thirties, these concerns have largely `calmed down' as 

women become more self-assured perhaps in their `singleness, or resigned to 

their situation. This is an area that would certainly require more research as 

increasing numbers of Muslim women experience difficulties in finding a 

husband. There are a number of reasons why this may be the case. The natural 

peer group, from which many women would perhaps have expected to meet 

their future husbands while still at university tend to, in the more formalised 

matrimonial situation, stipulate preferences for younger women (usually 

preferring a 4-5 year age difference, at least). They may also `marry out' of the 

cultural or religious group, or marry someone from their parental country of 

origin. This naturally affects the cohort of women in the same age groups who 

then experience difficulties finding single men in their own and the slightly 

older cohort. 

With this in mind, it is worth considering a range of views from women in my 

sample on the ideal age to marry. I start with the comments from Saima, a 20 

year old Genetics student, who was quite distinct from most of the others I 

interviewed (see Chapter Seven). She drew a great deal of her inspiration from 

her love of the cultural traditions from pre-partition India and even dressed the 

part on campus: 
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Now, it's more closer to the truth than before - before it was like a fantasy but now it's 
like, I'm 20 now - how long are my parents gonna wait? Maximum 3 or 4 years? So 
yeah, I don't mind. 

So the maximum of 3 or 4 years, you 're ok with that? 
Yeah, I think above 18 a girl's mature enough. I don't mind. Before I used to think `oh 
my God, you're not allowed to get married till your 24 or something', but now, 22 
you're sort of getting to the higher limit's - you should be married by 22. 

What's the high limit? 

By 24 you should be married. Because obviously, you're gonna get old and if you have 
children by the time you're 30, by the time they're teenagers you're gonna be 50. 

(Saima, 20, BSc Genetics student, Pakistani). 

It is clear from Saima's comments that marriage was a closer reality to her now 
than previously, and that there was a clear expectation that she would be married 
by the time reached 22, with 24 `hitting the upper limits' especially for having 

children. There was also a certain amount of naivete perhaps on her part as to 

the difficulties in finding a suitable match. I maintained some minimal contact 

with Saima, who had since qualified as a doctor, but at 27, she had still not 

married. Other women such as Khaleda were also beginning to realise that 

expectations and talk of an early marriage were not being realised: 

I think when I was 16 I never thought I'd be 23 and single. I always thought I'd be 
married. But the more I've gone in my life, my Mum's views have changed. I mean two 
years ago I was bombarded with proposals and I thought `Oh my God, they're going to 
get me married off by the end of the summer'. But my Mum was like `no'. At first it 
was like, `let her finish her degree, she's studying, wait for her to finish'. I finished my 
degree and it was like `oh no, it would be a waste, let her get a job, let her earn for a bit, 
get a bit of money coming in to do whatever she wants to do'. And like I think her 
views have changed, that she's allowed me to do more things, so that's good. 

(Khaleda, 24, BA History, recent graduate, Bangladeshi). 

If you're gonna to spend the next 5 or 6 years studying, yeah, there is that threat that 
you're coming of age and it's time for you to get married. Then it's like you're delaying 
that process and then there's obviously the chat that comes with it - `you're going to be 
too old to get married', or `nobody's going to want you', so there are a lot of things 
Asian women have to think about when they do choose to go into education. They do 

sit at the back of your mind but -I am 27 years old and I'm not yet, so no, not really. 
They have been mentioned within my family. But I wouldn't say they were major 
concerns. 

(Aswa, 27, BSc's Biomedical Science and Biological Science, Community Safety 
Worker Bangladeshi). 

The negative is when a girl is educated and she continues further education, she gets 
older and older and it's - in our community the more older you get, the more negatives 
there are, like they say `oh she's still not married! [laughs]. 

(Halima, 23, recent B. Ed graduate, Bangladeshi). 

Drawing on Labour Force Survey statistics on ethnicity, highest educational 

qualifications, marital status and economic activity, Bhopal demonstrates rapid 

social change through diversity in educational attainment and employment for 
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the 25-30 age cohort of British South Asian women (1998). However, the 

interpretation of some of these results warrants further scrutiny. For example, 
Bhopal (1998) distinguishes between `educated' women as those who possess 
degree and higher degree level qualifications, `traditional women' with minimal 

or no qualifications. She associates a noted increase in marrying ages amongst 

degree educated South Asian women still single within the 25-30 age group, not 

with the difficulties women may experience in finding a partner, but with a 

rejection of `arranged marriages': 

The national LFS data supports recent research carried out on South Asian women aged 
25-30 which had demonstrated that South Asian women with high levels of education 
were in professional occupations, and as a result were choosing to reject `arranged 
marriages', but instead to cohabit or remain single. 

(Bhopal, 1998). (p. 13, paragraph 9.1) 

Although age of marriage for South Asian women may well be increasing, there 

is little evidence from my research (and others, cf., Bhachu, 1991,1996; Bradby, 

1999; Ramji, 2003) to suggest that single, professional status, or an increased 

age, leads to a `rejection' of `arranged marriages'. Furthermore, as I have argued 

in Chapter Two and in Ahmad (2006), Bhopal's definition of `arranged 

marriage' is problematic. As the comments from South Asian Muslim women 

(in this study) have shown, there is much diversity in terms of interpretations 

and understandings of what `arranged marriage' might mean amongst a 

relatively small sample and equally, varying levels of practice amongst women's 

families34. Apart from masking the diversity and fluidity of South Asian 

cultures, religions, communities and relationships, the extreme binaries 

presented between `educated' and `traditional' women fail to situate experiences 

within micro and macro frameworks. 

On being `Too Qualified' 

Another interrelated irony women (and their parents) were aware of was the 

prospect of becoming `too educated' and `pricing yourself outside the marriage 

marks't'. In Chapter Four shows how the vast majority of women spoke of how 

their parents actively encouraged them to take their first degrees. However, there 

were some reservations expressed by women who wished to study at 

postgraduate level, whether it be for a Master's degree, MPhil or PhD (though 

34 Other work on South Asian women and employment, with a larger, non-religion specific sample, 

also exhibited similar trends (Ahmad, Modood and Lissenburgh, 2003). 
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interestingly medicine does not fall into this dilemma). The most common 
reason women gave for this `limit' placed on qualifications, which did not 
always deter women from pursuing further degrees incidentally, was concern 
that prospective matrimonial partners would feel deterred by the idea of a wife 
who was more qualified than themselves. It is worth reminding ourselves of 
Amber's striking comment from Chapter Four: 

You get more educated, you're gonna have trouble, because I have friend who's a barrister, who's she gonna marry? Do you know what mean? She stopped looking about 3 years ago, because `Mr Other Barrister' is gonna want to marry someone who's a bit 
lower. He's still gonna want his dinner cooked at the end of the day. 

(Amber, 24, PGCE, BA History and Urdu, Pakistani). 

The following extracts are also indicative: 

If you have done a degree they [parents] want you to find someone with a degree. You 
can't study too much because then they'll never find somebody compatible. So there is 
this kind of -I think they will sometimes hesitate. I mean my Mum said that to me, she 
said `if you do a Master's we'll never gonna find you a husband'. And I thought `Oh 
my God! [laughs]. So they do think he's got to be more educated and qualified than 
you... 

So if you studied too much you can get to the stage where you are overqualified? 
You can and you're left on the shelf and you put yourself out of the market. 

(Khaleda, 24, BA History, recent graduate, Bangladeshi). 

It's difficult to find grooms that are educated because if the girl is really, really 
educated, they can't find a guy who is much more educated than her, either equally or 
much more! [laughs] I mean, so many of my friends are not married yet because they 
are so educated and their parents are finding it difficult to find a groom who is suitable. 

(Halima, 23, recent B. Ed graduate, Bangladeshi). 

If he's only got a degree and she's got a PhD then obviously she's not gonna want to 
marry below her. 

Do ivou think there's a possibility then that education has acted to hinder her marriage 
prospects: ' 

... Yeah because the guy's gonna think she's too clever for me -I think the guy will 
have an inferiority complex really... I think it's really unfair - the girl shouldn't always 
have to look up to her husband, she should also be able to `look down' on him as well. 
But it's like a done thing - it's ok for the guy to be more educated but it's not ok if the 
girl is. That's really unfair 

(Saima, 20, BSc Genetics student, Pakistani). 

If a woman's more educated than a man, there are very few men that can handle that in 
all honesty. 

(Shazia, 29, BA English, Media Officer, Pakistani). 

Given that the numbers pursuing further degrees is considerably lower across all 

ethnic groups, the available 'pool' of potential candidates was limited and there 

was an assumption by women, often on the part of their parents and men 

themselves, it seems, that highly qualified women with postgraduate degrees 
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would only consider equally qualified men as husbands. This may have been the 

case for some, but was certainly not the case for those women in my sample who 
were studying at postgraduate level. As we have already seen in the comments 

of Naheed, Shazia and Shamim, there were women with first degrees who stated 
that they themselves would not discriminate against men without first degrees 

and placed greater emphasis on individual qualities and other measures of 

compatibility. The notion from some quarters, that men had to be equally, if not 

more qualified than their partners, represents another example of the wa}' 

patriarchal attitudes influenced some women's educational choices. 

Perceptions of `male egos' and higher education (and earning potential of 

women) 

The SAWE study (Ahmad et al, 2003), highlighted how a number of factors 

such as male `breadwinner roles' and the relative freedom men enjoyed in 

comparison with women, were viewed by many women regardless of their level 

of education as significant differences in South Asian gender attitudes. Although 

marriage issues were not discussed in detail in the SAWE study, there were 

indications that women felt constrained by the nature of patriarchal relations and 

differing expectations around marriage between men and women. Within my 

own research here, linked into many of difficulties women experienced, either 

directly or indirectly, in trying to find suitable prospective partners, were 

perceptions of `male pride' and `male egos' and patriarchal attitudes. There were 

varying ways in which these were felt to manifest themselves within 

relationships - from the selection criteria many men (with their mothers 

interestingly enough) would stipulate in the more formalised spaces for 

matrimonial meetings, to direct comments made either to women or their 

parents, and personal experiences. Without further detailed research into specific 

accounts, it is difficult to discuss in much detail, what women mean when they 

talk about `male ego' or indeed how this can be assessed without some level of 

parity and consideration offered to men and their experiences and expectations 

of the marriage process. Bearing this in mind then, several women in my sample 

did refer to perceptions based on their own experiences, of how they felt some 

men may feel intimidated by highly educated and professional women: 
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It also creates problems in the marriage as well if the girl is working. Then it's like you 
know the men have very -some men, I wouldn't say all men. are kind of scared that the 
women are very independent, they're not going to rely on them and they're not going to 
- listen to them in terms of they'd rather do what they want to do. 

(Halima, 23, recent B. Ed graduate, Bangladeshi, SA\VE). 

Coz they think he won't like it if you earn more money. Some men have got problems 
with women earning more than them. These days it happens. Women can earn more 
money than blokes and they think it hurts the male ego and the male pride. 

(Khaleda, 24, BA History, recent graduate, Bangladeshi). 

There's very few men that can encourage their wives to go out and continue in the path 
they choose to continue with - and I think that's a fact - and it's for all cultures. And I 

never used to think as much as I do now, but I think it takes a very strong man to handle 

something like that which might seem very trivial to the woman but I don't think it is to 
the man. But equally I know of friends who want to marry people far less educated than 
them and their parents have given them a lot of trouble -I find that equally disturbing 

(Shazia, 29, BA English, Media Officer, Pakistani). 

There is clearly scope for further study into young Muslim relationships and 

attitudes that makes connections with research on the issue of masculinities and 

patriarchal attitudes or relations in more detail (Hennink, Diamond and Cooper, 

1999; Alexander, 2000,2006; Archer, 2001,2002,2003a). Here, I have shown 

how women were sensitive to the ways in which their higher education could 

represent a source of tension or resentment from prospective suitors. They 

pointed to the disappointing irony behind `needing a degree' to attract a `suitable 

partner', but then finding that her educational achievements could be potentially 

viewed through the prism of `male ego'. 

Managing differing expectations on prospective partners 

The final sentence from the comment offered by Shazia above links into another 

concern expressed by a few other women in my sample - the opposition from 

parents and wider circles some women faced if they themselves chose to 

consider or marry men without degrees. Shazia spoke of how higher education 

could be both liberating personally but restrictive in terms of the attitudes and 

expectations from others about her life choices. In terms of marriage, this was 

expressed as an expectation to marry not only someone of degree status, but also 

someone who had studied in a similar area - matrimonial columns in Asian 

newspapers and on websites do contain a large selection of ads from those in 

medical and legal professions clearly stipulating that only similarly qualified 

individuals need reply. Shazia viewed these practices and expectations as 

restrictive: 
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Well I think high education does have an impact on your views in the sense that if you 
want to get a degree and then have a career, then of course it does because then you 
think and operate in a certain way intellectually and therefore it's very difficult to be 
compatible with someone who hasn't a formal education [... ]. But I've always been 
someone who firmly believes in education, but at the same time I know what people 
from my background are like. They're very snobby - for me, I found higher education 
to be liberating and restricting. Liberating in the sense that it's enabled me to go off and 
work and travel in places and the meet the people I've met, all those amazing things I've 
gained. But restrictive in the sense that people then expect you to hook up and marry 
somebody who is x, y or z, and if your mind doesn't work in that way, then they find 
you very strange. So if you're lawyer, your parents and your community would expect 
you to marry another lawyer - someone on your level, not a car mechanic or someone 
who worked in MacDonald's. 

(Shazia, 29, BA English, Media Officer, Pakistani). 

Shazia was not the only one to express unease with the priority given to 

qualifications. Shamim the pharmacist, who I discussed earlier, was engaged to 

someone she met through her own networks. Although he was not a graduate 

like herself, he was someone she felt she could relate to on an `intellectual 

level', whilst Naheed, though acknowledging the significance of education in 

marriage selection, also voiced concerns with the privileging of certificates 

above personal qualities. Recalling her sister's marriage she said: 

I dunno if my parents would feel the same way as myself so... a certificate to me is not 
what counts... I remember when my sister was getting married it just seemed that the 
priority was finding an engineer or someone with a BA or MA or whatever, despite 

what the person was doing, so it's not just the education which counts. 

(Naheed, 24, MA International Politics student, p/t, Bangladeshi). 

There were other difficulties women experienced directly, or were aware of, that 

further exposed some of the tensions between the advantages of securing a 

degree and its limitations on the `marriage market'. Some of these, such as 

`managing male egos' and concerns over age and being `too qualified', have 

already been discussed. However, for the professional, graduate women in my 

sample, they also faced difficulties in finding compatible Muslim (or willing to 

become Muslim) partners from within their own professional circles. For 

example, Shazia, who had recently begun to wear the hijab while previously 

working as a journalist within the mainstream media, described how her peer 

group in terms of education and profession were far more secular in their views 

and practices: 

But for me, the people I would meet who would be intellectually equal to me are always 
far more secular than I ever was... They were kind of `up themselves' because of the 
fact that they had a good education which I always find very off-putting - that's only 
the people I've come across mind. 

(Shazia. 29, BA English, Media Officer, Pakistani). 
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In an amusing quote, Shazia highlighted how her experiences at university 

effectively `put her off Asian men': 

Because I did English I was at the Sociology campus where there were very few Asians 
- it was the Law and Business one - my word! One of my friends from Oxford - she 
was there and I went to see her one night and it was disgusting - even now I remember 
what it was like, it was like Southall gone wrong! And I said to her, if I had studied 
there, I wouldn't have lasted 5 minutes -I would have left. Not because I think I'm 
better of the people there but because I choose to live my life in a very different way 
and I wouldn't have survived with people who just behave in a way I choose not to 
behave in - all the time - like 24 hours a day, there's no respite from it. [... ] I want to 
be with people I can talk to, have a conversation with rather than with somebody who is 
staring at my tits yeah, and someone who talking about the latest club and pub. I'd 
rather chat to someone about Chirac, or where they went on holiday, or books, or what 
they watched on TV. 

It didn't put me off men completely, just Asian men coz I saw so many of them having 
different women every week. It makes you alert to the possibility of a history and these 
are the kind of guys who are presented as `good catches'. 

(Shazia, 29, BA English, Media Officer, Pakistani). 

Her comments resonate with of others in this sample, especially Amber, who 

earlier spoke of her disappointment with the Asian Muslim men she had come 

across at university. Others, expanding on this point, highlighted the difficulties 

in finding practising Muslim men who appealed to women that occupied the 

`middle ground' - in the case of those in my sample that could well be a 

description that would apply to the vast majority. 

General difficulties and `Drastic Measures' 

In addition to some of the concerns raised above, there were other difficulties 

and anxieties women either faced directly, or had been exposed to through 

friends and family. Some were able to point to examples from within their own 

social circles or families that they felt were regrettable situations where British- 

born, degree-educated women were married to uneducated relatives from 

Pakistan with little intellectual compatibility following their parents' failure to 

locate suitable `rishtas' (proposals) for their daughters. Very often these `drastic 

measures' were the result of combined concerns and competing pressures to see 

their daughters married, and to maintain ties with relatives in the country of 

origin: 

I have a friend who's a teacher. She comes from such a traditional background. She 

went and married her cousin - and OK they're happy and everything, but they're family. 

she had to marry him. He hasn't even got a degree. I'm not saying that you have to have 

degree, but, 'coz there was a point when I said I don't really care, it doesn't really 

matter. The person counts, they have to be wiser but, I have come to realise it's 

experience that makes a difference, right. 'coz it makes a difference between me and 
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my middle sister, because she hasn't got a degree. So yeah, she's just married 
somebody and he's not even the same level as her. Sad really. 

(Amber, 24, PGCE, BA History and Urdu, Pakistani). 

I've got a friend in Manchester, she's doing her degree, she's in her first year. They're 
arranging for her to get married to her cousin. He's a Pakistani whose gonna be coming 
here. So if a girl can't find anybody, she's too educated, she can always go back there 
and anybody will marry her just for the sake of coming here. 

... 
I was so disappointed 

when I heard about my friend -I thought like `couldn't they find a British guy? Come 
on! ' My parents know that I will never marry a Pakistani guy, he has to be British. 

(Saima, 20, BSc Genetics student, Pakistani). 

These concerns need to be contextualised especially in light of racialised debates 

around `forced marriages'. One such example has been the interventions of the 

Member of Parliament for Keighly, West Yorkshire, Ann Cryer, where a large 

Pakistani Muslim population reside. Ann Cryer has been an outspoken critic of 
forced marriages for a number of years but, in doing so, has unfortunately 

employed a racialised discourse that has pathologised, victimised, homogenised 

and alienated the women she claims to speak for (see Chapter Two and Ahmad, 

2003). She has also in the past, accused Asian Muslim families of `importing 

poverty' into the UK and questioned why Asian Muslim families could not find 

partners for their children of `the home-grown variety'35. Had she sought 

consultation with some of the established and national Muslim women's 

organisations such as the `An-Nisa Society', or the `Muslim Women's 

Helpline', she would have been aware of the work they were already doing in 

these areas, and the challenges they met in `being heard' by Government and 

some male-led Muslim organisations. She would also have been aware of how 

patronising many of her comments sounded to many Asian Muslims who, in 

localised contexts, regularly debate such issues and therefore did not `need to be 

told' what was already obvious. 

My research was limited in that it did not explore in depth, the types of 

matrimonial experiences recounted to me by respondents but, given the 

difficulties women explained they, and their friends had experienced, there is a 

need to remain sensitive to individual stories, narratives and circumstances to 

avoid the generalisations made by well-meaning politicians. The majority of the 

women I interviewed then (bar a few exceptions) expressed preferences for 

finding their prospective partners from amongst British Afuslinis. For instance: 

35 Evening Standard, (1 3 July 2001) 'Race row MP vows to speak out'. Associated Press. 
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British, please! [her emphasis] Got to have his own passport! I'm prepared to do that, 
and I'm prepared to make it work for me. 

(Amber, 24, PGCE, BA History and Urdu, Pakistani). 

... my Mum wants me to go back home and get me someone educated. She thinks 
because there are more of them back home you get a wider choice... It's true that 
there's only a certain amount of Bangladeshi men here whereas back home there's 
more. . . 

but Bangladesh is not a possibility and she's started looking here seriously. So I 
think now she's slowly weaving into my way of thinking which is great. She thinks like 
me now. 

(Khaleda, 24, BA History, recent graduate, Bangladeshi). 

Khaleda's final comment here is significant - it represents how mothers (and 

perhaps more broadly, parents) were open to accommodating their daughter's 

views and expectations in relation to marriage and is indicative of how social 

change manifests itself within personal relationships. The above sections have 

highlighted how difficult and painful the processes involved can be. Women 

were sceptical about the tendency for men (and women) to enter a formal 

matrimonial process with pre-existing, and often unrealistic, `checklists' of 

required attributes that focused far more on superficial characteristics than on 

women's personalities and achievements. Criticisms were also directed towards 

social matrimonial events for being nothing more than `meat markets' and 

women resented the more `traditional' parental-led introductions that would 

often involve a third party acting as `match-maker', for being artificial and 

staged. Newspaper and website adverts were similarly viewed with suspicion as 

these too focused on physical appearances or were from non-British nationals 

seeking British passport holders. 

Tahira (33) had made substantive efforts to seek a prospective partner through 

these organised networks and had even travelled as far as the United States to 

attend some the matrimonial events there, but was left feeling disillusioned 

having experienced many of these as `cattle markets' and as contrived money- 

making ventures for the organisers: 

I've seen them, I've done them! They are just after money. You might think this is 

desperate -I did actually go to New York, I didn't have a lot of money. I was a student 
then, I went there as a poor student. I went there thinking if my possibilities are limited 

here let me explore further a field. But, apparently later on I found out from some of the 

men, he [organiser] phoned them up individually saying 'please come along, there's 

going to be women coming from the UK', kinda almost coaching men to come along. 

(Tahira, 33, MSc Computer Science, IT Professional, Indian). 

Tahira's experiences had caused her to re-think her criteria and `widen the net 

to include men who were not necessarily from the same ethnic background or 
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even degree-educated, as long as they were Sunni Muslim and could get on with 
her family. Space does not permit me to elaborate further on women's 
experiences of these organised events but there is certainly scope for future 

detailed work. 

Within these criticisms, personal experiences, even if limited. revealed a deep 

sense of anguish for some women who had been hurt by these processes and 

some of the personal comments that had been relayed back to them. These led to 

some feeling that the `goal posts were constantly shifting' (Uzma, 23). as they 
felt they could never quite measure up the physical requirements that expected 

women to be `beautiful, fair-skinned and slim', the `right age and height' and 
having studied `the right degree' and attained a `good balance of Eastern and 
Western values'. There is significance in the simple quote from Uzma; it is one 

that implies that even when expectations Muslim women were being measured 

against were unfair or superficial, these expectations were also subject to change 

and therefore contingent and subject to flux and modification. Consequently, 

women's responses to these shifting realities were equally dynamic. Personal 

ads placed in Islamic publications were also not immune to these types of 

specifications, adding that women had to be hijab-wearing and so on. In fact, 

one matrimonial event organised for Muslim professionals I was aware of stated 

that women were expected to wear hijab during the event even if they did not 

wear hijab normally. 

Yet despite these deeply disturbing assaults on women's self-esteem, many 

remained committed to seeking an Islamically-oriented model to assist them in 

finding their life-partner. For practising Muslim women who chose not to wear 

the hijab, the options were felt to be even more restricted. As Naheed observed: 

I've come across them [marriage bureaus] in magazines like Q-News [topical Muslim 

monthly magazine] but people just advertise themselves; I can't see anyone taking that 
seriously. I don't know if that works. I think there is a big dilemma. A lot of people that 
I know got married because they were in the Islamic society and a friend of a friend 
introduced them and that was fine for them, and there were a lot of women who wear 
hijabs and they got married that way. But my friends and I are stuck in the middle! 

(Naheed, 24, MA International Politics student, pit, Bangladeshi). 

If emerging trends from my data (and other indicators) are anything to go by, 

those exhibiting religious signifiers such as the hijab, were just as likely to 

prefer meeting their prospective partner through their own endeavours as those 
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with little professed adherence to religious or cultural practices. or those who 

occupied the `middle ground' whatever that may be. Equally, those who 

expressed a preference for higher levels of parental involvement were just as 
diverse in terms of religiosity or cultural attachment. An impassioned article in 

the Muslim magazine `Q-News' (Ayisha All, 2004) about the difficulties 

Muslim women experienced trying to find a suitable matrimonial partner 
became one of the most popular recent features with positive responses of 

agreement from women readers. It indicates the significance of the difficulties 

faced by many young Muslim women in Britain when trying to find a 

matrimonial partner and the depth of feeling such issues evoke. 

Summary and Conclusion 

During the course of my interviews, although I did not specifically seek out 

detailed information on matrimonial practices, the linkages I wanted to explore 

between higher education and matrimonial choices allowed for a rich and 

diverse amount of information from women about their views and experiences 

of Muslim matrimonial processes. 

As I have shown above, there were some very strong views expressed (by 

women) about their experiences and attitudes towards `British Muslim' marriage 

processes. The methods of meeting and choosing a life-partner which Muslim 

women in this study elaborated upon were varied and as fluid as the concepts 

they referred to. They ranged from very formal and culturally-influenced 

methods, with parental involvement from the outset, to those most resembling 

`Western' modes of courtship. Here parental involvement was restricted until 

both partners were either ready to introduce prospective partners to parents and 

family, or had already taken the decision to marry. For a more detailed 

discussion of some of the varying manifestations of `arranged marriage' see 

Stopes-Roe and Cochrane (1990). 

In contrast to other studies that suggest that Asian women may choose to enter 

university as a strategy to delay `arranged' marriages, (cf., Wade & Souter, 

1992; Khanum. 1995) my research revealed that Muslim women entered higher 

education for a variety of personal and economic reasons, one of which was the 

distinct improvement in their marriage prospects. Some women, mostly those of 
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Bangladeshi origin, had married early and had child-care responsibilities yet 
were encouraged to enter higher education once these responsibilities were 
accounted for. 

For those women approaching their thirties and single. the `Muslim Bridget 
Jones' syndrome', as one woman, Uzma, put it, was marked as a collection of 

narratives that revealed complex, and sometimes painful and disappointing 

realities and experiences36. As the accounts above reveal, the noted increase in 

the ages of highly educated, assertive and successful British born South Asian 

Muslim women from diverse backgrounds and levels of practice, seeking 
Islamically influenced models of matrimonial courtship, is indicative of how 

both cultural practices and Islamic networks have not yet addressed the 

dilemmas facing these groups of Muslim women. Moreover, notions of what 

practices could be deemed `Islamically acceptable' or `appropriate' are 

constantly shifting and localised as the discussions on `arranged', 'love' and 

`Islamic' marriages highlighted. 

Nevertheless, far from `turning their backs on their religion and culture' in order 

to be successful as some analysis of contemporary women would suggest (cf., 

Bhopal, 1998), the women in my sample group were actively seeking alternative 

ways and spaces in which to accommodate their own faith-based needs and 

identities whilst also challenging essentialised representations and embodiments. 

36 Many single women in or approaching their thirties may well identify with the experiences of 
fictional character. 'Bridget Jones' and her struggle to meet `My Right'. Muslim women are no 
exception and in private conversations will jokingly refer to themselves and their own personal 
difficulties in securing a husband as the ']Muslim Bridget Jones' 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

THEORISING MUSLIM WOMEN'S IDENTITIES, 

REPRESENTATIONS AND ACADEMIC EXPERIENCES IN 

BRITAIN 

Muslim Bengali. My religion is very important to me so I would definitely 
describe myself as part of the wider community, so I think It,,, proud of my 
national identity as well you know. I'm not ashamed of being a Bengali and I 
take pride in my country, so yes, both religion and culture are important to me 

(Sara, 22, BA Student, Social Policy and Management, Bangladeshi). 

Introduction 

Building on the themes of representation in Chapter Two, Chapter Seven will 

focus more specifically on theoretical debates and my research around the 

construction and negotiation of British South Asian Muslim women's identities, 

their relationships to religion and culture, and the significance of their 

experiences of higher education to their lives and choices. Stuart Hall's analyses 

on the contested nature of diaspora identities as `processes of becoming' that are 

sensitive to local and historical specificities of class, gender, ethnicity and 

sexuality, and Avtar Brah's concepts of `difference', `diaspora space' and an 

approach that encourages an exploration of links between `structure, culture and 

agency', as `mutually inscribing formations, will provide key theoretical 

frameworks for discussions on the nature of identity constructions and 

formations in my study. 

Drawing on the critical perspectives offered by Algerian sociologist Marnia 

Lazreg, and Brah's discussions on `difference as identity', I will argue that 

contested, subjective and hegemonic representations of Muslim women persist 

in the popular and academic literature with little coherent or detailed 

deconstruction especially when used to label marginalised, subaltern groups. 

Shahnaz Khan's explorations of Muslim women's identities in Canada, which 

employs Homi Bhabha's notions of the `third space', and her problematisation 

of contested and abstracted terms such as `Muslim woman', will also be briefly 

discussed. 
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Muslim women's responses to defining hegemonic discursive representations 
and terminologies such as `modern' and `traditional' have rarely been explored 
in the literature and will form a key contribution here to existing discourses on 
Muslim women. This will be followed by detailed discussion on the ways in 

which Muslim women think about their gendered, religious and cultural 
identities and the impact their experiences of higher education may have on the 
formations and expressions of their identities. 

This Chapter will show that the prevalence of cultural signifiers and stereotypes 

of South Asian Muslim women as `caught between two cultures', oppressed 
through religion and culture and lacking agency, belies and obscures 

contradictory realities. As my thesis shows, Muslim women's participation in 

higher education and professional employment, and their family's 

encouragement, provides a significant vehicle by which to challenge these 

stereotypes. 

Identities as Contested Formations 

As previous chapters demonstrate, Muslim women in this study spoke at length 

of how higher education, their experiences and perceived benefits impacted on 

their sense of self in terms of degree choice, personal confidence, relationships 

with family members, friendship networks, and attitudes towards marriage. 

Throughout this study, I have sought to relate these thought processes and 

attitudes as distinct facets to women's identities and thus bring notions of 

identity further than merely responses to questions on identity that may rely on 

reproducing racialised and essentialised notions and discourses of `Muslim 

women'). 

Theoretical and empirical work on `identity' has rapidly expanded with the 

development of post-modern and post-structuralist critiques and the insight these 

perspectives have to offer social, psychological, political and economic theories. 

The past twenty years or so have witnessed a distinct interest in debates around 

`identity' and the `cultural politics of difference (Rutherford, 1990), and a 

particular interest in the lives and identities of second and now third generation 

British Muslims, especially Muslim women. Situated within debates on race and 

ethnicity. multiculturalism, feminism and education, gendered discourses on 
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`difference' and religious identities have to a large extent, been pre-occupied 
with the re-assertion or `politicisation' of Muslim identities (see Modood, 2005). 
The Fourth PSI Survey of Ethnic Minorities (Modood et al, 1997) aimed to 
capture this new interest in `identity'; one of the consequences of a growing and 
public assertion of Muslim identity was its `knock on' effect upon other ethnic, 
religious and social groups and a fracturing of collective identifications under 
umbrella terms such as `black' and `Asian' (Modood, 1988; 1990; 1993; 1994). 
The Survey found that responses to questions on `identity' especially in relation 
to religion, elicited amongst some of the most significant divisions across ethnic 

groups thus illustrating the enormous diversity amongst Britain's ethnic 

minorities with Muslims emerging as the most likely to describe themselves as 
`religious'. The Rushdie affair in the 1980's was one of the key precursors of 
this shift in interest leading to criticisms, theoretical and other, of the role of 

multiculturalism in encouraging `fundamentalism' and the marginalisation and 

subjugation of women (cf. Sahgal and Yuval-Davis, 1992). The gendered faith- 

based identities of many Muslim women's groups in Britain, where faith is 

situated as a primary vehicle for female empowerment, has been a source of 
discomfort for many secular feminist and anti-racist movements (see Chapter 

Two; Ahmad and Sheriff, 2001). 

Yet at the same time, theoretical developments towards `new ethnicities', that 

are not rooted in biological constructions of race, and shifts towards a `politics 

of representation' have facilitated discourses on identities as political and 

cultural constructions that are anti-essentialist, diverse, contested and dynamic 

(Hall, 1989/1996a), and a necessary part of what Hall has dubbed, `the end of 

the essential black subject' (1996a, p. 443). 

Thus black identity is no longer guaranteed by reference to nature and instead 

needs to pay attention to historical and local specificities of class, gender, 

sexuality and ethnicity, with the latter term itself requiring a `new contestation 

(ibid, p. 446) bringing forth a re-conceptualisation of 'difference'. Despite this, 

'difference' can be used as a: 
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`motif for the uprooting of certainty' and `a critique of essentialism and mono- 
culturalism, asserting the unfixed and `over-determined' character of identities... the interdependent and relational nature of identities, their elements of incommensurability 
and their political right to autonomy' 

(Rutherford, 1990, p. 10). 

This deconstructive approach encourages an erasure of contested identities, such 
as in the context of this thesis, `Muslim woman', and a `de-centring' and 
reconceptualization of the subject and situates `agency' within a discursive 

context (Hall, 1996). This eschews the possibility of an uncritical privileging of 
the subject in favour of an approach that advocates instead, for an articulation 
between subjects and discursive practices through which identifications can 

occur (ibid). These by definition are complex concepts but broadly refer to the 

construction which follows a recognition of shared characteristics or common 

origin with another group, person or ideal. Identification then, is: 

`a construction, a process never completed - always `in process'... identification is in 
the end conditional, lodged in contingency. Once secured it does not obliterate 
difference' and is `a process of articulation, a suturing, an over-determination not a 
subsumption' 

(ibid, p. 2-3). 

Hall is careful to stress that he is not advocating a notion of identity that relies 

on a `stable unfolding core' or a `true hidden self but is instead suggesting 

instead that identities are fragmented, and increasingly so, never unified or 

singular but constructed across multiple discourses, practices and positions 

which themselves are often intersecting, and antagonistic. They are, as he says, 

`subject to a radical historicization', and are subject to constant change and 

transformation. History, culture and language are identities `resources' in the: 

... process of becoming rather than being: not `who we are' or `where we came from', 

so much as what we might become, how we have represented, and how that bears on 
how we might represent ourselves. Identities are therefore constituted within, not 
outside representation. 

(ibid, p. 4). 

However, in the context of my research with Muslim women and higher 

education, identities transcend mere simplistic `constructions of representation'. 

As the interview extracts in this chapter and others demonstrate, certain 

representations of Muslim women (such as those framed by notions of 'modern' 

and 'traditional') were strongly contested (see below). Instead, women's 

accounts emphasised complexities, contradictions and change that allowed for 

difference within sameness, while at the same time creating space for the 
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`invention of tradition', or citing Gilroy (1994), the `changing same', a 'conling- 
to-terms-with our 'routes" (ibid, p. 4). These would necessarily be also marked 
through power relations and exclusionary practices that foreground difference 

rather than sameness or universality, and recognising that `identities are 
constructed through, not outside difference' and in relation to the `Other' (ibid). 
A similar point is made by Althusser (1971, cited in Woodward, 1997) on the 
`interpellation' or `recruitment' of the subject into assuming particular subject- 
positions through familiar, recognisable representations. Interestingly though, as 
Modood (2005) notes, `religion' as a specific means and source of a political 
assertion of identity, seems to be either neglected from these debates, or 
constructed within problematised discourses of multiculturalism and 
`fundamentalism'. 

Before I go to describe Muslim women's relationships to their religious and 

cultural identities and higher education, I want first to explore the meanings 

attached to some commonly used descriptors and defining terms often found 

within both academic and media discourses on Muslim women. 

`Traditional'? `Modern'? 

Speaking in 1999, Gayatri Spivak questioned why women of South Asian origin 

were still subjected to only two kinds of `validating agency' - loosely referring 

to the `traditional-modern' dichotomy often associated with discourses on Asian 

and Muslim women. She argued that if neither form of validating agency were 

accepted by a South Asian woman, she would be `without validation' - in a 

sense, `subaltern'. In the contemporary moment, as a researcher exploring South 

Asian women's identifications, especially as a South Asian Muslim woman 

myself, these limiting dichotomies have proved impractical when applied to my 

own experiences. Where, after all, would those of us who exhibit and embrace 

both `traditional' and `modern' traits and who acknowledge our marginalities, 

differences and commonalities within the social structures we are a part of, 

locate ourselves? 

Representations of `modern' and `traditional' are terms that have a sustained 

interest for this thesis on Muslim women, higher education and identities yet, 

within much of the academic literature, and especially within empirical studies. 
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these terms exist without elaboration or definition. Empirically based studies 
which define communities and subjects of research within these binaries have 

rarely sought to examine what these terms mean to the individuals or 

communities under study. In the context of South Asian and Muslim cultural 

practices, `tradition' and `traditional' are commonly associated with oppressive 

patriarchal relations of power while `modern' is often read or interpreted as 

meaning `Westernised'. I was therefore particularly interested in exploring 

women's uses of and responses to terms such as `modern', 'traditional', 

`backward', `old fashioned', `Westernised' and `liberal' - terms that are 
discursive within the sociological literature, but which also exist in South Asian 

vernaculars and hold specific meanings. Far from responding with unambiguous 

articulations, most women in my sample debated and contested `identity' as a 

construct that was subject to temporally specific social conditions. 

Kalwant Bhopal's work on South Asian women in East London, has usefully 

highlighted a process of rapid social change and self-empowerment amongst 

younger South Asian women through the appropriation of higher qualifications 

and professional employment - in itself a challenge to stereotypes about South 

Asian women. However, her interpretation of the significance of links between, 

say, higher education and its impact on lifestyle choices, particularly in relation 

to marriage and her application of patriarchy theory can be debated (see my 

critique in Chapter Two and discussion on marriage in Chapter Six). By re- 

introducing the polarised dichotomy between `traditional women' as those 

possessing few or no qualifications and `single, independent women' as `deviant 

women' (1999: 129) who benefited from `a high level of education' (1999: 13-1) 

Bhopal's analysis would indicate that to be `successful', South Asian women 

have little option but to `turn their backs on their religion and culture' (Bhopal 

1997a, 1997b, 1998). 

As I discussed in Chapter Two, such polarised dichotomies fail to account for 

the vast diversity of expressions that can be found within any one group, but also 

crucially for any work on marginalised groups such as South Asian and/or 

Muslim women, they act to deny relations of power amongst and between 

individuals and thus various manifestations of women's agency and histories. 

These have been illustrated in various other studies (Bhachu. 1991,1996; Brah. 
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1993,1996; Brah and Shaw, 1992; Jhutti, 1998; Butler, 1999; Bradby, 1999: 
Dwyer, 1999,2000; Ahmad, 2001; Ahmad, Modood and Lissenburgh, 20033. 
Ramji, 2003)37. Regrettably, the positive aspects to Bhopal's thesis, namely. the 
impact of higher education as a tool for empowerment, becomes secondary to its 
interpretation. 

`Traditional' 

During the course of my interviews, women often referred to themselves, or 

certain practices, individuals or their parents as either `traditional' or `modern' 

but upon further questioning, drew attention to the highly subjective nature these 

expressions evoked, and how these varied according to individual interpretation 

and social context. Therefore, one of the significant questions this thesis has 

sought to explore are to what extent do hegemonic discourses that utilise 
`traditional-modern' dichotomies correspond with the vernacular usages of these 

terms by educated, second and third generation British South Asian Muslim 

women? As the discussions revealed, `traditional' and `modern' were considered 

gendered and `loaded' concepts that held both negative and positive aspects for 

many women: 

When somebody uses the word traditional, to me I associate it with negative things. For 
example, a traditional Bengali female, I would think of someone who perhaps was not 
well educated and, even if they were, it was not because they wanted to pursue a career, 
but because they needed the basics of reading and writing. So in that respect I would 
associate 'traditional' with a lot of negative things. As far as a woman is concerned, 
`traditional' could mean different things for other people of the same family. 
`Traditional' for the father could mean a very respectable girl who is suitable for 

marriage. To the girl herself, it might mean that she couldn't progress in life and do 
things that she wanted to do, so I think it depends upon who is using the word. I think it 

makes a difference. 

(Sadia, 26, MPhil student, South Asian Area Studies, Bengali literature and Gender, 
Bangladeshi). 

Well obviously `modem' means `Westernised' and `traditional' means wearing a 
shalwar kameez, having a chunni and stuff like that. Cultural means mehndi at Eid and 
stuff like that 

(Saima, 20, BSc Genetics student, Pakistani). 

Other examples of 'traditional' mentioned included women remaining confined 

to domestic roles, competence in domestic skills such as cooking and wearing 

traditional Asian clothes such as the shalivar kamee: or the sari. `Traditional' 

was also associated with other terms like `backward', with examples given such 

37 Sec also Appendix X 'Mapping Muslim Women' for an overview of some key studies. 
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as families or individuals who had not `progressed', not `moved with the times', 
`refusing to keep up with what is going on around you'. refusing to change, or 
not allowing daughters to be educated: 

To me, `backward' or traditional mean I do things similar to my parents, my thinking frame is similar to my parents and my understanding of doing things in a certain way because of the fact that its so different to how I perceive the world now, the 
environment around me is clearly different to my mum. So if I was to use those terms it 
would be in reference to how my mum would interpret the environment around her. 

(Jahanara, 24, BSc. Psychology, Primary School Teacher, Bangladeshi). 

Amber added a note of scepticism to notions of 'traditional': 

Things like, you've got all traditional girls don't speak so loudly, make dinner all the 
time, the cooking, the cleaning, and don't go out, don't do this, don't wear jeans, have 
your hair long, tie it in a plait, be good, speak nice, have a dupatta on and be nice in 
front of the parents, and parade yourself like a daughter-in-law-to-be! Those kind of 
things, which are SO [her emphasis] unimportant I think. They're un-Islamic and 
they're not important at all. But it's all forced. I've seen so many girls down the local 
mosque be like that. Its a load of rubbish! 

(Amber, 24, PGCE, BA History and Urdu, Pakistani). 

At a superficial level, the definitions outlined by Jahanara and Amber would 

appear to support Bhopal's (ibid) use of the term. There are, however certain key 

contradictions and limitations that exist both in the definitions of the terms 

`tradition' and `traditional' (and `modern', see below) as understood by 

respondents in this study, and within the sociological and anthropological 
literature. Indeed, many women were also able to talk of `tradition' and 

`traditional' and related these examples to their own attitudes and actions. For 

instance, although `traditional' can, in some carefully defined contexts mean 

`un-westernised', `backward', or `un-educated', but it can also signify a 

historical link with cultural practices that have positive connotations. This may 

be better exemplified by reference to the recreation of certain `traditions' during 

a `traditional' marriage for example, many of which such as the 'mehndi' 

(henna) night, the clothes and jewellery, etc., are greeted with enthusiasm: 

Its quite nice that you have a3 week on-going thing and over the last few years I've 
enjoyed it more coz friends are getting married. And it's the only time you can stay 
over at people's house coz other wise you don't. I've known people my whole life, but 

my parents have never let me stay over at their house. All the weddings, you stay there 
until 4am in morning, you have to wait till 8 to leave anyway. And I like the singing, 
the get-together. I don't watch Indian movies but I will sit and sing-along with Indian 

songs. Some things are bit dodgy coz some of our russums [traditions] are mixed with 
Hindu culture and things like that. So I think certain things you shouldn't do as long as 
its within religious context, its fine. 

(Farah, 22. BA Religious Studies and Computing student, Indian). 
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Kishwer focused on this a little further, stressing how `traditional' can become 

confused with religion - something she and others in this study were sensitive 
to: 

Traditional means someone who's got the traditional cultural values of Pakistan I think 
-I don't consider that Islamic or religious. I think traditional probably means, wearing 
shalwar kameez, but doesn't probably wear hijab. Within the community, for me it 
doesn't mean religion -I was quite anti-tradition growing up because I thought it was 
mixing religion - there was a very blurry thing and I could see through it at a young 
age. I didn't think that wearing shalwar kameez makes me a good Muslim - praying 
and fasting, or believing or practising what's in religion makes you a good Muslim. 

(Kishwer, 30, Medical Student, 2 "d year, Pakistani) 

`Traditional' can also refer to modes of behaviour such as displaying respect 

towards elders, or behaving in certain ways but was again subject to multiple 

meanings. Jahanara distinguished between some traditional behaviours that she 

embraced such as respect for elders, with other aspects of tradition such as 

`arranged marriages' which she quite clearly did not want for herself: 

I don't think I'm traditional although with some things I am traditional such as in terms 
of family, you know how in Bengali and most Asian cultures, you don't call the older 
members of your family by their first names, I don't call my older brother or sister by 
their first name I call them 'Appa' [sister] or Thai' [brother] and I think I'd do the 
same if I had children, I would make them do the same. In our culture it's a sign of 
respect. So when it comes to things like that, I'm traditional. But in terms of another 
issue going on at home about marriage - all my neighbours children are married and 
they're sort of 3,4,5 yrs younger than me and they've all married whoever their 
mothers and fathers have chosen for them and they've just entered the marriage out of 
respect for their parents. Whereas my mum knows that I won't do that! She knows I 

would want to know more about the person and I'd want to marry the person more 
because I want to not because they'd say he's a nice guy 

(Jahanara, 24, BSc. Psychology, Primary School Teacher, Bangladeshi). 

Sofie expanded on the notion and concept of respect, linking it with another 

contested term to arise from the interviews: `old fashioned'. Referring to moral 

values she firmly believed in as a Muslim, such as respect for elders, honesty 

and sex within marriage - values that one might associate with being `old 

fashioned' - Sofie argued instead, that for her, these concepts were in fact, 

'forward-thinking': 

Well if someone is `old fashioned' the concept of respect, some people think its old 
fashioned, the concept of sex after marriage, some people think that's old fashioned and 

yet there are things I believe in. The concept of being religious and physically I suppose 
I don't look that religious in terms of what other Muslims would think -I don't wear a 
headscarf, I don't look that religious, to most of my peers, non-Asian and non-Muslim, 
they would all think of me as very non-religious as well, but that's just personal to me. 
But I base what I do, and how I speak, and what I think around my faith -I won't lie, I 

won't cheat, I won't gossip, which is something I absolutely hate, they are the kind of 

things that I believe in. So people could perceive that `old fashioned' and yet I think it's 

a very forward way of thinking. you've got to have moral codes and values and that's 
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what I mean. I don't know where I am, am I modern, am I traditional? They're the labels people attach to me. I don't think I belong in any category. I really don't know 
where I stand 

(Sofie, 30, LLB, Government Press Officer, Pakistani). 
By pointing out the centrality of her faith with reference to the core values cited 
above and highlighting that she does not look religious (she was a practising 
Muslim who did not wear a hijab), Sofie further disrupts stereotyped and 
essentialised representations of Muslim women by questioning the relevance of 
assumptive and imposing labels such as `modern' and `traditional' (Lazreg, 
1988) and drew attention to the ambiguous positionings that she represented. 
Similarly, Amber in challenging static notions of `traditional' as limiting of 
education, stressed how one can still be `traditional', and succeed in higher 

education without losing touch with core values -a significant point which 

underlies much of this thesis: 

Yeah sometimes it does; its not really important. All the Asians that I know who were 
at my school, everyone went to Uni. No-one didn't. No-one stopped and got off to get 
married, so its a very normal thing to do. Perhaps its what you do afterwards, after Uni. 
Some people got married while they were at Uni, you can still be `traditional' and have 
an education as well, but it doesn't mean that you're going to become some outspoken , 
rude girl, if you do have an education 

(Amber, 24, PGCE, BA History and Urdu, Pakistani). 

Distinctions then, can be made with `tradition' as a manifestation of practices, 
behaviours and roles adopted, in comparison to `traditional' as a set of 'values'. 

In a broader context, the latter is more likely to enter into discussions on say 

British citizenship and within that framework, can take on entirely positive 

connotations. But all too often diasporic discourses and descriptions of migrant 

families tend to focus on gendered `traditional roles' and in this context, it is 

normally associated with regulative and restrictive cultural practices. It is worth 

also considering the usage of this term when describing a `traditional English 

pub', or `traditional family values', or to use a more political example, 

`traditional British values'. Similarly, `westernised' or `modern' may be 

interpreted by researchers and respondents alike as inter-changeable terms, that 

represent the alternative to `being traditional'. Clearly, to equate only western 

cultures as `modern' is patronising to say the least, yet few studies adequately 

define these terms, which is ironic given their wide employment in this subject 

area. Both Hall (2000) and Say yid (1997) offer some interesting contemporary 

discussion on the was these binaries are easily and uncritically reproduced. 
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`Modern' 

When I asked respondents how they felt about the term 'modern' - another 
subjective and contested term that is often used to label Muslim women, 
frequently in opposition to `traditional', again there was considerable diversity 

of views. Some women acknowledged it as a term that represented a certain 
`way of being' while others associated it with `Westernised" and reacted with 

acute discomfort to the terms. For example: 

I hate `Westernised' -I hate the term! I think there are people in Pakistan who are 
`Westernised' whatever that means. I think it just means someone who is a little bit 
more `with it', a little bit more trendier, a little less `traditional' -I don't know how to 
define it - they are just very cliched and I hate those kind of cliched words but I guess 
people have to label people somehow so they are the cliched terms that we use all the 
time. 

(Sofie, 30, LLB, Government Press Officer, Pakistani). 

I would hate to be classed as someone who's modern! 

(Kishwer, 30, Medical Student, 2 "d year, Pakistani) 

`Modern' was also associated with other terms such as `advanced', progressive 

or `liberal'. Sadia suggested terms like `liberal' could describe families who 

allowed daughters to travel abroad without family members, either alone, or 

with friends. However, `modern' could also refer to a more balanced outlook 

between religion, culture and education: 

`Modern' doesn't necessarily mean bad, or abandoning everything about your cultural 
heritage. I do think you can be `modern' and also retain a lot of your religious or 
cultural heritage if you wanted. It is just a question of which one to put into practice at 
the right time and in the right situation. I don't see why being `modern' and say, being 

religious or being cultured, why they can't work together. 

(Sadia, 26, MPhil student, South Asian Area Studies, Bengali literature and Gender, 
Bangladeshi). 

This was a distinction echoed by some other women in this study. However, 

others, in drawing parallels with terms like `advanced' were less positive: 

That's like my dad speaking really. That's my dad saying things like, `people back in 
Pakistan are really `advanced'. That means that you're getting to be `Western' I 

suppose. `Modern' is `Western'. 

(Amber, 24, PGCE, BA History and Urdu, Pakistani). 

I'd say `advanced' was more like educated but `modern' definitely means westernised 
like having the hair cut short and go out, stuff like that. Advanced is sort of more, up 
themselves a bit, educated, lots of money and thinking a lot of themselves. It is \-cry 
common in Pakistan .... If one of my friends had a boyfriend I wouldn't think badly of 
her even if she's Muslim, whatever. But my parents would say `oh they're very 
'modern'. they're gorai [white] type and all this stuff. 

(Saima, 20. BSc Genetics student, Pakistani). 
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Jahanara referred to a personal example that stressed a key difference between 

`modern' and `traditional' rested in her parents culturally framed attitudes 

compared to her own, Islamically referenced views. For her, to be `modern' was 
to accept social change and flexibility in perspectives: 

Modern means that I don't look at things - coz with my Mum and Dad, they look at 
things from a cultural perspective whereas I don't look at it from a cultural perspective, 
I would say more of the influence is from Islam whereas my parents interpretation of 
Islam is more culture based, my understanding is more going back to the Hadith, 
checking the sources for myself or with someone who is well aware of these things but 
that doesn't explain what you just asked! `Modern' is adapting or accepting that views 
change over the years and go along with changes in societies and adapting to where you 
feel the need to. 

(Jahanara, 24, BSc. Psychology, Primary School Teacher, Bangladeshi). 

She explained how in her teens, her involvement in local Islamic circles in 

Tower Hamlets in the East end of London, had led to her adopting not just the 

hijab, but the jilbab (long flowing cloak) and the niqab (face covering). At that 

time, it was the `norm' amongst her peers but once she started attending sixth 

form college and then university, found it difficult to communicate with other 

students and eventually discarded both the niqab and jilbab but retained the 

hijab. Her change in adopting more `Western' style clothing had subsequently 

led to her being referred to as `modern' by some in her local community38: 

Is 'modern 'the same as being 'Westernised? 

Can I refer to experience? I've been labelled as `modern' by the community and by 
family members as well and that's because I'm more Western in my dress sense and in 

my behaviour and mannerisms and things. So from personal experience, its parallel, 
goes side by side, `modern' comes with being more Westernised. But a personal 
understanding or perception of it - `modern' - I'd see it as - its not something I thought 
about. It's a difficult question. I think its making a distinction between modern and 
traditional. I was just thinking that if I was in Bangladesh and I was `modern' in 
Bangladesh, even if I didn't dress the same, if I dressed in the shalwar kameez or sari, 
I'd still be labelled as `modern' but not necessarily `Western'. I don't know. 

(Jahanara, 24, BSc. Psychology, Primary School Teacher, Bangladeshi). 

This brief range of responses to terms such as `modern' and `traditional' exposes 

the multiple and contested meanings these terms evoke for Muslim women who 

are so often labelled, essentialised and reduced by such hegemonic discursive 

frameworks. My aim in exploring how Muslim women respond to regulative 

and restrictive discourses exemplified by use of undefined and oppositional 

terms such as `modern' and `traditional', is to specifically raise concerns over 

the ways certain discursive formations can act to further pathologise and 

38 See Appendix XII `Difference and Sameness' for her oNNin narrative on this contrasted with 

extracts from Sofie's interview on why she chose not to wear the hijab. 
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stereotype marginalised groups and silence forms of agency and difference that 
do not conform. To be `educated' and South Asian it seems, is to be 
`Westernised' `modern' and secular; to be `traditional' is to be `un-educated' 

and backward and religious. These binaries are not just restricted to everyday 
stereotypes employed by the media as part of its on-going selective and 
Orientalist discourse, but, are deeply ingrained mis-conceptions that extend into 

academic discourses on Muslim women. In Bhopal's work cited above, the very 
fact that extreme binaries are presented, that cultural diversity not just within 
South Asian ethnic groups but within individual families is not accounted for 

and that ultimately, the only route to achieve success is for women to `turn their 
backs on their religion and culture', is a product of a Western hegemonic 

discourse that requires an urgent response (Ahmad, 2003). 

Gendered and Contested Muslim Identities 

This thesis owes much to contributions made by Hall but more specifically to 

Marnia Lazreg (1988) and Avtar Brah (1993,1996) for their anti-essentialist 

approaches when exploring Muslim women's gendered and religious identities. 

These seek to recognise the diversity of women's voices, eschew pre-defined 

categories and Western feminist modes of interpreting their voices, and seek to 

locate women's experiences within both localised realities and wider social 

contexts. 

In Chapter Two, I drew upon the critique of abstracted categories offered by 

Lazreg (ibid) who suggests a phenomenological approach to the study of 

Muslim women's lived experiences as a means of diffusing boundaries between 

categories and promoting research that is sensitive to the issues and concerns 

raised by research subjects themselves. She criticises current notions of 

`difference' (based in deconstruction and discourse analysis) as leading to 

reductionism and essentialism that prevent the acknowledgement of other forms 

or `modes of being different' (Ibid: 97) and suggests that the issue of 

`intersubjectivity' and shared experiences is lost when this occurs. This, she 

believes, is necessary in order to acknowledge the lives of `Othered' women as 

meaningful and coherent and not overwhelmingly rooted in negativity / sadness. 

As she goes on to stress, intersubjectivity within the research process should 

facilitate attributing agency to 'other' women and respecting their right to 
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express their lives through their own constructs whilst recognising that their 
definitions of certain constructs both exist as their own and at the same time, are 

subject to different definitions, without needing validation from the Western 

researcher or feminist. Thus she advocates recognising the heterogeneity behind 

seemingly shared expressions such as `the veil' and argues that `a certain form 

of humanism must be re-affirmed' (Ibid: 98) if this is to occur. Categories such 

as `Muslim woman' have as a result of the essentialising of difference, become 

`erased' and abstracted. Shahnaz Khan (1998) makes a similar point while 
Katherine Bullock (2002) in a detailed analysis of colonial and feminist 

interpretations and writings on Muslim women and veils, argues that Western 

assessments of the veil as inherently oppressive are based on `liberal' 

understandings of equality that exclude alternative definitions and serve Western 

political interests. She further goes on to describes how Orientalist perceptions 

of Muslim societies persist through media imagery and feminist populist 

writings, but also how the veil itself is used as an all encompassing reductive 

metaphor for the Muslim world. 

Brah (1996) argues for a framework that positions Muslim women as 

`embodied, situated, historical subjects with varying and diverse personal or 

collective biographies and social orientations' (p. 131). This approach, when 

applied to lived experiences and women's own thoughts on their identities, 

relationships, narratives and histories, allows for a concept of `diaspora space' 

that encourages an exploration of links between `structure, culture and agency', 

as `mutually inscribing formations' (1996, p. 129). By problematising the 

dichotomy between `macro' and `micro' or structure and culture, Brah's 

framework allows for an exploration of racialised and religious gendered 

identities that are dynamic, contradictory and sensitive to the individual whilst 

retaining links to wider structural forces that situate identities and experiences 

that eschew essentialist frames of reference. In other words, this approach makes 

it possible for a recognition of `cultural difference' that acknowledges 

commonalities across cultures without recourse to essentialism. 

By thinking through a `non-essentialist' form of universalism, Brah argues that 

it is possible to recognise both commonalities and cultural difference, or 

historical specificity, where `trans-cultural' identifications (1996, p. 92) can be 
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appreciated as a `historical product' and where *cultures'. and therefore 
subjectivities, are understood as dynamic processes that are subject to change. 
`Culture', therefore is theorised as a process, where specificities are 
acknowledged but `construed as fluid modalities, as motile boundaries 

constructed within a multiplicity of sites, structures and relations of power (ibid, 

p. 130). 

Illustrating these concepts through an exploration of South Asian Muslim 

women's relationships to the labour market (1996), Brah argues for an approach 
that moves beyond an exploration of statistics that also avoids privileging 
structuralist explanations based on differentiations of gender, class, racism, 
ethnicity and religion. Instead, she suggests a framework that recognises the 
historical and empirical contingency of Muslim women's articulations across 
and between structural relations. 

Applying this theoretical framework to my work in this thesis on Muslim 

women, identities and higher education, requires an exploration of the ways in 

which `Muslim women' are represented and socially constructed through both 

media and academic discourses (see Chapter Two), how Muslim women 
themselves respond to such figurations and representations and, how these 
interface with Muslim women's personal histories, experiences and identities 

and subjectivities in relation to their time at university. 

`A bit of a mish-mash' - Mediating Muslim Women's Identities 

and Subjectivities 

Developing a `politics of identification' instead of a `politics of identity' allows 

for a broader sense of shared collectivity, one which opens space for an 

understanding of difference and specificity that recognises hegemonic influences 

and oppressions. Accepting that `difference' is a contested space, Brah suggests 

four key frames of reference through which `difference' can be conceptualised: 

as experience, social relation, subjectivity and identity (1996). 

Throughout my interviews, women's thoughts on, and relationships to their 

`identities' were a series of discursive practices and processes that not only 

reflected specific moments, trajectories positionings and responses. but were 

also in a process of contestation, ambivalence and re-definition during the 
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interview itself. Eliciting a response such as `British Muslim woman' for 

example, far from representing a final statement of `being', indicated a more 
detailed and on-going evaluation of an individual's subjectivity and agency 

which was contingent upon a number of structural and temporal factors, but also 
included their interaction with me as the interviewer. So whilst there may have 

been agreement on a term of general self-definition, the route each individual 

took to arrive at a point of agreement may have been, and often were, vastly 

different and subject to differing understandings; `experience' in this context is 

therefore interpreted as a process and a challenge to essentialising and dominant 

categories. Viewed in this way, Brah argues that is thus possible to locate 

agency as `modalities of multi-locationality continuously marked by everyday 

cultural and political practices' (1996, p. 117). She described this as `difference 

as experience'. 

While I discuss `difference as social relation' below under `Questioning 

Belonging' it may be especially instructive to draw on Brah's concepts of 

`difference as subjectivity' referring to the physic investments individuals make 

in the formation of their subjectivity positionings and ways in which they make 

sense of the world, and more specifically, `difference as identity'. Social 

relations, subjectivity and experience are connected and bound to issues of 

identity such that `identities are inscribed through experiences culturally 

constructed in social relations' (p. 123) and where `subjectivity' acts as the site 

through which `the subject-in-progress is signified or experienced as identity' 

(ibid, original emphasis). This allows for conceptualisations of identity that 

recognises a contingent multiplicity of subject positionings but which also 

acknowledges these fragmentary identities as coalescing around certain points, 

`kaleidoscope' fashion as Brah describes. Therefore: 

identity may be understood as that very process by which the multiplicity, 

contradiction, and instability of subjectivity is signified as having coherence, continuity. 

stability: as having a core -a continually changing core but the sense of a core 

nonetheless - that at any given moment is enunciated as the `I' 

(ibid, p. 123-124. original emphasis). 

The presence of a `core identity' does not necessarily seek or cause the erasure 

of another but rather should be appreciated in terms of discourses, 'historical 

memories', and sets of meanings through which shared context-specific 

identifications can be constructed and exist. 
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As my discussions with Muslim women on their thoughts about `identity show, 
I engaged with Muslim women who exhibited considerable diversity in terms of 

visible markers of religious affiliation, to others who held more secular beliefs 

and practices (one with a strong leaning towards Christianity) through to one 

young shalwaar kameez wearing student who was an unmarried mother to a 
half-Jamaican child, but at the time of the interview living with her (current) 

white partner. All these women volunteered themselves for interview as 

`Muslim women' (of South Asian origin) yet we can already see that the 

political aspects to both self-affirmation and structural positioning with respect 

to a certain terminology can be loaded with complexities. Furthermore, as this 

thesis and this chapter in particular show, theoretical discourses of `culture' are 

varied and become even more subjective and amorphous when considering lived 

realities and experiences, and how these may, or may not intersect or inter-relate 

with religion 39 

In the context of the current study then, there at least four key issues that warrant 

consideration: 

" Where do the boundaries between a British South Asian `Muslim woman' 

and a British South Asian `practising Muslim woman' lie? That is, whose 

definition of `Muslim woman' am I relying on? 

" How useful are certain definitional categories (such as `modern' and 

`traditional') and how do women account for differences between religion 

and culture? 

" How do I begin to address and discuss the similarities and diversity of 

experiences amongst British South Asian Muslim women without falling 

into the trap of reductionism? 

" How do I avoid essentialising `anti-essentialism' (Modood, 2005)? 

These are not necessary questions that can be adequately addressed within the 

remit of this thesis but have nonetheless, informed the interview design and the 

interpretation of the data to hand. At this juncture, it might be helpful to briefly 

also consider the suggestions of Shahnaz Khan whose work on Muslim women 

L) I am grateful to my internal reviewers for reminding me of this point. 
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in Canada draws heavily on the work of cultural theorists such as Hall. Spivak 

and especially Homi Bhabha and his notion of `hybridised subjectivity in the 
third space' (Khan, 1998: 464). According to Bhabha's theory (1994), borders, or 
liminal spaces, are crucial sites for the negotiation of post-colonial identities and 
cultural difference. Within a postmodernist interpretation of identity that 
involves advocating plurality and a decentring of the subject, cultural hybridity 

theory aims to replace universalistic notions of cultural rootedness, thereby 

offering a challenge to essentialist norms and meta-narratives. The discourse of 
hybridity theory therefore, emphasises identity construction and formation as 

contested, fluid, complex, contingent and supportive of localised narratives and 
identities. Bhabha argues that it is the site of this contestation - the liminal `third 

space' or border area - that facilitates hybridised post-colonial identifications. In 

order to achieve a degree of reflexivity on specific cultural practices and to 

allow for cultural transformations, Bhabha distinguishes between `cultural 

diversity' as that which treats culture as an object of empirical knowledge and 

thus for Bhabha, is viewed as a regulating term that is rooted in `simple 

plurality', and `cultural difference' as the process of the enunciation of culture as 

`knowledgeable'. 

For Shahnaz Khan, the site of contestation opened up by the `third space' may 

hold some weight in attempting to articulate the `uneasiness' South Asian 

Muslim women's diasporic experiences and identifications raise for 

essentialised discourses of religion, gender, class and ethnicity. She advocates a 

problematising of the term `muslim', reminding us of the power the term 

`Muslim' holds in our imaginations and asserts that this is `in an attempt to 

recognise the fluidity of cultural expressions, particularly those within diasporic 

communities' (Khan 1998: 465). Whether this particular distinction can sustain 

its claims remains to be seen. What such an exploration does demonstrate 

however, is that an urgent review and deconstruction of static terminology's 

such as `Muslim' or `Muslim family' or `Muslim woman, as advocated by Brah 

(1996), is necessary for both academic debate and policy-related 

recommendations. 

However, some commentators have cautioned against over-emphasising the 

ambivalence and fluidity of identities as these suggest that diasporic minorities 
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are at liberty to adopt an almost endless supply of positionings (Song, 2005). 
The ability to freely `choose' ethnic affiliations, Song argues, is instead subject 
to negotiation and constrained by power dynamics that limit the very choices 
enthusiastic advocates of hybridised positionalities (such as Featherstone, 1996, 

cited in Song, ibid) and Bhabha's `third space' claim are available. Of far more 
resonance are approaches that are sensitive to `concrete articulations of the 

specific local and national structures which shape and constrain diasporic groups 
and individuals' (ibid, p. 64). Furthermore, the failure to address power 
differentials within groups and the ability of sub-groups to determine and 
`choose' and present their positionings as `representative', in turn creates 

constructs of authenticity within groups which can generate unease, tension and 
divisions (ibid). 

Bearing this in mind, Brah's concept of `diaspora space' (1996) might be more 
helpful. Distinguishing this from `diaspora', she defines this as: 

The intersectionality of diaspora, border, and dis/location as a point of confluence of 
economic, political, cultural and physic processes. It is where multiple subject positions 
are juxtaposed, contested, proclaimed or disavowed; where the permitted and the 
prohibited perpetually interrogate; and where the accepted and transgressive 
imperceptibly mingle even while these syncretic forms may be disclaimed in the names 
of purity and tradition (p. 208). 

This particular conceptualisation then, allows for groups such as Muslim women 

to assume agency and identifications within a space that does not position them 

within marginalised boundaries of discourse and existence, but is sensitive to 

relations of power that are articulated across the four modes of `difference' 

proposed by Brah. 

Positive Affirmation 

Engaging with educated Muslim women who are framed within racialised, 

gendered and marginalised discourses and social structures, it is clear that for 

this group of women, the utopian ideal of Bhabha's `third space' fails to account 

for their racialised experiences, histories and trajectories, both on and off 

campus. As the following extracts demonstrate, there is a strong political and 

self-affirming aspect to the responses Muslim women gave in response to 

questions on their identities, where Islam40 was (mostly) positively centralised 

40 By retcrring to `Islam' in the context of this study. I do not wish to suggest a monolithic 
ideological structure; in speaking to women about the distinctions they drew between religion and 
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and prioritised as a `core identity' but one that also one that was fused, syncretic 
and accommodated their cultural identities and heritage. So for example: 

I think the first word I would use to describe myself is Muslim, then I would say Muslim/Bengali, that is as far as it goes really 
(Sadia, 26, MPhil student, South Asian Area Studies, Bengali literature and Gender, 

Bangladeshi). 
My core identity is my faith and Islam and that's the one thing I know is my base, and 
my value and everything I believe in and everything I trust and everything that makes 
sense to me. And the rest doesn't really matter 

(Sofie, 30, LLB, Government Press Officer, Pakistani). 

Coupled with these resounding statements of assertion of faith and Muslimness, 

there were also acknowledged areas of ambiguity and contestation around how 

women in my sample responded to discursive formations and abstracted notions 
of `culture', which were viewed as distinct from `religion', and `Britishness'. 
These appeared to be mediated in at least four inter-relating modes and were at 

any given moment, subject to temporal, historical, structural and localised 

contexts: 

" positive affirmation of Muslim identities as primary with accommodation of 

cultural identities and heritage (as discussed above); 

" negotiation and oscillation in the expression or prioritisation of identities 

whilst accepting and maintaining a core Muslim identity; 

" questioning of belonging; 

0 rejection or erasure of aspects of either core or secondary identities. 

Negotiation and Oscillation 

For Sofie, a non-hijab wearer, working as a Press Officer within central 

Government while also being active within Islamic social circles, presented a 

number of competing scenarios that were subject to continual negotiation and re- 

evaluation. In the post 9/11 era, she found her Muslimness, her ability to tap into 

contacts within Muslim organisations, to explain to colleagues `what it felt like 

to be Muslim', and more specifically, to articulate her experiences as a 

practising Muslim woman who did not wear the hijab, a resource she could 

culture, it was clear that while many spoke of 'Islam' with a shared understanding, there were, and 
are differing interpretations and practices which affect women's relationships with their faith and 
their subjectivities. 
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easily draw on and use to challenge mis-conceptions. As she stated above, 
although her core identity was mediated through her faith (see later), she had 
become skilled at navigating her way through competing and diverse spheres to 
the extent that she questioned where she `fitted in': 

I don't know where I fit in, in terms of `am I Asian, am a British, am I Muslim? ' I'm 
just a mish-mash of everything and I change according to the people that I'm with and 
that's not coz I'm trying to hide anything, I just think that it suits me to be that way and 
I'm quite happy to be changing all the time because I'm never one person, I'm always a 
different person depending on what I'm doing 

(Sofie, 30, LLB, Government Press Officer, Pakistani). 

Sofie's response here is interesting and reflective of other interviews, regardless 

of outward markers of faith such as the hijab. Whilst keen to stress a `core 

identity' based on a positive assertion of faith that was accommodating of other, 

secondary identity formations such as ethnicity and Britishness, there was none- 

the-less, a relational and conscious `assertion of ambivalence' towards these 

concepts. This ambivalence was contingent upon her immediate circumstances 

and therefore dynamic, fluctuating and reflective of notions of hybrid or 

multiple identities described by Brah's (1996) concept of `multi-locationality'`" . 
In another example, Fareena noted how her experiences of motherhood had 

encouraged and shaped her awareness of her Bangladeshi heritage, which rested 

comfortably with her Islamic identity. However, she drew attention to how her 

sense of a `British' identity was simultaneously becoming less significant: 

A bit of everything. A bit of British, a bit of Bangladeshi, bit of, most of Muslim and 
Bangladeshi. Less of the British as I'm - as the days go on really. I'm becoming more 
concerned about my cultural background especially since I've had a child of my own 

(Fareena, 28, p/t PGCE, Bangladeshi). 

Other women highlighted the fluctuating and contradictory nature of their 

relationship to their cultural identities drawing attention to the ways they 

perceived non-Islamic cultural practices had infiltrated `Muslim culture': 

I tend to vacillate on this [culture]. Sometimes I go through phases in my life where I 

feel that I really want to try and identify with my culture but, for me it is a difficult 

process because it is almost like starting from scratch. I feel that I know next to nothing 

about my culture, although I am in touch with my language and when I say I know next 
to nothing, in fact, I am sure I know quite a bit. It is just that it doesn't come out often. 
Sometimes I feel like I want to dissociate myself from my culture only because a lot of 

my culture has been steeped in history in terms of - we seem to ha\ e inherited a lot 

from what used to be a Hindu world. Essentially we did have a large Hindu population, 

even after independence and everything, a lot of that still remains and has crept into the 

`" There are resonances here with the experiences of higher education outlined in Chapter Five. 

where issues around 'fitting in' on campus were raised by some in my sample. 
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ways of living that Bengali people are now used to and, although sometimes I do feel bitter, because I don't know too much about my culture, on the other hand, because I know a lot of it stems from Hinduism I don't mind too much. ... I like to keep religion and culture separate if I can. 
Do you think that there is a sort of interplay between religion and culture? 
Again it is this thing about a lot of customs and culture being intertwined with religion 
and, to some extent, up until a while ago I was a bit confused about where these 
practices were stemming from - was it religion or was it culture? Over the years I read 
more about Islam myself and began to learn that some things, in fact, were strictly 
speaking things that were not set down in Islam; they were things we have inherited 
from our cultural history 

(Sadia, 26, MPhil student, South Asian Area Studies, Bengali literature and Gender, 
Bangladeshi). 

When my 3rd sister got married, her family's based in Pakistan but her soosraal [in- 
laws] are based in East Ham. I don't like East Ham full stop. You know how you have 
the plates of mehndi [henna], decorated with the candles - they started walking around her and someone said do it 7 times and I was thinking, `hold on, don't they [Hindus] do 
that when you get married? ' No, this stuff is dodgy, it comes under a dodgy category. 
Coz there's a fine line between culture and religion and what gets mixed up. There's a lot of things that our parents do and I think a lot of young girls get confused about Islam 
and you think, `no, that's what your family's teaching you'. Even in how you dress at 
weddings and things. Its when you cross over Hindu and Muslim religions it's dodgy - 
cultures are ok. 

(Farah, 22, BA Religious Studies and Computing student, Indian). 

I'm close to some cultural stuff more than others. There are some cultural traditions that 
we are expected to do, traditionally that you have to do, that I would not do. Such as 
`Salaaming the feet' - its just Bangladeshis and Indians, Hindus. We have this tradition 
that you have to do it to your parents and in-laws. And there was a time when you had 
to do it to all elders and it got to a stage where you just do it to parents and in-laws and 
that's still quite talked about. I've made it very clear that I won't do it. I haven't done it 
to my Mum for 6 years maybe. To me, my explanation is its not Islamic and I also find 
that using Islamic arguments that I don't think it's right and I've explained it to my 
Mum and gradually she's accepted it. I'm one of those people that if I know something, 
I go and tell the whole world (laughs) so I went round telling other girls and they 
stopped doing it and I got the blame for it! 

(Layli, 23, BA Sociology, Community Development Worker, Bangladeshi). 

Within these very clear interpretations of acceptable and unacceptable cultural 

practices juxtaposed against Islamic teachings, were competing discourses that 

spoke of a resistance to patriarchal relations and mediated through comments on 

parental expectations, cultural practices and traditions. Appropriating, or 

appealing to an `Islamic' discourse, allowed some women to re-assert their 

agency within the parental household and in other, wider social spheres such as 

the university or work environment. The interplay of power dynamics here - one 

that evokes Foucault's theories of discourse and power - would be a potentially 

intriguing area to explore. 

A rather more explicit statement of rejection of some aspects of her Pakistani 

cultural background came from Saima, a Genetics student, when she stated 'I 
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don't really like being Pakistani... but I like the culture'. For her, this 
declaration centred on certain contemporary manifestations and representations 
of Pakistani culture that she felt had been tainted by external and 'disreputable' 
characteristics that she associated with `Pakistani modernity' and a loss of moral 
values, corruption at local and structural levels, and what she described as the 
`connivy' attitudes amongst some of her relatives. She juxtapositioned this with 
what she believed to be a more appealing and `authentic' Pakistani cultural 
heritage which she historically located in pre-Partition India, signalling this 
through her clothes, mannerisms and attitudes. Saima did not just wear the 
traditional `shalwar kameez' to university, but adopted a dress style and attitude 
that was reminiscent of middle and high class women in India in the 1930's and 
1940's42. As she states: 

To start off, Pakistani -I don't really like being Pakistani - I've heard a lot about the 
country, I've been there 3 or 4 times and I don't like what I see, I don't really like the 
reputation of being a Pakistani but, I like the culture, I think its very, very rich and 
traditional and much better than anything the English could ever have and I feel obliged 
to portray that I am from that culture. Obviously I'm a Muslim girl - everyone can tell 
that from what I wear. It makes you stand out, you know what you are, where you're 
coming from 

(Saima, 20, BSc Genetics student, Pakistani). 

Like many young people, Saima wanted to consciously establish her own 
individuality and reflect her love of a particular era and style through her 

clothes. Having worn jeans at school, she now felt university marked `a new 

start' which necessitated a physical change. An added dimension to her choice in 

clothing hinged on the tension between herself and her mother, who wanted 

Saima to wear the hijab, even though she made efforts to cover her hair through 

the draping of a `dupatta' or scarf: 

My mum is annoyed with me for the way I dress, she wants me to wear a [head] scarf 
[because her hair is showing] but I don't like wearing a scarf - I'd rather wear a chunni 
than wear a scarf. I'm covering my hair and I prefer my dupatta like this - I'm into the 
old era, you can probably tell by my make-up and stuff like that, I prefer things like this 

(Saima, 20, BSc Genetics student, Pakistani). 

42 Saima regularly wore styles of Indian dress known as gharara's or `lengha's'. The gharara 
typically consisted of a loose and flowing two-legged garment with an exaggerated gathering of 
large amounts of material at the knees. The lengha resembles a long flowing flared skirt. Both are 
teamed with a short tunic kameez) and long scarf (dupatta) but are difficult to maintain and now 
more likely to be worn by older women who lived through Partition but are largely reserved for 

ceremonial occasions such as weddings where they are heavily embroidered. Sairna made her own 
clothes and embellished her outfits with matching jewellery such as matching glass bangles and 
elaborate gold earrings. again in styles associated with her chosen era. 
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Saima's very overt representation and personal assertion of a subjective 'Asian 

womanhood', and rejection of certain practices and attitudes that she negatively 

associated with particular manifestations and experiences of `Pakistaniness' can 

perhaps be best understood by an embracing, or re-claiming of an alternative 
imagery and series of representations that draw on notions of `authenticity'. 

Coupled with some very firm views on what was culturally `authentic' and 
therefore acceptable, her subjectivity disrupts deterministic assumptions that 

permeate discourses of Asian women as passive. Rather than rejecting her 

cultural heritage, she rejected a certain manifestation of it and sought to re- 

appropriate this for herself. That she chose to this upon entering university is 

significant and presents another example of the ways British Asian Muslim 

women were challenging dominant discursive formations. Her ambiguous 

response to `being British', (Well, I'm really glad that I'm here - I'm not sure 

that I'm glad that I'm British but I'm really glad that I'm here and not in 

Pakistan ), and views on other areas such as marriage (see Chapter Six), her 

determination to succeed academically, and her own professed religiosity, also 

signify a rejection of pre-determined discourses and exclusionary practices, that 

like several other women in this study, challenged normalised and racialised 

constructions of what it means to be a `British', `Pakistani' `Muslim' woman. 

Debates on the separation of `religion' and `culture' amongst Muslims are well 

documented in several research studies and signal the importance of this issue 

for many Muslims. The contributions of Tariq Ramadan (1999; 2004) at a 

theoretical level for instance, offer the concept of a `European' or `Western 

Islam' which requires Muslims to shed perceptions of themselves as minorities 

and instead, realise themselves as active contributors to the societies in which 

they live. He also appeals to Muslims to re-read the original Qur'anic sources in 

order to shed their `cultural baggage' and reject culturalist interpretations of 

religious texts. This call for a `re-evaluation' of cultural practices, including 

identifying what these are, is one that is gaining some currency within Muslim 

circles and although not explicitly stated in my interviews, represented a certain 

shift of thought that many in my sample would identify with. A key example of 

this is in their discussions on marriage and attempts to move away from 

'arranged marriages' to 'Islamic marriages' (Chapter Six). 
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Such positive assertions of fused religious and cultural identities and subjective 

workings of British and Muslim/Pakistani/Indian/Bangladeshi/Asian identities, 

can be read as a direct contradiction to hegemonic and exclusionary discourses 

of `Britishness' that question the legitimacy of multiple positionings, and 

racialised minority groups right to affirm hybridised, syncretic identities and still 

articulate a coherent British Muslim identity. Certainly this sample of educated 
Muslim women were well aware of the political aspects to their identities and 
there was evidence in the detail of their engagement with the interview to 

suggest that most had been motivated by global political events and media 
discourses to think about their identities in complex ways. 

Questioning belonging 

Discourses of belonging, national consciousness and identity, most famously 

captured in Benedict Anderson's `Imagined Communities' (1983), refer to 

shared ideas of national identity which are subject to re-definition and contested 

multiple imaginings. Within a British context, responses to racialised minorities, 

including Muslims have been framed through negative and unsettling 

representations of the `Other' (see Chapter Two) and the questioning of British 

Muslim loyalties which act to exclude the experiences of British Muslims and in 

particular, Muslim women from narratives of `Britishness' through normalising 

and gendered discourses of `whiteness'. Brah (1996) speaks of this sense of 

`difference' as `difference as social relation' (p. 117-119) where `modes of 

differentiation such as gender, class or racism are instituted in terms of 

structured formations' (p. 118, original emphasis). As well as accounting for 

differential relations of socio-economic and political power, this concept also 

remains sensitive to processes of representation and identification which shape 

these defining categories. In the context of this discussion, perceptions of racism 

led some women into a questioning of `Britishness' and what this meant to 

them. 

Tensions between discourses of `belonging' and racialised marginalisation of 

Muslim identities were mediated and contradicted by Muslim women 

interviewees in a variety of differing ways as outlined above. One response 

succinctly summarised by Shamim was to question why she needed to `buy in' 

to racist notions of Britishness' that failed to accommodate or accept her cultural 
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and religious difference. By also acknowledging that for her, she would also feel 
`out of place' in Pakistan, Shamim's doubled sense of alienation led to an 
alternative form of expression - that of a `Muslim Pakistani brought up in 
Britain': 

I describe myself first as a Muslim, second as a Pakistani, third as a Pakistani who has 
been brought up in Britain, I don't feel I belong here sometimes because of the stay 
people perceive me, um, but I don't feel I belong anywhere else because I would feel 
completely out of place in Pakistan because I have lived here all my life and um, I think it would be a generation if I went back to Pakistan before I could be accepted just as it is going to take me a generation for people to be accepted here 

(Shamim, 28, BSc Pharmacy, MRPharmec, Pharmacist, Pakistani). 

There is considerable debate about whether Islam, which rejects artificial 
national boundaries, can in fact be bound or attached to nationalist formations 

with prefixes such as `British' which is a contested term in itself (Sayyid, 2006 

and cited in Modood and Ahmad, 2007 forthcoming). For some other Muslim 

women in my sample, where `Britishness' was accepted as axiomatic to their 

own conceptualisations of identity, they remained acutely aware of the 

exclusionary nature of meanings invested in `being British' and how racialised 

notions of `belongingness' influenced perceptions of recognition and acceptance 
by others (Gilroy, 1987). For some others, it was simply a reflection of 
boundaries, nationality, citizenship and possession of a British passport 
(Modood, Beishon, and Virdee, 1995). Amber, did not initially identify herself 

as `being British' but when probed on this, added that `this was obvious', but 

then immediately qualified her statement through reference to her awareness of 

the racialising of difference by others and stressed a relational context to the 

`British-Pakistani' / `British Asian' / `British-Muslim' dichotomy: 

Is it important for you to describe yourself as `Asian'? What about British? 

Oh no! I don't know you know! That's really funny! Yeah I didn't say British, because 
I think its obvious first of all, its obvious that I'm British. 

How is it obvious? 

Its obvious because I'm here, I'm living here, my voice. Its not something that I'd think 
about, its not important but Mr Smith on the road is not gonna know that. The fact that 
I'm Asian comes out more I think. 

Do you feel or think of yourself as more British, Pakistani or , Asian? 

I'm probably more British, Muslim; probably British and Muslim first and then 
Pakistani last. I'm not very Pakistani. If you put me in a room with a bunch of 
Pakistanis, I'm very English. But if you put me Ia room with English people, I'm very 
'Asian' 

(Amber, -14, 
PGCE, BA History and Urdu, Pakistani). 
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After identifying herself as a `youngish Asian, Pakistani '-Muslim' and a 
graduate, Amber highlighted the contested nature of the processes around self- 
definition, the defining authoritative assault of others, and its collective impact 

on her everyday relations and realisations about her identity and representation: 

OK in terms of meeting someone new, they [terminologies] are important to me. They 
become important because other people put importance on them sometimes. I mean, I 
don't go round labelled as `Asian' but people notice it about you. Its funny because 
when I was at work, I was just myself (this is my very first job), I didn't pose as being 
anything radical, but I ended up having so many arguments and big debates, and I 
realised that things that were so obvious to them [work colleagues] - things that were so 
normal [to me], I took for granted. Things like I only eat halal meat and I didn't go 
down the pub because I don't drink alcohol, were so important - and they noticed it, 
they picked up on it. I thought, `Oh God! Have I been saying something? ' I didn't think 
that I had been saying, `no, you must not do this. ' It just came out. Just because I have 
beliefs about certain things and people noticed it - therefore I became -I was arguing 
with people all the time. It was good, educating people 

(Amber, 24, PGCE, BA History and Urdu, Pakistani). 

Here, she illustrates how certain everyday encounters with colleagues served to 

heighten an awareness of difference that Amber had not previously thought 

about in detail or experienced. As a non-hijab wearer, like Sofie above, the key 

visual marker of difference was her Asian appearance; her positive assertion of 

`British Muslim' within non-Muslim spaces served to disrupt and challenge 

essentialist and racist notions of both a `Muslim' and `Asian woman'. As Amber 

noted most pointedly in her reference to the label `radical', terminologies 

acquire significance because of the meanings invested in them even though, 'I 

don 't go round labelled as 'Asian' [but] people notice it about you'. Her own 

identifications and the process of `arguing with people' over her beliefs framed 

how she perceived others had sought to define her (Hall, 1996, p. 4). 

The examples cited above already suggest how Muslim women navigate through 

hegemonic and determining structural frameworks that are contingent to their 

own localised narratives and experiences and how identifications are, as Hall 

proposes, fluctuating and `in a process of becoming'. It is important to note the 

significance of Muslim women's agency in seeking varying differing strategies 

and conceptual tools in order to retrieve and assert coherent subjectivity 

positionings and destabilise and re-frame racialised over-arching discourses of 

what it means to be both collectively and individually, a `British Asian Muslim 

woman'. As I shall describe below, Muslim women's articulations here serve to 

contradict the regulating discursive formations of `degradation and despair' and 
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`liberation through rejection' offered by some Western and white feminist 

constructs of Asian women that are often mediated through discourses of 
`modern' and `traditional'. 

Religious identities were often cited in this research (and other studies) as 

empowering and therefore central to women's sense of self and agency. 

`Cultural identities' by contrast, were, on the whole subject to negotiation and 

re-definition and viewed by many in this study, as secondary aspects to their 

identities. However, within a framework that seeks to deconstruct and challenge 

representations of Muslim women as victims of `oppressive' Asian and Muslim 

families, and seeks to engage with and embrace the multiplicity of Muslim 

women's articulations, the views of women who actively chose to reject 

centralised notions of faith must also be considered and it is to these that I turn 

to now. 

Rejection 

Although the examples cited thus far have asserted `positive faith identities', it is 

important, within a theoretical and interpretive framework that has sought to 

situate women's experiences and narratives as `positionally contingent' (Brah, 

1996) to deconstruct and problematise loaded concepts and static representations 

of `Muslim woman', and to consider the alternative trajectories and histories 

which led two women students in my sample to actively eschew or contest 

certain notions of religious identity in their lives. 

In Chapter Four, I introduced Arifa, a young woman of Pakistani background 

who supported her parental family following the death of her father but was 

ostracised when she became pregnant by a former black boyfriend. At the time 

of the interview, she was living with a white partner and studying for a degree in 

Social Anthropology. Fatima, also of Pakistani origin, was studying for a 

Masters degree in Applied Social Studies and at the time of the interview, and 

was considering converting to Christianity. Both women displayed vastly 

differing histories and routes that led to their questioning the relevance and 

impact of Islam in their lives, yet both volunteered to participate in this study on 

Muslim women not necessarily as Muslim women, but rather as ii omen from 

Muslime backgrounds. In this sense they could be described as more 'culturally 
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Muslim'43 than `religiously Muslim', and in fact as the extracts below reveal, 
Arifa uses this very term to describe herself: 

I feel Pakistani but not through any rational thought processes, but I also feel for want 
of a better term, `British Asian', because the majority of my life has been spent here. I feel I have to describe myself as that politically as well. And I also feel that I have to 
create a space for the lifestyle that I'm living because of my personal circumstances as 
well. I sometimes find it difficult to do that in that I don't know who I am, I feel 
culturally isolated. 

(Arifa, 26, BA Social Anthropology student, Pakistani). 

Speaking of herself as both Pakistani and `British Asian', Arifa stressed the 

ambiguous multiple positionings individuals can adopt at any one moment. Her 

personal history contributed to her familial and cultural isolation which in turn 
led to her wishing to creating an `alternative space' for herself. Although clearly 
identifying herself as an `atheist' and not `Muslim', Arifa chose to appropriate 

certain aspects of Islam, albeit limited, in her life and remained conscious of her 

need to ensure that her daughter grew up with an awareness of both her 

Pakistani Muslim and Rastafarian heritage. This was not only apparent during 

the course of the interview but in her physical appearance - turning up for the 
interview in traditional `shalwar kameez', she also sported a Qur'anically 

inscribed pendant given to her by her sister which she wore for sentimental 
`symbolic' reasons rather than spiritual. 

Contrary to certain discursive representational formations that rely on artificial 
binaries of Asian Muslim women as either `traditional' or `Westernised' (read 

`liberated from religion and culture') which I shall discuss later in this chapter, 

Arifa and Fatima described how they actively negotiated areas of contradiction 

in their lives but, for varying reasons, remained attached to certain aspects of 

their religious or cultural heritage, albeit in modified forms. For Arifa, 

witnessing her late father's reversion from `atheist Muslim' to `practising 

Muslim', supporting her family financially following his death, getting pregnant 

and going through this without her family's knowledge, experiencing isolation 

from her family and other Muslim communities both at university and where she 

lived, and questioning various interpretations of Islam; all had a profound 

bearing on her personal experiences of trauma and displacement, and 

contributed to a conscious decision to assert herself as an `atheist' or a `cultural 

43 See Modood and Ahmad forthcoming, 2007 for a discussion of terms such as ̀ culturally Muslim'. 
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Muslim' and `British Asian'. She manifested this through her choice of dress but 

also more specifically, in wanting to continue celebrate religious occasions such 
as Eid to ensure her daughter grew up aware of her cultural and religious 
heritage. The following extract highlights this process of personal negotiation: 

I actually felt bad that I had to tell so many lies and I didn't feel confident in myself as a 
person, and began to think that I'm a liar and all the negative things. But at the same 
time, I wanted to celebrate Eid and I didn't know how to do it, I didn't even know when 
it was unless I went to the butchers and I happened to see it [dates displayed]. I was 
completely isolated, I had no contact with the family. And that's what I mean about 
having to `create my own culture'. I'm not a Muslim, well, culturally I regard myself as 
a Muslim because Islam is so ingrained in the culturally upbringing of Pakistani kids 
anyway, but religiously, I've made a decision that I did not believe in God, thought my 
way through it. I celebrate Eid as a cultural thing, and also for my daughter to recognise 
that there is something else available to her that's her cultural up-bringing. 
Is your atheism, a result of you being outcast and isolated from your family and not 
wanting to see your daughter, or is it something else? 
It is a lot of a process that's been going on for a long - when I was young my father was 
an atheist, my mother was religious and so we grew up in quite a strict but liberal in that 
we didn't eat pork but my father drank, but one day we came home from school and he 
was praying and the whole structure of our household changed. We started doing 
Namaz we had to read the Qur'an, and I wasn't taught how to understand it, I could just 
read it, and I used to do `Azaan ' for my family. I saw my parents crying to God on their 
prayer mats, and asking for God to make our children good, make them do well, and I 
just felt its not making them into dynamic people, helping themselves to help 
themselves. And also from what I read of Islam I don't agree with the ways its been 
interpreted by communities, and the way that religion -a personal thing but my mother 
only loved me to the extent that her culture and her religion allowed her to love me, so I 
found that very difficult to live with and thought, that's it there isn't a God. 

Did the events with your daughter bring all this to a climax? 

Yes, but its only recently that I've been able to say that I'm an atheist. Before I used to 
say `I don't believe in God but maybe something is out there'. And also doing 

anthropology as well, looking at different cosmologies and the ways people utilise 
religious iconography to make sense of their own lives. Spiritually, I would like to have 

something like that. I've read a lot about Islam and spirituality and Sufism and I think 
well, I'd like to get into that, but then I think well, I'm not going to do it whole- 
heartedly, I can read in depth about it, so I just create my own, create whatever I think 
is best. When we sit to dinner, I try to teach my child to `thank mother earth for the 
food that we eat' but she hasn't had any kind of religious up-bringing. If she asks me - 
Christmas -I celebrate Christmas as well because Rabia [daughter] is of mixed heritage 

so I try to explain to her and I try to tell her about Islam. When she asks I explain it to 
her the best way I can. And she likes wearing shalwar kameez, and she has her Eid 

clothes and stuff, any celebration, like her birthdays I'll buy her lengha's (skirt suits) 
and she keeps wanting me to buy her everyday shalwar kameez 's and so... and she 
asking me `Mummy am I Pakistani? ' .. .I 

don't want her to feel isolated or confused and 
stuff, I worry about her. 

(Arifa, 26, BA Social Anthropology student, Pakistani). 

In the quote above, it was evident that Arifa was constantly re-evaluating her 

subjectivity and her attachment to certain rituals of faith such as offering thanks 

before eating food and ensuring her daughter knew about Islam. There was also 
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Arifa's own need to satisfy her sense of spirituality. Thus she was attracted 

aspects of Sufism but remained resistant to embracing it. 

Also strongly identifying with the self-descriptor. 'Asian'. Fatima's 

subjectivities were rooted in her interest and involvement in black anti-racist 

movements and with a spiritual journey she had begun towards Christianity. 

Fatima's early educational experiences had been spent in mostly white 

environments where she felt she encountered racist attitudes from teachers and 

other pupils with `all the usual stereotypes'. Her route into higher education was 

not an easy one, having spent three years repeating her A' levels in Sociology 

and Government and Politics before gaining entry onto a degree in Sociology, 

and then studying for a Masters in Applied Social Studies which included a 

social work qualification. While studying she became politicised through race 

and `black' politics joining student societies such as the `Black Action Group'. 

In contrast to Arifa and echoing sentiments raised by some other women in this 

study, Fatima was uneasy describing herself as `British Asian' though cited her 

tribal Pathan heritage and her linguistic skills in Pashtu as significant: 

I'd say I'm proud to be Asian and I'd say that I'm somebody that wants to achieve, 
though having lots of money and material things isn't a priority for me, just being 
happy is a main priority and being happy with myself.... And when I say I'm proud to 
be Asian my definitions of what it means to be Asian might be different to what 

somebody else has. 

So tell me about what your definition is then? 

[Long pause] An Asian person who -I say I'm Asian because of my background, I 

don't always say I'm `British Asian' because I don't like the term `British' coz of what 
that conjures up to me - it brings up images of oppressive British history and I don't 

want to be part of that. Being Asian I think its just, I dunno, I never really thought of 
being of a Pakistani background, although being Pathan means more to me. 

(Fatima, 30, MA Applied Social Studies, Pakistani) 

She went to identify `Asian' with being positively `different' and a number of 

signifiers such as food, language, history and understanding her parents 

perspective, but also felt that `being Asian' and being brought up in the UK 

allowed her to interact and socialise with `white people as well and not feel like 

a separate entity'. However, her largely white friendship circle as an under- 

graduate isolated her from other Asian students to the extent that she was 

labelled a `coconut', a term that she acknowledged: 

I felt that I was, in the beginning, because I didn't mix with any Asian people I was 

viewed as a bit of a `coconut' and yeah, I suppose I was a bit of a coconut, my 

allegiances were with white people in the first year or two, and also they found out that 
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I was going out with a white guy as well, so that sort of enhanced my image as a 
coconut. And I just thought, oh what do these Asian people do? They just go to the 
Asian society and do boring things. 

(Fatima. 30, MA Applied Social Studies, Pakistani) 

Fatima thus defined herself primarily through racialised terms as either 'black' 

or `Asian' and prioritised her ethnic identity over a gendered identity44: 

I'm much more interested in things to do with race, however, whenever there's 
anything to do with the plight of black women or Asian women, or any woman of 
colour, then I'm interested in it. So anything that's ethnically related, whether it be 
people in general or women's issues, then I'm interested. That's not to say that I don't 
value my identity as a woman, because I do but I think I-I see being Asian as more of 
a priority I think. I get more hurt if I hear a racist comment than if I heard a sexist 
comment. -Anything to do with black feminism, I'm quite interested in that, but other 
forms of feminism, I'm just sceptical of. 

(Fatima, 30, MA Applied Social Studies, Pakistani) 

Like Arifa, Fatima had been interested in exploring her spirituality further but 

found that she `could not relate' to Islam and hence eschewed identifying herself 

as `Muslim'. Her parents were not orthodox in their own practice and in terms of 

her up-bringing and familiarity with ritual prayer, etc, so for her, `being Muslim' 

represented a part of her identity, but was not her core identity. She found 

herself beginning to identify more with Christianity but even here, links her 

initial scepticism of Christianity with race and `whiteness', and her eventual 

connection with Christianity to its ethnic diversity, `sense of freedom' it gave 

her and `strength in her Asian identity': 

In terms of being `Muslim' -I suppose there is part of my identity that is Muslim - 
where my name is concerned. I have respect for it, but I have a lot of allegiance towards 
the Christian faith so that's why I wouldn't describe myself as a Muslim even though 

sometimes I say `I'm a Muslim', that's not really - even though it is part of my identity 

coz that's how I was brought up, not that I was brought up in an orthodox way or 
anything, that I pray 5 times a day or read the Qur'an on a daily basis, but that was 
always part of me as I grew up really. That's still part of me but I think in terms of my 
spirituality I see it more in terms of Christianity. 

What is it about Christianity that you are more in tune with? 

Because at one point I was spiritually searching coz I felt that I wanted to have a bit 

more spiritual structure in my life. I read the Qur'an -I read an English translation and 
to me there was always, I don't know I didn't feel that I couldn't really relate to it and 
felt that there were some things that were really sound but I felt that it didn't attract me 

-I dunno why. And then I started to read the Bible and I felt that there was -I quite 
liked that and the teachings in there. My one sort of worry about it is that I always 
thought it was a white person's religion because all these pictures you'd see of Jesus, he 

was always depicted as a white person although really I mean he's not is he? And that's 

44 Interestingly. only a tiny handful of the interviewees initially cited their identities as ̀ ý; omen'. It 

was only when I probed further and asked about their position as women that they acknowledged 
this as another significant aspect to their identities. It was clear though, that religion and culture were 

prioritised identities whilst gender-based identifies may have been, to some extent, `taken for 

granted' and viewed as secondary. 
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how I saw it. I think I became more interested in it because of the diversity of 
ethnicities really among the Christians as well, not that there isn't in Islam but there was 
more sense of freedom I think for me. 
Is your change because you've had more access to Christianity? 

It was only until a few years ago that I felt that was the route I wanted to take. It's the last thing I would have ever imagined for myself. I had to really work through it 
because I thought it would be me denying my identity, but I realised it wasn't me denying my identity - if anything I'm stronger about my Asian identity maybe now, or 
more proud of it than I have been before. 

(Fatima, 30, MA Applied Social Studies, Pakistani) 

Neither Fatima or Arifa present us with a representation of religious or cultural 

rejection that is complete, fixed or without nuance and contradiction. Like many 

other women in this study, both Arifa and Fatima highlighted areas of 

contestation as they negotiated their relationships with family, friends, social 

and political environments and themselves. In this, both were actively 

challenging essentialised notions of `Asian and Muslim women' in qualitatively 
different ways in relation to each other and the other women I interviewed. Both, 

while drawing attention to their experiences of Islam - for both spoke of Islam 

as a mediated experience - were able to also highlight how they carried aspects 

of their Muslim upbringing into their lives. For Arifa, this was demonstrated in 

her wishing to maintain a connection for her daughter and her attraction to 

Sufism's spirituality, while for Fatima, her influences were enunciated when 

talking about cultural manifestations such as `arranged marriages', and modesty 

of dress and differing concepts of beauty between Asian-Muslim and Western 

fashions. The following statement could very easily have been made by one of 

the practising Muslim women in my sample: 

Why should one feel that you should reveal yourself to get noticed? I've always thought 
that the sort of fashion that's produced by India and Pakistan, the traditional clothes, the 
sort of beauty of it all is a different concept to that of Western clothes. Coz with 
Western clothes and fashion, it is all about revealing yourself and wearing really tight 
clothes. And I think the fashion in India and Pakistan is different. And it does bring out 
a woman's beauty but in a different way. And if anything I think it's a lot more 
outstanding actually. . -I'll always cover myself up, even if I'm in a women's changing 
room, I'll always cover myself up. When I'm on holiday, I'm always quite covered up 
and I think that probably is due to my Muslim up-bringing. 

(Fatima, 30, MA Applied Social Studies, Pakistani) 

The diversity of responses to questions on religious and cultural identities for 

this sample of university students and graduates then, reveal the multiplicity of 

ways in which Muslim women negotiate their agency and identifications in 

relation to their personal histories and environments. These would appear to 
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contradict findings from Bhopal's (1997) work which suggested that degree- 

educated women were more likely to turn away from their religious and cultural 
heritages and is a feature I shall explore in further detail below. The four modes 
of `being' that I have sought to differentiate between represent over-lapping and 
fluid moments in the manifestation of diasporic identities. Ambiguities around 
diasporic identities then can be understood through Hall's (1990) theorisations 

on identity, borrowed from post-structuralist theories of linguistic identity, as 

always moving and `never arrived at'. This relies on: 

`... a conception of identity which lives with and through, not despite difference; by 
hybridity. Diaspora identities are those which are constantly producing and reproducing 
themselves anew, through transformation and difference'. 

(ibid, p. 235). 

Although specific `identity questions' were situated in the latter half of the 

interviews, a significant point to note is how responses to questions on 'identity' 

developed during the course of the discussion as women disclosed more 

information about their own subjective positionings and became more 

comfortable with the interview process. It also marks how the research interview 

can encourage thought about particular issues that respondents may not always 

have had opportunities to express, articulate, or clarify within themselves (a 

point also discussed by Tyrer, 2006). Another key feature that became apparent 

was the confidence with which Muslim women responded when talking about 

themselves and their identities. This is important to note in the context of wider 

social and political events and debates within the public sphere `about Muslims'. 

Even though the majority of my interviews took place before September 11, 

media and political discourses on Muslims ensured that Muslim communities 

and Muslim women in particular, were problematised through some form of 

`moral panic'. Second and third generation Muslims are therefore more likely 

than many of their non-Muslim peers, to be aware of racialised and 

Islamophobic discourses that seek to define and frame their experiences. In 

addition, chat rooms, ISOC's, other Muslim events and talks, act to politicise 

Muslims around issues such as identity, Islam, `Britishness' and `loyalty' 

resulting in often very sophisticated levels of thinking. 

Perhaps these responses raise some important and crucial definitional questions 

around 'authority' and the privileging of those such as academics, who are in 
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positions to impose definitional categories upon research subjects. Whilst the 
Western sociological and feminist literature prioritise gendered identities. many 
Muslim women view their identities primarily through the prism of faith and 
prefer to discuss notions of female empowerment from fundamentally different 

starting points. It could also be argued (as I have done in Chapter 2 and in 

Ahmad, 2003) that loaded concepts such as `Muslim woman' are pre- 

constructed and largely a response to Western feminist movements and 
hegemonic authority. 

Summary and Conclusion 

This chapter, in continuing the critique of hegemonic and deterministic 

terminologies and representational stereotypes of Muslim women, developed in 

Chapter Two, has sought to explore Muslim women's religious and cultural 

identities and their relationship to experiences of higher education. Drawing on 

the work of Stuart Hall, Avtar Brah and Marnia Lazreg, Muslim women's 

identitifications have been situated and mediated within both detailed personal 

narratives and histories as well as larger structural forces such as religion, 

culture and race. 

My contribution here has stressed how British South Asian Muslim women's 

representation in a public sphere such as higher education, and articulations of 

their agency were contingent to both localised contexts and gendered power 

relations. The diversity of their voices and the differing relationships and 

processes of negotiation they had with their families and their varying 

manifestations of Muslim, Asian, British, student, professional and gendered 

identities (amongst others), serves to challenge dominant and fixed stereotypes 

of South Asian Muslim women as passive victims of oppressive and over- 

bearing family structures. 

Women's responses to regulating and vague dichotomies such as `modern' and 

`traditional' so often employed when describing Muslim women and Muslim 

families have rarely been explored. Therefore, one of the key contributions of 

this study then, has been to chart Muslim women's reactions to, and views of 

these representational terminologies in an attempt to assess and critique their 

purchase value as conceptual and definitional terms. Responses to these terms 
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and women's articulations of their own identities exposed their limited 
discursive relevance, while the interviews revealed, how religion and Islam. for 
the majority of women in this study, were cited as a primary source of identity. 
The role of higher education and university experiences. had. for the most part. 
acted to encourage women to rationalise their religious and cultural identities. 
However, alongside shared responses, the plurality of Muslim women's various 
and varying, subjectivities and manifestations of their identities as gendered, 
contingent and reflexive should not be under-estimated. 

Many women were actively engaged in processes of re-evaluation and 
negotiation around their religious identities and cultural backgrounds, relying at 
any given moment, upon a variety of inter-related and over-lapping strategies, 

modes or responses that were dependent upon a range of factors such as their 
familial background, personality, personal history, and localised contexts. 
Muslim women's identities therefore, were contradictory and in a process of 
flux and definition that, in Hall's terms, are never complete and subject to 

continual re-definition and re-assessment. 

An emphasis on women's narratives and histories, on identifications as `in 

progress', and the questioning of labels, enabled this work to also consider the 

experiences and identities of two women who had actively rejected a core 

Muslim identity, and thereby accounted for both diversity of expressions and 

commonalities of experience across differences. The interviews showed that far 

from complete rejection of cultural and religious influences, the picture was 

much more complex and contradictory as women sought to maintain 

connections to their cultural heritage and rationalised their choices. Although 

this thesis is primarily about religious or Muslim identities, the eschewing of 

deterministic frameworks such as religion which assume a universal influence 

on women's lived experiences, has allowed for a recognition of loaded meanings 

behind terms such as `Muslim woman'. It has also allowed for the 

acknowledgement of identities as ambivalent and contingent, complex lived 

experiences (Gunaratnam, 2003). 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

CONCLUSION: BRITISH SOUTH ASIAN MUSLIM WO MEN 
AS ACHIEVERS 

`I am a Muslim youth working on the ground who found her faith at 
university. Just on reflection, I found my British identity by finding my faith. 
... So what is about going to university that facilitates this? I look at it and I 
see that there was infrastructure for debate with Muslims and non Muslims. 
The cultural, theological, generational gap, I can relate to it, because we 
evolve through this when we are at university through education, dialogue and debate. ' 

(Sarah Waseem, audience member, Quote from Q-News and Open Democracy Debate, 
4 August 2005, p. 13, openDemocracy Ltd). 

(http: //www. opendemocracy. org/content/articles/2729/transcript. pdf. ) 

Introduction - Higher education as a `modern' tradition. 

As outlined in the introduction, this thesis has arisen from some personal 

observations of social change and adaptation within my parental social circles 
through the growing emphasis placed on the higher education of Muslim 

daughters. I discussed how earlier ethnographic accounts of South Asian and 
Muslim communities in Britain bore little resemblance to the realities and 

expectations I had faced growing up as a Muslim woman. 

In comparison to earlier accounts that rooted young Muslim women's lives and 
identities within discursive frameworks such as `culture clash' and `arranged 

marriages', Muslim women in this study, and their families, view higher 

education as a key means by which they can attain upward social mobility and 

social prestige. The participation and achievements of Muslim under-graduates, 

graduates and post-graduates represented in this thesis therefore, serves to 

indicate that the aspirations of schoolgirls and their parents are achievable ones 

(Basit, 1997). 

It is important to remember the qualitative nature of this study. The data yielded 

from the interviews was detailed, complex and rich. Therefore this thesis 

represents a selective account of some of the key issues I have felt to be 

significant in a discussion of British Muslim women's identities that is also 

reflective of a contemporary process of social change. There were a number of 

other issues that this thesis was less concerned with. For instance, as my interest 
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in women's personal stories and experiences developed. my focus moved from a 

research study that could have potentially located itself in some distinctly 

different literatures, such as the growing interest in social or cultural capital and 
higher education. Instead, I have chosen to focus on an the experiences of 
Muslim women as an under-researched marginalised group within universities, 

and on representations and identities. 

The research highlighted in this thesis contributes to the literature on British 

South Asian Muslim women in a number of distinct ways. As already noted, 

qualitative research on Muslim women and higher education and their 

experiences are limited. This may be a reflection of low participation rates at a 

national level, but the fact that Muslim women are present in universities, and in 

some regions, such as Tower Hamlets in London, in steadily increasing 

numbers, is a significant indication of a rapidly changing social profile. It 

indicates a `drive for qualifications' that is worthy of further study and 

acknowledgement (Modood, 1998) and presents a challenge for educational 

policies to address. Therefore, in focusing on an under-researched area of social 

change in young Muslim women's lives, this thesis has shed light on Muslim 

women's achievements and their families attitudes and interest in higher 

education. Whereas some previous studies have suggested that Muslim women's 

relative lack of participation in higher education and the labour market are due 

to cultural constraints, that is, Islam and notions of `purdah' from male 

restrictions on women's movements, the research documented here adds to a 

small core of recent studies that contradict such claims (Brah and Shaw, 1992, 

Dale et al, 2002a; Ahmad et al, 2003). Instead, through an exploration of 

Muslim women's motives, and routes into higher education, we can point to the 

value Muslim women's parents (through daughters' accounts), place in seeing 

their daughters educated. 

Parental interest then in the education and professional development of their 

daughters has been another key feature of this study. Through my interviews, 

Muslim women have re-counted how their parents, and especially their fathers. 

have been significant motivators behind their degree level ambitions. The phrase 

`standing on my own two feet' was frequently cited as women explained why 

their parents were keen for them to achieve degree-level qualifications. The 
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advantages associated with this `commodification ' of higher education are not 
always the same for daughters and parents. There are, however, a number of 
shared goals, suggesting that the pursuit of higher education, status, social 
mobility, and a career, are not viewed as being inimical to cultural or religious 
ideals. The fact that father's in particular were singled out by their daughters in 
this way however, represents a significant challenge to dominant and racialised 
stereotypes about Muslim men, and their relationships with their daughters. This 

aspect underlines earlier calls for a `re-assessment' of categories of definition 

such as `Muslim woman' (Brah, 1996) but also advocates for similar re- 
assessments when discussing Muslim families, and Muslim fathers. 

Many women in this study were educational `pioneers' not just in their families 

but also amongst their parental social circles. Although the majority I spoke to 

cited parental support and encouragement, for some, entering university 

represented an initial phase of struggle as parents anxieties about the 

`Westernising' influences of higher education surfaced. Their personal stories of 

negotiation with their families in order to enter university, and whilst at 

university, and subsequent `safe passage' and success, paved the way for sisters 

or other women either in their own families or local communities to also 

consider higher education as a viable option. The qualitative value associated 

with the achievement of the degree, the sense of parental pride conveyed by 

women, and the various personal and social benefits women identified as a result 

of higher education show that for this cohort at least, the attainment of a degree 

represented far more than the academic qualification. 

One of the most frequently cited associated benefits to studying for a degree was 

the belief that it would assist in the securing of a `good' potential matrimonial 

match. I have argued that some of the earlier ethnographies and research studies 

placed an undue emphasis on asking young women, usually schoolgirls, their 

views and attitudes towards `arranged marriages' and was critical of the ways in 

which arranged marriages are used as `cultural signifiers' of `Asian-ness'. So 

why then devote an entire chapter to the issue of marriage? Within the context of 

this thesis, many of the women I spoke to were in their early to mid-twenties. 

For them, marriage after graduation (or in the case of some Bangladeshi 

participants before graduation), represented a tangible reality, or at least was 
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spoken more in that sense. However, `marriage' or the process of 'getting 
married' did not represent some fixed archaic institution; it also represented a 
site of negotiated meanings and contexts and as such, customs and practices 
were subject to constant re-evaluations. Like education, women's responses to 
certain definitions or practices around marriage and relationships could be 

contested by appealing to Islamic frameworks. I found that terms like `arranged 

marriage' or `love marriage', even though still commonly understood and 
discussed as `reference points' or `models', were becoming replaced with 
alternative conceptualisations. The most significant of these is the `Islamic' or 
`halal' relationship which accommodates concepts such as `love' as long as 
Islamic etiquette in male-female relations are observed. Even here though, there 

was much room for manoeuvre. 

Furthermore, there was an interesting dynamic in play; while being able to 

attract a suitable potential husband was cited as one of the key motivating 
factors behind attaining a degree - some viewed it as a necessity in this regard, 

there were real concerns that finding a potential partner was in reality, becoming 

more difficult. Where marriage may once have been assumed by women to be a 

`certainty' and part of their life trajectories, newer realities meant that 

expectations and practices in matrimonial processes had drastically changed. I 

therefore used changing concepts around partner selection, and the fact that 

`marriage' was no longer viewed as a `certainty' or indeed a stable institution, to 

both criticise the deterministic nature in which `arranged marriages' feature in 

some existing studies as a defining trope, and to highlight again, social change 

within Muslim families and communities. This represented another direct 

challenge to static notions of `arranged marriages' and to stereotyped 

representations of Muslim women that situated their choices and experiences of 

matrimonial processes within the restricted boundaries of the `modern- 

traditional' binary. 

Indeed I was interested in exploring the meanings these binaries and taken for 

granted terms held for Muslim women, who are so often framed as either 

`modern' or `traditional' in both academic and media discourses. Although 

`modern' and `traditional' were used in vernacularised ways by women in this 

study, when asked about their own positionings and definitions in relation to 

ýýý 



these categories, women's responses were highly individual. They were also 
resistant and critical of the ways in which `modern', associated with 
`Westernised', and `traditional', associated with 'backward', could be used in 

relation to their own experiences. They pointed out how it was possible to be 
both `modern and traditional' at the same time. Furthermore, `traditions' were 
distinguished from `traditional attitudes' or values but again, these were highly 

context-specific and subjective meanings. 

For instance, for Jahanara, a teacher of Bangladeshi origin, her decision to stop 

wearing the jilbab and the niqab when she began university, and adopt more 
`Western' styles of clothing whilst retaining her hijab, led some in her localised 

community in Tower Hamlets to describe her as `modern', yet being 

`Westernised' held different meanings for her. Sofie, described herself as a 
`practising Muslim woman' but because she didn't `look like a Muslim woman' 
by not choosing to wear the hijab, was aware of how she was often regarded as 
`Westernised' though she was extremely critical of the term. 

Through the interviews then, this thesis explored Muslim women's responses to 

broader stereotypes through the use of gendered and racialised hegemonic 

dichotomies and abstract constructs. They also displayed highly nuanced and 

sophisticated lines of thought in relation to their religious and cultural identities. 

Again, there was much diversity and room for manoeuvring between and within 

differing notions of cultural identity and religious identities. Where some 

women drew distinctions between religion and culture and talked about `core 

identities', others exhibited how one informed manifestations of the other, and 

discussed how shifting identity positionings were contingent on personal 

histories, trajectories and experiences, and local contexts and moments. 

Based on Muslim women's articulations on the ways in which they think and 

manifest their personal, religious and cultural identities, and accounting for the 

ways in which `religion' and `culture' can act as deterministic and hegemonic 

frames of reference for Muslim women (Lazreg, 1988,1994), Brah's concept of 

`diaspora space' is one that appreciates the ambivalence around subjective 

positionings expressed by women in my sample. that is sensitive to power 

dynamics that can limit how these various subjectivities are articulated and 

received. 
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As many of the studies on Muslim women's identities outlined above 
demonstrate, younger, second and third generation women drew distinctions 
between `religion' and `culture', and many had negotiated various strategies in 
order to assert coherent Muslim identities based on personal histories, localised 

contexts and experiences within wider structures. Perhaps unconventionally for 

a concluding chapter, I want to use this space now to make the final links 
between Muslim women's experiences of higher education and the ways in 

which they felt these experiences influenced thoughts on their religious and 
cultural identities. 

Thinking through Religious, Cultural and Gendered Identities, 

and Higher Education 

As I have highlighted earlier, many women in this sample explained the 

centrality and significance of Islam to their lives and identities. The stock phrase 
`religion is a way of life' was re-iterated frequently and women gave examples 

of how their faith identities informed their career or educational choices. 
Adherence to Islamic frames of reference would for example, rule out any jobs 

or careers that involved selling alcohol, or areas where there might be strict 

uniform restrictions that contravened Islamic codes of modesty, such as short 

skirted uniforms (Ahmad, Modood and Lissenburgh, 2003). 

The Fourth PSI Survey of Ethnic Minorities (Modood et al, 1997) found links 

between the possession of higher education qualifications and a lower level of 

self-professed religiosity, especially amongst Sikh and Hindu groups. Muslims 

though were found to attach greater importance to their religious identities. 

Whilst the Fourth Survey was based on quantitative survey-based data, Bhopal's 

qualitative research with South Asian women in East London, as I have 

discussed above and in Chapter Two, also suggests a relinquishing of religious 

and cultural ties with higher education (1997). 

However, the women I spoke to as part of this study suggested, overall, a closer 

identification with their faith as a result of their higher education study and 

offered a number of thought-provoking articulations on this area highlighting the 

fluid, complex, contradictory and situation-specific manifestations of identities. 

Their comments support the findings from Muslim women who participated in 
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the SAWE research, and the general indications from the Fourth Survey and 
other studies that stress how Muslim women distinguish between their religious 
and cultural identities (Brah and Minhas, 1985; Knott and Khokher 1993: Brah, 
1993,1996; Lyon, 1995; Khan, 1998; Butler 1999; Dwyer 1999,2000: Shain, 
2000; Archer, 2002). 

My discussions with most women in this study on their religious and cultural 
identities and responses to defining terminologies such as `modern' and 
`traditional' have already indicated strong affirmations of pluralistic Muslim 

identities while at university and the simultaneous re-evaluations of culture. The 

university and higher education experience, far from encouraging women to turn 

away from their religious and cultural identities, acted for the most part, to help 

women rationalise their identities in complex ways. 

The statement by Sadia below encapsulates the profound impact higher 

education had on women's constructions and perceptions of their selves and 

identities but also speaks to their sense of self-empowerment. In Sadia's case, 

the shadow of her parents separation from an early age framed her own self- 

development, individuality and sense of agency but it also contributed to 

perceptions of how others in her community viewed her; higher education had 

acted to give her the self-confidence to define herself and taught her how, in her 

words `to assimilate myself 5: 

I think that one thing it has done for me is that I have an identity for myself. I no longer 

want to be identified as the daughter of so-and-so whose marriage broke up because, 

when people tend to view us, they tend to see me and my brothers and sisters as 
products of a broken marriage and I no longer like to be associated or defined in those 
terms. I want to be defined with my own criteria and, being educated was one of the 
ways of doing that. Now I feel that when people see me, they see me as so-and-so who 
is studying this or is working there; the first category that they would not use is so-and- 
so's daughter. 

I would say that higher education has definitely been a big influence in my life and, in 
fact, wehen I first started I came to university with the hope that it would change me in 

some way or another, but I never expected it to change me to change me to this extent. I 

thought that at the end of the three years of my first degree I would come out a better 

wwwell-informed person about actual matters, but it has shaped me as an individual 

personality. I feel it has made me more confident as well. ... 
I think it has definitely 

heightened my sense of identity 

(Sadia, 26, MPhil student, South Asian Area Studies, Bengali literature and Gender, 
Bangladeshi). 

.4 Sec Appendix Xl for further discussion. 
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Shamim also described how her time away from home at university helped her 
to think through questions about her own identity, cultural background and faith. 
Like the seminar participant quoted at the beginning of this chapter, Shamim 
`found her faith' at university but the integrating potential of university differs 
for Shamim here in that she also felt more connected to those who she could 
share religious and cultural commonalities with and began to feel more 
disconnected to those who were obviously different. In the extract below, 
Shamim describes the process of self-questioning and exploration around 
themes such as her Pakistani culture and `being Muslim': 

Myself personally I started questioning a lot and I actually thought why am I Muslim, 
why am I here on this earth? You know, all those kind of questions come into your 
mind, um, I was away from home, you know, I was being bombarded with so many 
things that other people did and morally I was, it was more a cultural thing. 
I just loved it because you know I found people that were exactly like me and um you 
know I didn't think I was completely on my own anymore, coz I hadn't really grown up 
in a completely Asian culture, er even though it had been instilled in us and so I started 
questioning a lot about my life, and thought why am I Muslim? You know, `Why'? And 
I started thinking a lot about it and learning a lot about it myself and not just about my 
religion about other religions too, why am I not this, this, this or this? I found faults in a 
lot of other things, not just because I was Muslim, not because I was biased or anything 
because to be honest I could have been anything I wanted to considering that my family 
have all gone in different directions and nobody has really said anything, you know and 
but I was, you know I was quite content to be Muslim 

(Shamim, 28, BSc Pharmacy, MRPharmec, Pharmacist, Pakistani). 

Similar sentiments were echoed by several other women, some of whom 

stressed the supportive atmosphere at university through the availability of 

prayer rooms, organised talks and events, and the ability to connect with other 

Muslim students: 

It's definitely made me closer to my religion. With me, Islam has a lot of answers for 
me, even though a lot of the time, there are answers out there, it doesn't always come so 
quick in your life, you'll still know there is an answer, so in a way, it has helped me get 
closer. And its through going to Muslim meetings when I was at college that I learnt 

about Islam. 

(Layli, 23, BA Sociology, Community Development Worker, Bangladeshi). 

I think it's [higher education] brought me closer to my religion as well because at the 
university there's so many people there and there's quite a lot of Muslim people there. 
There's a prayer room and everything. 

(Samira, 20, BSc Psychology student, Indian). 

Speaking of how her experience at university had impacted on her personal 

growth as well as her connection to her cultural background, Rehana spoke of 

how higher education had, to use her phrase, `broadened her horizons and her 

outlook'. Although she speaks of how her beliefs had been re-affirmed in a 
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cultural sense', she then goes on to highlight how, as a Muslim woman, her 

presence on campus challenged stereotypes: 

Well, it's (higher education) definitely heightened my sense of culture; I mean it's 
brought me closer to my family and my traditions. I suppose that's because of the life 
I've had in higher education; not higher education in itself, not the actual `doing the 
degree business', its the `life' that I've had that's actually brought me closer. the 
experiences have brought me closer. The actual education has, it's `broadened your 
horizons', so to speak (! ) it broadens your outlook, what you want to do, What you want 
to be, you haven't been sheltered from your parents' home to go straight to your 
husband's home, you've had a break in between, you've gone on, you've been in 
education. I mean they sort of tell you to think about what you're gonna be, they start 
talking about careers, and it starts to sort of open up your mind, and yeah, it either 
strengthens, or changes your views, which in my case, have been strengthened and have 
re-affirmed my beliefs, in not necessarily religion, but more in a cultural sense. 
How do you think you express that? 

Personally, I'm more confident to talk about my family without feeling that, `it's not 
right', or my religion, by thinking maybe that I might offend someone, but you don't 
really. I mean it's good to talk and get it out of your system, and to show people that 
you are firmly placed in your belief and that you're not having any doubts, because a lot 
of people think that `oh God, aren't Muslim girls supposed to do this and aren't Muslim 
girls supposed to do that? ' And in a sense going into higher education encourages those 
people into thinking, `hang on a sec, she's a Muslim, what's she doing here? ' But then 
they realise, when other people see us, they realise that it's not all like that; a lot of 
Muslim girls do go into higher education, they do see a lot of things and they do have 
fun, which is really amazing for them! They don't think we have fun, especially the 
guys! 

(Rehana, 21, BA English and History student, Pakistani). 

Rehana's `safe passage' through the higher education system had, as I described 

in Chapter Three, assisted younger family members seeking higher 

qualifications. Her experiences have helped, in part, to `de-mystify' pre- 

conceived assumptions about university life, and signal the attainability of a 

degree. The above sentiment about the overall benefit of university experiences 

was one that was echoed by other young Muslim women in this study. They 

talked about how their experiences had benefited them in deeply personal ways. 

They gained confidence, not only in their abilities, but also in their cultural, 

religious and personal identities. 

Relating this to the broader context of this study, the findings discussed in this 

thesis suggest that far from acting to secularise Muslim women (as some parents 

may have feared), university experiences rationalised multiple identification 

processes around religion and culture. For some, the availability of Islamic 

Society talks for example, and the solidarity and presence of other Muslim 

women students provided opportunities through which women felt `safe' in 

`being Muslim' however they chose to express this, while for others, university 
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experiences re-affirmed existing beliefs either towards or away from religiously 
or culturally inclined identifications. 

Therefore, this research cannot support other studies that suggest that high levels 
of education are associated with a renouncement of `traditional' values and 
practices, such as `arranged marriages' (Bhopal, 1997a, 1997b, 1998). 'Agency' 
then, for those I interviewed, was a process of negotiation and re-negotiation, 
through which social, cultural and religious identifications, (amongst others) 
were expressed. 

Framing such issues within the post 9/11 and more recent 7/7 security contexts 
following political and media-hyped `moral panics' around Muslim students and 
`fundamentalism' and `radicalisation' within universities, some of which have 

centred around niqab-wearing Muslim women students, reveals the extent to 

which Muslim women remain a racialised group on campus. Although the bulk 

of the fieldwork in this study was conducted prior to September 11 ? 001, 

women I spoke to were able to point towards some of the ways they felt 

stereotyped, `unwelcome', ignored or overly scrutinised. Subsequent work 

supports this finding and also highlights the extent to which certain university 

practices and structures have instead, acted to further marginalise Muslim 

women students voices and needs (Tyrer and Ahmad, 2006). 

Conclusion: Future Aspirations and Hopes 

This thesis through examining the pursuit of higher education amongst Muslim 

women with their families support, aimed to challenge persistent and racialised 

stereotypes about Muslim women and in doing so, has highlighted how degree 

status for British Muslim women and their parents, confers certain social and 

personal advantages. From the research presented here, it is evident that Muslim 

women play an active role in the construction and re-construction of their social 

and personal identities within and despite, patriarchal structures in both public 

and private domains. Women talked about how their experiences had benefited 

them in deeply personal ways. They gained confidence, not only in their 

abilities, but also in their cultural, religious and personal identities. 

Provided certain boundaries are not crossed in relation to behaviour, these 

benefits are seen, in many ways, as being a feature of the religious and cultural 
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identities of the women involved in this research. The insights gained by 

examining the motivations and influences of British South Asian Muslim 

women suggest that internal and external factors are operating in complex 
combinations. The accounts presented here point towards a need for the further 

re-assessment of categories such as `Muslim woman' already advocated by 

Lazreg (1988,1994) and Brah (1993,1996). Given the supportive and 

encouraging role some Muslim parents play assisting in their daughters' 

achievements, the category `Muslim family' also needs re-definition. 

Before ending the interviews, I asked women about their future aspirations and 
hopes. Getting married or raising a family was cited by the majority of women 

as a key aspiration. Many also wanted to continue with their studies, or develop 

their careers and in these respects, the aspirations of Muslim women are no 
different to women from other backgrounds: 

At the end of the day I'm the sort of person who is not totally career-minded. I like to 
keep a balance. Family life is very important to me and I like to maintain a balance 
between my career and family and that is why I chose my career, my job so that I'm not 
so pressured so I would not have to travel quite so often, to be able to come home my 
(future) kids, to be there for my family. Do my domestic work. I don't know if these are 
cultural issues or not, but if it is, then that's what it is. 

(Shabnum, 24, Policy and Research Officer, Bangladeshi). 

I'd like to have a good career. Of course I can't predict what I'll be doing in five, or ten 
years time, but I'd like to be financially secure in doing whatever I might be doing and 
have some stability in my life 

(Irum, 20, BSc Biology and Biochemistry student, Pakistani). 

I hope that I have some children and I hope to be involved in some education training 
for the Muslim community, and to perhaps travel abroad and learn Arabic 

(Rais, 21, student, BA English and History, Pakistani) 

Married, with kids, the normal suburban life! 

(Safia, 19, BA Economics and Politics student, Pakistani) 

However, some women, having achieved certain educational or career ambitions 

wanted to develop their spirituality and knowledge about Islam further: 

I don't think about work when I think of the future. I used to be career minded but I'm 

not like that now. What I hope is to feel peaceful with Islam. I just want to be able sit 

somewhere and feel close to Allah. 

(Nurjahan, 23, BA Social and Political Sciences Project Manager, Bangladeshi) 

I work in a very pressured environment and it's an effort to make time for yourself. I've 

started praying a bit more now these days and I want to be able to keep up with it and 

make some time for me to learn more about Islam. I'd like to go on Hajj - my parents 

arc there now doing Umrah, and I wish I could have gone with them but it's obviously 

not my time. 

(Aisha, 23, BA Economics. Financial Analyst, Indian) 
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Many women, having reflected on their achievements and in particular. 
discussions about their anxieties about marriage, spoke of their personal futures 

in terms of 'uncertainty': 

I hope that the next few years brings me some certainty. In terms of work I can sort of 
predict where I'll be, but in other aspects of my life, I'm not sure. I'd like to be able to 
say that I will be married but there are no guarantees and I'm getting older as well. 

(Uzma, 23, Media Researcher, BA English, Indian) 

In the last 3-4-5 yrs I've been more on a journey learning more about my religion, that 
sort of thing. But there have been times when talking to friends in the same age group 
as me when they've kind of made me feel a little bit panicky about marriage at times 
like, `oh what I am gonna do? ' but that panic lasts a few weeks but then disappears. So 
if it doesn't happen in the next 2 years I've made back-up plans about what I'd like to 
do, then I'll talk to my parents about it and do it if I can. Maybe live abroad for a few 
years, so there is all those plans so I guess it was weighing on my mind a little bit. 

(Bushra, 26, Editor, BA, English. Pakistani) 

Policy Implications 
Although this thesis is not primarily concerned with generating policy 

recommendations, there are a number of issues raised concerning Muslim 

women's participation in higher education that have some policy relevance and 

are worth considering briefly. 

One of the most significant is the need for further research on Muslim women's 

routes into higher education. As the women cited in this thesis demonstrate, they 

possessed high aspirations across a broad spectrum of degree choices, and 

employed diverse routes into university, and were often supported by their 

families. However, more work is needed within schools, colleges, careers 

services and university outreach and recruitment programmes to ensure that 

women's choices are not restricted by, or subjected to static and stereotyped 

notions of Muslim and Asian women and their families that centre around early 

`arranged marriages', or `modern' and `traditional' dichotomies. 

In order to `demystify' the experience of university, particularly for those 

women from Muslim Asian backgrounds whose families may not consider 

university as either accessible or a desirable environment, greater efforts could 

be placed at localised levels to highlight the socio-economic and personal 

benefits of higher education. For example, local education authorities with large 

Muslim populations could work with grassroots Muslim women's organisations 

and schools and colleges to ensure that aspirations are raised and concerns about 

universities are addressed. Talks by young Muslim women graduates (with their 
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parents), presented as `role models', could do much to allay parental concerns 
here. Universities could also do more to demonstrate their acceptance of 

alternative routes onto degree courses and engage in more targeted outreach 

programmes with schools and colleges. 

For some Muslim women in this research, access to higher education became 

easier after marriage and having children. The availability of creche facilities on 

campus for example, may encourage more young mothers (from all 
backgrounds) to consider studying for a degree. 

Attention also needs to be paid to Muslim women's experiences of higher 

education. While some projects such as `Aim Higher' focus on increasing the 

recruitment of ethnic minority students into university, they also ironically tend 

to frame their higher education policies within a discourse of `low aspirations'. 

This study (amongst some others, such as the EOC, 2006), demonstrate the 

converse; that there exists a culture of high aspirations which is in danger of 

being undermined by discriminatory practices within universities and later, in 

employment. An understanding of Muslim women's experiences is therefore 

vital if student recruitment and retention on courses is to be achieved and if 

universities are to demonstrate that they are welcoming and responsive to the 

needs of a diverse student body that includes Muslim women. For example, this 

thesis has shown how some women felt subject to a process of `Othering' by 

university staff, fellow students, or through courses (especially those in the 

humanities and social sciences) that reflected white, colonialist perspectives. 

Universities, departments and lecturers could do more to ensure that courses and 

reading lists for example, do not recreate stereotyped representations of 

histories, literatures or social realities and that university publicity literature, for 

example, shows that it welcomes student diversity and is sensitive to students 

faith-based needs (Tyrer and Ahmad, 2006). Significantly, universities need to 

ensure that appropriate channels for the airing of grievances especially ones as 

serious as racism and Islamophobia, are highlighted and made available to 

students. 

In focusing on experiences and identities, this thesis has shown Muslim women 

as diverse, active social agents. The importance of creating positive, diverse and 

welcoming learning and working environments is essential if marginalised 
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groups such as Muslim women, are to be able to view themselves as active and 
valued participants, achievers and contributors to society. 

Final note 
To conclude, I want to end this thesis with the voice of one of my research 

participants, Kishwer, a medical student who was also a member of the 
Territorial Army and had served in the medical corps in Bosnia. To m`, 
knowledge, she was the first Muslim woman to enter the British Army in recent 

times and was in this respect `unconventional' and `unique'. But then all the 

women I spoke to were unique, remarkable and inspirational. 

I'm a Muslim. I'm independent and a free spirit. 

Do you see being a Muslim and a free spirit as being divergent? 

My free spirit allows me to journey through life with Islam and finding out the facts for 
what they are rather than just accepting what someone else has said to me in their own 
interpretation. And I don't like that. If I didn't have this free spirit, this freedom of 
thought, I think that would be restricting my knowledge, my education. 

(Kishwer. 30, Medical Student, 2nd year, Pakistani) 
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APPENDIX I 

Original PhD Proposal (1995) 

Higher Education and Ethnicity Maintenance for Muslim 
Women. 

Introduction 

Whilst conducting some preliminary research for my MSc dissertation, "Higher 

Education and its Influences on the Cultural Identity of Young Asian Females in 

Britain ", (1992), personal observations and experiences along with a reference 
to the literature indicated a growing trend for further and higher education 

amongst women of South Asian origin. Whilst a great deal of the studies 

concerning ethnicity and identity in the UK have concentrated on processes of 
`adaptation' or `assimilation' displayed by first generation migrants (Watson 

(ed. ) (1977), Between Two Cultures: Migrants and Minorities in Britain; 

Kannan, (1978), Cultural Adaptation of Asian Immigrants, First and Second 

Generation; Stopes-Roe and Cochrane, (1987) "The Process of Assimilation in 

Asians in Britain: A Study of Hindu, Muslim and Sikh Immigrants and their 

Young Adult Children ", International Journal of Comparative Sociology, 28(1- 

2): 43-56) and more recently, second and third generation minority communities 

(Modood, Beishon and Virdee, (1994) Changing Ethnic Identities), research on 

Muslim Asian women has broadly tended to focus on the arranged marriage 

system or, on the revival of the `purdah' as a symbol of political assertiveness 

(examples include, Ballard, (1978) "Arranged Marriages in the British 

Context ", New Community 6(3): 181-196; Tabari, (1980) "The Enigma of Veiled 

Iranian Women ", Feminist Review 5). Others have chosen as their focus of 

study, the degrees of cultural and religious identification of young Asian women 

(and men) whilst they are still at school. (For example, Knott and Khoker, 

(1993), "Religious and Ethnic Identity Among Young Muslim Women in 

Bradford", New Community, 19(4): 593-610). A significant number of these 

have concentrated on the minority communities of the Midlands and the north of 

England, notably, Bradford. Very few projects in comparison have attempted to 

address the growing numbers of Asian women in higher education, their reasons 

for doing so and the impact this particularly significant time may have on their 
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present and future identities. By initially concentrating my interests around 
Asian Muslim women studying in London, I would hope to contribute to the 
fields of ethnic and identity formation processes and aim to go some way 
towards addressing this perceived `gap'. I anticipate that the data uncovered 

would be diverse as I would hope to include Muslim women from a variety of 

ethnic and socio-economic backgrounds. 

Aims 

By studying for the proposed topic in some detail, I hope to explore some of the 

issues that arose when I researched this area for my MSc dissertation. These 

`issues' were: 

1) To examine if there are any correlation's between socio-economic status both 

in the `adopted' country and in the country of origin, higher education and 

subsequent maintenance of identity. Previous research has described how and 

why socio-economic factors are of significance to the Asian communities in 

Britain in terms of prestige. (For instance, Ballard and Ballard (1977), "The 

Sikhs: the Development of South Asian Settlements in Britain ", in Watson (ed. ) 

Between Two Cultures: Migrants and Minorities in Britain; Ballard (1978), 

"Arranged Marriages in the British Context", New Community, 6(3): 181-196; 

Bhachu (1991), "Culture, Ethnicity and Class in Punjabi Sikh Females in 

1990's Britain ", New Community, 17(3): 401-412; Bhachu and Gibson (1986- 

7). "Community Forces and School Performance: Punjabi Sikhs in Rural 

California and Urban Britain ", New Community, 13(1): 27-39; Werbner (1981), 

"Manchester Pakistanis: Lifestyles, Rituals and the Making of Social 

Distinctions ", New Community, 9(2): 216-229). 

These studies though fail to convey how the ethnic identities of their subjects 

may be shaped by their experiences of higher education. I would therefore want 

to include an exploration of the use of higher education as a commodity by both 

parents and daughters of South Asian origin. 

2) To explore whether going through the higher education process has 

influenced the awareness of ethnicity for Asian Muslim women and to ascertain 

whether this has impacted upon their relationships with their family and 

community members. In particular, does having gone through higher education 
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lessen or heighten a woman's cultural ties? If it is the former. does this produce 
family conflicts about arranged marriages, gender roles or freedom of movement 
for example? Afshar (1989), in her paper, "Gender Roles and the Moral 
Economy of Kin' among Pakistani Women in West Yorkshire ", (New 
Community, 15(2): 221-225), has indicated that it may have, but her sample is 

very specific and too small for such generalisations. 

3) Some focus on arranged marriages would be inevitable, but I would interested 
in investigating how degree-educated women negotiate and mange this 
important step in 1990's Britain. How do they feel about the process as it 

presently manifests itself? How many families utilise the services of the vast 
numbers of Asian marriage bureau's and how has this impacted upon Asian 

cultural life and attitudes? Other questions I would be interested in looking at 

are whether an `exclusion process' is operating within the Asian Muslim 

community in an effort to secure `purer' bloodlines. I feel that some evidence 
for this has come from personal observations but more specifically from the 
`matrimonial' columns of the Urdu dailies where many families seek 

prospective matches only from families within the same `caste', religious sent 

and language. What happens to those who fall outside these specific categories? 
How does the `British' system compare with marriages taking pace in the 

countries of origin? 

Methodology 

For this research proposal I feel that semi-structured interviewing with students 

based at a selection of university campus's in London would be appropriate. 

This should allow for more freedom of expression and for a greater range of 

topics to be covered than structured interviewing or mailed questionnaire. I 

would hope to be able to draw upon my own experiences as an Asian Muslim 

female who has been through the British higher education system and also to 

engage in some participant observation in order to `formalise' my own 

experiences and supplement the data received through interviewing. Contact 

would be made by me directly or via the Student's Union. 

I would also like to include Asian Muslim women up to the age of 30, who have 

been through higher education and would be willing to talk about their lives 
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since university. I would attempt to contact some of them through students 
already interviewed, Asian women's groups or possibly an advert in an Asian 

and/or national quality newspaper. 

I would seek to present the data within a suitable theoretical framework after 

some consideration of the theories surrounding ethnicity and identity within the 

disciplines of social anthropology, social psychology and sociology. Apart from 

referring to various other studies on related themes found in journals, I would 
hope to be able to draw on the studies documented under other centres for 

research. These could include, The Centre for the Study of Islam and Christian- 

Muslim Relations, The Centre for Research in Ethnic Relations and seminar 

papers from the Commission for Racial Equality Interfaith Network for the UK, 

amongst others. 

The possible problems I could encounter with this project include some 

difficulty of access to subjects willing to talk in detail about aspects of their 

personal lives and some suspicion as to how the information will be utilised; 

gaining access to other colleges around London; seeking women who have been 

`through the system'; the management of participant observation on `my own 

community' without damaging my own position. This last point will also mean 

that my observations and subsequent interpretations will not be objective. My 

own explanations could be `defensive', apologetic, class-orientated or even 

Eurocentric in approach and will therefore require continual justification. 

On the other hand, my background and past and present experiences could help 

me describe the dilemmas faced by migrant families and their children from a 

unique perspective, which would hopefully be original, balanced and 

informative. 

(1250 words approx., including references) 
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APPENDIX II 

PROJECT INFORMATION 

British Asian Muslim Women, Higher Education and Ethnicity. 

Project background 

I am a British Muslim woman of South Asian origin who has been working as a 
researcher for Brunel University College for the past four years. My work here 
has concentrated on the experiences and careers of black students on social work 
courses. 

However, I am also a part-time research student. My area of personal interest 

lies in examining the educational experiences of Asian Muslim women in higher 

education, for which I am registered at the University of Bristol. British Asian 

Muslim women in universities are steadily growing in numbers. They come 
from a variety of backgrounds and experiences, which is not always 

acknowledged in the current literature. In fact, a lot of research on Asian Muslim 

women tends to focus on teenagers, or arranged marriages, or on the revival of 

the 'purdah'. 

My focus however, is to examine what role higher education plays in the lives of 

British Asian Muslim women. Very few descriptive accounts exist in this area. 

This is where I could use your help! 

I would like to conduct interviews with British born female students of South 

Asian origin, based in London. I'm looking for female students, both under- 

graduate and post-graduate up to the age of about 26. I would also like to talk to 

former female students up to the age of 30. The interviews would be tape- 

recorded and should last between 1'/2 to 2 hours. All interviews would be 

conducted in complete confidence and I will naturally ensure total anonymity. I 

hope to be able to provide participants with a typed transcript of the interview 

for comments. 

I would be grateful if you could `spread the word' amongst your friends and 

colleagues. Some opportunity to attend Student Union or Society events would 

also be very much appreciated! 
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My aim or hope, throughout is to present South Asian Muslim women in a 

positive light, as women who are able to take control of their lives. If you are 

interested in participating in my research or would like some more information, 

then please call me. My work number is: 0181-891-0121, ext. 2285. 

Thank you for your time in reading this letter of introduction. I hope to hear 

from you soon, but would like to take this opportunity to wish you luck for your 

future success. 

Fauzia Ahmad 

241 



APPENDIX III 

Islamic Society Response from `Rehan' 

The second contact from an ISOC came from `Rehan' (not his real name) the 
`Amir' (leader) of the group. He contacted me via email five months after 
receiving my initial letter. His reply, full of Islamic references (see below) 
indicated an interest and willingness to assist with the research (Islamic 

greetings and references translated in italics): 

`ASSALAAM ALAIKUM (Peace be with you) 
Dear sister In Islam, I hope you are In Good health and that Allah (swt - abbreviations 
for Arabic reference of respect after invoking God's name) keeps us all on the straight 
path. As the President of the Islamic Society I received your letter concerning British 
Asian Muslim Women in Higher Education. The arrival of your letter In October came 
when the Islamic Society was still recruiting members and unfortunately the Muslims 
took their time to respond. Alhamdu-Lillah (Thanks and praise to God), we are now 
functioning in activities and events and the society Is building. However, only recently 
we received response from a selected group of sisters wanting to participate in the 
daw'ah (sharing of Islamic knowledge) and Masha'Allah (praise be to God) they have 
stormed onto the platform to take leadership for the rest of the sisters. This delayed 
process caused me to fail in an Instant response for your project and shamefully has me 
typing this message 5 months later. I hope that everything went well with your project 
and that you achieve success In this life and the Hereafter. If you have any messages or 
enquires please feel free to respond and Inshallah this time It will not be neglected. I 
sincerely apologise I hope that you will forgive me sister! 

From your Brother In Islam `Rehan' (Amir of the Islamic Society In Greenwich)' 

However, in my response, there appeared to be some lack of clarity (from 

myself) in providing Rehan with a `profile' of students he could select: 

Assalaam Alaikum Warahmatullahi Warabakatuhu (Peace be with you 

Jazzakallah Khair (Thank you) Sister for your understanding and tolerance. Just one last 
question In'shallah (God-willing). In your original scenario you requested response 
from British-born female Muslim students of South Asian origin but however, In your 
last message you wrote Sisters from all backgrounds. Could you please specify who you 
are wanting to Interview so that I can pass on your application as soon as possible. I 
hope that I have not delayed yourself even longer by this confusion. Once again I whole 
heartedly appreciate your Sabr (patience), 

Jazakallah Khair (Thank iou) 

Assalaam Alaikum Warahmatullahi Warabakatuhu (Peace be with you.. 

After replying to his email with further clarification, he failed to respond. What 

was interesting about our correspondence, was not that it failed to elicit any 

volunteers but that he, like Ghazala, wished to exercise some form of `control' 

over the research. In Rehan's case, although a willingness to assist was apparent, 

this manifested itself by limiting my access to those he chose to place me in 

direct contact with. 
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During the course of my phone calls to Student Unions, a representative from 

the central student union office described of a shift of emphasis from general 
`Asian Societies' predominant in the eighties and early nineties, to a growth of 

more ethnically defined and faith-based societies. She further advised against 

approaching a particular Islamic Society saying it was `very closed to outsiders 

and had a reputation of practising a more conservative form of Islam' (from the 

Student Union perspective at least). It should be noted that in the period around 

the late nineties when I began my fieldwork, there were tensions between central 

Student Unions and some Islamic Societies over accusations of 

`fundamentalism' and anti-Semitism following events in the Middle East which 

resulted in some Islamic Societies being banned from certain university 

campuses. 
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APPENDIX IV 

Response from one University Registrar 

There are 70 academic departments in X and over 16,000 students; Muslim women 
students are spread across the 8 Faculties. I cannot put you in touch with lecturers 
whose classes will contain the kind of students you wish to interview. Even if I could 
do so, I do not think individual lecturers would be willing to use part of their lectures to 
introduce you and your project. 

May I suggest an alternative approach? The Students' Union here has an Islamic 
Discussion Forum, an Islamic Society, an Islamic Arabic Culture Society, a Middle 
East Society, a Pakistan Cultural Society and a Pakistan Society, all of which will have. 
I imagine, Muslim women members. I would suggest that you should write to the 
Presidents of each of those societies, c/o [University address], and ask if you can either 
come to speak to the societies or send letters via the societies to their women members 
inviting them to participate in the project. 

I am sorry if this seems a rather roundabout way of getting in touch, but access to 
student's names and addresses is a sensitive issue and this, I think, is likely to be the 
most productive way. 

244 



APPENDIX V 

Analysis: `Free to live and learn' 

Claire Sanders 

Times Higher Education Supplement 

02 November 2001 

http: //www. thes. co. uk/News/UK in depth/story asp? id=7716 

Fauzia Ahmad is conducting research that challenges the stereotypes about 
Muslim women in the UK. Claire Sanders reports. 

Since September 11, Fauzia Ahmad has been very busy. As a project manager of 
the Forum Against Islamaphobia and Racism, she has been talking to journalists 

constantly. 

"Attempting to challenge stereotypes and prejudice, conveying British Muslim 

responses in the wake of the atrocities and talking about the anti-Muslim 
backlash is important but tiring work, " she said. 

Ms Ahmad, formerly a lecturer in the department of social work at Brunel 

University, is writing a PhD on "British South Asian Muslim women, academic 

achievement and identity" at the department of sociology at Bristol University. 

The oppression of Muslim women in Afghanistan and the debate about the role 

of women in Muslim societies has put the spotlight on Muslim women in higher 

education in this country. Ms Ahmad's research is aimed at exploring British 

Muslim women's motivations and experiences of higher education and the 

impact these experiences have in terms of personal identities and family 

expectations and roles. 

In focusing on a group that has previously been neglected in research literature, 

Ms Ahmad hopes the work will challenge many stereotypes about South Asian 

Muslim women in Britain. 

It allows women to say how important higher education is to them, to describe 

its relationship to their religious beliefs and how important family support is to 

them. It is their fathers who emerge, time and again, as the champions of their 

education. 
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When the results of the 2001 census are published, research in this field will be 

able to call on a strong statistical base. Previous censuses have not asked about 
individuals' faith, but in 2001 that changed. 

Estimates of the numbers of Muslims in the United Kingdom, based on previous 

census data and surveys such as those conducted by the Policy Studies Institute 

and Labour Force Surveys, vary from 500,000 to 2 million. 

South Asians, that is those from India, Pakistan and Bangladesh, are believed to 

form about 80 per cent of the UK Muslim population, with those from the 

Mediterranean, Africa and the Middle East making up the remainder. Asians 

who came to the United Kingdom via Africa, such as the East African Asians, 

are counted as South Asians. 

"A striking degree of polarisation exists between British South Asians with 

higher qualifications and those with a few, or none at all, although the reasons 

behind this are as yet unclear, " Ms Ahmad said. 

Statistics show that among ethnic males, Indian and African-Asian men are the 

most likely to possess degrees, while Pakistani and Bangladeshi men are the 

least likely to. "Participation rates for Pakistani and Bangladeshi women are 

improving, " she said. 

Tariq Modood, director of the Centre for the Study of Ethnicity and Citizenship 

at Bristol University, said: "The more dramatic rises are at GCSE level and in 

specific authorities, such as Tower Hamlets. This suggests that the increase in 

participation by Muslim women from these areas is about to become more 

noticeable in higher education. " 

Ms Ahmad said: "As the figures come through, we need more research. 

Research on British female Muslim students and graduates as a whole is at best 

scanty. The fact that there are more professional, highly educated women 

emerging from South Asian Muslim families needs to be recognised. " 

Ms Ahmad has interviewed 35 South Asian Muslim female students and 

graduates for her PhD. There have been no significant signs of ethnic or 

sectarian differences in the experiences and perceptions of the women 

interviewed, and the majority are studying at old universities. 
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"For the majority of those interviewed, 'Muslimness' was a deeply embedded 
sense of consciousness and unconsciousness, governing and prevailing upon 
their thoughts, behaviours and choices, " Ms Ahmad said. 

"Higher education was not viewed by these women or their families as being 

incongruous to the Muslim way of being. In fact, contrary to other research that 
implies that arranged marriages are the norm for daughters soon after the age of 

compulsory schooling is passed, most women in this research reported that their 

parents viewed higher education and careers as a necessity. " 

Parents, concerned about potential discrimination in the workplace, saw a degree 

as a tool to fight this and encouraged both sons and daughters to pursue degree 

study. Higher education also brought prestige to a family. 

While sons were seen as breadwinners and encouraged into higher education as 

a way to lucrative professions, daughters were not always expected to participate 

in full-time employment - though most in the study were encouraged to do so. 

For women, higher education was also seen as an insurance policy if they did 

not marry or their marriages broke down - and it meant they could attract a 

better-qualified husband. 

Mothers tended to have had few educational opportunities themselves, but did 

not object to their daughters' ambitions. 

"What is of interest here is that fathers were often far more determined to see 

their daughters achieve academically. This was especially apparent in families 

where there were no sons, " Ms Ahmad said. 

"This is in stark contrast to research that situates Muslim fathers and families in 

exercising extreme patriarchal restraints on the education of their daughters. 

"Parents with educated daughters are able to distance themselves from the 

stereotype of the patriarchal and non-educated family, often believed to confuse 

tradition with religion by observing strict purdah and restricting the education 

and movement of women, " Ms Ahmad said. 

Within this spirit of encouragement, there was a sense of foreboding about the 

impact of exposure to western secular education. But many of the interviewees 

found that higher education had strengthened their Muslim sense of identity. 
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"The women I spoke to gained confidence, not only in their abilities, but also in 

their cultural, religious and personal identities, " Ms Ahmad said. "There is so 

much ignorance about Islam among non-Muslims and Muslims. I was recently 

on a radio programme talking about women in Afghanistan and in Islam, when a 

young Muslim man rang in saying that the Taliban's restrictions on women were 
Islamically correct as Islam forbade Muslim women from working. 

"I simply referred him to the Prophet's first wife, Khadija, who was an educated 

and successful businesswoman and who was actually the Prophet's boss. She 

proposed marriage to Muhammad and carried on working after she married him 

- with his full support. She also became the first Muslim. The caller had no idea 

who I was talking about. 

"Muslim women should have spoken out more on the fate of Afghan women. 

That is one thing I regret not speaking out about more. If we are to prevent Islam 

being misinterpreted by non-Muslims, we need to also focus on educating 

ourselves. " 

Case study: Sarah Chowdhury 

Sarah Chowdhury is in her first year at Durham University reading English. She 

hopes to become a teacher and said that both she and her brother had always 

been encouraged to go to university. 

"It would have been a huge issue if we didn't go, " she said. 

"My faith is enormously important to me. I would never go against the Koran. 

And the Koran teaches us to seek wisdom. It is so important for women to be 

educated at degree level. " 

Her father, Shafi Chowdhury, has been a strong influence on her life. Mr 

Chowdhury came from Bangladesh to the United Kingdom with a degree in 

commerce. 

"We cannot have half the population without an education. We will never 

progress that way, " he said. 

Mr Chowdhury has worked for most of his life for the customs service, before 

retiring with back trouble. He is now a volunteer imam in the prison service and 

in hospitals, working alongside people of other faiths. 
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"We work with each other, that is the way forward. " he said. 

Like his daughter, he stresses the Koran's teaching on wisdom. "Knowledge or 

wisdom is the most valuable gift Allah gave us. It is obligatory upon men and 

women to seek it, " he said. 

"And the Koran also teaches that a mother needs to have authority for a home to 

be happy. Allah wants parents to be the teachers of their children. An educated 

mother is the best sort of teacher. " 

Ms Chowdhury has so far enjoyed her time at Durham. "It is a Christian- 

oriented university, but that is not a problem. I've got a little group of friends 

here and they are all interested in my faith. I have never felt threatened. " 

On watching images of the Taliban's treatment of women, she said: "That is just 

not the faith I know. " 
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APPENDIX VI 

SUMMARY TABLE OF RESPONDENTS 

Note: All names are pseudonyms 

Key: B: Bangladeshi; P: Pakistani; I: Indian 

F: Father; M: Mother; H-wife: Housewife 

*Recruited via the South Asian Women and Employment Study (SAWE) 

Name Ethnic Parents Degree Motives / Career? 
Age origin employment Support? 

Aswa* B F: Coal miner; Btec Health M to be a Community. 

27 forklift driver; Studies; Dr. Safety Worker 
retired, health 

Local reasons. 
BSc Biomed Sci; 

Comp 
M: Runs take- 

BSc Biological 

away business Sci. (1 yr) 

(did 2°d deg but 
only 1 yr to gain 
qual) 

Shabnum* B F: Factory HND Maths Both Policy and 
24 worker, retired, BSc Maths Stats parents. F Research 

health reasons. , 
and Computing. wanted Officer. 

Local 
H-wife MSc or 

Comp p , learning English PhD. 

Shamim* P F: Carpeter / BSc Pharmac No support Pharmacist 

28 
Builder MRPharmec; / interest 

M: Clothes 
from 

(Shia) factory; H-wife parents 

Local 
Comp 

Sadia B Parents separated BA Humanities; Family 1 S` year PG 

26 F: In Bangladesh, MA Area Studies generally Student 
supportive 

Ex- exports tea. MPhil. South of degrees 
Grammar M: Housewife Asian Area but not arts 

Studies, Bengali subjects. 
literature and 
Gender. 
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Amber P F: retired bus BA History and Support Recent 

24 conductor. Urdu Studies; from both, Graduate 

M: factory-based 1 yr worked in especially Looking for 
Local 

clothes machinist. civil service; F. emp, t. 
Comp 

PGCE training; 
looking for 
work. 

Arifa P F: passed away; Working since Strong 3r yr Student 

25-6 
factory worker in 18-21 to support Parental 
UK but structural family after F's motivation, 

Local engineer and death. but for Dr, 
Comp school teacher in 

Access course; 
Lawyer 

Pak. type 

M: Factory Had baby, took a courses. 

machinest in UK year out. 

but school-teacher BA in Social 
in Pak. Anthropology 

Rehana P F: Security guard. BA English and M 3r yr Student 

(Shia) M: home-based History, supportive; 

clothes machinest. 
initial 

21 Local resistance 
Comp from F 

Naheed B F: Retired BA Politics. Strong PG Student 

24 restaurant owner; TEFL course 
support 
from both, 

Local 
M H-wife; MA Int Politics especially 

Comp of Asia (p/t). F. 

Irum P F: Self-employed, BSc Biology and Strong from 2" yr Student. 

newsagent. Biochemistry. both parents 20 
especially M: H-wife 

Local in science. 
Comp 

Lubanna B F: Restaurant LLB Law Strong from 2" yr Student. 

20 owner. F, less so 
from M. 

M: House-wife. 
Local 
Comp 

Halima B F: Chef, former B. Ed, Education Strong Recent 
builder; retired. support graduate 

23 - from both, 
Recently 

M: H-wife especially 

married F. 

Local 
Comp 

Sara B F: Restaurant BSc Social Strong Recent 

manager Policy and support graduate 
2 2, married Management. from both, 
at 18,3 yr M: Clothes especially 
old machinest (home) F. Also 
daughter husband. 

Local 
Comp 
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Sabia* I F: Health BSc Biology. Strong School 
27 inspector (local 

' PGCE support Teacher. 
Gov t). . from both. 

Ex- 
Grammar M: Nursery 

teacher 
Tasleema B F: School teacher BSc Psychology, Strong Mental Health 
23 M: H-wife MSc Forensic support Officer, 

Ex- Psychology from both, 
especially 

Grammar F. 
Rezia* B F: Mini-cab driver BA Marketing Support I S` year PG 

23, married M: H-wife. and Fine Art. from both, Student 

at 17,1 kid. 1st yr p/t PG especially 

Local Careers and 
M' 

Comp Guidance. 

Fareena B F: Solicitor LLB Law; Support P year 
28, married, M: EFL teacher PGCE p/t 

from both, Student 

24,1 kid especially F 
and also 

Local husband. 
Comp 

Samira I F: Post-office BSc. Psychol Support 2" year 

20 worker from both. Student 

Local 
M: Shop assistant 

Comp 

Jahanara, B F: Builder. BSc Psychol Strong Primary 

24 M: H-wife support School 
from both, Teacher 

Local especially 
Comp M. 

Fatima P D; clerical officer BA Sociology Strong 2" year PG 

26 
for civil service; Dip Soc Work support Social Work 

from both. Student 
Local M: cleaner MA Social Work 
Comp 

Nurjahan B F: Factory BA Social and Strong Project 

worker. Political support Manager, 
23 Sciences from both, Local Govt 
Local 

M: H-wife 
especially 

Comp F. 

Saima P/I F: Lab Technician BSc Genetics. Strong 2" year 
support Student 

20 M: H-wife from both. 
Ex- 
Grammar 

Nazmina I F: Self-employed, Arabic and Both 2" year 
properties. French. parents very Student 

19 
M: Radiographer. encouraging 

(Private 
school) 

252 



Farah, I F: Self -employed BA Religious Both 2" year 
22 shop-owner. Studies and parents very Student 

M: H-wife 
Computing encouraging 

Local . 
Comp 

Bushra P F: Optician - own BA English Strong Editor, 

26 
business. support publishing 
M: p/t 

from both. house. 
Ex- 

Community Grammar Worker. 

Sofie P F: Factory LLM Strong Press Officer, 

30 
foreman support Central 

M: p/t 
from both, Government 

Local Community especially 
Comp 

worker. 
F 

Uzma, I F: Passed away, BA English Strong Media 

23 
FE Lecturer. Literature support researcher 

M: H-wife 
from both, 

(freelance) 
Ex- especially 
Grammar F. 

Shazia P F: Retired factory BA English; Strong Press/Media 

29 worker. p/t MA Refugee support Officer 

M: Teaching asst. Studies 
from both. 

Local 
Comp 

Rais P F: Electrician. BA History and Support 2 yr Student 
English from both 

21 M: H-wife though 
Local preference 
Comp for science 

subject 

Rabia P F: Accountant, BA Religious Strong 3rd year 
local Gov't. Studies support Student 

20 from both. 
M: H-wife. 

(Ahmediyy 
a) 

Private 
School 

Layli B F: Retired chef BA Social Strong Recent 
Studies support graduate 

12 M: H-wife. from from both. 

Local 
Comp 

Safia P F: Doctor. BA Economics Strong 2" year 
and Politics support Student 

19 M: Teacher from both. 

(Private 
school) 
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Kishwer P F: retired FE BSc Chemistry; Strong 2° year 
30 Lecturer. 

Medical student support Medical 

M: retired 
. from both. Student 

Ex- 
teacher Grammar . 

Khaleda B F: Hotel BA History Strong Recent 

24 restaurant worker, support Graduate 
made redundant. from both. 

Local Civil Servant 
H-wife. But 

Comp previously varied; 
did carpentry and 
plumbing courses, 
taught carpentry 
to Bengali women 
at FE college. 

Aisha I F: Accountant BA Economics Strong Analyst, Int 

23 M: Admin support Investment 

working with F 
from both. Bank 

Ex- 
Grammar 

Tahira I D: Factory BTECH, Bus Little IT 

33 worker. and Finance interest Professional / 

M: H/wife BA Sociology; gy' 
from either Organisational 

Local M or F. Learning 
Comp MSc Computer Consultant for 

Science US company. 

35 Total 
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APPENDIX VII 

INTERVIEW FRAME 

SOUTH ASIAN MUSLIM WOMEN STUDENTS 

BEGIN WITH BRIEF INTRODUCTION ABOUT RESEARCH AND 
ASSURANCES ABOUT CONFIDENTIALITY. 

Family 

" Where are your family originally from? 

" What did they do there? (If there is any reference to migration as a result of 
partition, ask about family circumstances before and after) 

" Were you actually born in the UK? 

" Where does your family live? (If this is a densely populated `Asian area', 

can ask, what is it like living there? ) 

" How many brothers and sisters do you have? What are they doing? What are 

their ages? 

" What do your parents do? 

" Are your parents related? 

" Have you got many relatives living in the UK? Do you see them often? 

What sort of jobs do they occupy? (Also if there are only a few relatives in 

the UK, need to know occupations of other relatives in countries of origin) 

Education 

" What kind of school did you attend? What was it like? Were there lots of 

other Asian or Muslim students? 

" Why did you choose to study for a degree? 

" a) Do you feel you received a lot of encouragement or pressure to go to 

university" Who or what would you say the main influences have been in 

your decision to study? 

" b) Have you had to struggle against your family's wishes to be where you are 

today? 
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9 If positive response to b), then, why do you think this is so? Do you feel that 
young men and boys in your family are encouraged more to gain 
qualifications, or are presented with more opportunities? In what ways" 

" If positive response to a), then, 

" Would you say then, that there is a sort of `family tradition' and expectation 
to go into higher education? Does this apply equally to both men and 
women? 

" What subject(s) are you currently studying? What year are you in? Why this 

particular area? 

Do you think that there are preferred `male and female' jobs in your family? 

Can you elaborate? 

" Do you feel that there has been any family pressure on you to study this topic 

or another one? If so, where do you think this pressure stems from? 

" Why have you chosen to come and study at X university? How do your 
family feel about this choice? 

" How are you finding student life at the moment? What are your experiences 

of higher education so far? Describe both positive and negative aspects. 

What personal benefits do you think you have perceived, if any? 

" Are you living at home or in student accommodation? If living away from 

home, was this your choice? How do your family feel about it? If living at 

home, how do you feel about this? Would you have wanted to live away 

from home? 

" Are you a member of any student societies? What are the other students like: 

are they mostly Asian, male, female, mixed, for example? 

9 Do you feel like a different person here than when you are at home? Why? 

" What do you do in your leisure time? What are some of your hobbies and 

pastimes? 

" Do you watch Indian films and listen to Indian music? If so, do you prefer 

the `old' style films and music, or modern films and music'' What is it about 
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these that appeal to you? Is there anything you dislike about Indian cinema 

and music? 

" Do you find that most of your friends are Asians of similar backgrounds. or 
do you have a mixture, for example? Who are most of your friends when 

you're at home? 

Self 

" How would you describe yourself? 

" How close do you feel to your cultural background? Why do you think this? 

" How prominently does religion feature in your life? Would you describe 

yourself as religious and what does this term mean for you? How important 

is it to your family and local community? 

" What does the term, `traditional' for Asian Muslim people mean to you? 

" Similarly, what does the term, `modern' mean to you? What about other 

terms commonly used in `Asian language' such as, `old fashioned', 

`advanced', `educated', `backward', `liberal' and `progressive'? 

" Would you employ any of the above terms? Are they familiar to you at all? 

" To what extent do you think religion plays a part in cultural issues, firstly in 

your family, and secondly, in your local community? 

" What language do you speak at home? How fluent are you? Can you read 

and write it? Would you continue to speak your mother tongue with your 

own children? And with your Asian friends? 

" Do you wear ethnic clothes either at home or in public? What do you wear 

the most frequently and why? 

" If Asian clothes are worn, how many of your clothes do you buy from the 

Asian boutiques here? What do you think of some of the latest designer 

styles? 

Marriage 

" What do you understand by the term `arranged marriage' ̀ ? What do you 

understand by `love marriage'? What are your views on these? Have your 

views changed at all? 
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" Do you think you will be having an `arranged marriage'? 

" Has there been any family pressure on you to get married? Can you describe 

the nature of this? 

" How much control or say do you have in the matter and do you feel that your 

status as a potential (or actual) graduate has helped or hindered you in the 

marriage process? If so, in what ways? What are the key issues that you 

have experienced either directly or indirectly? 

" If you are to have an arranged marriage, how have you and your family gone 

about finding a prospective partner? Have you used any of the matrimonial 

columns in newspapers, the marriage bureaus or introduction parties? How 

do you feel about these? 

" How do you feel about the processes involved when a prospective family is 

introduced to you? Can you describe what happens? What is expected of 

you? 

" How do you feel about the questions prospective families and / or agencies 

ask about you, such as your looks and qualifications? 

" Do you ever find out what perspective families have said about you? How 

do you feel? 

" Have you ever been the target of community gossip or do you know 

someone else who has? If so, why do you think this is so? Who have been 

the main initiators of gossip - other mothers with daughters also in 

university, or those whose sons and daughters are not in higher education? 

What are the kinds of things that people tend to gossip about when it comes 

to Muslim women and going to university? 

" What are you looking for in a partner and what do you expect of him? What 

do you think Asian Muslim men are looking for? 

Socialisation 

" So far, we have talked at length about your family, ethnicity, identity. 

marriage and higher education. How important do you feel higher education 

has been in shaping your own sense of faith, culture and ethnicity, if at all" 
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" Do you feel that higher education has either heightened or lessened your 

personal sense of faith and culture? How do you think you express this? If 

it has influenced you, why do you think this is so? 

" In what other ways do you think higher education has changed you? Do you 

think your experiences of university have changed your outlook on life? 

" Would you recommend higher education to other women and if so why? 

" Finally, what are you future career aspirations? 

9 What are your personal hopes for the future? 

GIVE THANKS AND END INTER VIEW! 
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APPENDIX VIII 

ISOC Experiences 

Many UK Islamic Societies (known as 'ISOC's) are part of the Federation of 
Student Islamic Societies (FOSIS), established in 1962 and which on its website 
describes itself as the `premier Muslim Student representative body' and is an 
affiliate organisation of the Muslim Council of Britain. As well as encouraging 
ISOC's in their work and activities, FOSIS also organises a variety of events 
under its own auspices such as `Islam Awareness Weeks', religious talks, 
football tournaments and holds a number of regional outreach programmes. 
FOSIS also makes representations on behalf of Muslim students at the NUS 
AGM (April 2005) and other non-faith based student events such as the NUS 
Black Students Conference (November 2004) and the NUS Women's 

Conference (March 2005). 

Space does not permit more detailed discussion of the nature of ISOC's and 
PakSoc's nor was my research ever intended to explore these in great depth; my 
interest is in the relationships women had with these organisations in so far as 
they reflected part of their student lives. It is however, worth gaining a sense of 

what activities were available to women through these societies. Of course the 

ISOC and PakSoc were not the only societies that were open to Muslim students 

though these were the most often joined and ones that women spoke to me 

about. For instance, at the time of writing, the numbers and variety of societies 
had mushroomed so in addition to the main ISOC at one institution for instance, 

there was also now a `Muslim Media Society'. The PakSoc had also 

differentiated into the `Urdu Society' and the `Jammu and Kashmir Society' -a 

reflection perhaps of how political shifts impact on transnational identities. At 

another university, there were Muslim societies, such as `Ahmadiyya' and `Alul 

bayt' Societies and there was an ISOC specifically for medical students. The 

Asian Society was still present along with the Pakistan Soc, Indian and Bangla 

(desh) Societies. 

Some of the ISOCs I attended as part of my fieldwork as observer-participant 

where I would also encourage volunteers to come forward, were women-only 

meetings. Here they would discuss matters of specific importance to women, 

260 



such as the hijab, women's status in Islam, marriage and responsibilities. 

education and employment, living in a secular society and getting by in 

university, and these were common themes across campuses. The mixed 

sessions were often carefully segregated, either with men and women seated left 

and right along the length of the meeting room or hall, or with women seated at 

the back. In one meeting, held in a double classroom with a divider, this was 

partially drawn to separate the sexes. Mixed sessions would cover general 

religious issues such as the importance of establishing regular prayer, and 

discussion on other pillars of Islam such as fasting, the giving of alms, the Hajj. 

belief in the afterlife, and relationships with non-Muslims to name but a few. 

Political issues such as the current situation of Muslims in other parts of the 

world, such as Bosnia, Iraq and Kashmir, or on domestic concerns were also 

discussed and formed some of the more lively debates. Given the HT dominance 

of many of these societies, there would often be heated debates between the HT 

position of non-participation in the political structures of the UK as they were 

not Islamic or Shariah-compliant, and those who suggested that as British 

citizens living as minorities, they were Islamically and contractually obliged to 

participate in its political systems and seek legal rights for equality. 

Whilst attendance at certain events may have remained, I found that attitudes 

towards active group membership changed. Interestingly, women who were 

students at the time of interview and involved in these societies were generally 

uncritical of the societies and enjoyed the social events that were organised. 

However, retrospective experiences that were re-counted to me showed that 

women, including those who had been actively involved in these groups, were 

generally very sceptical about the agenda these societies worked to and about 

the constituency they were geared towards attracting. Although the ISOCs and 

the PakSocs were very different in terms of membership and ethos, they were, 

like many membership-based organisations, very similar in terms of the ways 

group affiliation could determine friendship networks and whether certain 

individuals could `fit in' or not. 

Events for each ISOC varied across universities. \Vebsites (not always 

frequently up-dated), usually hosted a `Sister's Page' where details of meetings 
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and events were listed. The following is an example of the Welcome Note on the 
ISOC `Sister's Page' from one university: 

Asalaamu Alaikum 

The sister's section of the X University Islamic Society endeavours to provide the 
female members with a friendly and welcoming environment. You can often find 1110 
and many other sisters in the prayer room, which is our equivalent to the student union bar (without the alcoholic smell! ). There are a variety of resources available, 'which 
support your spiritual, social and educational needs. 
Within the prayer room there is not only a place for you to pray, but for those sisters 
without hijaab, there are even scarves to pray in. If you are a sister who does not wear 
hijaab still try to come along and pray. We feel very strongly about welcoming new 
sisters into the prayer room and providing an environment in which no one is alienated, 
no matter how "practising" they may or may not be, (so long as they're female). 

Even if you would not describe yourself as "practising" please feel free to come along 
to either our regular study circles (every Wednesday) or social get-togethers through out 
the year. The sister's section of the Islamic Society will form a cornerstone of your 
social life at university, not only increasing your knowledge but also providing many 
laughs and lifetime friends Insha'Allaah. 

I pray that Allaah makes your time at university successful in terms of aiding you in this 
lifetime and the next. May Allaah fill your days here with ease and joy. 

Although it is difficult to generalise, the ISOCs based in the older universities 

seemed to hold a greater range of events than those based in the newer 

universities. This may be more reflective of funding and membership base than 

anything else. Some ISOCs organised sports related events for women such as 

badminton and women's only outings, and many held Qur'anic study circles and 

Arabic classes for women and talks on relationships in Islam for both men and 

women, "Meet and Greet' events at the beginning of the year. Some events 

were organised on campus, whilst larger events were organised in conjunction 

with larger mosques and Muslim charities. They also advertised other national 

Islamic conferences on their respective websites. 

Experiences of ISOC's 

Three separate views on the ISOCs arising from the interviews are represented 

here - women who resisted group membership completely, women who took an 

initial active involvement before withdrawing, and women who remained 

committed members of either one or both societies under discussion during their 

time at university. To avoid a potentially essentialised analysis that bases the 

quality of experience to the presence or absence of a hijab, I have chosen to 

highlight the differing views and experiences of three non-hijabi women though 

the general themes raised were recognisable across my sample. The views of 

Sadia here, most closely resembled my own when I was first a student several 
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years earlier. After initial attendance at one or t«wo meetings. but feeling 

uncomfortable for not wearing a hijab, Sadia distanced herself from the ISOC 

saying: 

At the time I wasn't ready to be overwhelmed with religious ideas, not to say that I am 
anti-religious but to me religion is very personal and I did not want to bring it out into 
the open. I would rather keep religion to myself -I don't like to be dictated to, whether 
it is someone from my own religious background or somebody else. I just wanted to 
keep religion as something that I deal with at home, basically. I did not want to be 
drawn too much into these social gatherings because I was worried about my degree as 
well. 

(Sadia, 26, MPhil student, South Asian Area Studies, Bengali Literature and Gender, 
Bangladeshi). 

Sadia's comment here highlights her resistance to be `subsumed' under the 

collective identity of a student union group, especially an Islamic one, though 

she herself believed religion and her own faith and spirituality to be important 

dimensions to her identity. What is interesting about her comment is that it also 

demonstrates a strong assertion of her own individualism -a strand that came 

through later in the interview and was indeed, a noteworthy feature of many of 

the women who participated in this study. Incidentally, about a year later, Sadia 

adopted the wearing of the hijab and became more actively involved in Islamic 

charities (personal communication) before marrying an overseas post-graduate 

student from Mauritania - against her families wishes. She is happily married 

and now has three children. 

Amber spoke initially very positively of her experiences of the ISOCs and was 

more actively involved during her under-graduate study. Her comments are 

particularly interesting as they give a detailed insight into the socialisation of 

group members and the strong collective identity that they were expected to 

remain loyal to. The ISOC she was part of was dominated at the time by the 

controversial and now banned `Hizb-ut Tahrir Party'. In the detailed extracts 

that follow, Amber charts the way she first got involved in their activities and 

spoke of how at first, she enjoyed the social aspects to the group, the opportunity 

to learn more about Islam and hints at the sense of belonging the group gave her, 

especially as a student living on campus. However, there are two significant 

issues she raises here; like Sadia, there is a deep sense of individuality and a 

resistance to become fully subsumed into the group culture. Amber also refused 

to wear the hijab, but unlike Sadia, Amber was an active ISOC member. This 
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may also have been due to the fact that living on campus. she may have needed 
the security of a set of Muslim friends -a feature she talked about in relation to 
her on-campus experiences elsewhere in the interview. The other important issue 
is her retrospectively negative view of the way group membership controlled the 
lives of other women she was familiar with, and the groups failure to fully 

accept her because she did not wear the hijab: 

On reflection I could have been out partying, but I was too busy... I went through a bit 
of a phase and I blame the X Islamic society for it. I really got into that for a while. Clouded my judgement of reality I think for a while. 

(Amber, 24, PGCE, BA History and Urdu, Pakistani). 
In what way? 

Well I don't know if you know about the Islamic society; everyone just gets into it, all 
wearing hijab, and you know the HT's, have you heard of the `Hizb-ut Tahrir Part«? 
They were really active when I was at Uni and X. Everything, there was so much going 
on. That was like a social life in itself. That was like `Eid' everyday, and you can really 
get caught up in it and that's not a bad thing, because I've learnt so much about Islam 
from Uni, but there's a bad side of it too because so many girls have got into it, they got 
married to one of the brothers and that was it. But I never wore hijab, so I was never 
accepted by them completely. 

(Amber, 24, PGCE, BA History and Urdu, Pakistani). 

Amber's relationships with some other women from the ISOC was strained at 

times by the `preachiness' of a few who would try to encourage Amber to 

conform and `be like them': 

I have got a lot of hijabi friends that I still keep in contact with, that are genuine, but 
there's a lot of girls that would just sit with us, like I'd be sitting here with my friend 
and they would just come and sit with us and talk to us about Islam and just really try to 
get us to be like them. 

(Amber, 24, PGCE, BA History and Urdu, Pakistani). 

She was further struck by the extremes of behaviour she had witnessed from 

some ISOC members (all of whom were Asian she says) - entering university 

with little or no Islamic practice in their lives, but then quickly moving to an 

overtly Islamic identity and the `missionary zeal' which followed. Because she 

did not wear the hijab, she found herself subject to a series of assumptions about 

her own behaviour even though, as she says, she had been in the middle all the 

time': 

A lot of them had been there, done that, a lot of them had gone to extremes like 'x' 

amount of boyfriends, shaved their hair off, or something, partying, even the President 

of the Islamic Society -I was told that he cleared the dance floor with his moves, you 
know! And they've been there, done that, and now they were ready to talk to somebo(i\ 
like me, because they thought I was like them but I haven't `been there, done that'. I'v e 
just been moderate, in the middle all the time. 

(Amber, 24, PGCE, BA History and Urdu, Pakistani). 
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Amber's account of her experience of the HT and also Asian dominated ISOC 

reveals an alternative transformative process and outcome in terms of identity 
formation and religious affiliation, which as she had highlighted, veers from one 
extreme of behaviour to another. That HT/ISOC members assumed that she too 
was likely to partake in social excesses because of the absence of a hijab was an 
obvious source of irony for Amber and, from her perspective, hypocritical. In 
the next extract that follows, she describes how men and women in the ISOC 

used their affiliation to the group and their sporting of a hijab, or in the case of 
men a `goatee' beard, to place an Islamic guise to `dating': 

Do you think there's something in that then, perhaps this sort of 'going to the extreme' 
as you put it, and experiencing everything and then coming back to another extreme by 
becoming religious? 

Yeah, I do think so. I'm not generalising here, but there's a lot of people like that, and 
with the Hizb-ut Tahrir Party, the majority of them are like that. And they take on, 
although they think they're religious and that, they actually take on another dimension 
of social life. That becomes a social life. They're always checking each other out, day 
in day out! I've seen so many couples walking down Oxford St, whatever, together, 
they're not married, but you know if that was me, I'd be you know, `slag, tart', but 
when they do it, it's OK because one of them has got a `goatee', a very fashionable 
`goatee', and the other's got a hijab on. I think that happens a lot, but there are also a lot 
of sisters who I keep in really good contact with now and they weren't like that. They 
just got into Islam, and they're very active, they don't preach to me, they accept me for 
what I am. Not everyone's like that, I should say. 

(Amber, 24, PGCE student, BA History and Urdu, Pakistani). 

She ends this statement with an acknowledgement that there were some female 

ISOC members who `weren't like that', and who accepted her `for what I am'. 

The `hijab' was a recurring theme for discussion in interviews (though not a 

prominent feature in itself) and was used as a basic signifier of acceptance into 

the ISOCs for women. However, as so many documented accounts of women's 

reasons for adopting the hijab show, these are multifarious and complex. Going 

back to my discussion with Amber, she expressed concern that the religious and 

spiritual purpose of the hijab was being `lost' as it became increasingly 

`stylised" by some women: 

It can give you confidence. I can see how it can give you confidence, but some people 
just take it as if they can do what they like, you know these girls I'm talking about, 
honestly, with their platform shoes, you know you can see that they were so ultra-trendy 
even though they had this hijab on, and I'm not saying that you can't be, but, I can't 
understand it. 

(Amber, 24, PGCE student, BA History and Urdu, Pakistani). 

It appears from Amber's and Sadia's accounts, that the experience of 

participating, or not, in an ISOC reveal some competing ideals and norms of 
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what constitutes acceptable `Islamic' practice and behaviours, and who is given. 
or assumes legitimacy over these ideals. Despite the ISOC affording a certain 
religious morality to some students and providing a social forum for others 
where they could learn more about Islam and compensate for 'not fitting in' with 
the bar-related student activities of other fellow students, there was another 

positive feature raised by Amber. For some women the ISOCs in particular. 

offered a form of liberation from restrictive cultural practices at home. Even so, 

she cited the example of a former friend who, following a period of activity in 

the ISOC including donning the hijab for a short period, later rebelled against 

the ISOC culture, and it seems, Islam. 

Are you saying that wearing the hijab was more like a fashion statement? 
It was part of a club, I think. The majority of them are Asians and the guys, the good 
looking ones have got in there, hardly any of them grew their beards, they were really 
trying to look like Top Shop sales assistants, and the girls got in there and their social 
life, it didn't stop. It continued. I mean there are some girls who got into Islam because 
their family life was really strict, but there's a different side to it as well; Islam has 
liberated them in a way, from the Asian kind of strictness that says you can't go out; 
Islam doesn't say that. So they got into Islam that way. I had a friend who was a sort of 
product of what they're like. She got really caught up in the Islamic Society, she wanted 
to get married, sort of thing. She put the hijab on for about 2 weeks and then she took it 
off. She was in the bar every single day after that. She wasn't really sure of herself, she 
was insecure. If that's what the Islamic Society did to her then I think that's very sad. 
They play with people's minds almost. But I've got a lot of good out of it, I've met a lot 

of friends, and it depends what kind of person you are. 

(Amber, 24, PGCE, BA History and Urdu, Pakistani). 

Naheed, another non-hijabi post-graduate student of Bangladeshi origin and a 

friend of Amber and Sadia, had different, more positive experiences of the 

ISOCs. Like Amber, Naheed lived on campus and experienced some 

questioning about her lack of a hijab but none of this she perceived with any 

negative or hostile undertones (she said she noticed a growing number of non- 

hijab women attending ISOC talks during her time as a student). Although some 

talks she felt, were more `preachy' than others, she seemed to enjoy the 

confrontational nature of others and the sense of belonging group membership 

instilled: 

Some of them were [preachy], there were varied. Some were very judgemental about 

wearing a hijab whatever, they were a mixed bag which is why I liked them so much, 

some of them were typical HT talks, but because they were confrontational they were 

good! It was especially during the time of Ramadan, there was a sense of everybody. 

and so many talks. I went to a lot of X University talks, some Y University talks. 

(Naheed, 24, MA International Politics student, p/t. Bangladeshi). 
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Instead, she focused far more on the opportunities she felt she had to learn more 
about Islam and the political affairs of Muslim countries, especially Bosnia. She 
believed her attendance at ISOCs encouraged her to establish more regular 
prayers and read a translation of the Qur'an so in that respect, the ISOCs played 
a crucial role in heightening her religious identity as a Muslim: 

Do you feel you gained going to the ISOC in the sense of knowledge and solidarity? 
Yes, in the sense of knowledge and being a bit more regular with my Namaz [prayer]! 
... when I moved out of college halls, I got a flat and basically I had no TV and before 
TV was my life (! ), I used to rush home, but when I was in my flat, it was cold turkey 
and it was a pay-phone so I couldn't phone out all the time, so a lot of my time I used to 
spend just reading the Qur'an, it was the first time I think I probably actually read the 
Qur'an because I got a translation, English to Arabic and before that I only had an 
Arabic Qur'an, so while I was reading the Arabic, I didn't know what I was reading; the 
English translation was so beautiful 

(Naheed, 24, MA International Politics student, p/t, Bangladeshi). 

Naheed's growing awareness of Islam, coupled with her interest in international 

politics from her degree eventually led to her joining a charity convoy to Bosnia 

in the summer break where she spent a month teaching English to Bosnians. 

From our interview, it seemed that she did not appear to internalise the ISOC 

experience in the same way her friend Amber did. Whilst Amber became 

increasingly detached from, and sceptical about the ISOC (and also the PakSoc, 

see below), Naheed remained reasonably positive about her experiences. 

There are two main themes arising from the three differing responses and 

experiences of the ISOCs described above; one is the clear resistance to 

essentialised and externally defined and imposed notions of Muslim 

womanhood, whilst the other is the emergence of more confident and varied 

Muslim identities. 

Pakistan Society ('PakSoc' Experiences - the `BBCD's' and the `Pakistanis' 

The Pakistan Society was like, lets drink alcohol, lets smoke... You got to remember 
that they were all `high society' 

(Amber, 24, PGCE, BA History and Urdu, Pakistani). 

During the course of my fieldwork, I also attended a number of Pakistan Society 

(PakSoc) meetings held at some of the London campuses. Like the ISOCs many 

of these were open to students from differing colleges and had a very active 

social base. Unlike the ISOCs though, they were ver-v secular in ethos and 

attracted a distinctly different group of students, mostly those who were native 

Pakistani students from elite and wealthy families in Pakistan. A lot of their 
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gatherings were social such as `Garden Parties', Balls, Black Tie Dinners with 
Keynote Speakers (usually from the world of Pakistani politics or business), 
Fashion Shows, Eid Dinners, Boat Parties or Picnics 

One of the social events I attended is worth a brief mention as it highlights the 
differing sensibilities between British born Muslim women of Pakistani origin. 
and Pakistani women students, many of who came from wealthy and elite 
families and were characterised by some in my sample as `very sophisticated' in 

terms of their dress (Western and Pakistani) and designer accessories. The 
differences in attitudes can perhaps be neatly summarised through the example 
of attitudes towards participating in a fashion show organised as part of a 
University Union `International Day'. This was an event my gatekeeper to 

events at X university, Aisha, informed me of, where the PakSoc, in 

collaboration with other PakSoc's, would be holding a stall, and more 

significantly, staging a fashion show in the evening, organised by one of the 

native Pakistani male students. This was to be followed by a disco. When I 

asked Aisha if she would be taking part in the fashion show, she laughed and 

replied with a very emphatic `No! I'm not interested in parading myself around'. 
Her response was indicative of many of her friends who all felt `too shy' to 

model for a fashion show, bar one, Zertasha, who needed some persuasion and 
her mother's permission. In contrast, the other models were Pakistani foreign 

students who displayed a great deal of confidence during the show. 

In the organised debates there were clear divisions and tensions between those 

British-born students of Pakistani origin and the foreign Pakistani students. 

These were confirmed in my interviews with women students. These tensions 

and divisions manifested themselves in at least three different ways that I was 

able to witness: through the topics of discussion at PakSoc meetings, through the 

divisions of friendship groups along nationalist lines and, with a note of caution, 

the degrees of religiosity expressed by women. Two particular events organised 

through the PakSoc, a debate on the nature of `Pakistani identity' and the 

University `International Student Day' were illustrative of these distinctions. 

A debate on The Nature of Pakistani Identity' attracted about forty students 

across various London colleges, most of whom were South Asian although there 

was one student of South East Asian background and one white European. There 
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was only one woman wearing a hijab in the audience. The Treasurer, John. «'ho 
chaired the meeting, was English. He began with the traditional Islamic greeting 
and introduced three male students on the panel from Lahore in Pakistan: Zahid, 

a 2nd year law student, Nabil, 1St year law student, and Rafiq, another 1St year law 

student. The debate was contentious from the outset and the atmosphere was 
tense throughout, largely due to the behaviour of a few Pakistani male students 

who seemed very contemptuous of British-born contributors including women. 
Nabil starting the debate, drew distinctions between `Stanis' - Pakistanis like 

himself, and 'BBCD's' - `British Born Confused Desi's', 'ABCD's' - 
`American Born Confused Desi's' and 'ABCDEFGHJ's' - `American Born 

Confused Desi's Escaped From Gujarat and Housed in Jersey'46. These were 

received with much laughter from the audience. Apart from the comic factor of 

these categorisations, he focused his attention on `how do Pakistanis identify 

themselves? ' For him, it was about identifying far more with the Pakistani 

Moghul heritage than anything particularly religious - he identified himself as 
`Muslim but with reservations' and `fiercely Pakistani'. The absence of shared 

cultural reference points, such as the ability to share a joke, was an example of 

how this Pakistani heritage was transmitted and shared between Pakistanis but 

not with migrant, or British Pakistanis and one of the reasons why Pakistanis 

were likely to dismiss any claims to authenticity from migrant Pakistanis. A 

woman at the back told him that his assumptions based on heritage were unfair. 

The next speaker, Rafiq, critiqued what he felt were artificial distinctions made 

between `British-born' and native Pakistanis and believed that `you are either a 

Pakistani or not'. According to him, this was based on feelings of belonging, 

cultural integration but also someone `who works for Pakistan'. Migrant 

Pakistanis who `came to England to earn a better living', were often from the 

`less liberal classes' in Pakistan, and had remained static in their cultural 

development. They were loyal to notions of Pakistan that were twenty years old, 

and their children could no longer speak proper Urdu. In contrast, `native 

Pakistanis' had an identity that was less religiously bound and was reflective of 

46 The term 'desi' refers to a colloquial name for people of South Asian descent, particularly those of 
Indian and Pakistani descent, to self describe each other or their community. The term is derogatory 

outside of the South Asian community. 
(see A NN, NN . 

lorenjaN, ier. com'asian'terminology. html) 
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the shifts in Pakistani culture that had occurred over this twenty year period. 
British Pakistanis, he said, `needed to be conservative in order to preserve their 
identity rather than have an identity'. Native Pakistanis, on the other hand, felt 

no such threat' and were thus far more confident about pushing boundaries when 

coming to the UK such as visiting clubs or drinking for example. It was 
therefore `wrong' for British Pakistanis to expect native Pakistanis to follow 

their model or for British Pakistanis to disapprove of their behaviours. In 

concluding, he returned to his opening line, where he said, `Brit Pakistanis came 

to Eng to earn a better living -I should have said they left Pakistan'. He added 

that even if his family were dying of hunger he would not leave Pakistan and 

that it was, `wrong of anyone to run away from home just to earn a lot of 

money' and concluded that `no-one ever died in Pakistan of hunger'. There were 
hardly any claps from the audience. 

The debate that followed was heated and at times, difficult to follow, largely due 

to heckling by some and the `loud' mutterings of insults in Urdu from two 

`native Pakistani' male students in the audience to comments from British 

Pakistanis, who happened to be mostly women. The hostility between the two 

camps was obvious. Pakistani students continued to accuse British Pakistan 

migrants of being `traitors', of creating a `false Pakistani identity' and guilty of 

low self-esteem by `begging at the doorstep of your former masters'. There were 

calls for allegiance to Pakistan, for contributions back to Pakistan, and 

accusations that migrants to Britain `were rats leaving a sinking ship'. 

British Pakistani students responded by saying that the Pakistani Government 

had nothing to offer, was corrupt and that the elites themselves did nothing to 

improve Pakistan's situation, and that native Pakistani attitudes towards British 

Pakistanis and those from other ethnic groups were racist. Some of the 

arguments were personalised and the Chair at times, struggled to maintain order. 

About half hour before the debate was due to end, the two men who had been 

muttering insults in Urdu over other people's comments, left the lecture hall to 

claps of approval from others in the audience. I found out later that one of these 

men was the son of a senior figure in Pakistan's financial sector; he was 

generally not well liked because of his and, as one person put it, `his arrogant 

and cocky' manner. Some of the discussion slipped into Urdu - when someone 
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asked to continue the debate in English, there were further negative comments 
from the Pakistani students, including some panel members. 

The debate ended with, not surprisingly, no consensus on the nature of Pakistani 

identity. Interestingly, one of the Pakistani students on the panel, Rafiq, was 
distressed at the way the debate had descended and stated that he would be 

`happy to continue the debate in the Student Union Bar'(! ). 

These striking political and cultural divisions and the less than friendly nature of 

them exhibited in this debate, were reflective of both sides failure to 

acknowledge their differing experiences and realities. Pakistani students 

remained unaware of the socio-economic challenges migrants had faced or of 

the realities of racial discrimination. Whilst Pakistanis looked to the West as 

symbolic of cultural and secular progress, British born Pakistanis were 

disappointed that their Pakistani cousins had failed to appreciate their religious 

and cultural traditions, and that they, the Pakistani elites, were part of `the 

system' that was still reproducing the gross social and structural inequalities that 

their parents had sought to leave'. For the British Muslim women students I 

spoke to, these attitudes, particularly around the ways culture and religion were 

embodied by both Pakistani male and female students, were precisely why they 

felt uneasy attending and contributing to PakSoc events and, felt unable to form 

lasting friendships. 
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APPENDIX IX 

ETHNIC MINORITY STUDENTS IN HIGHER EDUCATION 

Background 

Studies in the early to mid-eighties such as the Third PSI Survey in 1982, 
(amongst others such as Vellins1982; Ballard and Vellins, 1985), indicated that 
ethnic minority students in the 16-24 age group were more likely than their 

white counterparts to be engaged in post-compulsory education (Craft and Craft, 
1983; Brown, 1984). More recent empirical research tracing the participation of 
ethnic minorities in further and higher education has confirmed an increase in 

their student numbers. However, more detailed analyses have shown that these 

participation rates exhibit much diversity. 

A striking degree of polarisation between British South Asians with higher 

qualifications and those with few, or none exists, though the reasons behind this 

are as yet unclear (Jones, 1996; Modood et al., 1997). For instance, the Fourth 

PSI Survey in 1994 showed that South Asians as a group had the highest rates of 

participation in post-compulsory education for the 16-24 age group47. Indian and 
African Asian men were the most likely to possess degrees whilst Pakistani and 
Bangladeshi men were the least likely. Participation rates for Pakistani and 

Bangladeshi women were more optimistic. In comparison to Indian and African 

Asian women, although Pakistani and Bangladeshi women were amongst those 

possessing the least number of qualifications overall, the authors found that 

"... the Bangladeshis and, especially, Pakistani women were well represented at 

degree level" (Modood et al., 1997, p. 74). This finding may have been 

reflective of a biased sample group as postulated by the survey authors, but may 

also be due to `migration and generation effects' (op. cit). 

Clearly, more research into the reasons why such diversity exists in participation 

rates is required. Parental education levels and occupation, the type of school 

attended, the opportunities offered, the expectations and levels of 

47 Space does not permit any further discussion of these statistics. but the interested reader is adN iced 

to consult the 4thPSI Survey (Modood et al., 1997) and also, Modood and Acland (1998, Eds). Race 

and Higher Education, (London, PSI). 

272 



encouragement for further study from teachers, are `class-related' effects which 
do have some bearing on study patterns. 

Singh (1990), in his review of ethnic minorities in higher education, suggests 
that their overall high participation rates are reflections of the value ethnic 

minorities place in academic qualifications, and their high aspirations. The 

desire to pursue qualifications at colleges of further education after poor school 

experiences, may also be seen as a strategy to postpone perceived or expected 

unemployment after leaving school. Other research has shown that ethnic 

minority women on the whole, were subject to a "double disadvantage- 

(Taylor, 1993, p. 433) when applying to universities; as women within an ethnic 

group, and as members of an ethnic minority (op. cit). Furthermore, much of the 

above cited research points towards discrepancies in the acceptance rates of 

ethnic minorities to varying types of higher education institution (see also 

Modood and Shiner, 1994). 

Such conclusions are both frustrating and disturbing for those working in the 

areas of racial equality in the UK, but especially for ethnic minority students 

who aspire towards educational qualifications for pragmatic reasons. These are 

often related to a realistic assessment of the indirect and institutionalised racism 

they can expect to face, but also reflect personal aspirations and ambitions as 

demonstrated in numerous studies including this one. The reported `drive for 

qualifications' amongst all ethnic minority groups therefore, is a testament to 

their determination, resilience and tenacity to succeed. 

A survey of religious diversity within Britain's universities has shown that 

Muslims represent one of the largest non-Christian groups on campus with 

distinct needs and concerns (Gilliat-Ray, 1999). However, higher education 

institutions, like the Census surveys, do not currently collect data on students 

religious affiliations, making correlations between participation rates and 

religion difficult. 

Large-scale quantitative analyses such as those mentioned above are certainly 

invaluable for highlighting discrimination within higher education. What they 

cannot do, however, is offer detailed explanations for why such diversity, 

particularly between and within ethnic groups exists. Perhaps, more localised, 
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qualitative research that reflects specific regional manifestations of social and 

personal circumstances may help us to understand the relationships between and 

within ethnicity, class, gender and in this case, higher education. Actual 

accounts of experiences in higher education are, at present, scarce in the 

academic literature. Effective monitoring and increased access of ethnic 

minority students to universities will be of limited positive effect if 

discriminations, direct and indirect, are operating within the lecture theatre or 

within the student union. 

HIGHER EDUCATION AND ETHNIC MINORITY 

STUDENTS 

The participation rate of ethnic minority students in higher education has long 

been a topic of concern amongst researchers in education and race relations. The 

relatively recent collection of data by UCCA and PCAS (the admissions systems 

for higher education institutions) on the ethnic backgrounds of applicants, has 

ended much speculation. The bulk of research conducted in the area of education 

and ethnicity has previously, either concentrated on the academic performance 

of school children (See Tomlinson, 1991 for a summary), or on their likelihood 

of continuing post-16 education (Craft and Craft, 1983). Studies in the early to 

mid-eighties that recognised a need for effective monitoring in post-school 

settings, indicated that ethnic minority students, in the 16-24 age group were 

more likely than their white counterparts to be engaged in full-time study. West 

Indian men were an exception to this finding. West Indian women were 

additionally found to pursue a wide variety of qualifications through part-time 

study. (Brown, 1984). Singh, (1990) in his review of ethnic minorities in higher 

education, suggests that these figures are reflections of the value ethnic 

minorities place in academic qualifications, and their high aspirations. They may 

also have reflected the actual proportions of Asians and Afro-Caribbean's in this 

age group. The desire to pursue school qualifications at colleges of further 

education after poor school experiences, may also be seen as a strategy to 

postpone perceived or expected unemployment after leaving school. 

However, there are noted differences in the participation rates in higher 

education within ethnic groups. Before the availability of the UCCA and PCAS 
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data on applicants ethnic origins, formal assessment was difficult. Data that had 
been collected tended to either focus on particular institutions, presenting a case 
study-based analysis (e. g. Singh, 1990), or on graduates' employment prospects 
(Brennan and McGeevor, 1987; 1990). Such studies typically relied co-operation 
from both institutions of higher education for access to data, and the graduates 
themselves, who, like those in our study, received mailed questionnaires. Other 

studies have chosen to highlight the presence of specific ethnic groups in higher 

education such as South Asian students (Vellins, 1982; Ballard and Vellins, 

1985). They therefore, could at best, only present a limited indication of the 

actual `state of play'. 

Despite these shortcomings, all were able to conclude that ethnic minorities in 

higher education, were displaying, "differential rates of entr-ii " (Modood and 

Shiner, 1994). School experiences were seen to be a major contributing factor 

towards this statistic. Ethnic minority students were often found to have attended 

comprehensive schools, where the expectation for academic achievement from 

teachers for all students, was low. The `social class' of parents has been an area 

of interest to researchers in higher education, although it's influence has been 

harder to define. For example, Craft and Craft (1983), in their study of schools 

in an Outer London borough, found that children of West Indian origin with 

`working class' backgrounds were more likely to leave school after the fifth- 

form. Rather than stay and join the fifth-form, they preferred to go to further 

education college.. The opposite was true for `working class' children of Asian 

origin. Brennan and McGeevor (1990), whose work will be discussed below, 

considered the `social class' of parents of ethnic minority applicants to higher 

education. Though `social class' is a term that generally only refers to 

occupation, it should be viewed with caution. Many ethnic minority parents with 

academic qualifications gained in their country of origin, were forced to take 

manual jobs in the UK. Never-the-less, the current body of research does 

indicate a `class effect' especially when describing the numbers of applicants of 

Afro-Caribbean origin, but does not explain the relatively higher rates for Asian 

applicants. Comprehensive schooling coupled with a manual parental `social 

class', suggests that, "... applicants from ethnic minoritics are less likely to conic 

, 
from backgrounds that are associated with successful university entry" (Taylor, 
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1992). Taylor further stresses the need for admissions staff to avoid 'penalising' 

ethnic minority applicants for the type of school they attended and their assumed 
`social class'. 

Craft and Craft also found that although ethnic minority pupils tended to 

continue with further education after the sixth-form (possibly to follow more 

vocationally related courses), white pupils were more likely to enter into higher 

education. They were also far more likely to have joined universities rather than 

polytechnics. Ethnic minority pupils were found to achieve lower A' level 

grades for university entry, though the reasons behind this are still unclear. 
Perhaps one of the most startling findings of this study was the apparent, 
"academic under-performance by children of West Indian origin at all social 

class levels" (p. 17). Craft and Craft's report of 1983 uncovered questions that 

are still unresolved. 

Brennan and McGeevor (1987) questioned polytechnic graduates about their 

experiences of higher education and careers one year after graduating. Although 

they had a noted small number of Afro-Caribbean students in their sample, 

especially black women, a number of trends were discernible. Many in their 

sample, like many social work students, were above the average student age, and 

about 10% had entered higher education through alternative routes to A' levels, 

such as Access courses and diplomas. Many in this sample (just over 40%) had 

been through further education, though differences between ethnic groups 

existed in this area and in the numbers who had entered polytechnic directly 

from school. They found that Asians were the most likely to begin a degree 

course straight after leaving school, at around 60%, with UK Europeans at about 

50% and Afro-Caribbean's at just under 40%. In terms of course chosen. Afro- 

Caribbean's tended to concentrate on subject areas such as economics, law, 

social studies, science and applied chemistry. Asians preferred subjects in the 

pure sciences, electrical engineering and the pharmaceutical fields. 

Ethnic minority graduates were found to have endured longer periods of 

unemployment than white graduates. Once a job had been secured, it was often 

inferior' in status when compared to the jobs white graduates secured. and this 

was found by Brennan and McGeevor to be particularly true for Asian 

graduates. With depressing career prospects almost a certainty, it is hardly 
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surprising that in their sample, more ethnic minority graduates than UK white 
graduates, had embarked on post-graduate study to improve their chances in the 

recession hit labour market. Although black graduates may not see the benefits 

of their education in terms of securing a `wanted' job, they were found to 

perceive numerous psychosocial benefits as a result of higher education. Most 

graduates believed that they had gained the ability to think critically. Asians 

perceived greater benefits in terms of self-confidence and communication, while 
Afro-Caribbean's tended to stress the increased political consciousness and 
improved writing abilities higher education study had helped them develop. 

Brennan and McGeevor comment, 

"... the perceived benefits to the black groups were much greater in terms of the 

broader social objectives of becoming widely educated to help other people or 
improve society than to improve one's social status. While the perceived 

benefits for white graduates tended to be greater in terms of individualistic 

goals, for black graduates they were greater for aims with a more social 

orientation. " (p. 38) 

Brennan and McGeevor followed up their 1987 research with a further study in 

1990, which now included university graduates and interviews with ethnic 

minority students and staff from higher education institutions. The findings were 

broadly similar to their previous study, with black graduates gaining jobs they 

were unlikely to find stimulating or challenging. Asian graduates tended to 

pursue self-employment, while Afro-Caribbean graduates worked more within 

local government. The, "British `generalist' tradition with its emphasis on the 

personal and social characteristics of an individual" (p. 94), as Brennan and 

McGeevor put it, may be another term for the institutionalised racism many 

black graduates face. They grimly conclude that, "... the employment benefits are 

not as great as they should be; the possession of educational qualifications does 

not itself ensure equality of opportunity in the labour market. " (p. 94) 

The first analysis of the UCCA data for 1990 entry was reported by Taylor in 

1992. The data revealed a clear discrepancy between the numbers of ethnic 

minority applicants (8.7%) and those accepted (6.4%), by (the old) universities. 

Taylor offers a number of possible explanations for the above figures. Social 

class and type of school attended are factors we have already touched upon, and 
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Taylor additionally discusses the influences of A' level resits and qualifications 
held. (Interested readers should consult this paper for more detail. ) He suggests 
that universities should begin to review their acceptance criteria to prevent them 
from "indirectly discriminating" (p. 365). For instance, the negative 
connotations that A' level resits hold for university admissions staff could 
instead, "... be seen as a sign of determination " (p. 373). A comparison of the 

application rates to both universities and former polytechnics by ethnic 

minorities suggested that a system of "vertical segregation " (Taylor, 1993, 

p. 428) was operating. In other words, ethnic minorities applied and were 

accepted by the former polytechnics at a higher rate than white applicants. 
Ethnic minority women were shown to be further disadvantaged; as women 

within an ethnic group, and as members of an ethnic minority. 

Again, poor school experiences and a lack of positive encouragement from 

teachers were cited as one of the possible reasons for this discrepancy. Other 

research has re-iterated many of the above findings. Detailed statistical analysis 

has proven that, apart from individual choice, ethnicity is the single most 

significant factor when considering application rates to both polytechnics and 

universities. It has been found that, 

black Caribbean, black other and Pakistani applicants were less likely than their white 
equivalents to have been admitted to university 

and that, 

black Caribbean, black African, black other, Indian and Pakistani applicants were more 
likely than whites to have gained admission to polytechnic 

(Modood and Shiner, 1994, p. 45). 

Practically all the studies mentioned above have stressed the `high aspirations' 

of ethnic minority pupils; many teachers and careers advisors have however, 

viewed such ambitions as `unrealistic' or, `over-optimistic'. 

Ethnographic, or descriptive accounts of higher education experiences and 

motivations for different ethnic groups, has been largely ignored from most 

analyses of application and acceptance rates and the possible reasons behind 

such inconsistencies. These mainly quantitative studies, though valuable for 

policy-shaping, limit the depth of qualitative data that can be obtained. They 

also tend to offer comparisons between ethnic groups, with `white' groups 

usually acting as a `norm' or control (Troup. They fail to challenge adequately 
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why, for instance, children of Afro-Caribbean origin underachieve when 
compared to children of Asian origin. The answers to questions such as this 
must surely lie, to some extent within ethnic minority communities and families 
themselves. Also, actual accounts of experiences in higher education are 
seriously lacking. Effective monitoring and increasing the numbers of ethnic 
minority students in universities will be, of limited positive effect if racial 
harassment and discrimination are operating within the lecture theatre or at the 

student union bar. The example of social work education is a testament to this. 

In terms of higher education, as the university authorities started collecting data 

at the beginning of the 1990s it was notable that taken as a whole ethnic 

minorities were over-represented as applicants and students, though not evenly 

across the sector. South Asians were particularly over-represented (Modood, 

1993). Yet, it was clear that some groups were under-represented and this 
included Pakistani and Bangladeshi females and there was some evidence of 
bias in admissions against most minority groups in the old but not the new 

universities, where in fact they were favoured (Modood and Shiner, 1994). 

Some suggested that ethnic minority women were subjected to a `double 

disadvantage' (Taylor, 1993: 433). By the end of the decade, however, all South 

Asian groups, male and female, had made progress though it was confirmed that 

there was a bias against South Asians in the selection processes of the old 

universities, but this did not seem to be affected by gender (Shiner and Modood, 

2002). What was clear was that there was a continuing, strong drive for 

qualifications amongst most minority groups and that South Asians had reached 

rates of participation well in excess of government targets and that working class 

South Asians' participation rates were beyond the hopes the government had for 

the white working classes (Modood, 2003). So, as far as new entrants into higher 

education was concerned there was a convergence amongst South Asian groups. 

and amongst males and females, though Indians (including African Asians) were 

more likely to be in the more prestigious universities and in more competitive 

subjects than the others. 

However, a striking degree of polarisation between British South Asians with 

higher qualifications and those with few, or none exists, though the reasons 
11 

behind this are complex. The Fourth PSI Survey in 1994 showed that South 
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Asians as a group had the highest rates of participation in post-compulsory 
education for the 16-24 age group48. Indian and African Asian men were the 

most likely to possess degrees whilst Pakistani and Bangladeshi men were the 
least likely. Some other and more recent studies suggest that the participation 

rates for Pakistani and Bangladeshi women in higher education are on the 
increase (Gardner and Shukur, 1994; Modood et al. 1997, Modood, 1998 and 
2003; Dale et al, 1999). In comparison to Indian and African Asian women, 

although Pakistani and Bangladeshi women were amongst those possessing the 
least number of qualifications overall, Modood et al., (1997) found that "... the 
Bangladeshis and, especially, Pakistani women were well represented at degree 

level " This finding may have been reflective of a biased sample group as 

postulated by the survey authors, but may also be due to `migration and 

generation effects' (op. cit). These are supported by a small, yet growing number 

of qualitative and localised studies that point towards the high aspirations of 

young South Asian Muslim women and their participation in higher education 

and professional employment (Thornley and Siann, 1991; Basit, 1995,1996a, 

1996b, 1997; Ahmad, 2001)49 

Obviously, more research into the reasons why such diversity exists in 

participation rates is required. Parental occupation and education levels, the type 

of school attended, the opportunities offered and the expectations and levels of 

encouragement for further study from teachers, are `class-related' effects which 

do have some bearing on study patterns (Modood, 2003 forthcoming). 

" Space does not permit any further discussion of these statistics, but the interested reader is advised 

to consult the 4`h PSI Survey (Modood et al., 1997) and also, Modood and Acland (1998, Eds), Race 

and Higher Education, (London, PSI). 
40 See Dale et al, 2002a and Dale et al. 2002b. 
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APPENDIX X 

`Mapping' British Muslim Women 

In Chapter Two, I have argued that discourses around South Asian Muslim 

women and representation are dominated by a cluster of recurring and 
essentialised themes such as passivity and victim-hood, `rebellion' against 
religious or cultural traditions, the trope of `arranged marriages', and the use of 

reductive over-arching theoretical frameworks. Here, I want to focus on a few 

significant studies on young South Asian Muslim women in Britain in order to 

contextualise the more detailed arguments I have presented in the main sections 

of the thesis. I begin by detailing two pieces of work from the late 80's and early 
90's, which I read as having framed Muslim women within a discourse of 
`conflict'. Having said this, I am also reminded that these studies, like many 

others including my own, are temporally, socially and politically situated and 

therefore represent localised and historised realities. I then move on to discuss 

alternative approaches to the exploration of Muslim women's identities in 

Britain, concentrating on the ways these studies, influenced by post-structuralist 

approaches, focused on hybridised identities and on the emergence of `core 

Muslim identities', which were theorised, or `mapped' in opposition to `cultural' 

or `essential Asian identities'. 

Wade and Souter's (1992) study, of (mainly Pakistani Muslim) schoolgirls 

attitudes in the West Midlands however, portrays the informants as passive 

victims of a static, unsympathetic and religiously dominated culture. Though 

claiming to focus on the teaching of English to these students, many of the 

comments elicited from schoolgirls presented what was perceived (by them) to 

be a bleak future, a stereotypical role of subservient wife and mother. Wade and 

Souter make little attempt to situate these comments within more specific 

cultural and class dependent contexts, thus assuming a certain amount of 

homogeneity for their subjects. They also attempt to present an exploratory 

study based on a few detailed case studies and a series of group discussions. 

where the more intricate dynamics of family life either remain hidden, or fail to 

surface within the confines of peer group pressures and normal adolescent 

'expectations' from parents. Their subjects describe how Muslim parents 
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actively prevented their daughters from even receiving basic schooling. 

removing them from school around the onset of puberty, to be 'trained' as 
housewives. Education, let alone higher education and then employment was 
seen to be shameful and dishonourable to a family. The girls' aspirations «cre. 

as a consequence, typically depressing. Wade and Souter present female 

education for Muslim families as inimical to their way of life: 

Well intentioned encouragement of more active female participation could conflict with 
the ideas of Asian parents about what is considered to be a suitable education for their 
daughters in the light of their religious beliefs and customs. Opposition to the type of 
higher education available for women in the United Kingdom can be seen in the 
guidance given by leading Muslims. 

(Wade and Souter, 1992, p. 17. ) 

They cite what can best be described as `non-academic' essentially religious 

conferences for academic scrutiny, without first assessing the accessibility and 

range of influence such conferences hold for the families under their criticism. 

Some acknowledgement of the numbers of Muslim women who do actually 

successfully pursue higher education is made, but Wade and Souter gloss over 

this in favour of concentrating on the Islamic teachings of sexual segregation 

from adolescence onwards. They rely on potentially misleading evidence 

provided by the Central Statistical Office Survey of 1988, which found no 

women of Pakistani or Bangladeshi origin to have any higher education 

qualifications, which curiously contradicts earlier evidence presented by the 

Policy Studies Institute in 1985, which indicated some movement by Asian 

women into higher education. 

Although problems do exist for young Muslim women regarding their access to 

further and higher education (also in comparison to boys), many of these are a 

combination of institutionalised racism and specific, regional, class dependent 

forces, much in the same way that `traditional' working class English families 

may feel wary of higher education, though the reasons behind these anxieties 

may differ. Wade and Souter make the mistake of generalising too much and 

relying too heavily on their own data and subjective analyses. The result is an 

simplistic, stereotypical account, one that unintentionally patronises the very 

individuals it seeks to empower, generally disregarding any notion of `agency' 

these young women may possess. Girls with more balanced, or 'less angry' 

views are suggested as being naive and less aware of the patriarchal society they 
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are a part of. Were this to be true, the descriptions of `strong and dominant 

mothers' in the family would be contrary to that image. Similarly, the girls 
themselves give reason to suggest that they may be partially exaggerating their 

overly strict situations by revealing the types of popular magazines they read: 
Smash Hits, Woman, Woman's Own and Bella, were favourites, but would 
domineering parents allow their daughters to read `grown up' women's 

magazines? 

Afshar (1989a; 1989b) also tends to portray education and earning potential for 

Pakistani women in West Yorkshire as a source of conflict within the family. By 

adopting a 'problem focus' in her analysis of the Pakistani Muslim family, 

Afshar situates their particular experiences within a negative theoretical 

narrative, which is further confused by the introduction of institutionalised 

racism into the account. The 'conflict model' proposed for second and third 

generation women suggests that high earning potential and education are a 

source of parental conflict, but later goes on to elaborate that this is dependent 

upon the family's class status. Middle class families are less likely to experience 

overt racism and so will encourage education; working class families and some 

of their daughters will see little value in pursuing education due to perceived 

racist effects. The source of conflict is then blurred between parental constraints 

and market forces. Education is therefore portrayed as both divisive and desired. 

Women who had been educated at university level in Afshar's sample (1989a), 

do not discuss any of the benefits associated with higher education, and Afshar 

dwells on the sacrifices these women had to make in order to please their 

families and in-laws, at the expense of their earning potentials. She concludes: 

... 
in the unquestioning commitment of Muslim women to the paramount duty of 

motherhood and their willingness to submit unrenumerated work within the family, 

there is an important element of ideology and ethnicity which makes well-educated 
highly qualified middle class women into unpaid labourers, who work well below their 

own class potential and do so for little or no pay. In this respect, ethnicity does play a 
central part in creating a sub-class and an even more inferior gender role defined in 

terms of race and ideology 

(Afshar, 1989, p223-224) 

These `conflict' approaches to work on South Asian Muslim women in Britain, 

have largely been replaced by perspectives which have been influenced by a 

number of critical dialogues. These situate themes of agency. social change. 

localised histories and hegemonic structures as central to the production of 
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discursive accounts of identities which are presented as dynamic, contingent and 
politicised (Parmar, 1982; Knott and Khokher 1993: Lyon, 1995: Brah and 
Minhas, 1985; Brah, 1993,1996; Khan, 1998; Butler 1999: Dwyer 1999,2000: 
Shain, 2000; Archer 2002). These help us to articulate 'multiple 'Muslim 
identities' within Muslim women's narratives (Dwyer 1999). 

For example, Knott and Khokher (1993), based on nineteen interviews with 
South Asian Muslim schoolgirls in Leeds and Bradford, highlighted how young 
Muslim women drew distinctions between religious and cultural practices 
enabling some to talk of their `Muslim identity' in complex ways. Previous 

models drawn from the literature from the seventies on ethnic minority youth 
and identities employed reductionist approaches that relied on dichotic social 
and cultural extremes which were limited to either comparisons between the 
home and school environments or, as I have critiqued in Chapter Two, `arranged 

marriages' 50 

Using what they called a `perceptual map', Knott and Khokher divided young 

women into four main positionings and used this map to demonstrate the diverse 

range of subject positions young Muslim women adopted in relation to their 

religious and ethnic backgrounds. The four main positions were represented as: 

those who were actively religious but not interested in Pakistani culture; those 

who were closer to Pakistani culture than religion; those who were interested in 

both Islam and Pakistani culture and, those who had little or no interest or 
knowledge in either Islam or their cultural background. 

However, Knott and Khokher themselves acknowledged that there were certain 

limitations to their approach. Locating individuals on a map did inadvertently, 

imply a certain `cementing' of position especially for a young cohort of 

schoolgirls who were still maturing and relatively speaking, had limited life 

experiences. Like Hall's assertion of `identity as a process of becoming' Muslim 

women's religious identities evidenced in this study, were also subject to 

competing and fluctuating influences with university students and graduates. For 

instance: 

5Q The models they critiqued were the 'conflict model'; the 'cultural synthesis' model; the 'religious 

strateg ', and the 'anti-religious strateg '. 
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... A year or so ago I would have said that religion is something which is always with 
me and, because it is with me all the time it is something I don't even think about, but 
recently -I would say in the past year or so -I had an awakening! I just woke up one day and suddenly I wanted more answers to a lot of things, I just felt that I was ready to 
know more and, in a sense, delve deeper into my religion, perhaps because at the same 
time other things in my life were not working out and I wanted to fall back on 
something and the obvious answer to me seemed to be religion. So, in the past year or 
so it has become more important to me perhaps than ever before 

(Sadia, 26, MPhil student, South Asian Area Studies, Bengali literature and Gender, 
Bangladeshi). 

Responses from my research here suggest that even for the small number of 

women who displayed, or discussed aspects of dissent from their religious and 

cultural backgrounds, one could not conclude that they had `little or no interest' 

in these areas; they were clearly reacting to a series of expectations rather than 

displaying indifference to them (see below). Finally, the map was also not able 

to account for other influences, personal circumstances or areas of overlap and 

contradictions and placement on it was based on the subjective assessment of the 

authors. Never-the-less, Knott and Khokher's research illustrated how young 

Muslim women negotiated their religious and ethnic identities and highlighted 

how these were subject to continual modification and negotiation rather than a 

static positioning. 

Drawing on perspectives from social and cultural geography, feminist literature 

and work by cultural theorists such as Hall and Brah on identities, Claire 

Dwyer's work seeks to examine the role of `place and the politics of identity' 

(1999; 2000). Her work was based on contextualised accounts of group and 

individual interviews with young Muslim women across two distinctly different 

schools in north west London. Dwyer argues that while diasporic identities are 

configured through gender and class, the articulations of young Muslim women 

are also relational to discourses such as those offered by notions of a 

transnational Muslim identity and thus `challenge the fixing of gendered and 

cultural identities in relation to one place, or "home"' (2000, p. 477). Thus, it 

becomes possible to construct, negotiate and theorise discourses on identities 

that remain sensitive to notions of `sameness and difference', and identify with 

and maintain or practice certain cultural values around a `compound identity' 

without recourse to essentialism. 

Women frequently emerge or are viewed by others as well as themselves, as the 

`guardians' of religious cultural ideals (Anthias and Yuval-Davis, 1992) and 
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Muslim women in particular have previously been portrayed through 
pathologised and victim-focused discourses in a number of ways. Early 

anthropological and sociological accounts of race and culture, 'culture clash' 
theory, and as victims of multiculturalism's promotion of male-led religious 
`fundamentalism', all of which have acted to marginalise Muslim women's 
authority and agency in defining themselves, especially if this is articulated 
through faith identities (Tyrer, 2006). 

In Dwyer's study, social class and close local networks within the communit`, 

under study (Mirpuri families from rural backgrounds), played a determining 

factor in how strictly patriarchal constraints were exercised in relation to issues 

such as dress and freedom of movement within the locality. Dwyer interprets 

this as a diasporic response that serves to `reconnect young women with 
Pakistan because Pakistan was evoked as the source of religious knowledge and 

authority' (p. 478) especially amongst those whose families were from rural 
backgrounds. Women's style of clothing, whether it be Asian or Western, was 

highlighted as a primary marker of `ethnic or religious purity' amongst parental 

networks, but as Dwyer shows, young women were able to subvert these ideals, 

and hence assert `hybrid identities' through challenging the accepted wisdom of 

`appropriate' Islamic behaviour and dress. This manifestation of hybridity 

through the example of dress was indicative of the emergence of Islam as an 

alternative source of connection and identification for some young women, and 

a means by which parental and cultural restrictions and wider stereotypes, could 

be suitably challenged. Similarly, women were also found to be skilled at 

negotiating, assessing and prioritising aspects of their `compound identities' 

(p. 483) according to differing social contexts. Other accounts of young Asian 

Muslim women in Britain also from the late 90's also began to stress the 

hybridity of Muslim women's identities and the centrality that many gave to 

Islam as opposed to their cultural backgrounds, in the formation of these 

(Jacobsen, 1998; Butler, 1999; Bradby, 1999). 

In a study that does much to challenge stereotypes, Dwyer largely ignores the 

perspectives and diasporic identities of the parents themselves and their 

relationships with their daughters. Although situating her study within class 

relations, which is necessary and significant, there is however, an implicit 
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assumption that `working class Mirpuri' parents are likely to impose restrictions 

on their daughter's education. However, emerging evidence from a number of 

other studies suggests that many working class Muslim parents have 'middle- 

class aspirations' for their daughters (Basit, 1997; Ahmad, 2001; Dale, Shaheen. 

Fieldhouse and Kalra, 2002a; Ahmad, Modood and Lissenburgh, 2003). These 

are issues which the main part of the thesis will address. 
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APPENDIX XI 

Case Extract - Sadia `Learning to Assimilate Myself 

The following extract from my conversation with Sadia, a post-graduate student, 
on the nature of her personal and social experiences at university, better 
illustrates some of the complexity and detailed thought processes behind issues 

around university experiences and identity formation for Muslim women in my 

sample in relation and reaction to, their learning environment. Sadia's 

comments, though personal, are generally reflective of the views expressed by 

many other women I spoke to. Of particular interest is Sadia's comment on 
`assimilating herself which she clarified to mean the two-way process of 
integration and interaction where both parties share equal responsibility for 

learning about each other and imparting knowledge about the other from a 

mutual basis of respect but without expectations of one dominating another's 

way of being: 

One of the positive aspects of university study was the opportunity, as many 

have noted previously, to mix with people from a variety of ethnic, cultural and 

religious backgrounds. This benefit also had a role in provoking the women I 

spoke to think further about their own identities and about how they chose to 

adapt and negotiate when with people from differing backgrounds. It was a skill 

that many women later find useful when in the working environment. For Sadia, 

this process also triggered what she called `learning to assimilate' herself and 

accept social differences between people. On further probing, her definition of 

`assimilate' was not a sociological definition, but referred more to an 

understanding of recognising a need to `integrate and involve herself at a social 

level in order to foster and encourage understanding amongst others whilst 

maintaining her right to be `different' and be accepted for those differences: 

I learned to respect people more in the sense that I was exposed more to other people, 
their cultures, backgrounds, and it was a good way of learning about people, not just 

from what I read in books but actually meeting people on an every-day basis, looking at 
their different experiences and trying to appreciate that every one is different, basically. 

More than anything, the best thing that I obtained from the university was learning to 

assimilate myself as much as possible and learning to accept other people for what they 

are and not for what I think they should be. I think that was the best experience for me 

and it is a process that is still going on now -I don't think it stops really 

(Sadia, 26, MPhil student, South Asian Area Studies, Bengali literature and Gender, 
Bangladeshi). 
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Can I ask you what you mean when you say, `You learned how to assimilate yourself or 
you are learning how to assimilate yourself? 

Basically, first of all that I must not take for granted that I expect people to understand 
everything about me, just the fact that they can see that I'm an Asian, female and 
however old I am. It is up to me as well to some extent to expose myself to people and 
try and explain to them who I am, not just what they see on the surface. In order to do 
that I have to involve myself more with other people so that this barrier can break down 
and, hopefully, once it has broken down, they will learn more about me [her emphasis] 
-I can't expect it to be just a one-way process, it is not just a question of them 
approaching me, it is me also actively approaching them, it is my responsibility as well 

(Sadia, 26, MPhil student, South Asian Area Studies, Bengali literature and Gender, 
Bangladeshi). 

So you are talking more about involving yourself with people from different 
backgrounds, rather than hiding yourself in the background and masking over your 
differences? 

Definitely! I think that being different from someone doesn't necessarily have to be a 
drawback. I think bringing different people together, in fact, can really be an interesting 
thing and it doesn't mean necessarily that none of them are going to get on. I think that 
in bringing people of all different backgrounds together you can create the kind of 
atmosphere where a lot of learning goes on, just by talking to each other there is so 
much that can be learned and I definitely find that in university life 

(Sadia, 26, MPhil student, South Asian Area Studies, Bengali literature and Gender, 
Bangladeshi). 
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APPENDIX XII 

Difference and Sameness - Representing Faith 

Given that much of the discussion thus far has been concerned with 
representations, the deterministic nature of labels and identity, it is perhaps 
instructive to consider two very different manifestations of faith and to hear the 
personal narratives that accompany them. Through the extracts below, I want to 
explore how two very different but practising Muslim women both define and 
represent two competing images of Muslimness. One was a primary school 
teacher, who used to wear the `nigab' (face-covering) but through the process of 
higher education, eventually discarded it but continued to wear her hijab, while 
the other was a central Government media officer who, in terms of appearance, 
was `secular' and actively chose not to wear the hijab51. 

Jahanara 

(24, BSc Psychology, Primary School Teacher, Bangladeshi). 

Jahanara had gone through an interesting process of transformation since her 

mid-teens. Coming from Tower Hamlets, with the largest population of 
Bangladeshi Muslims in the UK, Jahanara's early encounters with formalised 

Islamic circles led to her adopting the full body and face-covering (jilbab and 

niqab). Her experiences at sixth form college and then in her first year at 

university, however, caused her to re-evaluate the `practicality' of the niqab and 

she eventually chose to discard it and the jilbab and adopt a less `Saudi- 

influenced' style of dress. Here, I begin with asking her to describe herself. 

In terms of yourself and your identity, how would you describe yourself? 

I'm a girl, a female and I would still say that I'm a Bengali which I still believe I am 
even though I was brought up in this country, I'm a Muslim, and that I'm a primary 
school teacher now. British. 

Which one out of those- is there a preference, do you see one that's more significant to 
You? 

Five years ago if you'd ask me that I'd say `I'm a Muslim' is more important than 
anything else. But now, I think being a Muslim and identifying myself as a Bengali, its 

51 In the interests of simplicity, I have adopted an equally simple definition of the `hijab' here and refer to the presence or 

absence of a headscarf covering the hair. There are of course, several differing interpretations, one of the broadest of which 

explain 'hijab' as not just a physical covering of the body, but also as a psychological state of being. For a more detailed and 

informative discussion see Barlas (2002); Bullock (2002) and Jawad (1998). 
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just as important. If I was to say what are the most important things based on two or three criteria I'd say Bengali and Muslim. 

Not British? 

I do have a British passport. I'd say British yeah, yeah coz if I was to go to Bangladesh 
I don't think I'd fit in or adapt easily. Say British Bengali Muslim. 

And in terms of religion, how important is it in your life? 

Its important. Certain things I do and don't do are because of Islam more so than 
culture. 

You mentioned your hijab and that when you were at FE college you wore niqab. How 
long did you wear niqab and why did you stop? 
I wore it when I was 16 and wore it for 3 years. It sort of came about by attending 
Islamic circles and the people I was with all wore niqab and so it was the next step for 
me coz it was just socially accepted and everybody around me wore it. I didn't question 
it at the time, and it was the next step up for me. I always wore hijab from an early age, 
and I'd left secondary school and it was a good time to wear. It just felt so normal. I 
wore it for 3 years when I was at `A' level college and then when I went to university - it just became really difficult just maintaining it at 'A' level college. Although during 
my A'level period I'd wear it and then didn't wear it at certain places, with certain 
people. 
What was happening? 

When I was at `A' level college I found it really difficult interacting with people. And 
other things that you don't really think about -I couldn't eat in the canteen so I 
couldn't have lunch in the canteen, I'd leave. And it all depends on the ways that I wore 
my niqab as well. You can wear it in certain ways where you can't really feed yourself 
so sometimes because of it I wouldn't be able to have lunch. And other social 
gatherings, where there were males present, I just couldn't do things like eat or drink 
and I found it difficult communicating with people. I did find it difficult approaching 
people as well. I don't know whether it was just because of the niqab or more to do with 
my own personality. But that was a huge difficulty that I took note of in those 3years, it 
became more apparent to me. And then it was after when I started university, I was 
meeting a lot more people that didn't come from my community and I started attending 
circles that were not run by my community and they began to make more sense, 
especially in terms of practicality of living in a society like this and started making a lot 
more sense and I started viewing things differently as well, it was easier to understand 
those views in that new context, and it made a lot more practical things easier for me. 
And then I didn't see the need to cover up so much and I started to have a different 

perception of myself and how people saw me, especially the male population. 

And in terms of your everyday practice now, would you call yourself very religious, 
does it influence your friendships? 

To a certain extent it does with my non-Muslim friends it does, if they do have a party I 
tend to say `no' coz I know there's going to be alcohol, so I try and be polite and give 
an excuse. In terms of socialising, I wouldn't socialise with them as much -I think its 

more to do with the fact that I'm lazy organising and if they do it, its normally 
somewhere loud and there a lot of drinking, so I don't see them as much and don't get 
to know as well as my Muslim friends. 

In terms of your religiosity, would you say you're fairly religious or i'ery religious? 

Compared to about eight years ago, I would say I'm a lot less religious in terms of my 

outer appearance. But then I see it as my own understanding of the hijab and the 

covering of the body has changed so for me sometimes when I think about it. I think no, 
I'm not less religious just because I don't wear the Jilbab, I'll explain it as a cultural 
dress and I'm not in Saudi Arabia so why the need to dress like a Saudi? I'm in 

England. Dress as they do in England or how I'm comfortable. But sometimes I think 
I'm a lot less religious and in terms of learning about Islam, I don't do that much no\\ .I 
can't say I've spent this amount of time on the spiritual side, or reading a book or 
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something that's religious. I do that a lot less and a lot of my Islamic knowledge goes back to that time when I was more involved in the local masjid. And I donut have zeal that I did have before. Even if I do have time now, I'd read a novel whereas before it 
was reading Islamic books. 

Sofie 

(30, LLB, Government Press Officer, Pakistani). 

What about in terms of your faith, how do you think you manifest it? You mentioned 
your moral code and you mentioned not wearing the hijab and not appearing to be 
religious to non-Muslims, non-Asians - has that been an issue for you, has been 
something that you've thought a lot about? Was it an active decision not to wear it? 
Um. I've thought about it, but not until I was about -I practice my faith as in I pray five 
times a day from the age of 15-16 and yet my brothers and sisters don't and its not 
something that's been drummed into me, its just something I chose to do. In terms of 
not wearing the hijab, I went to school where there were about 3 Asians and I went to a 
college where a few more Asians but very few wore the hijab, and it was Yorkshire and 
it was a nice school, then went to a university where there were a lot of Asians and 
turned me completely off Asians full-stop! It brought me closer to God but I didn't go 
to any Muslim societies, I didn't go to - that was just a conscious decision because I 
look at people rather than [thinking] `they're Muslims, they're gonna be alright', its not 
that kind of an idea. In terms of consciously taking the decision, I suppose I'm quite 
vain (! ) and I also don't want to be labelled and I'd rather have this kind of neutral 
stance at the moment in terms of I work for central Government and if someone sees a 
woman with a headscarf on they are immediately put into a box and I don't want to be 
immediately put into a box and my name `Sofie' doesn't really give it away too much 
and I quite like that. And I talk to people about my faith, its not hidden ever, everyone 
knows I'm a Muslim, everyone knows I don't drink, everyone knows I don't go -I will 
go to see my mates in the pub but I won't have any alcohol. 

What about whether you made a conscious decision not to wear the hijab? 

So far, I didn't want my Asian or any of my friends or peers or colleagues, whatever, to 
start labelling me straight away. But now I don't really mind; it wouldn't bother me in 
the least. I think September 11 changed a lot of people's perceptions about Islam and 
maybe in order to make changes, I don't want to wear a headscarf. I think I can make 
more of a change, more of a difference if I didn't, and I know it's a horrible thing to say 
because I believe in modesty, I believe in wearing the hijab I suppose but I'm kinda 
sacrificing that to try to make change somewhere else. 

Are there any other Muslim women in your area of work who wear the hijab? 

Yeah, X and there are two or three women in my department who wear a hijab, not in 
the press office, the press office is very cut-throat, its not your normal run of the mill 
civil service type people there, and maybe in fact, if I could make a difference by 

wearing the hijab it would blow people's perceptions coz I would still act the same way 
and yet I'd have a headscarf on my head. And maybe people wouldn't bat an eyelid but 
I think people in the media would raise an eyebrow, I think and say `oh that's not what 
I'd expect a person with a hijab on to act like or talk like, I'm no different basically so 
maybe I should and that would change people's perceptions as well. 
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